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Synopsis

Twenty-five-year-old theater grad student Rory Morgan
walks into her Intro to Theater class expecting it to be a piece of
cake. She isn’t prepared for the diminutive little fireball of a
professor who walks in. She is instantly captivated by Dr. Margaret
Parks, her forty-year-old professor, and even works up the courage
to flirt a little, which Dr. Parks quickly dismisses. After their
first class, Rory finds herself thinking about the professor more
and more and spends most of her class time watching the professor
as she passionately does her job. Rory really wants to ask her out,
but she doesn’t know if the professor is even gay, to say nothing
of the fact that she’s her professor. What follows is a romance
full of humor, passionate awakenings, and college politics. Can
they overcome the hurdles that lie before them and still be a class
act?
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My Mother’s Voice

 


To speak in her voice

A child’s dream

The art of imitation

Is a flattery that

Takes work.

It’s not a perfect match

At nine I knew

How everyone asked for them—

I wanted that too.

I tried to recreate

With a pencil on fat-lined paper

But nothing would come.

When I picked up the pen again

I wrote stories

Not like her

My language was different

But I didn’t stop trying

To speak.

 


T. L. Hayes


Chapter One

The end of August in the Midwest was still blazing
hot and humid, so by the time Rory Morgan arrived at Roberts Hall,
the main academic building for the theater department, she was
drenched in sweat, and her long, curly red hair was damp and
starting to frizz a little. The backpack slung over her shoulder
didn’t help matters, adding extra heat. She was sure she looked
like a mess—she definitely felt like one.

When she walked into the classroom for her Topics in
Theater class, there weren’t many open desks left. She only saw one
person she knew, Davis, but there were no open seats near him, so
she made her way to a seat in the middle of the third row, behind a
blonde with an open laptop on her desk, who was texting on her
phone. She sat, unpacked her binder and a pen, and stretched her
long legs out in front of her, trying not to kick the blonde’s feet
in the process.

She was looking forward to the class with Dr. Parks.
Rory had never taken a class with her before as an undergraduate
but knew she taught a few required grad school classes, such as
Stage Combat, which she was looking forward to. She and her best
friend Rachel planned to take that class together so, as Rachel
claimed, they could beat the snot out of each other.

She had heard Parks was a hard grader who expected a
lot from her students and who could be hard to please. Rory figured
taking this class—a cross-listed upper-level undergrad elective and
introductory grad course—would prepare her for the tougher classes
later on. Rory took the reviews of the other students in stride.
She figured a lot of the negativity probably stemmed from students
who were just pissed that they had to actually work for a change.
She got tired of hearing students bitch and moan when they heard
they had to write a fifteen-page paper or that Wikipedia wasn’t a
real source. What did they think college was about? She, for one,
was not there to party, despite Rachel’s constant attempts to drag
her out.

She wasn’t sure what she expected Dr. Parks to look
like, but the small woman who walked in a few minutes later,
wearing a white pantsuit with a black blouse, her jacket unbuttoned
and the sleeves rolled up, and her brown hair pulled back in a
tight French braid that went all the way down her back, with
wire-framed glasses over her dark brown eyes, wasn’t it. Rory
thought she looked too adorable to be someone who could kick
anyone’s butt, even if it was in the simulated world of stage
combat. Rory smirked. Hard grader—she looked like an elf. A really,
adorable elf. Kind of cute, really.

Dr. Parks put the items she had brought with her on
the desk at the front of the room and smiled at her students. “Good
afternoon. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Margaret
Parks. And for those of you who do”—she gave a stern, yet playful
look to Davis and a few others—“I am also known as She Who Must Be
Obeyed.” Some of the students only laughed nervously or gave a wan
smile, but Rory and Davis laughed appreciatively.

Rory mentally chastised her classmates. That was
funny.

Then, Dr. Parks smiled. “No, I’m not really that
mean, right, Davis?”

Pretending to look scared, Davis said, “No, ma’am,
not at all. Tame as a kitten, you are.”

Dr. Parks nodded in his direction. “Thank you,
Davis, that was lovely.”

Rory was enjoying the show, thinking she was also
going to enjoy the class, regardless of whatever was on the
syllabus. She reappraised Dr. Parks. She chuckled to herself when
the thought came to her that the professor was dressed like the
cover of Michael Jackson’s Thriller album and hoped it
wasn’t on purpose. At the same time, however, she saw fierceness
there. It came out in the way the woman moved about the room, with
her hands casually in her pockets, as she discussed what they would
be learning that semester. Rory had barely registered that and gave
a vague response earlier when she had been called upon to introduce
herself, because she had been too busy watching Dr. Parks to pay
much attention. She hadn’t realized it was possible to be adorable
and fierce at the same time, but this woman had no trouble pulling
it off. When Dr. Parks smiled, one corner of her mouth rose in such
a way that it looked as if she was teasing or in a playful mood,
and her eyes seemed to spark with what Rory could only call
mischief.

Rory realized with a start that she was attracted to
this woman and that came as a surprise. Dr. Parks was not like any
of the girls she had been attracted to before. In the past, she had
mainly been attracted to girls she thought of as intellectual
butches, young women much like her: young, smart, and butch. She
always fell for good conversationalists who could challenge her on
any given topic and who were not slaves to fashion and makeup. But
the butch she had in her head as being her ideal didn’t seem to
exist anymore. She really loved the butches from previous
generations who had short DA haircuts, leather jackets, clunky
boots, and a bad attitude—but a heart of gold. That kind of butch
was disappearing, however, and being replaced with the metrosexual,
hipster butches who thought nothing of pairing a well-tailored suit
with makeup. This, to her, was just so much blasphemy.

The butches she admired and wanted to date were also
the type of butch she wanted to be. She admired their swagger and
their comfort with themselves and the world around them, even when
the world wasn’t comfortable with them. It was the tough attitude
that she really wanted, though, without seeming like a sexist
asshole.

All that being said, her sudden attraction to Dr.
Parks confused her. Dr. Parks wasn’t butch at all, nor was she
really a femme. Rory was going to call simply academic:
respectable, but sexless. Not to say the professor was
sexless, just that her clothing did not give any clue as to her
sexual orientation, nor did it aim to attract.

I must be losing my mind, she thought. How
old was the prof, anyway? She looked to be in her early to
mid-forties, though it was hard to say for sure. She had never been
attracted to older women before. She didn’t have any hang-ups about
it; it had just never come up. But she couldn’t take her mind off
the adorable, fierce woman.

*

Travel coffee mug in one hand and a stack of
syllabuses and pens in the other, Margaret Parks headed to the
classroom at the end of the hall. It was her last class of the day
and she hoped she could keep them awake. The class started at three
and, over the years, she had noticed by that time of day many
students seemed to need a nap. Either that or she was just boring.
But morning classes were no better, as the students were barely
awake, and many were still hungover from the night before. Plus,
she hated the casualness that had taken hold over the last few
years. Some students, girls mostly, she noticed, had started to
come to class wearing slippers and pajama pants, not even trying to
get dressed, which she found rude. She almost wished she could ban
sleepwear from her classroom, even though she knew it made her
sound like a fuddy-duddy.

When she walked into her classroom, nearly every
desk was full. She expected that by the next class some of those
desks would be empty, as there were always students who dropped out
by then. Even though it was a cross-listed class for seniors and
grad students, she knew she only had two grad students: Davis
Zachary and Aurora Morgan. Davis, she knew, as she’d had him in
several classes and had directed him twice in past productions.
Aurora Morgan was unknown to her, however, so she knew nothing of
what the girl looked like or what kind of student she was.

She kept the introductions brief—she knew everyone
hated them. “Okay, we’re going to go around the room. You can
introduce yourself as you wish to be addressed, and I will make
every effort to remember your chosen name and respect it. Davis,
you start. Sound off.” Margaret smiled at him, crossed her arms in
front of her chest, and leaned against her desk.

“Zachary, Davis. First year MFA. I prefer Davis,
thank you.” Davis gave a winning smile and everyone laughed.

The introductions continued around the room, until
they reached the redhead in the third row. “Aurora Morgan. You can
call me Rory.” That was it, simple and to the point.

Margaret nodded. “Nice to meet you, Rory.” The girl
instantly blushed and Margaret tried not to smile or indicate she
had noticed. She wasn’t sure what would make the girl blush so
easily, as she had barely said anything to her. Out of the corner
of her eye, she noticed the girl was watching her intently as she
began to walk about the room. In her experience, students only paid
that close attention for one of two reasons: either they really
were interested in the lecture or they were interested in you.
Considering she wasn’t lecturing, she figured it was the latter,
but she wasn’t sure why. Was she the only interesting thing to look
at in the room?

What would Rory see in her? Student crushes were a
reality of teaching; they just happened. She’d had her fair share
as a student and nothing ever came of them. Since she had become a
professor, there had been a few students over the years who she was
aware of who had crushed on her, who always made themselves known
by their furtive glances, easy blushes, and always seeking her out
for special attention. She tried to treat them all with respect but
not encourage them, either. As the years went on and she got older
and gray started to creep into her hair, the crushes had started to
taper off. Which was more than fine with her. Dealing with the
unwanted attention that could come when the campus at large thought
a teacher was dating a student, whether warranted or not, was not
something she wanted to deal with.

When she dated, which was rare, it was always a
woman her own age. So even if this child was interested in her, she
knew enough to stay away from the mess that could create. Focus,
Parks, back to reality.

Once the introductions were over, she announced,
“Oh, for those of you who are interested, I will be directing a
play this semester, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, and I urge you to
try out. And if you’re not an actor, that’s okay. We need
behind-the-scenes people as well. You can see me after class for
more information. Okay, back to the matter at hand.”

*

Rory knew that she was going to try out. How could
she not? If Dr. Parks was directing that would mean more time with
the woman. Rory was suddenly curious about what she would be like
as a director. She’d only worked on a few productions since coming
to college, each with a different director, and they had all been
different. She had a feeling Dr. Parks would be interesting to
watch, which she was becoming very good at as it was. Careful,
Morgan, she’s going to catch you staring. Don’t be a creeper. Don’t
be a creeper.

Once class was over, everyone filed out except Rory
and Davis, both of whom went up to the big desk.

Davis smiled at Rory. “Hey, baby girl, how was your
summer?”

“Good. Boring. I was my dad’s cheap help, as
always.” Her father was a lawyer and she spent every summer doing
odd jobs for him around the office, anything from fetching coffee,
to making copies, to running errands. The money she made was what
she lived on during the school year.

Dr. Parks was smiling at them and didn’t interrupt
as they briefly caught up. After a moment, she said, “So, you two
brave souls want to try out?”

“Uh, duh!” Davis said. “You know if you’re
directing, I’m there.”

Laughing, Dr. Parks said, “Thank you, Davis. I’m
always glad to see you there.” She turned to Rory. “What about you,
Ms. Morgan? Will you be auditioning?”

“Yes, ma’am.” She gave the woman her best smile.

“Excellent! I know Davis’s work, but I can’t say
that I know yours.”

Before Rory could speak, Davis said, “I know I’m a
great actor and you must have been so mesmerized by my singing in
Rent that you missed Miss Thing over here strutting her
stuff as the fabulous free spirit Maureen.”

Dr. Parks looked somewhat shocked and embarrassed at
the same time and she briefly covered her mouth. “Oh my God, I’m so
sorry. I didn’t recognize you. You were wonderful. And your voice
is amazing.”

Rory gave her a sheepish grin and said,
“Thanks.”

“Now I just wish I was directing a musical.”

“Maybe next time.”

Holding her gaze for a moment, Dr. Parks said,
“Yeah, maybe.”

Davis coughed. “So, where and when, Doc?”

Dr. Parks broke eye contact with Rory to glare at
Davis. “Nowhere, if you call me Doc again.” Then she
smiled.

“Yeah, yeah.” Davis gifted her with a big grin.

Dr. Parks turned to Rory and shook her head.
“Impertinent child. Anyway, auditions start Friday in Maguire Hall,
room 200.”

“Sweet. I’ll be there,” Rory said.

“Great.” Dr. Parks suddenly gave Rory a concerned
look. “Now, I just want to make sure you’re going to have the time.
You’re a first-year grad student, right?”

“Right.”

“Your mandatory acting hours won’t come up until
later in the program, so I just want to be sure that with a full
load, you would be able to devote as much time to this as I’d need
you to.”

“How much time are we talking?”

“Well, rehearsals are Thursdays, Fridays, and
Saturdays, at least four hours a day.”

“Sounds good. I got the time.”

“I know some students also like to have fun on the
weekends”—without taking her eyes off Rory, she gave an obvious nod
in Davis’s direction—“and like to have all the free time they can
get.”

“What can I say?” Davis retorted. “I am a
rainbow-colored social butterfly and sometimes I must fly.”

Rory thought Davis was pretty fierce in his own
right and his theatrics made her smile. “Well, I, on the other
hand, have no use for a social life, and I can make it. I’m all
yours.” Rory hoped she wasn’t turning red.

*

When class was over and everyone started to file
out, only two students, Rory and Davis, came up to inquire about
the play. Margaret smiled at their easy light banter. Since this
was the first time she had seen Rory standing up, she hadn’t
realized how tall the girl was. Margaret had to look up at her, but
that was all right. Up close, she could see just how attractive
Rory was. Despite the long hair, Margaret read her as a butch: the
clunky boots and big leather belt, holding up faded blue jeans, the
plain white T-shirt, the style of her walk, the way she carried
herself, the lack of makeup…not that she needed any. Rory reminded
her of a young Julia Roberts, if Julia Roberts had been born a
butch lesbian, as she suspected Rory was. She bit her lip to
suppress a smile, at the same time telling herself she had no right
to be pleased at that thought.

Rory’s response to her question about the rehearsal
schedule caught her off guard. “I’m all yours.” Immediately upon
saying it, the girl had blushed and averted her eyes.

This was going to be interesting. Margaret tried not
to smirk, as Rory’s attention actually flattered her, no matter how
much she kept telling herself to just ignore it. There was no
denying the girl was gorgeous. Improper or not, she’d be lying if
she said she didn’t notice.

As Rory and Davis left the room, she had to force
herself not to watch the girl leave. What the hell’s the matter
with you? she mentally scolded herself. She did not ogle her
students. She wasn’t one of those professors. Stop being a
lech! She gave them a couple of minutes to clear the hallway
then she too left and went back to her office, still wondering at
her sudden attraction and what it meant. It meant she needed to get
laid—by someone her own age.


Chapter Two

Rory came into class on that Wednesday, jamming on
her iPod to one of her favorites, “When Love Comes to Town,” off
U2’s Rattle and Hum, featuring the incomparable B.B. King.
One of her undergrad roommates had teased her about her music
because she didn’t listen to anything recorded past the turn of the
current century. No one really sang anymore since the invention of
Auto-Tune, plus all the music sounded the same to her. There didn’t
seem to be a lot of variation in rhythm and tempo. That same
roommate had accused her of being old. She had countered that she
just had good taste. She and that roommate never did become
friends.

After she had set down and pulled her books out of
her bag, she kept the beat with her pen and had her eyes closed,
enjoying it. She had to restrain herself from going all out and
playing air drums or guitar. She had the volume down low so she’d
hear when Dr. Parks came in—she didn’t want to get in trouble.
Plus, she wanted to hear everything that woman had to say.

When Dr. Parks came in, she smiled at everyone and
Rory quickly took her earbuds out and stashed her music in her
backpack. Based on the syllabus, the first couple of weeks were
going to be old info for her, and she knew she could zone out if
she wanted to. But she didn’t want to. She found Dr. Parks
fascinating. Rory spent her time studying her professor. She had a
habit of pacing back and forth in front of the class while she
talked with her hands in her pockets. It was when she took off her
glasses and rubbed her eyes that Rory saw her vulnerability. With
her glasses off, Dr. Parks looked tired and like she could use a
break.

Rory had felt a strong pull toward Dr. Parks on that
first day of class, a pull that she hadn’t felt toward anyone
before. Not that she hadn’t had crushes on girls before, but this
was different. Growing up, she had kept her nose in her books and
tried to pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist. She had known
she was gay from a young age, back in grade school. When she got to
high school, she decided that she was not going to date guys just
to appear straight; she came out. Not that anyone seemed to notice,
except her parents, that is, who told her it was okay and they
still loved her, that nothing would change that.

When she got to college she knew she wasn’t the only
gay person on campus but she hadn’t found anyone she was willing to
date more than twice. She put all of her focus into her studies.
True, Rachel had wanted to date, but Rory just didn’t return her
feelings. After the wrap party for Rent, they had ended up
dancing and making out, but Rory blamed it on the beer. Rachel took
the rejection well and had since become her best friend.

She wondered if she would ever have the courage to
ask Dr. Parks out. Should she dare? What if she got turned down?
What if she got turned down and then things got awkward? What if
the professor said yes, but then it all went to hell and
then it got awkward?

In other words, most scenarios she could imagine
ended with it getting awkward.

What if the professor wasn’t even gay? She surely
wasn’t giving off any signs either way, not that Rory was an
expert. She didn’t know what to look for. And if Dr. Parks wasn’t
gay, she might be offended at the implication. But, she reasoned,
she wasn’t going to know unless she took the plunge, stopped
second-guessing herself, and just did it. And she knew that if she
didn’t do it now, she might never do it. Well, not now in
the middle of class, but after class for sure. She just had to
figure out what to say.

She had little experience asking anyone out. She had
been asked out several times, but mostly by guys and they were all
horrible. Each time, she had to tell herself not to laugh in his
face. Her most recent hopeful had been Chad, the student worker who
pulled the night shift at the front desk of her dorm. Chad was an
okay guy and they had a love/hate camaraderie that worked well. He
had initially tried to use humor to ask her out. One night when she
had come back from working late in the library he had called out to
her from his perch behind the front desk.

“Hey, Ginger. You wanna help me get off my
island?”

Amused more than flattered or offended, she walked
up to the desk and said, “No, little buddy, I think you need to
stay where you are.”

“Aww, that’s not nice.”

“And don’t call me Ginger. It’s not even
accurate.”

“So would you go out with me if I called you a
redhead?”

“Chad, I wouldn’t go out with you if you called me
Your Highness and kissed my feet.”

“You know, a less cultured guy than myself would
have sneered and called you a derogatory name by now. Perhaps even
suggested that you don’t even like guys.”

She’d leaned in as if to impart a secret. “If a girl
is a lesbian because she doesn’t want to go out with you, then this
campus must be dyke central. A girl can dream. Good night, Chad.”
She’d given him a little wave.

Chad had called after her, “Was that supposed to
hurt me, pointing out what I already know? You might as well have
also called me a white guy. A devastatingly handsome white
guy.”

Rory shook herself out of her reverie. She started
to think about the whole asking Dr. Parks out and it getting
awkward thing. Not only did they see each other in class twice a
week, but if she was cast in the play, they would be seeing each
other outside of class as well. Rory would get to be in the same
room with Dr. Parks, and that prospect held a lot of potential for
awkwardness. She realized that now was not the best time to just
charge up to the woman and ask her out. It was best to take her
time and get to know her better and see how things turned out.
Maybe if she spent that much time with her she would be able to
figure out if her professor was even gay or not.

On Friday, with her backpack slung over one shoulder
and dressed in her usual uniform of boot-cut jeans, a white men’s
V-neck, and engineer boots, Rory walked into room 200 in Maguire
Hall a few minutes early. Room 200 was a large open space with
desks strewn about in a haphazard array. The room was often used
for auditions and rehearsals. At one of the desks sat Dr. Parks
with her head bent over some papers on a clipboard. She looked up
when Rory walked in and she smiled. There were already several
students waiting in a disjointed line and Rory took her place among
them, leaned her back against the wall, put her hands behind her
back, and propped up one boot-clad foot.

She had tried out for many roles since she had come
to college but had been told by many directors that she just didn’t
have the look they were going for. Apparently, they hadn’t been
able to see past her cultivated butch image. She was a proud dyke
and wasn’t going to conform to convention, even if it cost her
roles. Besides, lately she had been thinking that, though she loved
acting, her future would best be spent backstage, maybe as a stage
manager or a director. She wanted to be the one to bring great
theater to life. Maybe even write some. She kept auditioning
because she firmly believed in something her favorite undergrad
professor, Dr. Baskin, had always said: Do as many jobs in the
theater as you can, not only so you can know everything about how
theater works, but also so that you can know where you work
best.

*

Margaret had chosen room 200 as the audition space
because she wanted to be closer to her actors, it was that simple.
Her approach to production had always been to build unity with her
cast. Once a play was cast, she would have her cast perform a
variety of team and intimacy building exercises that might look
strange to an outsider. For instance, when she had directed
Romeo and Juliet three years ago, she had her leads do an
intimacy exercise where they sat on the floor facing each other,
legs crossed, knees touching. They had to sit that way for five
minutes, not saying a word, just looking into each other’s eyes.
These kinds of exercises were essential for building intimacy
between actors who were supposed to be portraying characters who
were in love. She wanted them to connect with each other. With this
production, however, there was such a disconnect between the main
characters in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof that an intimacy
exercise would not be necessary.

Mark, the first student to read for Brick,
practically lisped and sashayed as he read; she was livid and
couldn’t contain herself.

“Stop! What do you think you’re doing?”

“Well, Brick is gay, right? I was just trying to
make that come across.”

She slowly set her pen down and took a moment before
she looked back up. She was trying to get ahold of her anger. When
she looked back up at the boy, she spoke in an even tone. “First of
all, the fact of his homosexuality is not supposed to be readily
apparent to the audience. But most importantly, not every gay man
talks that way. Your portrayal is offensive and not what this play
is about. Now, if you want to try reading normally, go on.
Otherwise, we’re done.”

He thought about it a moment, then shrugged his
shoulders and left. As she watched him leave, she saw Rory trying
to suppress a grin. The girl was biting her lip in an effort to
keep herself in check.

Next to read for Brick was Davis. As Margaret
expected, he did a great job and she couldn’t help but smile and
nod and put a check mark next to his name. When all the guys had
finished reading for Brick, she made her next announcement. “Okay,
next, I want to have everyone who’s reading for Maggie.”

The first girl to read for the part read as if she
was Marilyn Monroe having an asthma attack. It was unintentionally
funny and Margaret did her best to hide a smile behind her fist, as
she looked down at the paper in front of her and drew a line
through the girl’s name, then wrote in the margin, “Good-bye, Norma
Jean,” and chuckled to herself. When the girl was finished, she
told her thanks and said, “Rory, your turn.”

The tall redhead threw her backpack off to the side,
then walked back to the center of the open area and stood just a
few feet in front of Margaret. Just her mere presence was
captivating. She just had a way of drawing your attention without
even trying. Between her height, her hair, and her casual, cocky
butch persona, Margaret couldn’t take her eyes off her. She liked
how Rory looked directly at her as she delivered her monologue, as
if she were Brick. The girl had chosen to speak without a Southern
accent but that didn’t make her presentation any less effective.
She still spoke with passion and intensity. She knew instantly that
Rory would nail this role, accent or no.

When Rory was finished, Margaret couldn’t say
anything for a moment. While she collected herself, she put a check
mark next to Rory’s name and in all caps, “HER!” Then she looked up
and said, “Thank you, Rory, that was wonderful. I do have to
ask—why didn’t you read it with an accent?”

“Because I suck at them.”

Everyone in the room, including Margaret,
laughed.

“Well, I appreciate your honesty. In truth, I think
you reading the role in your own voice lent your delivery
authenticity. Good job. Next.” She watched as Rory retrieved her
backpack and headed out the door. It didn’t escape her notice that
the blond girl in line gave Rory a nod that Rory seemed to
pointedly ignore. She saw the predatory look on the blonde’s face
and didn’t have to wonder at that. Rory was a beautiful girl and it
was no wonder that she would attract a lot of attention. Even her
own, apparently, she thought. But in her defense, she knew enough
to stay away. Getting close to fires like that only left one
burned, and Margaret knew when to back away from flames when they
were too hot.

*

“So, tell me about your latest mounting, Madam
Director.” Bill brought Margaret a glass of wine as she
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