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For Phil, Des, and Dillon. Shipmates.


—D. R.


For Katie and Emily, as they begin their voyages


—T. A.
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BAD NEWS BOTTLE


I found the message in the mailbox when I got home from school. It was in an old thunder-slump bottle that was covered with sand and barnacles and had a cork. Inside was a letter. If you looked hard through the blue glass, you could see that it said:


TO CAPTIN DESPRIT EVEL WIKED BOB
PLESE DILEVER
WE PAYZ IN GOLD


On the outside of the bottle was a note from the mailman. It said, “I guess this is yours. If it is, you owe me $14.35. Gold will be fine, but ordinary money is too. Your Postal Carrier.”


Uncle Pirate never got mail. I could hardly wait for him and Captain Jack to get home from school so he could open it.


I took it in to show to my mother.


“Look at this,” I said. “A note in a bottle for Uncle Pirate. That’s exciting.”
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“Exciting? Maybe,” Mom said, and looked worried. “But I’ve got a bad feeling about it. I think I’d better start making a pumpkin pie.”


“Uh-oh,” I said.


My mom makes the best pumpkin pie in the world. But Dad and I call it Bad News Pie, because she only makes it when she has bad news. Now she was making it before she even knew what the news was. That scared me.


It was hard to wait for my uncle and his penguin to get home.


Uncle Pirate had to work extra hours every day because he ran the school. Ms. Quern helped him with all the paperwork. She was the school secretary. She was also Uncle Pirate’s sweetheart. He called her Ferocious Lovely Eunice.


Captain Jack the penguin always stayed late to study with his friend Long Carla. The more she taught him, the more she knew. They were both getting pretty smart.


We had a principal, Mr. Purvis. But everyone knew Uncle Pirate was our real commander. Principal Purvis loved having Uncle Pirate around, because now he didn’t have to do any work. He loved the pirate name Uncle Pirate had given him, which was Sneaky Purvis. He loved his new rank, which was commodore. He’d stopped wearing suits to school and started wearing a white uniform with lots of gold braid. We all saluted him on the playground. It made him very happy.
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We’ve all been happy since Uncle Pirate and Captain Jack came to stay with us. Uncle Pirate had turned us all into pirates. Now we all had pirate names, and we ran our classrooms like ships. We all liked school and treated each other like shipmates. What would happen to us if he left? Would Jolly Roger Elementary go back to being the awful place it had been? Would we stop being pirates? Would I stop being Binnacle Will and go back to just being Wilson? Would Sand Crab Scott and Hammerhead Jason go back to breaking my glasses every week?


It was a terrible thought.


Finally, I saw Uncle Pirate, Captain Jack, and Ms. Quern slowly coming up the street to our house. Uncle Pirate always walked slowly because he only had one leg. Captain Jack walked slowly because he was a penguin. Ms. Quern walked slowly because she liked walking with them.


Ms. Quern turned off at her house, and Uncle Pirate and Captain Jack said good-bye to her.


I ran toward them.


“Uncle Pirate, you’ve got mail. It’s in a bottle. Mom thinks it’s bad news. It’s not bad news, is it, Uncle Pirate?”


“Message in a bottle? Belike some mollymockery or other,” Uncle Pirate said.


“Let me read it,” said Captain Jack. “I’m good at reading.”


“Ye be good at everything, Captain Jack,” Uncle Pirate said. He gave the penguin a hug. “There be not another penguin between here and the South Pole knows as much as ye do. Ye be a rare bird, matey. Aye. Ye shall read the note to me.”
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We all sat down at the table in the kitchen. Mom handed Uncle Pirate the bottle. He opened it and pulled out the message.


“Here ye go, Captain Jack,” he said.


“Nice big printing,” Captain Jack said. “It starts, ‘Dere Captin Desprit Evel Wiked Bob’— This is very bad spelling.”


“Then belike it comes from a true pirate,” Uncle Pirate said. “Go on.”


This note be a kry four help. It be from yer old first mate Disgusting Earl. Plese do not stop reding it. I be riting to beg ye to reskew yer old crew. We be emprizind on a most tearable eyeland. I knows we treated ye bad, mahrooning ye in Antartika and all. That were very rong of us. We has no rite to ask fer yer help. But we be in most desprit strates. We apeels to yer brave and good nachure, hopeing ye will fergive yer old shipmates from the Hyena of the Seas and kum and save us.


Best wishes,


Disgusting Earl


and fourty sorry old shipmates of yers.


Then came a whole line of Xs. Forty of them.


“I can write a lot better than this,” Captain Jack said.


“Let me clap eyes on that paper,” Uncle Pirate said. “It be from Disgusting Earl, all right. I’d know his crabby fist in a sea chest of homework.”


Uncle Pirate sat staring at the message for a long time. Mom, Captain Jack, and I sat staring at him.


Finally, Uncle Pirate said, “Me old crew needs me help.”


“But they don’t even say where they are,” I said.


“They won’t be knowin’ that,” Uncle Pirate said. “Trapped on an island be all they know.” He shook his head. “Pirates be a mess of chowderheads, mostly.”


“I’d better check on my pie,” Mom said. She was starting to cry.


“You’re not going to try to find them, are you, Uncle Pirate?” I asked. “I mean, everyone needs you here. And like you said, you don’t even know where they are.”
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