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Bad News Pie






There was pumpkin pie for dessert that night. My mom makes the best pumpkin pie in the world. Whenever she does it, I get worried because she only makes it when there’s bad news. Dad and I call it Bad News Pie.


I was worried even though her bad news might be good news for me. I’d gotten in another fight at school and my glasses were broken again. I have more pairs of broken glasses than any other kid in the history of fourth grade. There is something about being named Wilson, and being small, and wearing glasses, that makes kids with names like Scott or Jason think they can beat you up. They are usually right.


My parents have to spend a lot of money on glasses. This is bad because we do not have a lot of money.


Maybe a Bad News Pie meant that no one would notice my glasses were broken until after they’d heard
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about the thing that made Mom bake the pie. Then a pair of broken glasses might not seem so bad.


But I was still worried.


As soon as she took the pie out of the oven, Dad said, “Who died?”


And I said, “Uh-oh.”


Mom smiled at us with a big, fake smile.


“No one’s dead, you sillies,” she said. “In fact, someone’s alive. Just look.”


She put the pie down in front of us and took a piece of paper off the refrigerator. It was an important-looking letter, printed on special paper. She handed it to Dad.


“From the navy?” Dad said. “We don’t know anyone in the navy.”
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“Just read it out loud so Wilson can hear it,” Mom said.


“‘Dear Ms. Johnson,’” Dad read, “‘We found your brother on an island off Antarctica. He said he’d been marooned there for a long time. He had a fishing pole and a penguin with him. Since we didn’t know what to do with him, we are sending him to you. He should be there in a couple of days. Sincerely, the U.S. Navy. PS: We are also sending the penguin.’”


Dad put down the letter.


“I don’t think you ever said you had a brother,” he said to Mom.


“I sort of forgot,” Mom said.


“How could you forget you had a brother?” I asked.


“He was a lot older than I was,” Mom said. “And he ran away to sea when I was little.”


“This is very strange,” I said. “The navy has sent me an uncle.”


“Do you have any other forgotten relatives I should know about?” said Dad.


“No,” said Mom. “Just the brother.”


“Where are we supposed to put him?” Dad asked.


Our condo is very small. You can almost open the refrigerator from the living room. My bedroom is the size of a really big box. There are nice houses around us, but they cost a lot. We can’t afford one. We couldn’t afford one even if I didn’t need so many glasses.


Dad looked at the letter again.


“It’s six days old,” he said. “The navy said he’d be here in a couple of days. I wonder if he got lost.”


Just then there was a knock on the front door.


“I’ll get it,” we all said at once.


We walked to the door in a little knot.


“I’m the daddy. I’ll handle this,” Dad said.


He opened the door, and there stood the biggest trick-or-treater I had ever seen. He wore a pirate costume, with a big black hat, a patch over one eye, a peg leg, a long red coat, a cutlass, and two old-fashioned flintlock pistols in his belt.


But this was March and he was no kid. He was a rough, red old man with a beard, and a wooden chest at his feet.


Then I saw the penguin. It came out from behind him. It was one of those big penguins. It must have been four feet tall.
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“Permission to come aboard!” shouted the man.


“Uncle”—I gulped it out—“Uncle…Pirate?”


“Aye, aye,” he said. “Uncle Pirate I be. Be you me sister Emmy’s boy?”


“Aye, aye,” I answered.


“Then ye be my nevvy,” the pirate said. “What be yer name, Nevvy?”


“Wilson,” I said.


“Arh, Nevvy Wilson,” he said.


Then he saw Mom.


“Emmy, me darling,” the pirate said. “Ye’ve grown.”


“Hello, Bob,” Mom said. “It’s been a long time.”


“Aye, ye were but a little squid when I left home,” the pirate said.


He reached out and grabbed Dad’s arm.


“And ye be the captain of this here dry dock, or I miss my guess,” he said. “Shake hands and splice hearts.”
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He took Dad’s hand and shook it up and down hard.


“How be ye called, sir?” the pirate said.


“Well, most people call me Steve, actually,” Dad said. It was hard for him to talk because his teeth were knocking together from the shaking.


The penguin hopped past us and into the living room.


“Hey!” I said.


“Captain Jack, come back here!” the pirate said, and pushed past us to catch his bird.


“Ye know better than to come aboard a craft without permission,” he said, grabbing the bird in his arms.


“I’m hot,” said the penguin.


A talking penguin? I thought.


The pirate took the bird back outside and stood there looking at us.


“Please come in,” Dad said. “I don’t know about the bird, though.”


“Oh, Captain Jack’ll be no trouble to ye,” the pirate said. “He be a good shipmate, really.”


“Thanks very much,” the penguin said.


We stood back from the door. The pirate put down his bird and picked up his trunk. He put it on his shoulder and came in.


“This be a fine, tight little craft,” the pirate said.




“Do you have a refrigerator?” the bird asked. “He told me you would.”


“Yes,” Mom said. “In the kitchen.”


The penguin waddled into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator with his beak. Then he started throwing things out onto the floor.


“Oh, no,” said Mom.


“Stop that!” I said.


“Hey!” said Dad. “Do something about your bird.”
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The penguin forced himself onto the lowest shelf of the refrigerator and lay there looking out at us.


“Thank you,” he said.


“Captain Jack won’t need but the one shelf,” the pirate said.




“Well, we need all the shelves,” Mom said. “It’s a small refrigerator.”


The pirate walked into the kitchen and looked at what the penguin had thrown on the floor.


“Why, these be mostly soda water and such like,” he said. “These be no fit drink for a man, nor a lad, nor a woman, neither. Would ye like old Bob to whip you all up a steaming hot bowl of punch before we sling hammocks? That be a proper drink and will help you all to sleep.”


“I might be sleeping now,” Dad said. “Is this a nightmare I’m having?”


“I don’t think so,” I said. “Not if there’s a pirate and a talking penguin in it.”


The pirate laughed.


“Nightmare! Captain Jack and old Bob be as real as ye are,” he said. “Now, be ye all snug and shipshape, Captain Jack?” he asked the penguin.


“I’m not coming out of here until morning, if that’s what you mean,” Captain Jack said.


“Then, I’ll be securing the hatch,” the pirate said. He started to close the door of the refrigerator.


“Wait a minute,” said the penguin. “I won’t be able to breathe.”


“Arh. We’ll pierce ports for ye,” the pirate said.


He took his cutlass and stabbed it into the refrigerator door until it was full of long, ragged slits.
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“Stop, Bob!” Mom said.


“You’ll ruin the refrigerator,” Dad said.


“If I can’t breathe, I’ll be ruined,” the penguin said. “You can close the door now.”


The pirate slammed it.


“Wait another minute,” said the penguin. “How do I get out?”


“I’ll rig you a proper hatch tomorrow, Captain Jack,” the pirate said.


“Wait,” I said.




I went to the drawer where we keep string and things, and I got out some twine. I tied one end to the top of the refrigerator handle and passed the other end in through one of the slits.


“Pull on that,” I said.


The door opened. We saw the penguin with the string in his mouth.


“Now see if you can pull it shut,” I said.


The penguin tugged the string and the refrigerator closed. “Good night,” said the bird.


“Nevvy, ye be a right smart shipmate,” the pirate said, hitting me on the back. “Now then, where do old Bob sling his hammock?”


“Ah. Well,” Dad said.
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“There isn’t much room…,” said Mom.


“With ye, Nevvy. Where else?” the pirate said, grinning at me. “Where be the fo’c’sle on this craft?”


“The…the bedrooms are upstairs,” I said.


“Arh,” said the pirate, and he went up the stairs with his wooden chest.


“Bob,” Mom called. “Wouldn’t you like some dinner?”


“No, thank ye,” Bob said. “It were a long trip from Antarctica. I needs to hit the sack. I’ll see ye for breakfast.”


We heard the door slam.


“He can’t stay,” Dad said. “Our condo is too small. And we can’t afford to feed him and his bird.”


“Of course he can’t,” Mom agreed. “But we have to think of what to do with him.”


“Can we keep the penguin?” I asked.


“No!” Mom and Dad said together.
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