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Chapter 1

Operation Substitute

It was almost time for the school bell to ring when Brother Bear, Sister Bear, and Cousin Freddy reached the schoolyard one crisp fall morning. The schoolyard was packed with cubs. For many of them it would be a day like any other. But for the cubs in Teacher Bob’s class, today was different. It was the first day of Teacher Bob’s honeymoon at Great Grizzly Falls.
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“Well,” said Brother Bear as Barry and Lizzy Bruin came up to greet them. “Have you heard anything yet? Who’s our sub?”

Brother and Freddy and Barry were all in Teacher Bob’s class. They had been wondering about the substitute teacher all weekend.

“Her name is Ms. Barr,” said Barry. “I just heard it from Too-Tall.”

“Since when are you hanging around with Too-Tall?” asked Brother.

“Since I heard we’re going to have a sub,” said Barry. “Get it?” he added with a big grin.

Brother got it all right. It didn’t surprise him that Too-Tall was already laying plans for the substitute. After all, it was almost as if you were supposed to have a little fun with a sub. But what did surprise Brother was that he was grinning a little himself.

“I hope you boys can control yourselves,” said Lizzy Bruin. “We heard about those tricks you pulled the last time you had a sub.”

“You mean, dropping our pencils all at once and crossing our legs at the same time?” said Barry. “That was Too-Tall’s idea.”

“No excuse,” said Sister. “There’s no place in the classroom for that kind of behavior.”
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“Hey, you sound just like a teacher,” said Barry, laughing.

“Well, maybe I’ll be a teacher when I grow up,” said Sister.

“Oh?” said Brother. “Will that be before or after you become a ballerina and an airplane pilot?”

“I’m not sure,” said Sister. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“Don’t worry, girls,” said Barry. “We’ll be as nice as can be to our poor little substitute teacher. If we aren’t, you can report us to Mr. Grizzmeyer.” Barry looked off across the schoolyard. “Hey, what do you think Too-Tall wants?”

Too-Tall Grizzly was waving at the cubs. It looked as if he wanted them to come over. Skuzz, Smirk, and Vinnie were with him.
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“Probably some kind of trick,” grumbled Freddy. “Like the time he pushed me backward over Skuzz.”

“Hey, you guys!” yelled Too-Tall. “Get over here!”

“I think he just wants to talk to us,” said Brother. “Let’s go see.”

All five cubs made their way through the crowd to Too-Tall.
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“Not you two,” snarled Too-Tall at Sister and Lizzy. “This is man talk. Get lost—both of you. Scram!”

Sister and Lizzy stuck out their tongues at Too-Tall. Then they skipped off to where some of their friends were jumping rope. “What’s up, Too-Tall?” asked Brother. “Foot-stomps or Indian burns?”

Too-Tall had all kinds of mean tricks he’d pull on cubs. He’d stomp on your foot. Or he’d point to your jacket. Then, when you looked down, he’d zip his finger up and pop you on the nose. But Indian burns were the worst. He would grab your wrist with both his big hands and twist in opposite directions. It really hurt.

“Don’t worry,” said Too-Tall. “Nothin’ like that today. I need your help.”

“With what?” asked Barry.

“With our cute little sub, Ms. Barr.”

“She’s cute?” said Barry.

“Yeah. But more important, she’s a pushover. At least that’s what I hear.”

“What’ll it be this time?” asked Freddy. “Pencil-drops and leg-crosses again?”

“Sure, but that’s only part of it,” said Too-Tall. “We’ve got this sub for a whole week, guys. A whole week! Do you know what that means?”

“What?” asked Brother.

“It means we can do more than just bug her. We can BREAK her.”

“What do you mean?” asked Barry.

“We can push her and push her until she can’t take any more. The guys here are already betting on how long it’ll take.”

“Three days, tops,” said Smirk.

“Nah, two,” said Skuzz.

“You’re both wrong,” said Too-Tall. “I say we’ll break her in one day. By recess tomorrow morning, Ms. Barr won’t be fit to teach another minute. Not after Operation Substitute!”

Brother Bear looked at Cousin Freddy. Cousin Freddy looked at Barry Bruin. Too-Tall really meant business this time! The nasty look in his eye was brighter than usual. But was it really a nasty look? Maybe it was just a fun-loving look. And what was wrong with having a little fun with a sub?
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“So what’s the plan for this morning?” asked Brother.

“For you guys, nothin’ yet,” said Too-Tall. “Just sit tight until recess, then report to me. We’re gonna be as nice as can be to Ms. Barr before recess. We’ll make her think everything’s cool. Then, when the bell rings for recess, we’ll start in on her. Skuzz, you’ve got your orders.”

“Right, boss.”

Just then the bell rang. Too-Tall and his gang were usually the last ones into the building. And they were always a few minutes late for class. But today they were so eager to get to class that they pushed ahead of everyone else.

After lining up to go inside, Brother, Freddy, and Barry looked back and saw Sister and Lizzy frowning at them.

“Who are we gonna listen to?” Barry said to Brother. “Too-Tall or a couple of little sisters?”

“There’s no harm in having a little fun with a sub, is there?” said Brother.

“Right on,” said Barry.

Besides, thought Brother, it felt good to be part of the gang for a change. It felt more grown-up.
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Chapter 2

Ms. Barr and the Airplane

Ms. Barr started the class in the way all subs did. First she wrote her name on the board. Then she asked the cubs to raise their hands when she called the roll. They all did, except for Too-Tall and the gang. They had to show off by yelling “Present!” “Here!” and “Yo!”

Then Ms. Barr told the class a little about herself. She told them that she had just moved from Bruinville, where she had often been a substitute. But this was her first time teaching at Bear Country School. She also said that she saw one face she already knew. That was the face of Bertha Broom, who had also just moved from Bruinville.
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Just as Too-Tall had promised, no pranks were pulled on Ms. Barr all through roll call, all through her talk about herself, or all through the earth-science lesson that followed.

When the bell rang for morning recess, the cubs began to file out of the room. As Ms. Barr bent down over her desk to close her earth-science book, Too-Tall nodded to Skuzz. Skuzz pulled out a paper airplane from behind his back and let it fly at Ms. Barr. The airplane rose toward the ceiling and then came down and poked its pointy nose under Ms. Barr’s headband. She was a funny sight with a paper airplane sticking out of her head.
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Too-Tall and the gang began snickering. Brother, Freddy, and Barry started snickering too. Then they made their way to the door. As they looked back, they saw Ms. Barr unfolding the paper airplane and reading the message printed on it. She was trying to look calm. But the cubs could tell that she wasn’t.

Out in the schoolyard, Brother, Freddy, and Barry reported to Too-Tall. “Nice shot, Skuzz,” Too-Tall was saying. “What did you write on it?”

“Nothin’ fancy,” said Skuzz. “Just ‘Welcome to the Bear Country School.’ A warmup for the better stuff to come.”

“Perfect,” said Too-Tall. “We’ll start slow this morning. Then we’ll turn up the heat in the afternoon. Finally, we’ll pull out all the stops tomorrow morning. By morning recess, Ms. Barr will be so messed up she won’t even remember her own name.”

“What’s the plan for now until lunch-time?” asked Barry.

“Simple,” said Too-Tall. “First we do the leg-cross. Then we do the pencil-drop. One cough from me means count to three and cross your leg. Start with left over right and change on each cough. Two coughs from me means count to ten and drop your pencil on the floor. Then, at the lunch bell, another airplane from the unfriendly skies of Skuzz Airways. Since your aim was so good the first time, Skuzz, I’m letting you do the honors again.”

[image: Image]

“Thanks, boss,” said Skuzz. He grinned proudly.

Too-Tall pointed to Brother, Freddy, and Barry. “You three tell the other guys about the leg-crossing and pencil-dropping. Forget about the girls. They always take the teacher’s side anyway. Besides, breakin’ subs is MAN’S work. Come on, what’re ya waitin’ for, guys? Get movin’!”

Brother had a sudden urge to say “Okay, boss,” but caught himself. After all, he wasn’t really a member of the gang. But it felt good for a change to be a part of a real group with a real plan. And it felt good to have something more important to do at recess than play ball.

Brother had just finished telling the plan to some of the guys when Sister and Lizzy came over. “Well, well,” said Sister, “if it isn’t the Great Sub-Breaker himself. What’s going on with Ms. Barr?”

“Nothing much,” said Brother. “We didn’t do anything all morning. Skuzz just tossed one little paper airplane.”

“Which hit Ms. Barr right on the head and got a big laugh,” added Lizzy. “My big-mouth brother told me.”

“It didn’t hurt her,” said Brother.

“So what’s next on the list of tortures?” asked Sister.

“A little leg-cross, a little pencil-drop. Just silly stuff,” said Brother.

“That’s not what Barry says,” said Lizzy. “He says there’s something called Operation Substitute. He says you’re gonna push Ms. Barr until she breaks. That doesn’t sound like ‘just silly stuff’ to me.”

“Oh, come off it,” said Brother, groaning. “You’re making too much out of this. We’re just having a little fun.”

“Okay, that’s your story,” said Sister. “See you at lunch. Maybe.”

Boy, thought Brother as Sister and Lizzy wandered off. Little sisters can be such a pain!
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