The flock of giggling fifth graders headed toward their desks at the click signaling the opening of the hallway door. When the door reached the halfway mark in its swing, the student closest to door, John, became the first student to subdue his giggling fit and put on a façade of innocence. The rest of the students fought their own battles against every child’s innate urge to giggle and giggle for all’s time, winning it just before the teacher came in. 

In lengthy strides, an old woman strode in. Her gray-streaked black hair tied back fiercely in a tight bun, that did not so much as quiver with her movements, made the class worry. John’s hands became uncomfortably moist with sweat when he noticed that this teacher had not one single laughing wrinkle, but instead, many worry wrinkles that roughened her face like a crumbling stone. A sober gray dress bunched up her fat in to different layers. 

The class clown Guinevere joked, half-expecting a laugh in return, “Gain a bit of weight over the so long time between the end of school yesterday and today, Mrs. Harmony?” The woman’s stare at Guinevere, like the steel of a fairy tale Knight’s long sword, made the girl’s eyes widen and gulp. 

 “Mrs. Harmony can not be here today. I am your sub. You will obey me… or else.” With that, the teacher strode stiff-backed to the black board. Reaching down, she grabbed an eraser, sliding a perfect piece of white chalk out of the space between two pieces of material that seeped chalk of blackboards. In perfectly formed calligraphy, the sub wrote ‘Ms. A. Mary Ken’ on the board. 

Turning around, her eyes darted accusingly around the room, making eye contact with each student, until they rested on John. Mere seconds later, she was standing in front of John. With a stare akin to the one given to Guinevere earlier, she convinced him to give up the evidence. Ms. Ken took one look at his chalky hands. “Get up, boy.”

“My name isn’t boy. It’s….”

“Don’t talk back, boy. Joking around is not tolerated in my classroom. Go to that desk in the corner, now.” Dragging his feet, he headed to the desk surrounded by file cabinets. “Get out a piece of paper. All of you have a quiz.” Papers were whipped out of folders and binders in record speed. Ms. Ken set a two-inch thick slab of paper on each desk. 

After staring at the first question for at least a minute, John jotted down his answer. Mrs. Mickey Mouse could be Abraham Lincoln’s Great Grandmother, he thought. Two hours filled with frantic guessing later, the sub collected the quizzes and set them down on the teacher desk before heading to the front of the classroom.

“Now, who can tell me what the square root of two squared is?” The response was a row after row of blank stares. “The first to figure it out will not have to stay inside at recess with the rest. No hables. If any one of you kids can translate that in to English, I will also let them go outside.” 

Heading out the door, each student received a hall pass, so they could travel back to the classroom before recess began and after lunch. 

John arrived first. He did not go in until the rest of the students dragged themselves back. With a gulp of free air, he headed in. Seeing who sat in the teacher’s desk, he stopped in his tracks. The woman’s face was unlined, with some loose, blond hair strands creating thin gray shadows on it. A colorful dress enhanced the almost perfect figure it attempted to conceal. 

With John as their leader, the students went to the woman, some crying with relief, all smiling. Bear hug after bear hug from every grateful student made it hard for the woman to reach up and wipe a tad of stuck stage makeup off her face. 

John looked at his teacher and said, “Welcome back, Mrs. Harmony. Never leave us again.”

