 “The Tale of the Maskatchka District” by Luize Pastore - Synopsis
“The Tale of the Maskatchka District” is a 20,000 word, early-grade adventure story. It is told from the perspective of a young boy, Jacob Bird, who unexpectedly ends up living in Maskatchka, a notorious district of Riga steeped in legend. There, Jacob meets his uncle, an unemployed ex-sailor named Eagle, his unbearable cousin, Mimi and makes friends with the Boss of Maskatchka himself – a talking dog.  Together, they set about saving Maskatchka from being transformed into a slab of concrete like hundreds of other city districts full of shopping centres and skyscrapers. To save the district, they must overcome the evil Grand Master, Skyler Scraper. 
It’s the month of July and Jacob Bird’s dad is at work all day. Jacob and Peter – father and son – are usually an inseparable team but this summer his dad has no free time nor the money to continue paying for the services of his home tutor, Mademoiselle Poupette, or the housekeeper, fat Marta. Then the furious landlady, Mrs. Schmidt, who comes to collect their overdue rent, catches the boy at home alone. To save his dad from getting into trouble, Jacob is forced to tell a lie, saying that he has a heart problem and his father has just run down to the chemist’s.
Spending days on end all alone in an upmarket, city-centre apartment, Jacob kills time by dreaming of becoming a city planner and draws up various maps. There really is a myth in Riga that the city should be under continual improvement and no-one must pronounce the words, “Riga is ready” (otherwise, according to legend a water siren will emerge from the Daugava River and flood the city). One day, Jacob actually says theses words almost causes Riga to be covered in water, left at the bottom of the Daugava. The city is flooded and Jacob dreams of the moment when great ships, as tall as nine-storey buildings, will replace cars on the streets of Riga, drawing up navigation maps for the occasion. When his dad comes home and announces that Jacob will have to go and stay with relatives that summer while he stays in the city and sorts out their problems, the young boy takes it as a punishment for the catastrophe he has provoked in Riga. 

The following day, his dad takes Jacob through the city centre out to the Maskatchka district – the place where Jacob is to spend the rest of his summer. The city-centre boy now faces a very different life. Compared to the posh lifestyle of the city centre, Maskatchka appears as a bizarre, neglected neighbourhood where children play on their own in the streets and stray dogs roam freely. Jacob has no wish whatsoever to be there. 
Jacob ends up at his relatives’ home –  with cousin Mimmi who he doesn’t get on with from the start and uncle Eagle, an unemployed ex- sailor. Mimmi turns out to be an absolutely impossible character but Jacob’s uncle is an amazing storyteller. After Jacob unhappily says goodbye to his dad, Eagle tells him about his adventures at sea when pirates, no older than Jacob himself, stole from him along the African coast. Mimmi doesn’t believe her father’s stories.  Before making a point of going out, Mimmi assures them that a lot more interesting things are going on in the Masckatchka district, however she refuses to take Jacob along and show him around. 

Mimmi and Eagle go about their business as usual and Jacob finds himself alone again. For the first time in his life the young boy goes out on his own, unaccompanied by an adult. Stray dogs bark at a passing limousine, trying to snap at its tyres in fury. When the street noises subside, Jacob hears a quiet voice – one of the oldest dogs in the pack strikes up a conversation with him.  He turns out to be the boss of the Masckatchka District, leader of the pack, the others his trusted team who help defend Maskatchka from enemies. His mate - snow-white Bianca who speaks only Russian - is part of the pack, as well as their twin puppies Zephyr and Sapphire. The oldest dog in the pack, blind Grandfather is the group’s oracle to whom the other dogs turn with leading questions. The Boss introduces the boy to his pack – godfathers and uncles –  and explains the laws of Maskatchka to him, but when Mimmi appears and Jacob is caught talking to the dogs, the pack mysteriously stops speaking, refusing to do so in the girl’s presence. 
During supper, that Eagle and Mimmi usually have at sunset, Jacob’s clothes are drying where he has hung them over the stove. Finishing their soup, they discover that one of Jacob’s socks had fallen into it. Mimmi has an absolute fit, calling Jacob the Bird of Misfortune, Jacob Nobird. It seems as if nothing will bring them together. 
The following morning, Eagle is getting ready for his job interview. He has been promised a position as some sort of warden – either in a shop or a car park or maybe as a forest patrolman. Jacob sneaks outside onto the street to draw a map of Maskatchka on the pavement. At that very moment, a shiny limousine quietly rolls into Maskatchka, the driver climbs out and writes the mysterious words: “Skyler Scraper rules” on the wall of a building. When Mimmi sees it, she is outraged. Meanwhile, Jacob meets the dogs of Maskatchka again who tell him that Bianca, longing for human attention, has wandered away from the pack again. The Boss explains that the dogs had refused to talk in m presence the previous evening because she calls them mangy mongrels and no good whatsoever as guard dogs, considering herself to be the best possible guardian of Maskatchka.
Mimmi goes looking for the pack to accuse them of negligence – they hadn’t noticed the shiny limousine belonging to the evil Grand Master, Skyler Scraper, driving into Masckatchka, and who has now commenced work on clearing the neighbourhood  – tearing it down to make way for a new area full of shopping centres and skyscrapers called “ Skyscrapers Forest”.  It is said that capturing and impounding all stray dogs is part of the plan. But the dogs are not to be intimidated and Mimmi continues her dispute with the Maskatchka Boss. 
When the shiny limousine cruises past the group of children and dogs, they realise that Bianca is inside. It looks like a case of dognapping. They all chase after the car, ending up in the biggest park in Maskatchka where construction work for “Skyscraper Forest” is already underway. While the Grand Master, along with Bianca, his driver and new bodyguard go about their business, the Boss finally suggests combining their forces against the enemy to save not only the neighbourhood but also to ensure Bianca’s return. Mimmi lays down the law, including her demand to be made head of the pack. The Boss has no option as he knows he can’t manage without Mimmi’s help.  They come to an agreement and Mimmi leads the operation “For a free Maskatchka District!”.

First, they cover billboards advertising “Skyscrapers Forest” with offensive slogans, the dogs chew the tyres of the limousine and Mimmi hands out the spare parts to Maskatchka residents. But the Boss has his suspicions that, in fact, Mimmi doesn’t have a proper plan for the liberation of Maskatchka and Bianca. Jacob comes to their aid, offering his help in drawing up a new layout for Maskatchka  –   new construction plans. All they need to do is switch Jacob’s plans with those the builders are working from, given to them by  Grand Master Skyler Scraper.  Jacob sets to work drawing up plans to renovate the shabby Maskatchka district that satisfy both parties - both Mimmi and all the Maskatchka dogs.
The detective story true and proper now starts to unfold. Under cover of the night, Jacob manages to sneak into the builders’ hut where Grand Master Skyler Scraper keeps the plans for “Skyscraper Forest” in order to swap them for his new ones.  However, Jacob gets caught and is chased by their enemy’s bodyguard and Bianca, who has been turned against them. Bianca is now quite happy working for the enemy. The three of them circle round Maskatchka until Jacob finally manages to jump on board a passing tram, its lights revealing to him his pursuers. Jacob realizes that Bianca has joined the enemy out of her own free will and is a spy. Then, he sees that Grand Master Skyler Scraper’s bodyguard is no other than his uncle, Eagle. 
When Jacob gets back to the hideout he tells Mimmi and the Boss what he has discovered. His friends refuse to believe him, accusing him of falsifying the facts. Mimmi suspects that the real enemy spy might be Jacob himself and they desert him, believing him to be the Maskatchka traitor. Jacob is forced to spend the night alone in the hideout - in the darkness of an abandoned church. He dearly wishes none of it had ever happened and plans to return home to the city-centre at the very first light of day. But it turns out that he is not alone, the old, blind Granddad has been charged with guarding him, and Jacob suddenly has an idea about how to save Maskatchka after all. 
The following morning, Jacob pushes a secret message behind Granddad’s worn collar and sends him back to the pack of dogs, then heads off himself to Grand Master Skyler Scraper’s construction site. Failing to recognize the boy as the previous evening’s thief, Eagle the bodyguard listens as Jacob tries to explain his plan for saving the Maskatchka neighbourhood while Bianca listens in, full of tension. When Jacob claims that all building activity in Maskatchka should be banned and the area listed as the natural habitat of a special breed of talking dogs, Bianca suddenly starts to speak. They discover that not only can she speak Latvian as well as Russian but also that she deeply regrets her natural instinct to ally herself to the human hand, which in this case turned out to be the enemy’s. 
Having read Jacob’s message, Mimmi, the Maskatchka Boss and the rest of the pack set off with Granddad to join the other three. Bianca must redeem herself and heads straight off to the enemy, asleep in the builders’ hut and, using her gift of speech, seeks to plead the case for Maskatchka to be preserved as a special reserve for talking dogs. When Grand Master Skyler Scraper bolts out of the hut in a state of shock they all see that the evil enemy is in fact just a child, no older than Mimi and Jacob, but who at a tender age is already building up valuable future business plans, just like his father. The chubby young Scraper is not going to give in without striking an advantageous deal. Eagle comes to their assistance and proposes that Scraper be made the grand sponsor and patron of the unique, one-and-only reserve in the whole world for talking dogs. The Maskatchka district is saved. 
It’s a warm afternoon and Jacob, Mimmi, Eagle and the talking dogs spend it fishing from the banks of the Daugava river.  Jacob’s dad returns and hears all about the adventures they have had in his absence. Dad promises that Jacob can keep Zephyr and Sapphire. Meanwhile, Maskatchka is transformed into a special reserve for talking dogs and new legislation is introduced for the hordes of excited tourists who come to see the unique breed of dog. Eagle works as the reserve warden and living with him and Mimmi is Bianca, who basks in the attention of sightseers and enjoys the home comforts of being a pet. The master of the Maskatchka district however is the Boss, who rules over the territory as its sovereign. 
