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Now I’ve got you in my power!” Uncle Nate rubbed his

hands together, rolled his eyes around in his head,

and let out a diabolical laugh. “Bwa-ha-ha-ha!”

He hooked Jonah’s and Jaye’s bags over his arms and

shoulders and dragged himself up the steps and into his

cabin in an exaggerated limp. He let the screen door bang

on his foot.

“Ahhhh!” he yelled. “I mean, bwa-ha-ha-ha!” He pulled

his leg inside.

Jonah’s younger sister Jaye folded her arms. “Very

funny, Uncle Nate,” she said. “Let’s go swimming.”

Any one of Jonah’s city friends would gladly have traded

a birthday to spend a single afternoon with Uncle Nate, let

alone half the summer. His uncle was the biggest thirty-

one-year-old kid Jonah knew. Six feet tall at least. When

his uncle came to visit, kids collected on the stoop, drawn

by the way he could conjure goofy games out of thin air.

Two years ago Jonah and his family had spent winter

break at the ski resort his uncle managed. He’d taught

them all to ski, but the best part was when he’d shown

them, over and over again, the “right” way to fall. By the
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end of his demonstration, Uncle Nate’s hair, eyebrows,

shoulders, and every other body part had been coated

with snow. He’d even had snow in his mouth. Jonah still

laughed every time he remembered it. They’d called him

“the abominable snow uncle” for a long time after that.

Uncle Nate was full of energy, but even better, he was full

of ideas. And his ideas were always fun. Maybe that’s

what makes Uncle Nate a good writer, Jonah thought.

Well, a good, struggling writer, as Mom called him.

But right now Jonah wasn’t thinking about having fun.

Jonah had arrived at Uncle Nate’s cabin in Rhode Island

with trouble weighing him down, and the trouble wasn’t

just his relentless ten-year-old sister.

“I want to go swimming,” Jaye said again.

“Why don’t you go ask Uncle Nate?” Jonah suggested.

“Maybe he didn’t hear you the other twenty-three times.”

“Hey, guys!” their uncle called from the cabin. “Come on

in. You can stow your stuff and then we can—oof! What’s

in this blue duffel bag, cement blocks?”

“That’s probably Jonah’s toolbox,” Jaye answered,

bounding up the wooden steps. The screen door banged

shut behind her. “I want to—”

“Go swimming,” Jonah muttered. 

He shook his head and looked down the narrow dirt

road. The sharp, heavy smell of the salt pond tickled the

back of his throat. All that was left of Mom, Dad, and the

family station wagon was a hovering cloud of sandy dust.

Jonah thought he could still hear a faint, uneven sputter

in the distance. He wished he’d had time to check under

the hood of the car before his parents left. He could’ve
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cleaned the spark plugs and adjusted the carburetor.

Jonah sighed. There’d be no motor to tinker with here.

Uncle Nate was, as he’d put it, “between cars.” 

His parents’ old clunker was probably running fine,

anyway. It wasn’t as if they had to drive it all the way to

Europe. They were going to fly there on a plane and have

a great time. And their plan had been for Jonah to come

here to Uncle Nate’s and have a great time, too. 

He put his hands into his pockets. His left hand curled

around a crumpled envelope. That was the real reason

Jonah had felt so awful saying good-bye to his parents.

Suddenly the shadows from the scrubby oaks and pines

around the cabin seemed longer and more ominous. 

Almost against his will, Jonah pulled the envelope out

and turned it over in his hands. It was addressed “To the

Parents of Jonah Lander.” He swallowed hard. 

He had only meant to have a quick look at the letter

when it came in the mail three days ago. It hadn’t even

been sealed. Not all the way. 

When his English teacher, Mr. Ritchie, had found the

design for a motor scooter in Jonah’s writing journal

instead of his weekly assignment, Jonah had known he

was in for some trouble. It had happened plenty of times

before. Whenever he was supposed to be writing a story

for English, his mind always wandered. Then he’d start

sketching his machines instead. He couldn’t help it.

Maybe it had been because Jonah had finally hit on a

solution to the scooter design problem he’d been working

on. Or it might have been that heady, reckless feeling of

the last week of school. Either way, Jonah hadn’t really
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thought through the consequences of not doing his last

assignment for Mr. Ritchie.

Jonah stared at the outside of the envelope. He didn’t

have to take out the letter. He knew the contents by heart. 

Dear Mr. and Ms. Lander: 

At our last meeting, we agreed that I would

contact you with any new concerns about

Jonah’s performance in English class.

Although he did maintain a barely passing

grade during the final marking period, Jonah

did not turn in his final written assignment.

On the report card to be mailed next week, he

will receive an “Incomplete” in English. 

In order for Jonah to move into eighth-grade

English, he must complete the assignment. I

will expect him to turn in a piece of fiction on

any topic, of at least six double-spaced, typed

pages, by August first. Then Jonah will attend

summer school in early August for three follow-

up sessions to edit his work. “Incomplete” is an

option we use rarely, and only when we are cer-

tain that parents will support the student’s

efforts. If Jonah does not meet these require-

ments, he will have to be placed in the remedial

English class next fall. Please call me at your

earliest convenience to discuss. 

Sincerely yours, 

Edward Ritchie
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Jonah’s parents weren’t going to support his writing

efforts. They weren’t going to call Mr. Ritchie “to discuss.”

They couldn’t—they were on their way to Europe. Jonah

was on his own. He blew out a long, defeated breath. What

could he possibly make himself write about for six whole

pages?

“Remedial English, here I come,” Jonah said. He tried

not to think about what his parents would say when they

found out he hadn’t passed English after all.

“What?” Jaye banged back out onto the porch, making

him jump.

“Nothing.” Jonah shoved the letter back into his pocket.

He felt sick. How would he ever face his parents? Telling

himself he hadn’t wanted to ruin their trip didn’t change

a thing. 

He had stolen the letter.
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Jaye shoved her bags into the little room she and Jonah

were going to share. “I want to go swimming,” she said

for the thirty-seventh time. 

Jonah ignored her and slid his duffel bag into a corner.

“Tell you what, Jayefish,” Uncle Nate said, peeking into

the room. “Let’s go check out the old salt pond.” He

reached out and grabbed one of her braids. “Tug, you’re

it!”

Uncle Nate raced across the living room and out the

front door of the cabin. He jumped off of the low, wooden

deck. His long legs took him flying over bushes and bram-

bles, and his springy mop of hair bounced up and down

with each leap. 

Jaye took off after him. “I’ll get you, Uncle Nate!” she

yelled.

Jonah followed them. He found Jaye standing at the

edge of a small dock. Uncle Nate had disappeared.

“Where’d he go?” she demanded. “Uncle Nate?” Her

voice rose into a squeak—excited, but with a hint of fear

around the edges.

A large bush next to the dock shook.

“Yaaah!” Uncle Nate leaped out and grabbed Jaye.
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She squealed as Uncle Nate hoisted her over his shoul-

der and ran for the end of the dock. “Wait! My clothes!”

“One…” Uncle Nate held Jaye out over the water.

“Jonah!” Jaye waved her arms at him. “Help!”

“Two…” Uncle Nate wound back in a swing. “Should I

do it?” he called to Jonah. 

Jaye kicked off her sneakers. She was laughing.

Jonah eyed the water uneasily. “Well—”

“Three!” Jaye cried.

Uncle Nate jumped off the dock with Jaye in his arms.

He teetered, but stayed on his feet, raising a cloud of silt

in the waist-deep water. He held her aloft another

moment, then dropped her in with a splash. 

She stood up sputtering and lunged for Uncle Nate. 

“You said you wanted to go swimming,” he teased. He

dodged just out of her grasp.

Jaye shrieked with laughter. Jonah shook his head and

smiled. 

Maybe Uncle Nate could help me with my story, Jonah

thought. He is a writer, after all. It might even be a relief

to tell him about the letter. Jonah felt better already. His

uncle would know what to do.

Jonah sat down on an overturned shell of a boat near

the trees and watched his sister and his uncle chase each

other around the shallows. After a while, Jaye paddled off

on her own. Uncle Nate waded toward the shore. He

stopped and lifted one foot out of the water, tipping some-

thing pale green and wriggling from his shoe.

Jonah sucked in a breath.

“Go home,” Uncle Nate said. The slippery creature

dropped into the water. He jerked his thumb over his
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shoulder at the pond and grinned at Jonah. “Pretty nice,

huh?”

Jonah looked out at the salt pond. The expanse of blue-

green water was more like a lake—or a bay, even—than

what he’d imagined a pond to be. A few small sailboats

angled in the evening breeze, and a windsurfer tipped his

board, skimming the surface. Far off, an outboard motor

droned. The sound reminded Jonah of the giant black bees

that dive-bombed his head in the park back home. Funny

to be way out here at the shore thinking about city bees.

Right now he wished he didn’t have to think about city

anything. He took a deep breath. He had to tell Uncle

Nate about the letter from Mr. Ritchie before he lost his

nerve.

He decided to work his way into it. “Hey, Uncle Nate?”

he said. “How do you get ideas for your stories?” 

His uncle squelched out of the pond and sat down

beside Jonah on the upturned hull. “My stories? I just look

around, I guess. And I think about interesting things

that’ve happened to me.”

“When the kids in my school write stories, they’re like,

‘I got up in the morning. I went to school. I came home.

The end.’ Nothing really interesting ever happens to us.”

“Untrue.” Uncle Nate shook his head. “Interesting

things always happen. You’ve just got to keep your eyes

open. Or…” He glanced over at Jonah with a grin. “Or you

can make stuff up. That’s part of the fun. Take me, for

instance—right now I’m writing a romance.”

Gross, Jonah thought.

“Unfortunately, I’m not having one. A romance, I
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mean.” Uncle Nate gave a short laugh. “So I’m inventing

the whole thing.” 

Uncle Nate’s smile faded, and his bony shoulders

sagged. He looked off into the distance. “It is hard work,

though,” he said slowly, almost as if he were talking to

himself. “Takes concentration to write. No distractions.” 

No distractions. Something about those words made

Jonah uneasy. What kind of distractions did he mean?

His uncle spoke again. “Selling the car bought me this

one last, glorious summer to write.” He sighed. “It’s

almost impossible, but I’ve got to try and finish my whole

book this summer. Next summer I’ll probably be working,

not writing.”

“But you’re the manager of a ski resort. How can you

work in the summer?”

“Well, they’ve added pools, waterslides, and whatnot.

For now, someone else is managing the summer season,

but I don’t think I’ll be able to afford to take next summer

off to write. It looks like I’ll have to rent out this place and

run the water park instead.”

Could this really be Uncle Nate talking? Jonah had

never heard him sound so glum. Uncle Nate had a lot of

writing to do, and that bad-news letter from Mr. Ritchie

would be a distraction for sure. He couldn’t tell Uncle

Nate about it now.

Jonah rested his chin in his hands. His sister scooted

along, belly in the water. He watched her grab for some

kind of moving target under the surface. Jonah shud-

dered. Without wanting to, he remembered everything

about his encounter with the Portuguese man-of-war.
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They’d been on vacation in Florida, and Jonah had been

swimming in the ocean. Bobbing along on the waves, the

jellyfish had looked like a blue gum bubble someone had

blown up and lost in the water. But gum bubbles didn’t

send you to the hospital in shock with a leg swollen to

three times its normal size. 

The pain of the sting had been fiery hot at first. Then

Jonah’s skin had turned to ice all over. He’d gasped for air,

unable to catch his breath. He’d been dizzy and weak; his

father had to carry him into the hospital like a baby. The

last thing Jonah remembered before he passed out was

throwing up all over the emergency room nurse.

“I’m afraid you just made it worse when you tried to rub

the tentacles off,” the doctor had told him later.

“Thousands of stinging cells on these long strings under

the water, and every one of them fired right into your leg.”

The doctor wiggled her fingers. “Sometimes bits of the

tentacles are just loose in the water. You never even see

them before they get you.” 

Even now, just thinking about it made Jonah’s heart

pound in his chest.

“Going in?” Uncle Nate asked him.

“No!” Jonah said, edging a bit nearer to the cabin. He

couldn’t swim in water like that. Not after that man-of-

war sting. You never even see them before they get you. He

looked away from the pond and tried to sound casual. “I

mean, I’m a pool swimmer. I’m up to the first level of the

lifesaving class at the Y.”

“But you like the deep blue sea, right?” Uncle Nate

cocked his head toward the strip of grassy dunes that sep-

arated the salt pond from the ocean.
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Jonah glanced over just in time to see a small, muddy-

looking flicker at the edge of the water. He shook his head.

“Not really.”

“Lakes?”

Jonah thought about that for a moment. “Nope.”

“Hmmm. Didn’t know that about you, Toolboy.” Uncle

Nate pushed to his feet and headed for the cabin. His

shoes squished with each step. 

“Uncle Nate?” Jonah called.

The squishing stopped.

“Where is the pool, anyway?”

Uncle Nate turned and gave Jonah an odd look. “The

pool?”

“For the summer swim team. We’re signed up, right? To

go to practices, and be in meets against other town teams

and stuff?”

Uncle Nate cleared his throat. “Couldn’t sign Jaye up—

she’s a little too young. She’s going to camp.” 

Jonah glanced over at Jaye in the water and rolled his

eyes. Uh-oh. It had better be some kind of swim camp, or

he’d be hearing about it, all right. 

His uncle squished back to the boat hull and stood next

to Jonah. “You see that beach across the way? The one

with the pavilion and the rectangle of roped floats?”

“Is that the camp?”

“Well, ye-es.” Uncle Nate shifted from side to side. His

wet shoes made loud sucking noises. 

There was more, Jonah figured. And it was going to be

bad news.

“The campers swim in that roped-off area. And that’s

where the summer swim team practices, too. Lots of these
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small towns around here have someplace like that—it’s a

kind of ponds and lakes division of the swim club, I

guess.”

Jonah stared across the pond at the floats. That’s where

the summer swim team practices? 

He felt Uncle Nate’s hand ruffle through his hair for

the briefest moment. Then he heard his uncle slosh back

toward the cabin. The screen door shut with a bang.

“Hey, Jonah! Look what I got!” 

He dragged his gaze back to their edge of the pond. His

sister was holding something up in the air. A something

that had more waving legs than he wanted to know about.

Jonah stood up and put his hands in his pockets. The

letter was still there. 

Here’s a good story, he thought. 

“What I Did on My Summer Vacation”

I went to my uncle’s cabin. I stayed out of the pond. 

The End

It was going to need a little work.
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