
FRESHMAN YEAR

			For almost an entire semester, Tess Stanford managed to avoid all contact with Dr. Morgan. This was a blessing, considering Dr. Morgan’s notoriously awful reputation.

			Technically, Tess was in Dr. Morgan’s class, as the woman’s name was listed on her class schedule. Dr. Morgan ran the introductory chemistry lab. She designed the class, developed the experimental protocols, wrote the grueling pre- and post-lab worksheets, and did all the final grading. She did not, however, teach. Rather, a collection of chemistry graduate students ran class time. So, Tess, like most of her fellow undergraduate classmates, had never actually seen Dr. Morgan during lab time. This was because the professor avoided freshmen like the plague. And yes, Dr. Morgan would argue, there was statistically significant evidence to suggest that freshmen did indeed carry more diseases than the average upperclassman.

			Even though she did her best to avoid students, her horrid reputation preceded her. Therefore, everyone on campus knew of Dr. Morgan, and it was because of this reputation that Tess learned about the professor the first day she moved to campus.

			Once the new freshmen were settled in their dorms, their RA called a floor meeting to address the agenda of the coming days. The freshman dorms were grouped mostly by major, to encourage connections in shared classes. Tess was a biology major, interested in pursuing research work, but she was lumped in with the other biology majors, most planning to pursue medical school. All first-year biology majors were required to take Introduction to General Biology, Introduction to General Chemistry, and the associated intro labs.

			Because their RA was a chem major herself, when questions about the location of the intro chemistry lab came up, she pinched the bridge of her nose. “You all have to take the intro chem lab, don’t you? I’m so sorry.”

			“Why? Is it hard?”

			“It’s Dr. Morgan. Have you heard about her yet? She’s the devil. She’s the lab coordinator, so she doesn’t teach, but she does all the grading. I’m not supposed to say this, but I will anyway. She’s an ass. She takes off points for the dumbest things, and any misstep in the lab, even something inconsequential, they’ll kick you out. They don’t give you any missed labs either, and if you’re more than a minute late, they lock you out, no second chances.”

			Everyone fell silent. Tess glanced around the room, noting that all the premed students were visibly pale, mourning the death of their perfect GPAs. Tess wanted to be optimistic, but the class sounded like a real pain in the ass…just like this Dr. Morgan person.

			“No, no, I didn’t mean to scare you!” their RA quickly said. “Tons of freshmen survive that class every year and we have hundreds, probably, of students that move on to med school, so it’s totally fine. You might leave with a few extra gray hairs, but you’ll survive.”

			However, despite this initial introductory warning to the bio-chem professor, three weeks passed before Tess even saw Dr. Morgan.

			Tess was adjusting to college life by then. She’d made a couple of friends. Her bond was solidifying with her roommate, Kai, and there was a growing friendship with one of their floormates, Elle. Elle, too, was premed, so they shared classes, but she was already casting longing glances toward the English department.

			“Just switch majors,” Kai said.

			“But what job could I do with an English major?”

			“Ask them about it,” Tess suggested. “I bet they have a whole list of careers you can do with an English major. Lists sound like a nerdy lit thing to me.”

			“You’re rude.” Elle laughed. “But yeah, maybe I can convince my parents that it’d be a lucrative career choice.”

			“Lucrative,” Tess repeated. “You already sound like an English major.”

			“Omigod, stop!” Kai yelped, suddenly grabbing both Tess and Elle, jerking them to a halt.

			“What?” Elle asked.

			“That’s her,” Kai exclaimed breathlessly, pointing across the quad.

			“Who?”

			“Dr. Morgan!”

			Tess followed Kai’s line of sight, scanning the crowd, trying to make out which person was the notoriously awful professor.

			“Where the hell are you looking?” Elle asked.

			“She just came out of the chem building carrying a huge cardboard box.”

			Tess’s eyes landed. Yards from them, on a different sidewalk, a woman stalked along carrying a massive cardboard box. Her hair was a dark brunette, pulled into a tight bun, and she wore a dark woman’s suit. Sure, she looked professional, and perhaps a bit intimidating, but Tess was more surprised than anything.

			“Wait, that’s Dr. Morgan?” Tess asked in full disbelief. “Are you sure?”

			“Yeah, I’m positive. I looked her up online. That’s definitely her.”

			Even though Dr. Morgan was far from them and Tess could not make out subtler details, it was clear that Dr. Morgan looked nothing like what she had been picturing. She expected someone old and grouchy, a get-off-my-lawn type of old woman. Or maybe she’d pictured a warden of corporal punishment, ruler in hand for smacking students, her face ugly with a big, knotted nose. Or maybe she’d have fangs, and scales, and devil horns! Instead, Dr. Morgan appeared far younger than Tess expected, and she was striking, both in her looks and the way she carried herself.

			Tess barked out her observation, stating, “But she’s so—so young. And—and hot.”

			Both Kai and Elle stared at Tess curiously.

			“Come on, don’t look at me like that. I know the rumors. But you can’t say, objectively, that she isn’t good-looking.”

			“I mean, if you’re into older women, I guess,” Elle said with a shrug.

			“Yeah, I mean, I guess I can see it,” Kai agreed. “But I wouldn’t dare try to compliment her. I mean, look.” She gestured emphatically, and Tess turned back to watch Dr. Morgan.

			Another student walked down the sidewalk toward Dr. Morgan, head down, looking at his phone. Tess couldn’t imagine, despite Kai’s urging, that it would be a problem. The sidewalk was plenty wide enough for multiple people. However, it quickly became clear that it wasn’t wide enough for Dr. Morgan and another person.

			The professor glared at the student. She yelled something—Tess could see her mouth move but couldn’t hear—and the boy startled. He stopped, realizing who was approaching, then spun and sprinted away in the opposite direction. Other students noticed the commotion and also changed their trajectories to avoid Dr. Morgan. As Dr. Morgan continued, students parted around her, giving her a wide berth.

			“Dang, she’s terrifying,” Elle uttered, shuddering.

			Tess blinked, trying to process. “She’s…bewildering…”

			“You’re treading on dangerous water,” Kai said. “Sure, she’s young—”

			“I heard she’s a kid genius, skipped a few grades,” Elle supplied.

			“And yeah, maybe she’s got a good figure,” Kai continued. “But with all the things I’ve heard about her, she is not worth it.”

			Tess considered the rumors she’d heard. Some of them, maybe, could be true, but surely most were made up. “What all have you heard?” Tess pulled her friends along as she continued walking.

			“Well, I heard that the bio and chem departments, because she’s in bio-chem, right, scheduled their weekly department meetings around Dr. Morgan without telling her, because they were hoping she wouldn’t notice and wouldn’t show up.”

			“I heard they deleted her from the department email list because they were sick of her showing up to events and ruining them,” Elle said.

			“I heard that Dr. Glower switched departments—and his entire tenure research plan—because his office was next to hers and he kept bumping into her until it was too much for him to handle.”

			“She only teaches graduate courses because none of the undergrads will sign up for her classes.”

			“That can’t all be true!” Tess finally said. “I mean, if she’s such a bad professor and everyone hates her, then how come she’s still got a job?”

			“Tenure stuff, I assume.”

			“Yeah, she’s a crazy genius,” Kai said. “I don’t know much about her work, but I do know that she brings in a ton of funding and good rep for the school. That’s why they’re keeping her around, I’d imagine.”

			“I find it hard to believe,” Tess admitted, “that someone could get this far being such a horrid person.”

			“She might not have always been bad,” Elle suggested. “Some people get bitter with age.”

			“It doesn’t matter, because she’s a horrid person now,” Kai concluded.

			Tess glanced back over her shoulder, hoping to see Dr. Morgan once more. However, the professor was gone.

			Tess set her gaze straight ahead. She wasn’t sure if she believed the rumors, but she also didn’t feel inclined to go out of her way to purposefully disprove the rumors, either. So, she decided it would be best to ignore the professor entirely.

			And she did avoid Dr. Morgan…for almost an entire semester.

			* * *

			One more class…five finals…and then a monthlong break. That was all Tess was thinking about. It was bitterly cold outside, single digits with an even lower windchill. Day-old frozen snow covered the ground, piled where the sidewalks had been shoveled. Chilled to the bone against the frigid icy air, Tess fought her way across campus. She had tunnel vision for the warmth of the chemistry building and even contemplated breaking into a run, she was so desperate for relief.

			Before she could, though, someone burst out of the chemistry building and Tess abruptly stopped. Ahead of her was Dr. Morgan, muttering angrily to herself as she stomped forward. Tess was frozen in place, too shocked to even remember the cold.

			Dr. Morgan turned a sharp corner and ran straight into a boy who was running toward the warm relief of the indoors. When they collided, the boy tripped into a frozen snowdrift, falling flat on his face. The papers and lab books he had been carrying were cast out in a desperate attempt to use his hands to break his fall, and they all landed in the snow as well.

			Dr. Morgan snarled. “Watch where you’re going, you blind imbecile!”

			The boy struggled to collect himself while Dr. Morgan just stood there, doing nothing to help. She huffed, tapping her foot, as if the collision inconvenienced her more than the poor struggling boy. Then she turned, staring straight at Tess, who was frozen a few feet away, watching with her mouth agape.

			“What are you staring at?” Dr. Morgan harshly asked.

			Tess blinked, coming back to her senses. She shook her head, trying to avoid confrontation, and stepped back as Dr. Morgan roughly shoved past her. Tess watched her storm off, still too shocked to process. Once the devil was gone, she turned to the snow-covered boy.

			Tess extended her arm, helping the boy to his feet. Silently, she helped collect his papers. He gathered his things from Tess, shaking not from the cold, but with fear, and then nodded in silent thanks before running off.

			Once he was gone, Tess looked back in the direction Dr. Morgan bolted. She pursed her lips, frowning slightly, and thought to herself what a horrid, horrid woman Dr. Morgan was.

			* * *

			Tess spotted Elle across the quad and ran to her, darting between students bundled in coats. They were a week into the spring semester, the January air still frigid. She called out to Elle, who was nose-deep in a book, grasping the object between her mittened hands.

			“Elle! How are you? How was your break?”

			“Oh, Tess,” Elle replied jovially, glancing up. “It was great. I got to go home and see my family, but most importantly, see my dog. Was your break good?”

			“Yeah, not bad. I also went home to visit family. My brother was annoying as usual, but he’s not quite as bad now that we’re getting older. What’re you reading?”

			Elle flipped the book over in her hands. “Just a book Dr. Greenwood let me borrow.”

			“Wait, isn’t she the dean of the English department or something? You had a meeting with her, right?”

			“She’s the associate dean, actually, but yes. I have officially picked up an English major.”

			Tess was well aware of Elle’s interest in literature. In fact, she had, with Kai’s help, been part of the urging force to get Elle to email Dr. Greenwood in the first place.

			“Well, congrats, although I think you’re crazy. A science and English major.”

			“I’m definitely going to be busy, but it’ll be good. Dr. Greenwood said she’ll be my mentor, and she’ll help me out. We’ve already talked a few times, and we kind of have this book club thing going on now? She lets me borrow a book, I read it, and then we just talk about it.”

			“Tell me about her. What’s she like?”

			“Well, her office is in the back corner of the English department building. That building is a straight-up maze. The corridors are claustrophobically tight, and they wind around in the most confusing ways. But in the back corner, the building opens up a bit, and there’s Dr. Greenwood’s office. She’s got a Freddie Mercury poster on her office door.”

			“Good taste,” Tess said, amused.

			“Oh, I haven’t even gotten to the best parts yet. Dr. Greenwood is a full-on character, and I mean that in the most admirable way. She’s, um, like an eccentric off-grid aunt who does pottery and presses flowers in her field notebook, jotting notes into the margins of her well-loved books. She’s got long gray-silver hair, usually pulled back into a loose ponytail, and she wears all sorts of bright colors and, frankly, gaudy patterns.

			“Her office is exactly like her, vibes unparalleled. Every wall, except for the window and where her desk is, is covered in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. She’s got a bunch of old rugs covering the floor, all in clashing colors, overlapping and slightly ajar, and there’s a super comfy sofa near the window with a mismatched and worn chair, both probably from two entirely different decades.”

			“She does sound like a character already. Clearly, though, you also meshed with her personality.”

			Elle nodded eagerly. “She’s super nice. She was very excited about my interest in picking up an English major. She feeds my passion for literature, gets me excited about books and storytelling all over again. She’s very inspiring.”

			“Well, clearly, she’s already got you reading and discussing books for fun.” Tess pointed at the book Elle was holding again. “What book is that, and why did she pick it out for you?”

			“It’s Stone Butch Blues by Leslie Fienberg. She said she teaches it in her upper-level queer lit class. I can’t take it as a freshman, otherwise I probably would have signed up, but she said I absolutely have to take the class and, unable to wait, is letting me get a little preview of the material.”

			Curious, but mostly impressed, Tess stated the obvious. “So…she’s gay.”

			Elle gave a knowing look. “It’s probably why we hit it off so well. I mean, the Freddie Mercury poster was kind of a sign, but that could go either way. But when I was sitting in her office just looking around at the books she had…I mean, she has all the classics, obviously. But there were also a lot of books of very…queer origin. She loves her books hard. I mean, every spine was cracked, the covers were worn and flaking, and there were so many note markers sticking out that the books all swelled at their seams.”

			“Okay, she’s just as obsessed with literature as you are. I get it. But coming from my smaller hometown, I’ve never encountered an openly queer professor before, so this is huge for me. Does she lead any groups, or can she mentor anyone?”

			“She’s very vocally queer on campus, despite all those old fuds on the board or whatever that hate it, which is another reason why I admire her so much. She’s so visible. She’s got a progress rainbow flag on her desk, and she wears a pin, and she has no hesitation talking about gay stuff all the time. That was actually how I found out about the queer lit class she teaches, because, you know how I can’t keep my mouth shut, I just blurted out, ‘I’m getting some pretty queer vibes from this office.’”

			Tess laughed. “I assume she took your bluntness well.”

			“She did, thankfully. She said it was her intention to be so vocal and obvious about it, so she could create a safe space on campus for students like us. It feels really nice knowing her, that I can feel safe around her.”

			“And when are you taking her queer lit class?”

			“Next year. It’s only offered in the spring and usually it’s only open to juniors and seniors, but Dr. Greenwood helped arrange my schedule so I could pick up some additional English classes over the next year so I’ll have all the prerequisites to take it.”

			“You’ll have to tell me all about it and how it is.”

			“I will, definitely. You should take the class too. You need an English credit to graduate anyway, why not take a fun queer class?”

			“Well, with my science workload, I certainly won’t have time to take it early. But maybe junior or senior year, like you were saying. If it fits my schedule.”

			“In the meantime, I’ll just tell you more about how amazing Dr. Greenwood is.” Elle looped her arm over Tess’s shoulder, moving her as they began walking together.

			* * *

			Tess dreaded chem lab, and yes, she felt she had enough experience to confirm that the upperclassmen were not exaggerating. The labs were just as miserable as everyone said they were. They were so strict about the most pointless, anal things. Tess figured Dr. Morgan must be a sadist who got off on failing people. Because every rule, every grading principle, was in place to tear down students.

			In lab they were forbidden from asking questions. It was silly, because for one, they were there to learn, and two, if students could ask questions, they would have avoided at least two chemical burns and one minor fire that year. But talking of any kind was forbidden, and when time was up, experiment completed or not, you had to be cleaned up and out the door, otherwise you lost an entire letter grade for every minute you stayed late.

			Despite everything, Tess was getting by. Miraculously, her TA, who was a nice human being unlike stupid annoying ego-stroking Dr. Morgan, helped their lab section without docking points. The actual grading, however, was different because Dr. Morgan gave out the final grades herself. And Dr. Morgan, well…she had a stick up her ass. Every week Tess was bitter about losing points over stupid little things. But despite the annoyance, Tess realized something.

			Dr. Morgan was consistent. She didn’t just blindly dock points. Evidently, she had an exuberantly long list of requirements for each lab report. Failure to adhere to all meant a suffering GPA, but there was clearly a list of expectations being followed to a T. As the weeks went by, Tess was learning. Not so much about chemistry, but she was learning what Dr. Morgan wanted. She started her own checklist so she never made the same mistake twice. Although Dr. Morgan always found something wrong with Tess’s lab reports, the seventy percents became eighty, and the eighties became nineties. It was a ridiculous amount of work, but Tess felt oddly smug every time Dr. Morgan had to write a better grade on her lab report. She desperately wanted one one hundred by the end of the semester, imagining Dr. Morgan’s pained expression as she reluctantly wrote the 1-0-0.

			Because Tess believed, despite the rumors, that if earned, Dr. Morgan would give out a one hundred percent. Her grading wasn’t impossibly unfair, as evidenced by her consistent grading rules. She was just strict, and Tess was cracking her code.

			Then one week, everything changed.

			Tess shoved into the chemistry building but slowed as she neared the classroom, noticing that one of her classmates was crying hysterically in the hall. Tess stopped just behind the girl and listened as she pleaded with their TA.

			“I can’t let you in because your prelab isn’t complete. You know the rules.” Their TA’s arms were crossed like a club bouncer.

			“But that’s an automatic zero,” the girl wailed. “You know they don’t let us have a dropped lab.”

			“But I can’t let you in, unless—”

			“I couldn’t finish my prelab because my mother just died!” The girl sobbed harder. Tess’s eyes widened. “I’ve missed so many classes because she got sick and then the funeral—but I couldn’t skip lab today because I didn’t get the paperwork filed in time for an excused absence. I just don’t know how to do this one calculation. That’s the only thing I don’t have done. Please, I’m doing everything I can.”

			Their TA clearly felt horrible, but sneakily helping them out during lab was a lot different from breaking rules out in the hallway. Too many people were listening, frankly. Dr. Morgan could be right around the corner, and if he broke the rules, he could lose his job and then possibly his stipend for grad school.

			“I’m sorry, but I just can’t.”

			Tess stepped boldly up beside the girl. “We’ve got five minutes before lab starts, right?”

			“Well, yes.”

			“Perfect. We’ll be right back.” Tess grabbed the girl by the arm and pulled her back down the hall a few paces. “I’m going to help you out, all right? I’ll walk you through the problem. We have enough time before lab starts, but we must be quick.”

			“Okay.” The girl sniffled, nodding resolutely. “It’s just this one problem.”

			“Okay, yeah. Make sure you’ve got the correct molecular weight, since it’s a compound. Yeah, you probably missed a zero, it should be bigger.” Tess glanced at her watch while her classmate frantically scribbled on her paper. They were running out of time, but they were going to make it. “Just flip those terms so they cancel.” One more quick calculation and then they’d run into lab and—

			Dr. Morgan suddenly rounded the corner, immediately zeroing in on the two girls.

			“My, my, what have we here?” The professor’s voice was low and predatory.

			Tess jumped slightly at the intrusion, and the girl beside her shook, shrinking back against the wall.

			Dr. Morgan walked straight to them and yanked the girl’s prelab from her hands. She looked at the paper, tsking as she shook her head. “Copying homework in the hallway…cheating on your labs…Of course, this will be an automatic zero.” Then Dr. Morgan tore the prelab straight in half and threw the pieces of paper back into the girl’s face. Immediately, the girl began sobbing uncontrollably. Dr. Morgan nodded, seemingly pleased with herself, before continuing off down the hall. “That’s going on your student record, and the university takes academic dishonesty very seriously,” she declared as she left the scene.

			The girl fell to her knees, struggling to collect the pieces of her prelab scattered all over the floor. “I’m going to get expelled,” she wailed. “I’m going to fail this lab and get kicked out of school, all on top of my mother dying and—”

			Tess clenched her fists and snarled. “Yeah, well fuck her.” The strength of her words caused the girl to cut off with a gulp. “She can’t just…bully students. We weren’t even doing anything wrong. We weren’t cheating!”

			“Hey, lab is starting,” their TA shouted from the lab doorway.

			Tess reached out and pulled her classmate up off the floor. “Hey, listen. Go home, calm down, and don’t stress about lab, okay? After lab, I’m going to find Dr. Morgan and give her a piece of my mind.”

			“You—you have a death wish.” The girl hiccupped.

			“Maybe. But it’s not right what she did. I don’t give a rat’s ass about her scary reputation. The way she treated us, you, isn’t right. And it stops now.”

			The girl wiped her nose on her sleeve, standing more firmly. “You should just let it go. You’ll only make things worse for yourself.”

			“I can’t watch you get kicked out without saying anything.”

			“Girls. Tess. Lab,” their TA called again.

			“You need to go,” the girl said. “I, um, well, thank you, for trying to help, I mean.”

			“Yeah, no problem. Now go home and rest.” Tess darted into lab.

			All of lab, Tess was fuming, but she did her best to keep a level head. She was still determined to get that one hundred, despite the odds. But in her downtime, she plotted. There was a lot she wanted to bark at the obnoxious woman, but she needed to remain mature, level-headed, and composed.

			Once finished, she marched straight out of lab and right to Dr. Morgan’s office. The university had been plagued by that bully for far too long. Enough was enough.

			Dr. Morgan’s office was in the back corner of the chemistry building. Every office door had a window which, according to university policy, was not allowed to be covered, so Tess could easily see into the office. The room was arranged with bookshelves along the back wall, and Dr. Morgan’s desk was front and center. Sitting at her desk, facing the door, was Dr. Morgan, nose-deep in a stack of papers.

			Tess firmed her stance, and with determination, she lifted her fist and knocked.

			Without raising her head, Dr. Morgan glanced up over the rim of her reading glasses. She made eye contact with Tess and raised one eyebrow skeptically before raising her wrist and tapping on it to alert her to the current time. But Tess didn’t care what time it was. Instead, she just knocked harder, refusing to stop banging until Dr. Morgan opened the door. Her message was received as the professor stood with a huff and walked to the door, opening it an inch.

			“My office hours are over for today,” Dr. Morgan stated firmly, immediately slamming the door shut again.

			Tess blinked a few times, processing. Then, only further annoyed, she began to pound on the door again.

			Dr. Morgan’s head cocked slightly, but she continued ignoring Tess. She sat back down, flipping through papers as if nothing was happening. Irked, Tess continued to bang, escalating in force and speed. She figured that eventually the commotion would force an intervention, and if not, Dr. Morgan had to leave at some point. Tess’s calendar was empty. She could stand there and bang for hours.

			It didn’t take hours. Only a minute later Dr. Morgan grew visibly tense, pressing hard against the pen in her hand. Her eye twitched. Then, her head snapped up.

			“Go away,” Dr. Morgan shouted. “I have office hours again tomorrow.”

			“I need to talk to you now.”

			“Unfortunate. Send an email.”

			Tess fought back a snarl. “I’m here now. If you’d just talk to me, I’d be done and gone already.”

			Dr. Morgan, again, continued to ignore her. She looked over her papers with more forced determination than before. Tess resumed her obnoxious knocking. She watched the muscles of Dr. Morgan’s jaw tighten, her brow folding. Then Dr. Morgan let out a dramatically loud huff, flying up from her desk as she stormed to the door, jerking it open.

			“Fine,” Dr. Morgan snapped. “You’re incessant and beyond annoying. But fine! Come in, speak your mind, then get the hell out of my office.”

			Dr. Morgan stormed back to her desk, falling down with another huff. Tess followed the professor in and stood by an empty chair, too angry to sit.

			“It’s about what happened in the hall before—” Tess began, but Dr. Morgan cut her off.

			“Yes, you were copying homework. I won’t forget your face in an hour. You are right in coming here, though.”

			Tess blinked in confusion. “I am?”

			“Yes. It seems I forgot to take down your name to report you for academic dishonesty as well.”

			Tess nearly scowled, but instead of barking out the long list of insults she wanted to say, she bit her tongue and composed herself.

			“No,” Tess said evenly. “We weren’t cheating. You jumped to conclusions and—”

			“Do you take me for an idiot?”

			“I—”

			“I’ve been teaching for nearly a decade. I know cheating when I see it.”

			“Her mother just died!” Tess snapped, her emotions getting the better of her. In response to her outburst, a sinister grin grew across Dr. Morgan’s otherwise calm demeanor, which only fueled Tess’s bubbling anger.

			Tess sank her fingernails into the skin of her palms, squeezing her fists as hard as she could. Clearly, Dr. Morgan thrived on riling others up. Tess wouldn’t let her get the upper hand. She focused on her breathing before she spoke again.

			Much calmer, Tess continued, “Her mother just died. It was sudden. She’s behind because she missed lecture. The only reason she came today was because you were going to give her a zero since she didn’t get the paperwork filed about missing lab…paperwork that isn’t flexible for emergencies. She only needed help with the math of one question, and I was just explaining the concepts so she could do the math herself. Just so she could finish the problem and get into lab. Have a little mercy and drop the lab for her.”

			Dr. Morgan was silent, studying Tess. Her eyes raked over Tess like she was her prey. Slowly she exhaled.

			“What’s your name?” Dr. Morgan asked.

			Tess swallowed roughly. This was it. She might get in huge trouble, but she wasn’t going to hide and cower under Dr. Morgan’s wrath. Instead, she stood taller and held her head higher.

			“Tess,” she answered strongly. “Tess Stanford.”

			“Well then, Miss Stanford,” Dr. Morgan said, tapping her fingers as she reclined slightly. “Your gall is perhaps somewhat admirable, but you’re a fool nonetheless. Rules and procedures exist with good reason. Do you think we’ve never had a student lose a loved one during the semester before? We understand circumstance, but everyone must adhere to the same policies. Rules are rules, and collaborative homework is a strict no-no, regardless of extraneous circumstances.”

			Tess stared into Dr. Morgan’s eyes. They were shining as if she were enjoying the exchange. Tess could practically see devil horns growing out of her head. Slowly, Tess’s face fell. She shook her head slightly, averting her gaze. “I refuse to believe it,” she muttered under her breath.

			Dr. Morgan scoffed, almost laughing. “You refuse to believe that rules are steadfast and that you aren’t immune to the consequences? How idiotic you freshmen are, I—”

			Tess’s nostrils flared in anger and her gaze snapped sharply back to Dr. Morgan. “No,” she stated forcefully, cutting Dr. Morgan off. The professor pulled back, as if shocked Tess had such guts. Tess continued, ignoring her reaction, “No, I refuse to believe the rumors I hear about you. I’m sure you’ve heard them. I can’t go a full day without overhearing someone talking about how awful a person you are. But you can’t be that coldhearted. I don’t believe it. I refuse to believe that you’re as evil as they say you are.”

			Dr. Morgan raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Some rumors are true, Miss Stanford,” she said evenly.

			“No,” Tess protested further. “You’re better than that. You have to be. Being an educator requires some level of compassion. You could have any industry job you wanted, but instead you’re here in academics, making less money. You’re running an intro chem lab, you have to care—”

			“It’s time you leave,” Dr. Morgan declared.

			Tess startled, caught off guard by the icy point of Dr. Morgan’s tone. The professor’s stare grew deadly. Tess stepped back, every instinct inside her screaming to flee, but she remained. Holding her ground, Tess said confidently, “You should drop her lab.”

			“Get out,” Dr. Morgan snapped. Her gaze hardened further as she growled out, “Now.”

			Tess nodded once sharply before bolting out the door, not willing to risk it further. She scurried straight out of the chemistry building, heaving air into her lungs the second she burst free into the outside world. Adrenaline pumped through her veins, and she stumbled. Suddenly, she was crying.

			She was in shock, probably, as if she just narrowly survived a near-death encounter. Finally, she understood why students would drop out after having to talk to that woman. And what was worse, she wasn’t even sure her near-death experience had helped at all.

			Tess held her hands over her mouth as she screamed out in frustration. Fuck chemistry, and fuck Dr. Morgan!

			* * *

			For the next week, Tess wore a brave face. She refused to be a statistic in the list of students Dr. Morgan scared off campus and she refused to cower with her tail between her legs. She went to class, head high, exuding fake confidence.

			On Wednesday, Tess filed into bio lecture and sat down beside Kai and Elle in their usual front-row seats. She pulled out her notes while Kai and Elle deeply discussed video game lore. Up front, their professors set up for class.

			Someone tapped Tess on the shoulder, and she turned around at the sound of someone saying, “Look at my grade.”

			Behind her was the girl from chem lab, the one who recently lost her mother and who was very recently traumatized by Dr. Morgan. She held her laptop forward, open to their online grade book for chem lab. Beside their lab from last week, where a zero should have been since Dr. Morgan tore the lab report in half, was instead a null grade. Tess’s eyes widened. Dr. Morgan dropped the lab.

			“An A! She dropped it,” the girl confirmed. “I don’t know what you said to her, but…you’re a godsend. Whatever you did, it worked. Thank you!”

			Tess nodded and muttered out a soft, “No problem,” before she turned back around. Tess tried to focus on getting ready for class, but she couldn’t. All she could think about was the girl’s dropped lab.

			It didn’t make sense. Tess was positive that her conversation with Dr. Morgan went horribly, yet Dr. Morgan had listened to her. The devil incarnate did something nice. Well…her response was reasonable; she didn’t deserve too much praise. But Dr. Morgan did drop the lab. She was seemingly capable of not being evil twenty-four seven.

			Tess felt proud for standing up to a bully and helping a classmate. But still, the event plagued her. She had only heard negative things about Dr. Morgan, complaints about her strictness, her overall rudeness, but never anything nice. If Dr. Morgan was ever nice, surely there would be at least one teacher’s pet praising her. Tess needed to know if anyone on campus liked Dr. Morgan, so she turned first to her friends.

			“I’m sorry, what?” Kai looked at Tess peculiarly. “Did you ask me if I’ve ever heard anything nice about Dr. Morgan?”

			“Yeah, I’m just curious.” Tess shrugged, trying to act like it wasn’t a big deal, like it wasn’t consuming her every thought.

			“I mean, she dropped that girl’s lab,” Elle cut in. “That’s the only nice thing she’s done.”

			“I just want to know if that’s a once-in-a-lifetime thing, or if these rumors are just really blown out of proportion,” Tess explained.

			Kai gestured loosely to the front of the classroom where their intro biology professors were preparing for class. “Why don’t you ask Dr. Marlow and Dr. Kemper? They’ll have a professor perspective on Dr. Morgan.”

			“Are they even allowed to talk shit about another professor?” Elle questioned.

			Tess watched their bio professors for a moment, contemplating. She really admired them. Over the year, Kai and Tess had grown close to the professors. They sat in the front row and chatted amicably with them, answering and debating more serious questions in class.

			“I wouldn’t want to put them in an uncomfortable position,” Tess concluded.

			“Because they probably hate Dr. Morgan too but wouldn’t bash another professor in front of a student,” Elle said with no subtlety.

			“Anyway, I’ve just been contemplating it, but no one has anything positive to say. Everyone thinks she’s an awful person who’s never done anything nice ever.”

			“Except she dropped that lab.”

			“I know. It’s driving me crazy. How could she be the worst person imaginable, but then she listened to me and dropped that lab? It just doesn’t make sense.”

			“The nicest people are capable of evil on the worst days…maybe the evilest people are capable of good on the best days.”

			“Elle’s right. You’re never going to understand why she did it. But what’s important is that you helped that girl. Cut your losses and be glad it worked out as well as it did.”

			“You’re right,” Tess admitted. She should let it go. She certainly couldn’t confront Dr. Morgan again and demand she explain herself. That would be absurd.

			* * *

			Tess tidied her papers, waiting for her TA to check her out of lab. Another intro chem lab done, which was one lab closer to the end of the semester. Every week, finishing a lab felt like a blessing.

			Tess stepped out of lab and retrieved her backpack from the lockers. The weather outside was nice, and she was hoping to meet up with Elle and Kai. She itched to escape outside to freedom. The gross chemical smell of the chemistry building always bothered her.

			She started toward the main doors but then paused, remembering she needed to pick up a package. For efficiency’s sake, she should leave the chem building through the side doors near the mail room. Tess course corrected, although there was one issue with her new direction: She had to pass Dr. Morgan’s office.

			It doesn’t matter, Tess firmly told herself. As she neared Dr. Morgan’s office, she noted that the lights were on. Her peripheral vision caught Dr. Morgan sitting at her desk, but she kept walking.

			At the end of the hall, she shoved open the first set of glass double doors, the sun shining enticingly outside. She couldn’t wait to meet up with her friends. Her hands settled on the handle of the next door.

			Her feet stopped. She bit her lip.

			Suddenly decisive, she turned and marched back into the chemistry building.

			She paused at Dr. Morgan’s office, hesitating, watching the professor through the window in the door. She needed to know, for her own peace of mind.

			Tess raised her fist and knocked.

			Dr. Morgan glanced up on reflex but immediately glanced away again, ignoring Tess. Tess expected as much, so she continued knocking.

			After a spell of incessant knocking, Dr. Morgan said, “My office hours are over for today. I suggest you leave.”

			A bit irked at Dr. Morgan’s stubbornness, Tess wanted to keep knocking just to annoy her. But she wasn’t there to start trouble. Instead, she stilled her hand.

			“I just wanted to say thanks.”

			Dr. Morgan glanced up, but then she looked away again without a word. Tess just stood there, watching. She took in the way Dr. Morgan sat, her posture, how she held her pen, how her reading glasses balanced on her nose. Dr. Morgan looked so normal… Under different circumstances, Tess would have no reason to be fearful of her. Actually, she wasn’t scared of Dr. Morgan anymore, not now that she knew the professor was capable of good. That busted a crack straight through her terrifying act.

			Eventually, Tess asked, “Why?” Dr. Morgan’s hand stilled, frozen midwriting. “Why? That’s all I want to know. Why did you listen to what I said?”

			Another beat of silence passed, and Dr. Morgan remained frozen. Tess sighed. She wasn’t going to get anything from Dr. Morgan. She turned to leave, but then she caught movement out of the corner of her eye and looked back into the office.

			Dr. Morgan walked to her office door and pulled it open a crack in invitation before returning to her desk. Slowly, Tess pushed into the office. She stood, watching as the professor shuffled through papers.

			“You’re irritating,” Dr. Morgan offered as explanation, her back turned to Tess. “I figured if I didn’t listen to you, you’d be the type to come bang on my door every day until I caved. Really, I did it selfishly, so you’d leave me alone.”

			Tess let her words sink in, then she smirked. “Worked out well, huh? Considering I’m back here again.”

			Dr. Morgan stilled, tentatively turning to face Tess. “Yes, well…it was to be expected that you’d want answers.”

			Tess took her time digesting Dr. Morgan’s appearance. She was gorgeous, truthfully. Her light blue eyes shone scarily, like daggers. Compared to her earlier fury, however, her eyes currently held a softer curiosity. There was an alluring glint shining in her eyes, a playfulness, something Tess never expected to see. Near instantly, Tess was addicted to it.

			Before, Dr. Morgan just seemed like a rude jerk, carrying on an unnecessary ruse. But Tess was starting to see there might be more to the woman, just as she suspected. What Tess previously viewed as harsh intimidation, she now suspected was fierce confidence. Tess wondered what other character traits she might uncover in Dr. Morgan if she just pushed harder.

			The two stared at each other. Other students would cower under Dr. Morgan’s stare, but not Tess. Not anymore. Now Tess wanted to memorize every fleck in Dr. Morgan’s eyes, every line on her face, every curve of her features.

			Dr. Morgan broke their intense stare, turning away dismissively. Tess should have left, but she was too swept up in her new revelations.

			“I knew they were wrong about you,” Tess whispered. She wasn’t sure if she’d intended to vocalize that or not, but now she felt bold. She continued, “I think you like intimidating people. It gives you a sense of power. Maybe it’s how you choose to challenge students to better themselves, to grow thicker skin or stronger backbones, I don’t know. But I knew you weren’t all bad. You’ve got to have some compassion hidden in you somewhere.”

			“You’re jumping to a lot of conclusions with no supporting evidence,” Dr. Morgan retorted, but there was no bite. Her comment was soft, and with the way she was pointedly avoiding Tess’s gaze, she seemed bashful. That reaction, Tess thought, was evidence enough.

			“I think there’s more to you than people give you credit for, Dr. Morgan.”

			Dr. Morgan looked at Tess with a slight shake of her head. “I think it’s time you leave.”

			Tess didn’t want to push too hard. But before she slipped away, her eyes involuntarily drifted to Dr. Morgan’s hands resting on her desk. The professor wasn’t wearing any rings…no wedding band on her left hand’s ring finger.

			As Tess left the chemistry building, she replayed their interaction in her mind. She could still vividly picture Dr. Morgan’s beautiful eyes and could hear Dr. Morgan’s commanding tone. She shivered, trying to control her arousal. Trying—and failing—to keep her fantasies from running wild, already imagining what that commanding tone would sound like in the bedroom.

			* * *

			Kai’s and Tess’s favorite pastime was friendly pestering their favorite intro biology professors. Dr. Kathy Marlow and Dr. Debbie Kemper were magnificent women and everything Dr. Morgan wasn’t. They were compassionate where she was harsh, understanding where she was unyielding. They cared.

			Tess wanted to believe that Dr. Morgan cared too. Maybe she didn’t act very caring, but she was certainly capable. Tess felt her life mission was to prove Dr. Morgan had a receptively kind heart, but then she caught herself. Why did she care so much? Let bitter professors be bitter professors. She’d rate Dr. Morgan one out of five on ratemyprofessors.com at the end of the semester, graduate in another three years, and never give Dr. Morgan a second thought. It didn’t matter.

			But good professors did matter. Dr. Marlow and Dr. Kemper cotaught one of the intro biology classes and had done so for many years. Hundreds of students took intro bio every year, as it was a prerequisite for many tracks, so there were several sections offered. However, Dr. Marlow and Dr. Kemper’s section was by far the most greedily sought after. Their classes were interactive and rewarding in ways normal lectures weren’t. They treated their massive classes like small, intimate groups, learning every student’s name. They nurtured creativity and collaboration. They also employed a handful of students that had already aced the class as teaching assistants to guide discussions, a coveted position.

			Kai burst into the lecture hall and ran to the front with Elle and Tess hot on her heels.

			“They’re getting rid of the koi pond!” Kai exclaimed, rushing up to their bio professors. “What are they doing with the fish? Are they just going to get rid of them? Kill them?”

			“Yes, crazy things they’re doing,” Dr. Kemper said, humming in agreement as she clicked around on the computer, bringing up the class slides.

			“They can’t just do that.”

			“We all signed a petition,” Tess said. “They asked if students wanted to keep it, and we all voted to keep it.”

			“They don’t care what students say at all.” Kai huffed, frustrated.

			“Well now, you don’t know the results of that poll,” Dr. Marlow said. “Sometimes funding comes with stipulations, so in order to build and expand, unfavorable things must be done.”

			“Maybe if you protested,” Dr. Kemper suggested.

			“We could chain ourselves to the trees around the pond so they can’t dig it up.”

			“Please stay safe,” Dr. Marlow said, ushering the girls to their front-row seats.

			In many ways, Dr. Marlow and Dr. Kemper complemented each other. They were both married and mothers to several. They were supportive, always encouraging their students and getting to know them personally. However, Dr. Kemper was more gregarious, and Dr. Marlow more reserved.

			Throughout the year, Kai and Tess had spent a lot of time with their biology professors outside of class. Initial trips to office hours as attentive students turned to curious discussions which shifted into casual chats. They’d drop by unannounced, whenever, to tell the professors about their day.

			Kai shared her grandiose ideas about improving the school or society in general. She’d chat about her classes or rant about chem lab. Dr. Marlow told them to look on the bright side; Dr. Kemper agreed with them and even sometimes called Dr. Morgan names that Dr. Marlow never approved of. When Tess landed herself a lab position spring semester, she was humbly bashful, but Kai insisted on bragging. They were all extremely happy for Tess.

			Tess couldn’t imagine college without their deeply personal relationships, and she feared what would happen after they finished the intro class.

			Dr. Marlow began class with, “We have a fun announcement to make. We’re looking to hire new TAs for next year. There’s an application online, so please, if you’re interested, apply.”

			Kai jabbed Tess in the ribs. “We’re getting those positions, right?”

			Tess wasn’t sure she was cut out for tutoring freshmen and leading class discussions, but working alongside the bio professors for the foreseeable future did sound amazing.

			“Come on, please? It’ll be so much fun.”

			Tess’s gaze locked with Dr. Kemper, and Dr. Kemper shot her a wink.

			“Okay, let’s apply,” Tess said, nodding with confidence.

			




GRADUATION

			Margaret watched as Debbie elbowed Kathy in the ribs. “Kai’s next,” the biology professor whispered.

			“I know, I can see,” Kathy said.

			They sat in the massive gymnasium, which had been converted into a graduation venue at the end of the year. They were all dressed in their own doctorate gown regalia, celebrating the success of the graduating class.

			Kai walked across the stage and took her diploma, excitedly waving to Elle, who was on the floor, having walked several minutes earlier.

			“I bet they get married in a year,” Debbie said, watching the pair.

			“I’m positive they will,” Amy said, leaning forward from the row behind the science professors. “Elle already bought her a ring. She wanted to wait until after graduation to propose. I’m sure Kai will say yes.”

			“No doubt in my mind.”

			“You gossip too much,” Kathy scolded. “I know they’re like our adopted children, but stop speculating about their lives.”

			“They’re hardly children,” Margaret said from beside Debbie.

			“Speaking of”—Debbie harshly elbowed Margaret in the ribs—“your sweetheart is walking next.”

			“Yes, I can see,” Margaret said, repeating Kathy’s earlier words.

			The announcer called Tess’s name, and she walked across the stage. When she received her diploma, she paused and looked straight at Margaret, winking.

			“She could have gone to Harvard, but she decided to stay here with you,” Debbie muttered whimsically to Margaret.

			“She didn’t apply to Harvard,” Margaret retorted. “Our university has a leading biochemistry program—I wonder why. She chose to remain here for that.”

			“And you aren’t allowed to mentor her because of fraternizing rules,” Debbie said, laughing slightly.

			“They’ll be cute, a little bio-chem power couple,” Amy cut in.

			“All of you, shush, they’re doing closing remarks,” Kathy said.

			The graduation ceremony closed, and the students all processed out, followed by the professors. Outside, students were running every which way, throwing hats, shouting to friends and family as they went. Everything was a whirlwind.

			“We need to get to the biology building for the celebration,” Kathy said, tugging Debbie toward the science quad. “Margaret, are you coming?”

			“She’s a goner already,” Amy said.

			Margaret had locked eyes with Tess across the flood of people and was no longer listening to the other professors’ conversation.

			“Maggie!” Tess shouted over the crowd. She weaved between people and fought through the crowd so she could run and jump into Margaret’s arms. She caught her and spun her, pulling her close.

			“I’m so incredibly proud of you,” Margaret said, kissing Tess lightly on the temple. “I can’t wait to grill you on biochemistry for your qualifying exam.”

			Tess jerked Margaret close and whispered in her ear, “I can’t wait to get you into bed.”

			Margaret pulled back humorously. “Now, now, you have to go to lunch with your family, and this evening we’re meeting up at O’Charlie’s, remember?”

			“Of course I remember, it was
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