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in Grades K–2: Entertain  
Private I. Guana: The Case of the  
Missing Chameleon by Nina Laden
Overview and Rationale
This entertaining book opens with Private I. Guana taking a case of a missing chameleon. Noting that 
chameleons are hard to find with their ever-changing colors, the detective hangs missing posters. His search 
leads him to the swamp, the forest, and the Lizard Lounge. Inspired by 1940s detective films, this book is 
replete with wordplay and visual puns.

Grade-Level Equivalent: 2

What the Text Says What I Say

I guess I’m a sucker for a lizard in distress. (p. 1) Right from the start, I think the author is about to tell me a funny 
clever story. I like how she makes a pun out of the name—Private is 
a nickname for a private investigator, or a detective. I know that an 
iguana is a kind of lizard, so it’s funny to me to think about a lizard 
as a detective trying to find another lizard. I like how the author says 
that chameleons are hard to find. That’s a pun on how chameleons 
camouflage, or change colors.

. . . as she made herself comfortable in  
my office. (p. 3)

Another pun! Liz, as in short for Lizard!

“What color was he when you last saw him?” (p. 3) The author is taking information about lizards from other books—
like crickets changing colors—and making it part of the humor of 
this book.

Maybe I’ll go talk to some boulders. (p. 5) Look how much effort the author is putting into entertaining me—
the joke about coloring the posters to show the chameleon, and a 
bullfrog named Croak who “jumps” to conclusions! All of these little 
jokes and puns engage me as the reader.

But maybe I just wasn’t looking in the right place. (p. 7) Here are some more jokes—usually people say “hit the pavement,” 
but this lizard is “hitting the dirt” instead. His tongue is tied—I know 
lizards use their tongues a lot. Tongue-tied is an expression that 
means being stumped or confused.

It was kind of a slimy place, where only the most  
cold-blooded reptiles hung out. (p. 9)

I know the author is trying to make me laugh here—we use the word 
slimy as another way to say bad, and that’s funny because lizards are 
slimy. And I learned about how lizards are cold-blooded reptiles, but 
cold-blooded can also be a way to describe someone who is unkind.

I scoped out the place, making sure not to ruffle any 
feathers or step on any tails. (p. 11) 

Let me slow down a bit so I can really notice the author’s jokes. 
There are a couple expressions that are jokes about the creatures in 
this lounge. “Ruffle feathers” means to not upset anyone. We usually 
say “step on anyone’s feet” to mean not upsetting anyone, but the 
author changed it to “step on anyone’s tails” as a pun.

“It’s probably just a coincidence,” I thought to myself.  
(p. 11)

I remember Liz saying that Leon’s favorite was cricket stew, and 
it’s on the menu tonight at the Lizard Lounge. That seems like an 
important clue from the author.

I noticed a sign on the stage that said, This week: 
Camille and the Gila Girls. (p. 13)

I’m recognizing so many words from the book informing me about 
lizards—salamander, amphibian, Gila. 



What the Text Says What I Say

I was hypnotized. (p. 15) This is supposed to be a mystery, and I like how the author has really 
added elements of suspense here. She doesn’t come right out and 
tell me about this “unusual chameleon” but gives me clues about 
her being familiar and him not being able to concentrate. This really 
makes me want to find out more about the singer.

. . . looking for her dressing room door. (p. 17) I’m beginning to wonder how Camille relates to the search for Leon. 
Why is the author telling me this part of the story?

. . . I could find from my pocket and handed it to her.  
(p. 19)

I like how the author uses his shaking and stammering to show me 
exactly how nervous Private I. Guana is.

I was totally confused. (p. 21) Camille’s reaction and question to the detective stump me—I’m 
really wondering what is going on, and the suspense that the author 
has created makes me want to keep reading.

Camille was Leon, the missing chameleon. (p. 21) Wow! The author really surprised me here. I did not see this surprise 
coming. I had no idea that Leon and Camille were the same person.

Naturally, I blended right in. (p. 21) The author wants me to see exactly why Leon disappeared. He wants 
to be special and show his talent, so he starts singing.

Leon was the singing sensation of the swamp. (p. 23) I love how the author repeats the s sounds there—it’s fun to read 
“singing sensation of the swamp.”
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