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 Chapter 1

Something Really Strange
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“Look what just came,” Tamika Anderson told her friend Andy Russell. “It’s a letter from the Perlmans. They’re in Cotacachi.”

Tamika started to read from it. “‘Dear Tamika.’”

Andy interrupted her. He smiled and said, “Cotacachi. That must be near Cognito. Lots of people go there, you know. People are always in Cognito.”

“Incognito is a word, not a place,” Tamika told him. “When someone is incognito it means he’s trying to keep people from knowing who he is.”

 “Oh,” Andy said. “Is that what it means.”

“Yes,” Tamika said. “‘Dear Tamika,’” she read again.

“Maybe the Perlmans are near Clined,” Andy said, “or Telligent. I think there’s a big hill in Clined and an amusement park in Telligent, with a great roller coaster. People say it’s good to be in Telligent. I think that’s because of the roller coaster.”

Tamika laughed. She rolled her eyes and said, “You know the Perlmans are in South America. Cotacachi is in Ecuador. It’s near Otavalo.”

“Oh,” Andy said, and smiled.

“‘Dear Tamika,’” Tamika read again. She waited. When Andy didn’t interrupt her, she went on. “‘We really miss you. We hope your parents are continuing to get better and that you are having fun staying with the Russells. Thanks so much for taking care of our house. And please, thank your friend Andy, too.’”

“They said you should thank me?” Andy asked.

“That’s what it says here,” Tamika answered. Then she read some more. “‘We’re doing lots of research and lots of sight-seeing. Cotacachi is beautiful. It’s lush and green. There are plants growing here that I have not seen anywhere else. Market day is fun. We’ve met lots of interesting people here and made some friends. We’re buying interesting souvenirs. We miss you. Love, Miriam and Jonathan.’ Then they wrote, ‘P.S. There’s a big surprise coming to you from South America.’”

 “A surprise,” Andy said. “Maybe she sent us turtles or iguanas or geckos. The Galapagos Islands are in Ecuador and they’re famous for their animals.”

“Whatever it is, I hope it gets here soon,” Tamika said.

“Pirates once lived on the Galapagos,” Andy said. “Maybe the Perlmans sent us lots of ancient gold coins or ancient pirates’ eye-patches and wooden legs.”

Andy put his hand over one eye and hopped around. “Ho, ho, ho,” he said, “and a bottle of orange soda.”

Tamika put the letter in her pocket. She tugged on Andy’s shirt and said, “Come on, Captain Andy. Let’s check on the Perlmans’ house.”


 The Perlmans’ house is next door to the Russells’. Tamika had lived with the Perlmans for a year, while her parents were recovering from a car accident. Then the Perlmans left to travel to South America for their work, and Tamika moved in with the Russells. She shared a room with Rachel, Andy’s older sister.

Andy and Tamika were in the Russells’ kitchen. Andy hopped to the cabinet under the sink and took out a large black plastic bag. “Let’s fill their outside garbage can again, so if a thieving pirate looks, he’ll think someone is home.”

Andy took the lid off the kitchen trash can, reached in, and took out an apple core. He put it in the bag and said, “This is all there was in there. We’ve got to get more stuff.”

The basement can was empty. Andy found some tissues in the bathroom wastebasket and dumped them into the bag. Upstairs, on his desk, he found some old tests and school papers. “This stuff is real junk,” he told Tamika as he threw the papers into the bag.

Next they went into Tamika and Rachel’s room. Rachel was sitting at her desk, writing. Andy held the black plastic bag open. “Hop in,” he told Rachel.
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 “I’m busy. I’m doing homework.”

“And I’m collecting garbage.” He took Rachel’s pillow, her pajamas, and some papers from her desk and said, “Thank you.”

Rachel grabbed her things. “Get out,” she told Andy. “And Tamika, you should find some less annoying friends.”

Mrs. Russell, who taught math at the local high school, was in her room, sitting at her desk and grading test papers. She gave Andy the morning newspaper to add to his garbage collection.

“Maybe we’ll find some things outside,” Tamika said, “some supermarket flyers, or papers that blew into the yard.”

There were no papers in the front or back yards of the Russell or Perlman houses.

“Hey,” Andy said. “I just thought of something. Why don’t we take the stuff from our outdoor garbage cans and put it in the Perlmans’?”

Andy took the lids off his family’s two trash cans. They were both empty.

“Just our luck,” Andy said. “Today must have been pick-up day.” He shook the almost empty plastic bag he was holding and said, “I’ll just put this in the Perlmans’ trash can. It’s better than nothing.”

 They walked across the Perlmans’ driveway and around to the back of the house. Andy took the lid off the garbage can.

“WHAT!” Andy shouted. “What’s this?”

Tamika looked in. “It’s garbage,” she said.

“I know what it is, but what’s it doing here?” Andy took out an empty Oat Bran Toasties cereal box. “We don’t eat this stuff, and even if we did, the garbage was collected today.”

Tamika’s eyes widened. “Someone else must have put that in there,” she said. “But Miriam told me we’re the only ones watching the house.”

“There’s something strange going on here,” Andy said, and shook the Oat Bran Toasties box. “Something really strange.”


 Chapter 2

Armed and Dangerous
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“I know what’s going on,” Andy said. “There was a thieving pirate in the house. He stole the Perlmans’ books and vases and pictures and menorah and barber’s chair and everything!”

“Something strange is going on,” Tamika replied. “But I don’t think there’s a thief in the house.”

“You don’t?”

“Think about it,” Tamika said. “Would someone break into the house and steal everything and then sit down and eat breakfast? The Perlmans don’t eat Oat Bran Toasties, so if you’re right, the thief brought it, and after he was done, he took out the garbage.”

 “Yeah,” Andy admitted. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“But you’re right about one thing. Something strange is going on here, and we should find out what it is.”

Andy looked at the cereal box he was holding. He thought for a moment. Then he took the lid off the can again and looked in.

“Do you know what’s in here?” he asked.

“Garbage?”

“No. Clues. Look at all that stuff. Each piece of garbage is like a fingerprint. All we have to do is study this stuff, and we’ll learn a lot about whoever put it in here.”

Tamika leaned over the can. “These sure are smelly clues.”

Andy took out an empty bag of ginger-snap cookies, an empty skim-milk container, some used green-tea bags, one large worn army boot, and a Power Spider comic book.

“Green tea and skim milk,” Tamika said. “It’s health-nut stuff! But why would a health nut throw out just one boot?”
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 “He’s a thieving one-legged pirate. That’s why,” Andy said. “But why would anyone read Power Spider? It’s got lousy stories.”

Andy took the now almost empty plastic bag out of the garbage can. He rolled up his sleeve and reached deep into the bag.

“Yuck!” he said, and took out some cantaloupe rind.

“Here, try this,” Tamika told him. She took the bag from Andy and turned it upside down. More cantaloupe rinds, some cantaloupe seeds, a tom T-shirt, an apple core, dirty paper cups and paper napkins, two paintbrushes, a squeezed-out tube of paint, crumpled tissues, and a woman’s purple stocking fell out.

Andy and Tamika studied the garbage.

“There’s a man’s army boot and a woman’s purple stocking,” Andy noted. “I’m getting a weird picture in my head of whoever threw this stuff out. Maybe he really is a pirate.”

“And look at all those tissues,” Tamika said. “He probably has a cold.”

“Or an allergy,” Andy added. “The Perlmans have been away for two months. The house must be real dusty. Lots of people are allergic to dust. It makes them sneeze.”

 With her foot, Tamika turned over the T-shirt and paint tubes. She kicked some of the tissues. Then she told Andy, “I think we should put everything back into the bag.”

Andy reached down.

“EW! Don’t use your hands,” Tamika told him. “That stuff must be covered with germs.”

“Germs and DNA,” Andy said. “I bet if we took this stuff to a lab, a scientist could make a clone of whoever threw this stuff out.”

“Great,” Tamika said, “two one-legged pirates. That’s just what we need hopping around.”

Andy tore the Oat Bran Toasties box into a makeshift cardboard shovel. He used it to clean up the mess. When he was done, Tamika said, “Maybe we should walk around the house to see if anything else looks suspicious.”

“Aha!” Andy said. “You do think there may be a thief. And I think we should be real careful. Someone who breaks into houses might be armed and dangerous.”


 “I don’t think someone broke in. I just want to be sure. We’ll walk around quietly and look at all the windows and doors, make sure they’re closed.”

Tamika started toward the back door and Andy pulled on her sleeve. “Maybe we should call the police,” he whispered.

“And what would we tell them?” Tamika asked. “That we found garbage in the Perlmans’ trash cans?”

Andy and Tamika walked along the edge of the yard, far away from the house. The windows in the back of the house were all closed. The shades were down.

“We should try the back door,” Tamika whispered.

“It’s closed,” Andy said.

“I know that,” Tamika said. “But one of us should check if it’s still locked.”

Tamika walked slowly toward the back
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