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Prologue


My family went on vacation last year to a
wonderful place in southwest Florida. On that vacation, I dug up a small gold
coin on the beach of a coastal island. The coin was from 1756 and had “JG”
scratched on it. Well, it turned out to be a cursed pirate coin from the
greatest pirate of southwest Florida, Captain Jose Gasparilla. Now, some people
say that Captain Gasparilla is a myth. They claim that nothing was ever written
about him and that no one ever found any of his buried treasure, so they say he
never existed. I was warned that I must bury the coin back in a deep hole in
the beach where I had dug it up, so that no one would ever be cursed by it
again. But if Gasparilla never existed, how could there be a curse? And how was
I going to show my friends back home the ancient pirate coin if I buried it in
the sand? I wrote about that in my first book, Doubloon!.


I didn’t tell anybody, but I decided to keep
the coin. When we came back to Florida this year, I had an unbelievable fishing
adventure. We went tarpon fishing with my brother, Auggie, my dad, and two of
my dad’s friends, Dan and Ed. Amazingly, I caught a huge tarpon. It was so
strong that it dragged me under water and took me to Captain Gasparilla’s ship
on the bottom of the ocean. I can’t explain how that happened, but it really
did! This is when I learned that the curse and Captain Gasparilla were very
real and he was ruthless. I was treated terribly and tortured by him and his
fellow pirates. He actually cut my hand off because he was so mad that I did
not return his coin. But after a while, I made some very good friends on board
his ship. Panther Juan; his sister, Sauza; and Bwana were kids on board, and
they became my great friends. They helped me overcome losing my hand, and we
had some great adventures and good times together. In the end, I saved Captain
Gasparilla’s life from a sniper’s bullet. To thank me, he gave me my hand back
and let me come home, but he told me that I had to return his coin to a
treasure chest on his favorite island. The same tarpon fish that dragged me
down to Captain Gasparilla’s boat pulled me back up to the boat of our good
friend Ed, and I won the tarpon fishing tournament! I wrote all about those
amazing adventures in my second book, Tarpon!. Now that I know how bad
the Gasparilla curse is, believe me, I’m going to return his cursed coin to the
treasure chest he buried on his favorite island, and end the horrible curse
forever!


So now you are caught up. Enjoy!
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I was crying and hugging my friend Bwana as we
sat on the deck of Captain Gasparilla’s frigate, the Rosalita. Bwana was
crying too. We were drenched in our own sweat from the heat. The sun was high
in the afternoon sky, and there were no merciful clouds to block it. For some
strange reason, I was unable to move. I glanced down at myself; I was wrapped
in chains. My right wrist ended in a stump where my hand should have been. As I
cried, I pled with Bwana to hand me the small gold coin that was sitting on the
ship’s deck, just out of my reach.


Bwana turned and looked at the coin and said,
“No.


I can’t touch it, Pantalones Locos. It’s
cursed!”


Bwana stood and walked away from me to the edge
of the ship. I screamed for him to stay with me, but he shook his head and
silently dove overboard. I was devastated. I looked all around the ship’s deck
and saw pirates busy with their work. I called out, “Please, can someone help
me?”


The pirates did not even look at me as I sat
crumpled in a pile of heavy chains. I desperately tried to reach for the coin,
but I only had one hand, and the chains kept me bound in a bundle. At one
point, I was able to move the coin by shaking a chain over it, but that only
popped the coin up on its edge, and it rolled even farther away. I reached in
vain with my left hand as the coin rolled— wobbly on its side for a bit—then
landed flat another foot farther away from me. The coin had JG scratched on the
side facing up. I remembered the fat coin salesman telling me that, because of
those letters scratched on the back like that, the coin was not very valuable.
What a mistake that was! This coin was the most important thing in my life
right now, and I had to get it back.


I called out to a pirate who was walking
toward me, “Please, could you hand me that little coin? I must have it.”


The pirate looked at me, paused, threw his
head back, laughed out loud, then kicked at the coin with his calloused bare
foot. It darted across the deck and hit a spindle just before it would have
fallen down into the galley below deck. Instead of going downstairs, it bounced
back toward me. The coin landed face up, farther away from me, but it was still
rolling around on its edge as the ship shifted. Miraculously, the coin started
to roll back toward where I was wrapped in chains like a burrito.


I yelled at the cursed coin, “Yes, please roll
to me,” as I reached my hand toward the coin.


Despite my attempts at wiggling and rolling
toward it, I was unable to get any closer to the coin because of the chains.
Then the ship shifted again, and the coin rolled away from me and landed on the
opposite side of the deck. I was exhausted in my inability to move and to
retrieve the precious coin.


I tried to move my arms and legs, pushing
against the chains until I was in pain. It was so frustrating, being trapped
and unable to move. Then I saw my sister Fran walking toward me. Fran is my
fifteen-year-old sister who is in high school and does not like me much.


I smiled as I said, “Finally! Fran, can you
help me get my coin? The little coin lying on the ship deck right over there.
It’s out of my reach. I need it! Please, can you hand it to me?” I was almost
giddy with anticipation, knowing that soon I would have the coin back safely.
Surely Fran would help me out.


Fran picked up the coin, looked at it and
said, “What, this stupid coin? Why is ‘JG’ scratched on the back?”


I answered quickly, “That’s his initials.
That’s a cursed pirated coin that once belonged to the last great pirate of
Florida, Captain Jose Gasparilla.”


Fran asked, “Why do you say it is cursed?”


I said, “Because it was ripped off his neck as
he died, and Captain Gasparilla swore he would curse anyone who touches it
until he gets it back. He told me that our family will be tortured forever if
we don’t get it back to him. Please, just hand me the coin, I must return it to
his buried treasure chest on Useppa Island!”


Fran smiled and said, “What, this stupid fake
coin? I bet you got it out of a gumball machine or a Happy Meal.” Without
another word, she turned and threw the coin into the ocean, laughed, and walked
happily away.


I screamed in vain, “Nooooo!”


I noticed how much I was shivering despite the
summer heat. How odd was that? But then I came to my senses and realized that
my thirteen-year-old brother, Auggie, was shaking me. I looked around and saw
that I was in bed, lying on my side, hugging my pillow. I was in the beach
cottage where my family was on summer vacation. There was no ship, there were no
chains, and there was no Bwana, no Fran, no sun. I had been dreaming about my
time with Captain Gasparilla. This was strange to me because I thought back to
how many times I went to sleep, locked as a prisoner on Captain Gasparilla’s
ship, hoping to wake up from that cruel world and be back home. And here I was,
back home, waking up from that nightmare! I quickly sat up and looked at my
right hand. It was there! I clenched my fist and felt my fingers and they were
perfectly fine. The scar around my wrist was healed and less pink than it had
been. Shockingly, it was just yesterday that I got my hand back. Everything was
still so fresh in my mind, and so confusing.


Auggie was shouting at me, “Tommy, wake up!
You were having a bad dream.”


I looked at Auggie. “I guess I was dreaming
that I was back on Jose Gasparilla’s ship. But it seemed so real. I couldn’t
move, and the coin was right there, Auggie, but I couldn’t grab it. Have you
ever had a dream like that, where you need to move but you can’t? Like you’re paralyzed
or something.”


Auggie nodded. “Yeah, like a train is coming
at you and you can’t roll out of the way. Everything seems like it is in slow
motion, but you still can’t seem to move.”


Then I looked around and realized what a
horrible problem I had. “Auggie, I can’t find his coin. I looked in my backpack
last night, but it was not there.”


Auggie looked confused. “Let me see.” He
grabbed my backpack and shook it upside down. He found the sandwich bag and the
old human finger bone and the palm leaf that used to be wrapped around the
small gold coin. The finger bone kept you safe from the curse as long as you
kept it with the coin. He was being careful not to touch anything, since last
year he broke his arm and had to wear a cast for six weeks after he touched the
cursed Gasparilla coin. I had promised Jose Gasparilla that I would return his
coin to a treasure chest on a small island that he took me to. That treasure
chest was buried about eight feet deep on Captain Gasparilla’s favorite island
near a huge pine tree at the highest point of the island. I was going to need
to find that island and take his little cursed gold coin there, dig up the
chest, and put it back inside, and bury the chest again. That task was going to
be hard enough, but here was my huge problem:


I DIDN’T HAVE THE COIN ANYMORE!


It was supposed to be safe and sound in my
backpack. But now it was gone.


Auggie looked concerned because he knew how
important this was and how bad the curse could get. “You’re right. It’s not
here, Tommy. I bet someone took it from your backpack while we were fishing
yesterday. Whoever took it went to the trouble of taking it out of the sandwich
baggie and unwrapping the palm leaf that was around it.”


I said, “Well, it does look like someone went
to the trouble of stealing it from me. I mean, it couldn’t have just jumped out
of my backpack by itself.”


Auggie added, “If someone stole it, my guess
is that they have touched the coin, and they will suffer from Jose Gasparilla’s
terrible curse.” Auggie gently shook our younger brother, Mikey, who was asleep
on the top bunk. “Mikey, wake up.”


Mikey groaned and rolled over. Auggie pushed
him harder. “Get up, Mikey!”


Mikey rubbed his eyes and said, “What’s wrong,
Auggie?”


Auggie looked at Mikey and asked seriously,
“Do you know where Tommy’s coin is? He had it in his backpack yesterday, and
now it’s gone.”


Mikey shrugged. “I don’t know, but Fran was
sure mad at you, Tommy. She thinks you stole her book.”


I looked down and said, “Well ... actually, I
didn’t steal her book ... I burned it.”


Auggie laughed. “Really? You burned her book?
That’s hilarious!” Mikey and Auggie chuckled, knowing how crazy that must have
made Fran. My big sister adored her books. She seemed happiest curled on a sofa
reading a book. And can you believe this? She would actually re-read books, as
if suffering through them the first time was not enough punishment.


I protested, “I already apologized to her!
When we got back from the fishing trip, I told her that I burned her book, Great
Expectations. She told me that Mom drove her to the bookstore, and she
bought another copy.”


Mikey suggested, “Maybe she took your coin to
pay for the new book.”


Auggie asked, “How could she do that? The
bookstore wouldn’t take that coin. Only a coin store would buy that coin.”


We sat quietly as we thought this through.
Maybe Fran had nothing to do with this. Who else could have taken the coin? And
why? There were our friends Chuck and his brother, Palmer. Chuck was a kid we
met last year on our vacation to this island. Chuck collected coins and was
someone who really, really wanted that old pirate coin. I broke the silence.
“Are Chuck and Palmer here? Did you see them while we were fishing, Mikey?”


Mikey looked confused. “Yeah, their family
arrived yesterday. I saw the girls talking to Chuck’s older brother, Bret, on
the beach. Wait, do you think Chuck took your coin again?”


Last year, Chuck grabbed my coin from me and
was immediately stung by a hundred bees and spent most of the rest of his
vacation recovering. That terrible bee attack was our first clue that the small
pirate coin was cursed.


Auggie said, “I doubt if Chuck would ever
touch that coin again after what happened last year.”


He was probably right. Still, I suggested,
“Maybe after breakfast we can go knock on their door and say hi. Maybe they
know something about the coin.” I really wanted to talk to Fran, but no one
would dare wake her up before lunchtime. She could easily bite your head off if
you tried to wake her up this early in the morning!


After a breakfast of Cheerios with banana
slices on top, we rinsed out our bowls, put them in the dishwasher, and headed
across the street to where our friends Chuck, Palmer, and their family stayed
last year. Auggie knocked loudly on the screen door, and their big brother, Bret,
appeared with a big smile on his face. He looked at us as he scratched his head
and said, “You guys have grown a bit since last year. Boy, Tommy, you sure got
tan in a hurry. I’m guessing you want to see my little bros. Let me see if the
runts are awake yet.” Bret called to Chuck and Palmer as he bounded up the
stairs. We heard them jump out of bed, and they clamored down the stairway in
their pajamas. Chuck appeared first.


Chuck shouted, “Dudes! We were hoping you’d be
here. How have you been?”


Auggie said, “Well, we went tarpon fishing
yesterday and Tommy won first place in the tournament!”


Palmer joined in, “Wow, that’s great! How big
was your fish?”


I felt a bit embarrassed with the attention
but said, “It was about 180 pounds.”


Chuck said, “Seriously? That’s a monster! How
could you reel a giant fish like that into the boat? One hundred and eighty
pounds is way bigger than you, Tommy.”


Auggie said, “Yeah, the fish was so big it
yanked Tommy right out of the boat! He banged his head hard on the side as he
went overboard. But he wouldn’t let go, so the huge tarpon dragged him around
the sea. Thank goodness he had his life jacket on. Ed followed after him with
his boat, and the men pulled Tommy back on deck. And can you believe it, the
fish was still on his hook, and he was still able to reel the tarpon in close
to the boat. It was a miracle that Tommy was able to hold on to the pole and
not lose the fish. We measured it and took a picture with Dad’s cellphone. And
Tommy won the tournament! We still can’t believe it. A thousand dollars!”


Chuck said, “Wow, what a fish tale! That’s a
lot of money. Tommy, you have all the luck here. I’ve never caught a big fish
like that before. And last year, you found that gold coin in the sand. Man,
this is your lucky place, for sure!”


As he said that, I was thinking that my luck
was not all that great. If only they knew the whole story, most of which Auggie
left out. The tarpon didn’t just swim around a bit and then get reeled into our
boat. The tarpon pulled me down into the sea and dragged me to Jose
Gasparilla’s pirate ship. I was taken captive and tortured, and Captain
Gasparilla had my right hand cut off. Then he made me work on his ship doing
the most disgusting jobs: cleaning the poop pots and catching rats. He only decided
to let me leave his ship after I saved his life and agreed to return his coin
to a treasure chest buried deep in the sand on his favorite island. But now I
have lost that cursed gold coin. Yikes! If I don’t find Jose Gasparilla’s coin,
I am going to be in big trouble. Jose Gasparilla threatened to curse my family
forever, and I know he meant it. So Chuck telling me that I was really lucky,
well, you can see why I didn’t exactly agree. I was not sure I should tell them
my whole crazy story, which included a lot of bad luck.


I kept that part of the story to myself and
said, “Yeah, but maybe I’ve used up all of my good luck.”


Palmer asked, “What did you end up doing with
that old gold pirate coin after all, Tommy? Ed told us yesterday that you
buried it back in the sand. Did you really do that?”


I looked at Palmer, then at Chuck. Now I was
sure that they did not steal my coin. I also did not want to tell them that I
buried it in the sand. For one thing, they would think I was crazy, and for
another thing, they would start digging to try to find it.


I said, “No, I kept it. But you know, it’s a
cursed coin.


I’m pretty sure that’s why you got stung by
those bees and why Auggie broke his arm last year.”


Chuck looked down. “Those bee stings were
terrible!


But why would it be cursed?”


I explained, “I think it is an ancient pirate
coin that belonged to Jose Gasparilla, the last great pirate of south-west
Florida. His spirit has been trying to recover his prized coin for hundreds of
years.”


Chuck rolled his eyes and said, “Okay, Tommy,
whatever you say!”


But Palmer believed me. “Wow, like a haunted
coin?’ Ignoring Chuck’s sarcasm, I replied, “Think about it! Everyone who
touched the coin last year had something terrible happen to them. Auggie broke
his arm, you got stung by bees, Mikey almost got buried alive in the sand, our
dad wrecked his car when the fat coin guy ran into him, and Marco almost
starved to death because he could not catch any fish.”


Chuck paused. “When you put it that way, I
guess I can see your point. But what can you do about it?”


“Well, I may have figured out where we can
return the coin and end the curse forever.”


Palmer smiled. “Well, that’s cool.”


Changing the subject, Auggie interrupted.
“Maybe we can ride surf boards on the waves this afternoon. Whattayathink?”


I was grateful for the distraction.


“That would be great,” Palmer said. “See you
guys after lunch.”


We said our goodbyes and headed back to our
place across the street, stopping to let a golf cart pass by first. I looked up
and saw an osprey flying overhead with a small fish in its claws. I smiled,
thinking about the baby ospreys that we saw leave the nest last year. I
wondered if this was one of those baby birds, all grown up now.


As we walked, Mikey said, “I don’t think those
guys took your coin, Tommy. They seemed so happy to see us and asked about the
coin immediately. If they had taken it, they would have acted differently. No,
someone else took the coin.”


“Yeah, I don’t think they would have done
that. They didn’t even know we were here ’til we came over just now. I’m
surprised Bret didn’t tell them. You said that you saw Bret talking to Marie
and Ann yesterday?”


Mikey said, “Yeah, but, like our sisters, I
don’t think Bret talks to his little brothers very much.”


We went in our side of the double cottage that
my parents had rented and were surprised that Fran was awake already. She was
crying as Dad inspected her right hand. She sat on a chair in the kitchen as
Dad said, “Fran, it looks like you may have broken your hand. It’s swollen,
black and blue, and looks really painful. How did you do this?”


Through sniffles, Fran answered, “I went to
town with Mom yesterday, and when I left the coin store I slipped on the wet
curb and landed on my hand. It hurt then, but it’s much worse today. Look how
swollen and bruised it is.”


We all looked at her swollen hand. Auggie
asked, “Fran, why did you go to the coin store?”


Fran looked up and saw the three of us glaring
at her. “Mom went to the Marshall’s store next door to the coin store, and I
told her that I was curious about old coins. I went in to see if he had any
like Tommy’s.”


I snapped back, “You stole my coin and sold it
to the fat coin guy, didn’t you?”


Fran exploded. “You burned my beautiful book!
You owed me, Tommy! How else was I going to buy another copy? It’s not like you
have any money in your stupid little backpack.”


Dad was shocked. “Tommy, I thought you buried
that coin in the sand last year. Ed told us that you guys thought it was cursed
or something.”


I looked down. “I’m sorry, Dad. I did keep it.
And obviously, the coin is cursed. Anyone who touches it has something bad
happen to them, and now Fran has probably broken her hand because of it.”


Dad slowly asked, “If you were so sure it was
cursed, why didn’t you bury it back in the sand?”


I sighed. “That is probably the worst decision
I ever made. I will never doubt Marco again.”


Dad said, “Well, I’m afraid that Fran needs an
x-ray, so we need to take her to the bone doctor. I’m guessing she is going to
need a cast like Auggie had last year.”


We looked at Fran’s swollen hand and there was
no doubt about it—the curse was back!
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We all decided to go with Fran and Dad to the
bone doctor’s office. I grabbed my backpack and we climbed in our rental
Suburban.


Auggie asked Dad, as we pulled out onto the
street, “Do you mind swinging by the coin store after Fran gets her cast?”


Dad agreed, and I was happy to have a chance
to get Jose Gasparilla’s coin back. I asked, “I’m sure no one could have bought
it in one day. Don’t you think, Auggie?”


“From the looks of that fat coin guy and his
vacant store,” Auggie said, “I bet he hasn’t had a customer in weeks, much less
someone who would want to buy your coin. I’m sure it will be there. The
question will be how much he wants for it?”


I said, “Well, I’ve got the check for a
thousand dollars, the prize money for my tarpon.”


Dad heard us talking in the back seat of the
Suburban. He turned and suddenly hit a bump. Fran groaned in pain as we bounced
in our seats. “Sorry, Fran,” Dad said. “Tommy, I was thinking about your check.
Do you have it with you?”


I looked in my backpack and found it. “Yeah,
it’s right here.”


“We should cash it at a bank here in Florida,”
he said. “Then you should give a hundred dollars to a charity, spend a hundred
on whatever you want, and put the remaining eight-hundred dollars in your bank
account back home.”


I was a little disappointed. I had been
thinking of all the Xbox games I could download. My friends would be sooo
jealous. But I thought for a minute and realized my dad was right. I said,
“Okay, that sounds fair. That way other people will benefit from my good luck.”
I was still not sure that my tarpon adventure was good luck, but everyone kept
telling me that I was lucky.


Auggie whispered to me, “I hope a hundred dollars
is enough money to buy the Gasparilla coin back from the fat coin man.”


“Me too!”


Fran said, “You should give all of that money
away. It’s like blood money from the mafia. You tortured that poor fish, and
you somehow feel good about keeping any of the spoils? You should feel ashamed
of yourself!”


Dad said, “Speaking of being ashamed of
yourself, Fran, stealing is never justified for any reason. It is always wrong.
You had no right to take Tommy’s coin. Tommy, you were also very wrong to burn
Fran’s book. It is never okay to destroy someone else’s property. We are going
to talk more about this, but you will both be grounded when we get home.”


“But she got another copy of her book, and my
coin is not replaceable!” I protested.


Dad mumbled, “That’s why we are going to the
coin store, to make this right again.”


There was a long silence and finally Auggie
spoke up. “Fran, how much money did the fat coin man give you for Tommy’s
coin?”


Fran slowly answered, “I told him I needed
sixteen dollars to buy a used copy of the book, Great Expectations.”


I blurted out, “Sixteen dollars! For a
250-year-old pirate coin?! You are crazy. He offered me fifty dollars and we
all thought that was a rip-off.”


“I figured sixteen dollars was a great deal
for such a tiny, fake coin,” Fran said. “Besides, my book is worth way more
than that stupid coin.”


Auggie just shook his head in amazement.


Dad pulled the Suburban into the doctor’s
parking lot. We all got out of the car and went into the office. The same
pretty lady was there at the front desk, and she smiled at Auggie. “You guys
are back again?”


Auggie said, “Not me this time. It’s my older
sister. She hurt her hand yesterday and we think she may have broken it.”


The lady at the front desk had her blonde hair
in a short ponytail and a pretty smile. She wore a white shirt that had little
bones all over it and tan slacks. She asked us to sit down in the waiting room
and had Dad fill out paperwork. After a few minutes, she took Fran and Dad back
to get an x-ray of her hand. Auggie and I sat in the waiting room. A half an
hour later, Fran came out with a black cast on her hand and forearm.


As we walked out to the car, Auggie asked,
“Why did you pick a black cast, Fran?”


Fran smiled. “I chose black because Miss
Havisham from Great Expectations would have picked black.”


I didn’t need to know anymore, and Auggie
dropped it as well.


Dad said, “It’s a waterproof cast just like
your cast, Auggie. Remember how we had to come back a second time to change it
so you could swim in it?” Auggie nodded. We all climbed in the Suburban and
turned onto the main street toward the coin store. Before long, we pulled into
a bank near the coin store. The name of the bank was the same as the name on
the check that I got for winning the tarpon tournament. Dad and I went inside
and gave the check to a man behind the counter who needed information from Dad.
Then I signed the back of the check and he handed me ten one-hundred-dollar
bills. Wow, that was, like, a lot of money. I had never seen a one-hundred-dollar
bill before, much less ten of them! I asked my dad to keep the first nine
hundred dollars for me because I was afraid that I might lose it. I put the
one-hundred-dollar bill in my pocket. We went back to the Suburban and drove
down the block to the coin store.


We all piled out of the car and headed into
the coin store. A bell rang as we opened the door and entered the store. There
was no one there except the fat, bald coin guy sitting behind the counter
looking at a coin with a huge magnifying glass close to his face. There was a
half-eaten bologna sandwich on the glass countertop. He had a glob of
mayonnaise on the left side of his mouth. But what really caught my attention
was his left arm. It was in a sling, and he was obviously unable to move it.


We walked up to the counter, but he did not
stop staring at that old coin. His shiny bald head was aimed straight at us,
and he just ignored us as he stared at the coin on his countertop through his
magnifying glass. I was getting anxious and a little mad. This guy tried to rip
us off last year, and I was upset that we had to rely on his help now. Finally,
he slowly looked up. The coin he was so interested in was a brown, wheat ear
penny.


Dad started, “Excuse me, sir. We are back
again this year. Could you help us, please?”


The fat, bald coin guy looked up at us as if
he had never seen any of us before. He grimaced as he moved his left arm and
adjusted the sling around his neck before he said, “What can I do you for?”


Dad asked, “Are you okay? That looks like it hurts.


What happened to your arm?”


He grimaced again and
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