The Trouble with Fairies

by Richard Sparks

I had Mrs. Snider for senior English. This tough old gal with a gravel voice was nearing retirement. She once said her parents had been “unreconstructed Rebels.” I didn’t completely understand, except to assume she was saying they went a long way back. But nonetheless, I thought it had a distinctive ring, especially since we lived in a town that had not yet forgotten “the Lost Cause” of 100 years before. And, it explained the refined Southern drawl she occasionally lapsed into.
She really taught; after her class, I found two years of college English was a snap. She liked me because, being fortunate in my choice of parents, I could write, spell, and generally recognize correct grammar. I enhanced this image by becoming a suck up. Early in a lesson (when the questions were easy), my hand was always up. It worked like a charm – she seldom called on me later as the class wore on, when I was usually as lost as anyone.
Strategy or not, one of the recurring nightmares was the focus of the English Department on preparing us for the SAT exams. There were long lists of arcane words that we had to learn how to spell and define, and a killer test on them every week. Beyond that, she would call out the words from which the next test would come and go around the class, singling out victims and demanding definitions and use in sentences. I was not big on studying, but this was one of the few classes where I had a reputation to uphold – so I always had choices to make.
There was another anxiety factor. Mrs. Snider usually kept her cool, but when she did blow up, it was scary. She’d turn red, shout in people’s faces, stamp around and wave her arms…the first time it happened (to some other poor slob), I sat there with my eyes downcast and solemnly vowed I would never, NEVER get her pissed at me.
Bruce, who sat in front of me, frequently made me look good. He was a junior, taking senior English. I was glad he was there. His mind was at least as filthy and sophomoric as mine, and we had lots of laughs finding pornographic nuances (that others didn’t see) in the assigned literature. He was a smart guy, but not as smart as he thought he was. He also had little fear and no shame. Many a time, he would volunteer an answer and make a fool of himself. Then, since I was right behind him, I could easily get Mrs. Snider’s attention and score, much to the chagrin of the other students who were waving their hands.
One day she was going around the class trying to get a definition of some word. (If I could remember the actual word, this would be a better story.) Finally, she gave up and said, “It means when a mayun fawls in luuv with a fayrie.” Instantly, Bruce cracked up; I cracked up; both literally helpless on the floor. I knew the hammer was about to fall, but I just couldn’t stop laughing. Finally, Mrs. Snider stood over Bruce and screamed, “You pervert, if ah had meant homosexual, ah would have said homosexual!!!”
Then came a dramatic pause, and, still gasping for breath, I thought, “Now it’s my turn.” But Mrs. Snider just smiled and got a serene look, saying to the class, as if I weren’t even there (and as her color returned from purple to normal), “I’m not mad.”
