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CHAPTER ONE

Usually this is how my family tries to wake me up in the morning:


	One beeping alarm clock.

	One music-playing alarm clock.

	My older sister pounding on my door.

	My mom pulling my blanket off me and throwing it across the room.

	My younger brother making gross noises in my ear.

	My dad yelling at my brother.



The problem is that none of the people I live with understand me. The only person who knows what it takes to get me out of bed—is me.

So whenever thirty-nine-year-old me comes from the future, he doesn’t bother waiting for the alarm clocks. He leans down right next to me. He pushes my blanket away from my face. And he whispers a single sentence into my ear.

That morning the sentence was “Today’s substitute teacher is going to cancel your class trip to the zoo.”

“WHAT?” I said, sitting up. “Why?”

“Because she’s evil,” said my future self.

Usually when Future Me uses his time machine to visit me, he’s wearing something weird. (I call him “he” instead of calling us both “me.” It’s less confusing that way. Also, he’s nothing like me.) That day he was wearing a navy-and-white shirt with only one sleeve, neon green pants, and a pair of sparkling silver suspenders.

“Why?” I demanded, staring at him.

“We’re not sure what makes people evil.”

“No. I mean, why are you wearing that?”

“It’s going to be the height of fashion in about thirty years,” he informed me. “You’re going to wait in line for half an hour to get these suspenders.”

    [image: Future Ethan in a striped shirt and suspenders stands in a bedroom, looking down at the end of Ethan's bed with his hands on his hips.]

Sometimes I’m pretty sure Future Me is lying to me.

Though everything he’s told me about the future has come true.

“Listen,” he said. “Today we can finally change the future!”

That’s why he’s here. He’s traveling back in time to tell me how to save the world from whatever goes wrong in the future.

So far, he’s only managed to save me from some of the bad things that happened to him when he was my age. Which is pretty nice of him. Or maybe it’s selfish of him, since he’s really helping himself.

Time travel is confusing like that.

“What about the pants?” I said. “Do I wait in line for those?”

“They come with the suspenders. Can’t you tell?” He sighed. “Focus, Ethan. This is what all my visits to the past have been leading up to. And we only have seven minutes left before Talya comes in. We need to talk about the substitute teacher.”

Talya is my older sister. Future Me always talks about her as if he likes her. I guess in twenty-nine years you can forget a lot, but I don’t see how I’ll ever forget the time she bit her own arm and told Mom I’d done it, and then Mom grounded me on the day of my best friend’s birthday party. Or the time she took the chocolate bar I had been saving for two months—

“The substitute’s name is Ms. Evans,” Future Me continued. He can always tell when I’m getting lost in thought. “And she’s important. In my time she starts a war.”

“A war?” I said. “How?”

“She becomes an evil dictator and decides that— You know what, it’s complicated. I don’t have time to explain. Also, it doesn’t matter, because we can stop her from ever getting that powerful.” Future Me ran a hand through his hair. “If you change how today goes, we can stop the war before it ever begins. All you have to do is make sure she loves teaching so much that she sticks with it instead of quitting and becoming a dictator.”

“Right,” I said. “You remember how wild the kids in my class get, right? Especially with a substitute teacher?” I thought about my best friend, Brian. He once went to school the day after getting a tooth pulled just so he wouldn’t miss out on the fun of a substitute teacher. And last year he set up a booby trap that popped a water balloon over a substitute teacher’s head as the teacher walked through the door.

We never even found out that guy’s name. But I heard that he decided to take a teaching position in Alaska soon afterward.

“It can’t be done,” I said. “No substitute teacher for the fourth grade has ever lasted more than three days.”

“Well,” Future Me said, “you’re going to have to change that.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “In the twenty-nine years after today, has any substitute at my school lasted more than three days?”

“That’s not relevant,” Future Me said. “Because if you succeed, then I’ll go back to a future where one of them has lasted more than three days.”

Confused yet?

We haven’t even gotten started.

The first time Future Me showed up and explained the rules of time travel, I didn’t pay much attention, because I thought someone was playing a practical joke on me. (It took five accurate predictions for him to convince me that he was telling the truth.) Maybe if I had paid attention back then, it would all make more sense now.

Probably not, though.

The basic explanation goes something like this: “You can change the future, but only sometimes, and sometimes I’ll remember the original past and sometimes I won’t, depending on how big the change was and also depending on quantum blabbity, blabbity, blah, blah that is too complicated for you to understand.”

Pretty convenient for him that I’m in fourth grade and haven’t even learned physics yet.

Someone knocked on my door. “ETHAN!” Talya shouted. “Are Greg’s shoes in your room?”

Future Me groaned. “I have to go. Just—act normal. I’ll find you again soon.” He leaned forward and grabbed my arm. “But you must do this, Ethan. This is way more important than keeping you from slipping onstage or making sure you don’t break your mother’s tablet. The fate of the world depends on us.” He hesitated, then said in a somewhat despairing tone of voice, “Well. On you.”

And he vanished.
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CHAPTER TWO

My name is Ethan Koslov. Today I am ten years, one month, and four days old.

Someday I’m going to be thirty-nine years old. When I’m thirty-nine, I will be a lot less fun than I am now.

I’m going to dress in weird clothes, care about things like how much sodium is in my food and who my senator is, and say stuff like, “This is clearly indicative of uncontrolled sensory-seeking behavior.”

I’m also going to be completely uninterested in playing with slime.

To be honest, I’m not looking forward to it.

I get that thirty-nine-year-old me has a lot on his mind. He’s supposed to save the world. And since the laws of time travel say I’m the only person in the past he can talk to, he has to save it with my help. He’s constantly trying to prepare me for some big mission where I change the future.

But I apparently “do not make things easy” and “do not consider the full implications of impulsive decisions” and “am too easily distracted by video games.”

Whatever. When he insults me, he’s really insulting himself. I pointed that out to him last time we talked.

“Constructive criticism is not an insult,” he said. “Besides, I have matured considerably from the egocentrism of childhood, even if I have not completely left it behind.”

See what I mean?



“Guess what?” Brian slapped my back as I opened my backpack. “We’re having a substitute teacher today!”

“WHAT?” I shoved my backpack into my cubby and turned to face him. “No way! That cannot be true. That’s just… astounding. I am so surprised. I have never been so surprised in my entire life!”

“Okay.” Brian backed away. “Have your parents been letting you drink coffee again?”

“I’m just so surprised!”

“Yeah, I got that.” Brian grinned. “It’s going to be amazing!”

Which meant it would be. Brian is that kind of guy. When he’s having fun, everyone around him has fun too.

Being his best friend is kind of like winning the lottery every day.

Brian turned and started down the hallway. “See you in class. Bring that energy!”

[image: Ethan dropping books and papers while Brian points and smiles at him.]

Brian and I have been tight since kindergarten. We sit next to each other in class every year, we go to each other’s houses after school, and we’ve spent the last two years building a huge obstacle course in his basement. I hate lying to him.

Okay, that’s not true. I love lying to him.

Brian is the smartest and most popular kid in our class. He thinks he knows everything.

But I know something he doesn’t.

I wonder if he’ll ever find that out.

I pulled my backpack back out of my cubby. (I hadn’t put my stuff away yet. The shoving-it-in had been for dramatic purposes.)

There was a light blue piece of paper draped across the bottom of my cubby. It was held in place by an old, mostly empty water bottle. I rolled the water bottle away and picked up the paper.


Her name is Ms. Evans.

In my time she has destroyed most of the records of her youth. But someone reported that she used to be a substitute teacher.

That person disappeared. But I was able to figure out that she had once been my substitute teacher.

That’s why, despite the risks, I’ve been traveling back in time to team up with you.

This mission must succeed. If Ms. Evans leaves teaching, she becomes an evil dictator. Millions of people suffer under her. In the future, she starts a war.

DO NOT LET HER QUIT TEACHING.

I’ll try to help you if I can. Meet me at the usual spot at 9:30.

Burn this paper.



Seriously. Like I can just go around burning things in the middle of a school building.

Future Me has forgotten a lot about what it’s like to be a fourth grader.

I sighed heavily.

It’s not that I don’t want the world to be saved. Obviously. I just wish it was someone else’s job to save it.

It’s a lot of pressure, and I don’t like pressure. Plus, thinking about the future all the time is a serious bummer.

I crumpled the blue paper in my hand, then looked around for a way to get rid of it. There was a garbage can, but it was all the way down the hallway.

I didn’t feel like walking all the way down the hallway.

I wasn’t just being lazy. It was probably too risky! What if someone saw me, got curious about the paper, grabbed it out of my hands, and read it out loud to the whole school?

It would definitely be bad for the “integrity of the space-time continuum,” which Future Me is always going on about.

It would also be bad for my ability to ever show my face in school again.

I decided to hide the blue paper in my cubby. I picked up an old jacket (huh, I vaguely remembered my mom looking for this…) so I could put the paper into its pocket.

Then I saw something even better: an old sandwich container. I didn’t even remember when I’d left it there.

I opened it, and the smell nearly knocked me off my feet.

Okay. I’d left it there a long time ago.

I folded the blue paper, crammed it into the sandwich container, and slammed the container shut as fast as I could.

Then I put the jacket on top of the sandwich container. I rearranged it a little to make it look natural.

By then the hallway was empty.

Ugh. I was going to be late.

Late to a future evil dictator’s class.

Why is it that saving my future is always so harmful to my present?






[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE

Are you Mr. Koslov?” asked the substitute teacher. “You’re late.”

I swallowed hard.

“But only by five minutes. We can let it go.” She smiled. “Take your seat, please.”

The substitute teacher was a short woman with long blond braids that went down to her waist. She was wearing a puffy shirt with pictures of flowers all over it. She had written TODAY IS GOING TO BE AN AMAZING DAY! on the board.

Instead of a dot over each i, she had drawn a heart.

“Ethan?” she said. “Take your seat, please.”

I realized that I was still standing in the doorway staring at her.

“Sorry!” I said. “I, um, I was just… um…” Just realizing that my future self made a huge mistake. I couldn’t say that, obviously, but the only other things I could think of were, I was just temporarily paralyzed and I was just trying to remember which desk was mine.

“I was just walking very slowly,” I mumbled. And then I hurried to my desk, keeping my head down so no one would see how red my face was.

“What is up with you today?” Brian whispered as I sat.

“It’s complicated,” I said. Which was true.

“Well, snap out of it, or you’re going to miss all the fun!” He grinned. “Just look at Ms. Riley! She’s going to be a pushover.”

At the front of the room Ms. Riley was writing on the board:


Welcome!

My name is Ms. Riley.

Learning has no limits, and neither do YOU.

Remember: Today is the first day of the rest of your life!



Not Ms. Evans. Ms. Riley. Who was, clearly, not a future evil dictator. Or even a future substitute teacher, since my class was going to walk all over her.

I sank lower in my seat.

Next time I saw Future Me, we were going to have a lot to talk about.

Like how maybe he should do some fact-checking before he makes me wake up early and be late to class, both on the same day.

“Now, then!” the substitute teacher said. “Let’s open our literature books. I believe you’re up to chapter five in Joker?”

Joker is the book we’re reading in class. It’s about a dog (named Joker) whose owner is a child soldier in a war somewhere. The child soldier gets shot, and the dog dies of cancer. Also, the book is written in free verse with no punctuation. Also, there are no jokes in the book.

Brian raised his hand. “Actually,” he said, “Mr. Benamou said that today would be a free reading day.”

“Oh?” Ms. Riley frowned and flipped through some papers on her desk. “I don’t see anything about—”

“But he promised!” wailed Serenity Davis from the other side of the room. “We worked so hard to earn a free reading day.”

Everyone in the classroom sighed or looked dejected. Except Peter Vu, who giggled, because he can never keep a straight face. And Tamara Miller, who was staring off into space like she had no idea what was going on, coiling one finger over and over through her long, messy hair.

I cleared my throat loudly, to drown Peter out, then tried to also look like I was about to cry.

“I… Oh, don’t… I’m sure I can…” Ms. Riley looked flustered. “What’s a free reading day?”

“It’s a day when we have a free discussion about whatever we’re reading for fun!” Brian said. “Mr. Benamou has one every time we all do well on a test.”

Everyone nodded enthusiastically, even though we had all just heard of this concept for the first time.

(Also, none of us had done well on the last test. Except, of course, for Brian.)

“Sometimes he brings ice cream for the whole class!” Serenity added.

The substitute blinked. “Really? Doesn’t this school have a healthy-food policy?”

“Frozen yogurt, actually,” Brian said quickly, shooting Serenity a glare. She always takes things a step too far to be believable. “But it tastes just as good as ice cream.”

Now Ms. Riley looked even more suspicious.

“But that’s only when we all get As,” Brian said. “Which we didn’t. So for today, just the discussion.”

Ms. Riley looked at her papers. She looked at us. She frowned.

I cleared my throat. “Mr. Benamou says it fosters a love of reading independent of state-imposed guidelines and artificial goals.”

(Sometimes, knowing what I’ll sound like when I’m thirty-nine can come in useful.)
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