The Bizarre Mystery of Horribly Hard Middle School 

Sixth-Grade Part of Story 

As the August morning sun chased the shadows from the roofs of houses and painted the sky gold, there was an eerie silence at Horribly Hard Middle School. In the dawning light, you could not see into the classrooms because of the dark curtains at every window. No early teacher rushed out of a car in the parking lot to set up a lab or to get an early start on preparation for the first day of school. Horribly Hard Middle School was like a spooky mansion: closed, dark, and abandoned. 

In contrast, across town, as the sun rose a bit higher in the sky, Marvelously Magic Magnet Middle School (known popularly as MMMMS) burst with energy and noise. Coffee perked in the teachers’ lounge. Cars roared into the parking lot, parked, and spilled out teachers of different sizes, shapes, and complexions. Boxes, books, bags, and piles of “stuff” filled their arms as they walked into the school early to be ready for the first day of classes for the year. 

Finally, two cars drove up to the dormant and silent Horribly Hard Middle School; one a new mauve Lexus and the other an old blue Ford pick-up truck. A man stepped out of each. The man who exited the Lexus wore a suit and tie and carried a battered briefcase. His face mirrored anxiety. The owner of the pick-up climbed out of his truck and lifted a large black tool case out of the bed of his truck. He sported a denim shirt and overalls, a red handkerchief in his upper pocket, a wrench hanging out of his lower pocket, and an air of excitement and purpose. 

The two men nodded solemnly to each other as they trekked in different directions, the suited one toward the school office and the man in overalls toward the sixth-grade wing and the custodian’s office. No other human soul could be seen in the dim light of early morning. 

Slowly, one after the other, classroom lights came on in HHMS. Soon the school was ablaze with light, and all classrooms were lit, but apart from Mr. Adept Fixit, the custodian, rushing from room to room to open the doors and turn on the lights, no sounds of people could be heard on the campus. If you listened carefully in the main office near the door to the principal’s room, you could hear the faint click of computer keys as Mr. Punctilious Principal, a man who was always concerned with correct procedure, checked and rechecked the procedures which would be followed that first day as well as the list of students who would enter the portals of the HHMS in about an hour.  

Half an hour later several more cars pulled up in front of the still silent Horribly Hard Middle School.   A lady, dressed in a long pink skirt and a blousy white shirt spattered with paint, hurried towards one of the still-dark classrooms with rolls of paper under her arm and a myriad of paint brushes in her mouth and hands. A man ambled toward a nearby dark classroom. He was burdened with various-sized instrument cases. His purple tie, decorated with yellow musical notes, was askew, and his glasses perched unevenly on his large nose.  

Meanwhile, in a house not far from Horribly Hard Middle School, a gaggle of sixth-graders had gathered to gossip about the upcoming first day of school. They stood in the foyer of Isabelle’s house, waiting for Olivia Otiose whose lazy nature always made her late to everything. Isabelle Ingenuous, always animated, twirled in nervousness and an excess of energy. Pauline Puerile whined in a babyish manner about Olivia’s tardiness. Felicia Fey, always acting in a bizarre manner, muttered words of a spell, parts of which she could not remember, under her breath to encourage her friend Olivia Otiose to hurry. William Waggish made a tasteless but funny joke that evoked titters from the gathered friends. The last member of the troop, Sam Sagacious, simply stood wisely and silently with his backpack in his hand, waiting for the clamor to die down. 

Isabelle Ingenuous danced out the open door, swiftly followed by her friends, with Pauline Puerile taking up the rear as she picked up her teddy bear that had fallen from her backpack and tucked it into the front pouch. Another girl joined them as they walked down the steps of Isabelle’s house onto the sidewalk. Olivia Otiose had arrived, hair half combed and wrinkled blouse hanging out of her jeans. The group was ready but reluctant to face their first day of their new middle school: Horribly Hard Middle School. 

A myriad of thoughts echoed and rebounded in each student’s mind as the six sixth-graders trudged to their new school, a mile away, as if walking the plank of a pirate ship to their doom. 

What would the new school be like? Would the new teachers be mean and hard? Were they going to have too much homework? Were the big eighth-graders going to harass them? Would they be able to remember the combinations of those shiny new locks in their backpacks? Were they dressed appropriately? Were the teachers nice? Would middle school be much different from elementary school? How would they find all their classes? Would their friends be in their classes? Would they get lost? Was the dean mean? 

These questions and many more circled around in the six friends’ heads as they silently ambled  towards the place where they would find out all the answers. All too soon, the brick walls of Horribly Hard Middle School loomed in front of them. 

Brown-faced with dark, expressive eyes, William Waggish recited a silly limerick to break the tension. (He always was composing poetry to try to emulate his hero, Langston Hughes.) The friends’ steps matched the cadence of the hopeful poem. 
There is a bizarre middle school 
Where teachers are easy to fool. 
They fall for our jokes 
And don’t call our folks 
Even when we break every rule. 
Horribly Hard Middle School did not look much different from their elementary school which was nearby in their town of Tedious, Florida. A big, one-story brick building sat nestled among large trees and a verdant lawn, and a small city of white portables dotted the field behind the school like white lily pads in a green pond. 
“Look!” shrilled Isabelle Ingenuous in her high voice as she nervously twirled the purple, plastic butterfly that was perched in her wild, curly, auburn hair. Always upbeat, Isabelle was dressed in her new outfit of matching purple shorts and bright-green top. “All the lights are on, and there is a teacher gazing out the window of each classroom!” Isabelle Ingenuous continued. 
“I wish we were going to Marvelously Magic Magnet Middle School instead of this old, ordinary, insipid one,” groaned William Waggish, who was not his usual teasing, cheerful self. 
“Yeah,” sighed Sam Sagacious, who was usually reserved behind his horn-rimmed glasses, “I hear the teachers there are great!” 
“Yes, I hear they don’t give much homework, either,” added Olivia Otiose, who hated homework with a passion. 
“Well, we don’t have enough magic in us, so we can’t go to MMMMS,” retorted Felicia Fey whose meager magic always went awry. “If I were better at magic, I would be going there with all the neat teachers and cool classes, but I failed the entry test when I accidentally gave Ms. Vice Principal a big, juicy zit right between her eyes.” 
“At least you have some magic, even if it always screws up,” Isabelle Ingenuous reminded her friend as she twirled the purple butterfly that perched in her mane of auburn hair. “The rest of us can’t even open a classroom portal,” she concluded. 
Suddenly, right in front of this sextet, stood a tall man who was dressed all in black with a shiny, new, black hat perched on his  slick black hair. He peered down at the group and boomed in a loud, monotone voice, “Welcome to Horribly Hard Middle School.” 
The frightening man then announced that he was the dean of the school and that his name was Dean Dread. 
Pauline Puerile commenced to snivel (she was such a baby), and Felicia Fey muttered a “cheer-up spell” but only succeeded in frizzing her friend’s hair. 
Dean Dread, a disturbing figure in his somber suit and tie, directed the group to go to the “cafetorium,” a combination of cafeteria and auditorium. There, the friends found other sixth-graders whom they already knew from elementary school. 
“What a bizarre dean,” whispered Sam Sagacious sotto voce to William Waggish. “You and I wouldn’t want to cross him nor meet him in a dark alley.” 
“From what mausoleum did he crawl out, Sam?” murmured William Waggish surreptitiously so no one else could hear. 
“Hey, William, look at the other weird teachers standing against the wall,” whispered always observant Sam Sagacious as he surveyed the room. 
As Sam uttered this last statement, Dean Dread suddenly appeared and loomed menacingly over the two boys. 
“Loquacious ones, eh? You two, come here,” the dean ordered. His voice had the flatness of a cockroach crunching under a shoe. 
Dean Dread put one huge, ham-sized hand on the back of each boy and ushered them to the front of the “cafetorium.” All the other new sixth-graders, of course, tittered at the sight of William and Sam being caught talking. 
“Quiet, students,” said Dean Dread in a deadly tone of voice as he placed William Waggish and the mortified Sam Sagacious in the second row next to Jesse Jocose, another talker. 
When Dean Dread said this, he nodded his head, and teachers lined up in the aisles to quell the noise with proximity control. The new sixth-graders squirmed in fear and became distraught as they got a closer look at their new teachers. Only a few of them had genuine, welcoming smiles on their faces, and most were garbed in grey or black, too. 
Among the teachers, only a few didn’t look too mean or formidable. They just didn’t look like the friendly teachers the kids had had in elementary school, and most of them dressed in somber clothes that looked as if they were stiff and uncomfortable. 
Olivia Otiose, who was more perceptive than most sixth graders but lazy when it came to work, saw that one teacher’s smile was genuine. This teacher wore a blousy white shirt and a long pink skirt, and she had stuck a pink flower in her thick blonde tresses. 
“Felicia, that must be the art teacher,” Isabelle Ingenuous dared to whisper to her friend Felicia Fey. 
Dean Dread and two teachers glared at the two girls who quailed under their gaze. 
All the teachers still stood in the aisles like sentries, most of them glowering at the kids as if daring them to speak. The principal stood up on the stage, and Dean Dread joined him there. 
“Children, I am the school’s principal, the captain of your ship,” said the principal. My name is Mr. Punctilious Principal, and this is Dean Dread who will mete out any discipline for misbehaving students,” he continued as he put a hand on the dean’s broad, right shoulder. 
William Waggish, always playfully humorous, chose that moment to subvocalize a limerick under his breath, his favorite way to deal with tension. He entitled it “The Mean Dean.” Several people heard its utterance, and Jesse Jocose, who sat nearby, snorted in laughter. 
There was an old dean from Salt Lick (Kentucky)
(Kentucky) 
Who made all the kids very sick. 
One look at his face 
And students would race, 
Well-aided by steps that were quick. 
As William Waggish uttered the last word of his limerick, the teacher nearest him twitched and nodded his head. His eyelids fluttered; his tongue protruded between his closed lips; and wisps of smoke curled from his ears. 
Jesse Jocose pointed to that teacher with his one hand and held the other over his mouth to muffle his giggles. The other teachers turned and glowered at him as students swiveled their heads in the direction Jesse pointed. 
Only the teacher with the pink flower in her hair and the paint on her shirt smiled at the strange phenomenon of her eye-fluttering, ear-smoking, tongue-sticking-out colleague. She, somehow, was different, like a cool, glacier breeze in a hot classroom. 
After that incident, everyone quieted down, turned his or her face towards the stage, and paid heed to Mr. Punctilious Principal as he instructed students on where to go and what to do next. “I hope my friends and I are in the same homeroom, too,” whispered Isabelle Ingenuous to her two friends, Olivia Otiose and Pauline Puerile.  
Finally, the assembly was over. Teachers filed out, directed the striplings to the homeroom lists on the walls of the sixth-grade hall, and then pointed out the various classrooms. 
The intrepid group who had begun the first day of school together found themselves in the same homeroom. Their teacher was a very stern-looking man, Mr. Math Martinet, who promptly announced that he was also their math teacher. 
He told the students, too, that he would tolerate no shenanigans, and then he confiscated an iPod from Quincy Querulous, a student in the back of the room who made faces as his headset was taken, opened his mouth as if to argue, and then thought better of it. 
“Hey, Pauline, that’s the teacher who stuck out his tongue,” articulated Felicia Fey to her puerile friend who was weeping silently. 
William Waggish, worried about Pauline, whispered another of his inimitable limericks, this one about a malevolent math teacher entitled “Wrathful Math.” Faint curls of smoke wisped from Mr. Math Martinet’s ears, and his eyelids fluttered, too. 
The nasty man, teacher of math, 
Was utterly filled with such wrath. 
He yelled at the boys 
And stifled their joys. 
He took a malevolent path. 
At this, you could have heard a pin drop as the students’ mouths gaped open at their peer’s boldness and their teacher’s antics. The class waited for William’s painful demise at the hands of the stern, uncompromising teacher. 
Nothing happened! Absolutely nothing! After fewer than three seconds, Mr. Math Martinet resumed his announcements as if he neither had been interrupted nor had wisps of smoke emitting from his ears. After he went over the school rules, Mr. Math Martinet handed out a schedule and a map of the school to everyone. 
As soon as the students’ schedules were in their hands, pandemonium broke out as everyone tried to see who was in his or her classes. The intrepid six compared notes and found that they shared some of the same classes: math, English, and science. Pauline, Isabelle, Jesse, William, and Felicia had art with Ms. Amicable Artist, and the other two had music with Mr. Melodious Music. 
The bell pealed, signaling the end of homeroom. Although the group was going to the same place, Pauline Puerile got lost. Things were not going well for her. First, she became separated from her friends. Then, she turned her map upside down. Next, the size of the eighth-graders daunted her, and finally, she got lost. As Pauline Puerile stood in the crowded hallway blubbering while others laughed and pointed fingers at her, a kind, titanic eighth-grader took pity on her and pointed her in the right direction. 
Meanwhile, Isabelle Ingenuous and Felicia Fey found the girls’ bathroom, but there were too many eighth-graders for comfort in there, so they left hurriedly. Felicia and Isabelle found their first class (which, thankfully, was only ten steps farther). Before entering the classroom, Felicia Fey, who should have known better, tried to fix her flyaway hair with a petite spell. As usual, it backfired; this time it turned her hair purple. 
At the same time, William Waggish found a new friend, Jesse Jocose, the boy who had experienced the wrath of Dean Dread, too. The two of them discovered their love for jocularity and limericks. Since, like William’s other friends, they were headed for English class, they composed an appropriate poem and entitled it “Awful Teacher,” even though they had not yet encountered the teacher. 
An English teacher from Slade (Kentucky)
(Kentucky) 
Confused the verbs “lay” and “laid.” 
She didn’t know squat 
And was put on the spot, 
So she quit and didn’t get paid. 
Standing at her door, their new English teacher, Ms. Grammar Grouch, heard the limerick. Her eyes fluttered, and she stuck out her tongue while curls of smoke wisped from her proboscis and rose to the ceiling. 
“Hey, Jesse, look at that,” giggled William Waggish, pleased with their poetic efforts and their effect on the teachers. “These teachers are eerie! Maybe my friends and I are wrong, and this year will be fun after all.” 
Sam Sagacious just made a further notation in his pocket notebook. 
Jesse Jocose queried with a grin as they stepped into the room of the slightly smoking teacher, “I wonder what makes them do that?” 
Just then they spied Felicia Fey in her newly purpled hair. 
“Uh oh, William, I bet the teachers are not going to find that amusing,” said Jesse Jocose. 
Ms. Grammar Grouch could differentiate between the verbs “lay” and “laid,” and, much to the consternation of Olivia Otiose, she loaded the class with a list of vocabulary words to learn. In addition, Ms. Grammar Grouch did not permit any student to end a sentence with a preposition nor to split a verb. She was a true Grammar Grouch. She also was not very amiable and was going to send Felicia Fey to the dean with a terse note to call Felicia’s parents about her coming to school with purple hair. 
“Wait, Ms. Grouch, I can fix it. It’s fixable,” blurted Felicia as she muttered another spell which turned her hair back to its normal color but put a purple streak in Ms. Grouch’s coiffure. 
Jesse Jocose composed a limerick on the spot that he entitled “My New Friend, Felicia” and sent it in a note to William Waggish who whispered it to Felicia who tittered. 
There was a young lady from Day 
(Florida) 
Whose nature was quirkily fey. 
She purpled her hair, 
But she didn’t care 
And merrily did things her way. 
At this juncture, Ms. Grammar Grouch stuck out her tongue, fluttered her eyes, and emitted smoke from her ears. She stopped teaching, froze for fewer than three seconds, mumbled, “That is unanswerable,” and then resumed her grammar lecture as if nothing had occurred. 
“Weirder and weirder,” penned William to Jesse in another furtive note. 
“I don’t think I like that teacher very much,” said Isabelle to her friends as they exited the room at the peal of the bell, and Felicia and she dashed into the ladies’ room, micturated quickly, washed their hands in the filthy sink, and ran out to join their friends. 
“I wonder if the science teacher will be any better. We already know what the math teacher is like,” said Sam Sagacious who liked the vocabulary lesson of Ms. Grammar Grouch but loathed the way the latter had wanted to send his friend to Dean Dread. 
“Well, she couldn’t be worse,” said Felicia Fey whose narrow escape had scared them all further. “I hope she doesn’t perceive that purple streak in her hair until she gets home.” 
“She’s the one who deserved it,” countered Felicia’s friends William Waggish and Pauline Puerile in unison. They shared a “high five” as William proceeded to recite another one of his infamous limericks, this one entitled “Frigid English.” 
Our grammar teacher is rigid. 
On English rules, she is frigid. 
She never splits verbs 
And teaches hard words, 
And errors make her quite livid. 
Nearby, two teachers in unison fluttered their eyelids, stuck out their tongues between closed lips, froze in place for fewer than three seconds, and emitted wisps of smoke from their nostrils. Sam Sagacious noted the anomalies in their reactions. 
“Bizarre,” Sam Sagacious muttered to himself as he took notes. 
The rest of the day went pretty much the same. The teachers, for the most part, were clad in somber colors, and they had no sense of humor. Unfortunately, in science class, the friends found their old nemesis, Orson Odious. As they entered the room, Orson was “holding court” in the back among many of the popular kids. 
“Ah, guys, look at the weird ones who just entered science class,” Orson said maliciously. “There’s the witch who can’t do a spell right, the four-eyed wise guy who knows it all, the free spirit who even wears stupid, plastic butterflies in her hair, the crybaby, the lazy one who never has her homework, and the two who think they’re funny. What losers,” he stated, and he chuckled to his audience and encouraged them to laugh. 
“I’m sorry my parents made my buds and me late this morning, and my buds and I missed two of the “geeks” getting caught by the Dean,” expounded Orson Odious as he concluded his verbal attack. 
The intrepid six and Jesse Jocose, heads down, slunk into seats in the front of the room just as the science teacher entered and closed the door behind him. When the class saw the teacher, silence reigned, even from the back of the room where Orson’s gang sat. 
“I am Ms. Stern Science,” the teacher said in a monotone voice. “I believe in a lot of hard tests, a plethora of homework, and a dearth of student talking in my class, but I also expect students to do well.” 
At this, Olivia Otiose slumped in her desk in woe. “Oh, no,” she whined as she sank farther into her seat. “This year is starting out badly.” 
Ms. Stern Science stared at Olivia Otiose with her bird-like, beady eyes, and she said in a low, ominous tone, “There always will be silence in this classroom when I pontificate.” 
Olivia Otiose thought she heard a snicker from Orson Odious in the back, but the teacher did not catch it. 
As the seven friends left the room, they tried to elude Orson Odious who knew all the tricks of making other students’ lives wretched without getting caught by the teachers himself. William Waggish and his new friend Jesse Jocose commenced composing another limerick, this one about the stern science teacher, and they entitled it “Crude, Rude Science.” 
Our old science teacher is rude. 
She also is horribly crude. 
She picks at her nose; 
She sports ugly toes; 
And always is in a bad mood. 
Isabelle Ingenuous and her friends laughed, imagining their teacher’s unsightly toes. They forgot about the toad Orson Odious and all that he liked to do to make their lives miserable. 
By her desk near the portal of the room, Ms. Stern Science stuck out her tongue, smoked slightly from her proboscis, fluttered her eyes like a blinking lizard, and froze mid-step for fewer than three seconds. 
“Stranger and weirder,” murmured Sam Sagacious who noticed these things. 
Lunch was the usual boisterous pandemonium typical of a middle school lunchroom. A fight broke out between two girls over something a rumor-monger had reported that the other had purportedly said, and both were suspended on the spot. Dean Dread called their parents from the lunchroom, right in front of the girls’ peers. 
After that incident, Dean Dread stood on the stage with his ham-sized hands on his hips, glaring forebodingly at the students as if he dared them to try anything else except talking and eating. 
“It’s amazing he lets us talk at all, Sam” said William Waggish to his compatriot at the table. He also composed another limerick for the occasion, entitled it “Mean Green Dean,” and caused everyone at his table to hoot with laughter like a bunch of hyenas. After a brief flutter of his eyelids and one wisp of smoke curling from his left ear, Dean Dread turned to stare at their table with a malevolent expression on his visage, marred only by his tongue that still stuck out between his pursed lips. 
The dean of students is mean. 
His face in anger turns bright green. 
He maintains his right 
To stop any fight 
And suspend those who are obscene. 
Art and music were the only relief for the rest of the week. In art, the teacher, Ms. Amicable Artist, smiled a lot and promised the class that they would release butterflies on Earth Day and celebrate the event further with an art project of their own choosing as well. Pauline, Isabelle, Jesse, William, and Felicia, who had opted to take Art, were delighted. 
“This teacher seems almost human, girlfriend,” whispered Isabelle to Felicia who nodded in agreement. 
With only a small frown at Isabelle, Ms. Amicable Artist quietly moved by the two girls and commenced a lecture about the Impressionist artists. 
William Waggish took out a pencil and a piece of paper, and he composed another limerick entitled “Art.” 
We have a bizarre art teacher 
Who touts painters like a preacher. 
Cassat and Van Go 
And Monet, now we know, 
Are the ones who really reach her. 
Ms. Amicable Artist, still lecturing and periodically showing pictures from a stack in her hand, ambled over to William, confiscated the paper, swiftly perused its contents, smiled, and said, “You spelled Van Gogh’s name incorrectly, William. It is spelled ‘G-o-g-h,’ not ‘G-o.’” 
Nothing else happened except that the pink-hued flower in her coiffure fell onto William’s desk as she nodded her head at him, handed back William’s paper, and continued her spiel on the Impressionists. 
William Waggish corrected the spelling of the Dutch painter’s name and paid rapt attention for the rest of the period. 
“Hey,” mused William Waggish to himself, “maybe the limerick has to be said out loud for it to affect the teachers. I must tell Sam as he would want to make a note.” 
Meanwhile in music, Mr. Melodious Music told his class all about band, and he let the untried, neophyte sixth-graders choose their instruments. Sam Sagacious played the guitar at home but wanted to take up a new challenge. He chose the oboe, an arduous instrument to learn to play. Olivia Otiose, who had not signed up for any exploratory class and who had been randomly assigned to band by the school’s computer, wanted the instrument that was the easiest to play. She wanted to play the triangle but was given a clarinet. 
“‘Bummer,’” she said. “If I have to learn to play this instrument, I will be forced to carry this home every day, and my mother will compel me to practice.” 
That day, the six friends (Jesse Jocose took a bus to school) plodded home, piled with science and math homework. Olivia Otiose was not pleased, so she did none of it and lied to her mother when her mother asked if she ever had been assigned any. Olivia’s lying about homework was nothing new. 
Months passed in a similar, invariable manner. The six walked to school, met up with their friends who bussed to school, suffered through classes with their bizarre teachers, and tried to avoid Orson Odious and his popular pals, the comely Petra Pulchritudinous, lovely Alessandra Amorous, and handsome Danny Dapper. Except in art and music, the nasty, annoying teachers gave tons of homework. 
While middle school is always a weird place, they knew that something strange was afoot at Horribly Hard Middle School. Sam kept notes on the effects that William’s and Jesse’s atrocious but hilarious limericks had on their teachers. One of their best, a wicked limerick about the social studies teacher, Ms. Grumpy Geography, evoked more than smoke from her ears and fluttering eyes. 
There is a teacher from Noodle (Texas) 
Whose hair looks like a French poodle. 
She paints her nails green; 
She taps on the screen; 
Her face looks like pale apple strudel. 
In addition to the usual teachers’ reactions to hearing one of their infamous verses, Ms. Grumpy Geography repeated over and over in a monotone voice for more than two seconds but fewer than three, “You must read the book Great Geography. You must read the book Great Geography.” 
As usual, Sam Sagacious took notes apropos of the incident, but neither he nor anyone else could draw any conclusions. There was just something different about their school, but no one could put a finger on what its difference was. 
Art continued to be “awesome.” Band was challenging, and even lazy, indolent Olivia Otiose was getting into playing her clarinet well. 
Then, there was this innovative teacher who visited their English class from time to time to teach creative writing. Her humor and enthusiasm inspired students to write well. Usually apathetic Olivia Otiose wrote a personal narrative that won a prize. In addition, William Waggish even abandoned his favorite form of writing—the limerick— and composed a superlative argumentative essay defending his position that school uniforms were a noxious idea. 
One day in science, Orson Odious was particularly insufferable. His taunts provoked the usually cheerful Jesse Jocose to become pugnacious and to swing at him in fury. Orson countered with a blow to Jesse’s visage. William jumped into the fray to support his friend, and then Ms. Stern Science stepped into the act. 
“You three rapscallions,” she said in a loud voice, “go to the dean’s office immediately. Isabelle, take this note, go see that they arrive in the appropriate place, and get a return note from the dean,” she concluded, punching the call button to inform the office that Dean Dread had some “customers.” 
As the group walked to the dean’s office, Orson goaded and teased Jesse, William, and Isabelle. 
“You’re nothing but unpopular little geeks,” he jeered. 
The three remained quiescent at this insult, for they dared not exacerbate the situation. 
“Everyone loathes your stupid poems,” he continued. “They are written badly.” 
“Now you’ve gone too far,” growled the usually pacifistic William Waggish as he rushed in on his tormentor. 
As if they had orchestrated it beforehand, the three friends jumped on Orson, all at the same time. Orson fell to the ground, and Jesse, William, and Isabelle sat on him and called him an obstreperous jerk. Orson Odious was shocked into silence. 
At that moment, Dean Dread appeared suddenly, like a huge, swooping bat, and ushered all four miscreants into his office. Orson Odious tried to blame the three for the entire incident, but luckily Ms. Stern Science had seen him take a swing at Jesse Jocose. Dean Dread called everyone’s parents to come get their miscreants, and then he suspended all four of them for two days. William Waggish didn’t even have time to compose a limerick appropriate for the occasion. 
When the suspension had ended, and all were back in school, things got better for a while. Orson Odious remained unusually docile. He did, however, start targeting a girl named Beth Bibliophilic who had read Harry Potter more than four times and who always secreted a book on her knees under her desk. 
Orson also picked on a boy named Mark Meticulous, a perfectionist who always rewrote his papers many times. These two, of course, were not elated with this turn of events. Beth Bibliophilic and Mark Meticulous, to be sure, preferred it when Orson Odious had ignored them as if they weren’t there. 
“Weirdos who sit on people don’t warrant my attention,” Orson scoffed. 
“Bullies who taunt my friends deserve to be expelled,” retorted Isabelle Ingenuous, the free spirit whom even Dean Dread did not daunt. 
Then, in art and in music, Ms. Amicable Artist and Mr. Melodious Music joined their classes to present a mutual art/music project— nurturing and releasing butterflies. 
“We have ordered your kits, and you will raise Painted Lady butterflies,” said Ms. Amicable Artist. “Painted Lady butterflies are probably the most widespread butterfly species and are found all over the world,” she said. “They particularly like living in mountains and flowery meadows, and they love the following flowers: aster, cosmos, thistle, and buttonbush. After we release the butterflies on Earth Day, art students will paint an appropriate habitat with their butterfly in it,” she lectured, “and music students will compose a short tune. 
“Each student will raise his or her own butterfly from a caterpillar (which is the larvae) to the chrysalis (in which the caterpillar metamorphosis will occur) and, finally, into a Painted Lady butterfly,” Mr. Melodious Music concluded. 
“This will be stupendous,” Felicia Fey informed her pals. Then, in her exhilaration, she accidentally waved her hands the wrong way, enacting a spell, and a white maggot oozed out of Sam’s left ear. 
“EEWWW, that’s gross, Felicia,” shrilled Isabelle and Pauline in unison. 
Sam Sagacious and the other boys collected the disgusting maggot Felicia’s spell had produced and admired its properties. They plotted to leave it on some unsuspecting teacher’s desk. Which teacher deserved their “present”? They couldn’t concur. 
“It came out of my ear, so I get to decide,” insisted an adamant Sam. 
The three girls almost retched in disgust, but they quickly turned their thoughts to butterflies. “Oh, you guys, I can’t wait until the caterpillars arrive,” said Isabelle, her face animated by the thought of raising a butterfly. 
Then, on a day that had been particularly problematical, the group arrived in art and music and breathed a sigh of relief. 
“Boy, Pauline, this has been a horrendous day,” said Isabelle Ingenuous. 
Pauline Puerile just nodded in agreement as she didn’t trust herself not to cry. 
“Yeah, Orson Odious forgot his truce, and he insulted Sam about his spectacles,” groaned Jesse Jocose. “We must make up a limerick about him, William,” he grinned puckishly. 
A nasty young stripling from Toast (North Carolina) 
Was meaner and crueler than most. 
His barbs were so cruel 
That we hated school 
Where he made his nastiest boasts. 
Ms. Grammar Grouch and Mr. Math Martinet, who were passing by the group just as Jesse Jocose recited his doggerel, stopped dead in their tracks, one foot raised as if to take another step. Their eyelids fluttered wildly. Their lips clamped shut but their tongues still protruded like pink taffy. Wisps of smoke curled from their ears as they stood there, unmoving. There they froze, manifesting their bizarre behavior for fewer than three seconds. It wasn’t a pretty sight; they looked like ugly, stone gargoyles! 
“Stranger and stranger,” murmured Sam as he made a note in his omnipresent notebook. 
During the peculiar interlude, William gently dared to touch Mr. Math Martinet on the tip of his large, Pinocchio-like proboscis. The latter did not even notice. William Waggish quickly withdrew before both teachers resumed walking as if nothing untoward had occurred. 
As William and Jesse continued to regale the rest with their account of their horrendous day, the crew saw a big box being delivered to the art room! 
“Caterpillars!” bellowed Felicia Fey in her loudest voice. 
“Future butterflies!” articulated Isabelle Ingenuous with awe in her tone. As usual, she wore a plastic replica of one in her auburn tresses, and it bobbed as she spoke. 
The rest of the day passed, and the group remained oblivious to Orson’s verbal barbs and jabs, the teachers’ love affair with homework, and the usual battle to walk in the crowded halls with the bigger students. 
Finally, it was time for art and music! Ms. Amicable Artist and Mr. Melodious Music stood in the front of the art room as their students crammed themselves into a room made for many fewer bodies. A massive, opened box sat on the front table. 
“These are the caterpillars,” said Ms. Amicable Artist in a quiet voice. “The caterpillar-to-butterfly life cycle is approximately twenty-one days, so three weeks from now, on Earth Day, we will release butterflies.” She added, “First, you will choose a partner.” 
Murmurs erupted from the students as they searched for partners. “Silence, students, you may choose partners after you receive all the instructions,” Ms. Amicable Artist gently reproached the kids. “Next, each pair of you will receive one of these cups,” she continued as Mr. Melodious Music held up several small, covered cups in his hand. 
Mr. Melodious Music continued Ms. Amicable Artist’s discourse. “Each one of these,” he said, indicating the covered cups, “contains four to five caterpillars. Because not all of the caterpillars will live, each pair of students will have between three to five butterflies to release. The caterpillar cup has all the food the caterpillars need to metamorphose. Finally, keep the lid on the cup until the caterpillars form their chrysalises,” he warned the students. “Completing the chrysalis will take only about ten days,” he concluded. 
“Awesome,” marveled Isabelle Ingenuous who adored butterflies. 
Ms. Amicable Artist resumed the lecture with a caveat. “Handle your cups as little and as gently as possible so that you do not disturb the caterpillars. Occasionally, you may open the lid to peer inside, but refrain from touching the caterpillars; it will stop them from changing.” 
Even though there were sixty sixth-graders in the overcrowded room, silence reigned. Suddenly, one student coughed, and the mesmerized crowd resumed its usual clamor. 
“I can’t wait three weeks!” puled Pauline Puerile in a petulant tone. 
A boy named Quincy Querulous echoed Pauline’s whine. “Why can’t we speed up the things?” he asked peevishly. 
“Nature takes her own time,” mollified Sam Sagacious. 
Nature did take its own time. In three weeks, each pair of students opened a box, revealing several chrysalises on the sides and little green balls on the bottom. 
“EEWWW! What are those little green balls?” asked Pauline Puerile who was totally grossed out. 
“They are caterpillar poop, you dummy,” piped up Quincy Querulous who actually had done his homework. (He liked to insult his peers almost as much as Orson Odious but wasn’t as adept at it.) 
After the teachers sent Quincy Querulous out of the room for his insensitive remark, the rest of the class warily removed the small pieces of paper to which the chrysalis had adhered. They then taped them to the inside wall of one of the butterfly abodes that the art class had constructed. They also placed twigs inside the abodes. Pauline Puerile, of course, dropped a chrysalis and cried with consternation. 
In science, Orson Odious, who took P.E. instead of art or music, yanked the plastic butterfly from Isabelle’s hair, put it in his unruly, uncombed mop, flapped his arms, and pretended to fly around the room like a butterfly to make fun of the students who were excited about the project. In reality, the obnoxious pest was jealous. 
In art, each student drew a picture of his or her chrysalis, and in music, they played a pastoral piece with a lilting melody that gave the airy feeling of a butterfly in flight. Even Olivia Otiose practiced her part assiduously and played it beautifully. Everyone was anxious for the final metamorphosis to happen. 
A little more than a week later, William Waggish arrived in art. To his amazement, he spied lovely Painted Lady butterflies in the butterfly abode. They clung to the side. Their wings looked as if they had been painted with black, brown, and orange paint with spots of white, red, and blue thrown in. They were lovely! They perched on the twigs and pumped their frangible wings to unfurl them. 
“Oh, look, guys,” William Waggish gleefully whooped to his classmates, “the butterflies are emerging!” 
As the class supplied the newly formed insects with food (sugar water), they impatiently waited for Earth Day which was two days hence, at the end of April. 
Finally Earth Day arrived. The entire sixth-grade class, Orson Odious included, gathered around the butterfly houses that were on tables in the middle of the P.E. field. The weather was balmy, and there was a slight breeze. Orson Odious pushed and pinched his way to the front of the crowd, and Ms. Amicable Artist, who did not feel amicable towards aggressive bullies, banished him farther back because Dean Dread was there. 
Ms. Amicable Artist then asked Isabelle and William to come forward. Pauline whined in disappointment, and Felicia Fey danced in a circle of vicarious joy for her friends. Two brown moths flew out of Ms. Grammar Grouch’s hair. 
Mr. Melodious Music called upon Sam Sagacious and, much to her surprise, a flabbergasted Olivia Otiose. “You, Sam, are a talented and diligent student,” he said. 
Orson Odious made noxious faces from the last row of students. 
“You, Olivia Otiose, have improved so much, that I deem that you, too, deserve this honor,” Mr. Melodious Music stated as he beckoned with his finger for the two students to come up close to the butterfly abodes. 
Then, at a nod from the two teachers, Isabelle, William, Sam, and Olivia simultaneously lifted the lid to a butterfly abode. As the crowd gasped, “Ahhh,” in unison, a fluttering cloud of brown, black, and orange hues rose from the boxes and dispersed in diverse directions. 
Orson Odious tried to catch one to crush it; thankfully, he failed. As the cloud of butterflies rose into the air and dispersed with the breeze, the sixth-graders craned their necks to watch their departure. This had been a truly prodigious experience for the majority of the sixth-graders. Even Orson Odious was impressed although he did not admit it. 
The last six weeks of school sped by with alacrity. The band concert went well, and although she earned her usual “Ds” and “Fs” in the majority of her classes, Olivia Otiose and her clarinet wowed the audience. Sam Sagacious aced all the exams with ease, and Isabelle Ingenuous earned all “As” and “Bs” except for a “C” in math, the bane of her existence (besides Orson Odious). Her drawing of her butterfly astounded all at the annual art show. William Waggish and his new friend, Jesse Jocose, continued to compose outlandish limericks. Felicia Fey only let fly a few inappropriate spells that had minor, insignificant results, usually involving Ms. Grammar Grouch. Pauline Puerile still cried when frustrated, but even she ameliorated her grades. Thus, their sixth-grade year drew to a close. 
One gorgeous morning at the end of May, the sextet strolled to school. They were unusually early. (Olivia Otiose, who had spent the night at Isabelle’s house, actually was on time!) They reached the parking lot at the school just as the custodian, Mr. Adept Fixit, got out of his blue pick-up truck. Mr. Adept Fixit waved at the group of friends, grabbed a strange-looking tool from his truck, and scurried into the building. He had an apprehensive look on his face. 
The friends watched in amazement as Mr. Adept Fixit bustled from room to room with only one tool. As he exited each room, the lights went on quickly, and the blinds rose. From their vantage point on the sidewalk, the friends could see well the outlines of their teachers in the rooms. 
“Where did they come from?” astutely asked Sam. I see fewer than three cars in the parking lot, and the teachers aren’t moving, too. 
“This is a mystery to be solved next year when we are in the seventh grade,” said William in a rare serious tone. 
“Yes, William, I concur,” said Sam Sagacious. “There are neither enough time nor enough clues, and I only want to think about my summer and the book The Mystery of the Terrible Teachers,” he agreed. 
“Yeah,” said Isabelle as she nodded her head in assent, and her plastic butterfly bobbed in accord. 
“I don’t like this,” whined Pauline. 
Everyone else heaved his or her shoulders in exasperation. Was Pauline going to grow up, and was she ever going to stop her sniveling? 
“I think I will wear all black next year in the seventh grade,” announced Felicia who had not produced a single successful spell the entire sixth-grade year. 
The friends, except Sam, of course, promptly forgot about their strange teachers and concentrated on the end-of-year activities and their summer plans. 
On the last day of school (after all the students had left), all was silent except for muffled sounds from the art and music rooms and the “clack” of computer keys in the main office.  
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