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1. The Hardy Boys found a mystery they didn't want to solve. 

 

 

2. The mystery lived in the town of Bayport, where the Hardy Boys lived. 

 

 

3. The Hardy Boys didn't live in the town of Bayport. 

 

 

4. The Hardy Boys itched to solve the mystery. They couldn't solve it. They convinced 

themselves they didn't want to solve the mystery. 

 

 

5. Frank Hardy was 64 then. Joe Hardy was 42. The Hardy Boys always lied about their ages. 

 

 

6. The Hardy Boys' parents, Fenton and Laura, divorced before Joe was born. For a long time, 

Joe didn't know who his father was. Fenton refused to say it was him. Laura always said it was 

Fenton. Frank always said it was someone else. 

 

  

7. The Hardy Boys were inseparable. 

 

 

8. The Hardy Boys were inseparable. 

 

 

9. Solving mysteries made the Hardy Boys forget their differences. They wrote a book about 

themselves. They tore up the book. The book was too easily solved. Frank was 35 then. Joe was 

already taller and faster and stronger. 

 

 

10. The mystery the Hardy Boys didn't want to solve lived in their attic. In the floorboards just 

above the ceiling of their room. 

 

 

11. The Hardy Boys didn't have an attic. They didn't share a room. 

 

 

12. The mystery would scurry around during the day. But at night it was silent. The Hardy Boys 

went up to the attic once and pried up the floorboards, but when they came downstairs and told 

Laura they couldn't find what was making “that sound,” Laura said they didn't have an “attic.” 

 

 

13. Fenton lived in another house, with an attic. But the Hardy Boys never visited that house. 

They believed they were allowed, but they didn't want to be proved wrong. 
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14. Fenton had another child, also named Joe. The second Joe was also 42. But Laura was not his 

mom. 

 

 

15. The mystery was separable. The Hardy Boys never thought about the mystery until it was 

there, in both their minds at once, as if it were asking them to smash their heads together to solve 

it. 

 

 

16. Bayport was a town of 13,000. The Hardy Boys knew about half those people. Everyone 

knew the Hardy Boys. Nobody knew the second Joe. Fenton said the second Joe didn't exist, but 

the Hardy Boys knew he did, because that was a mystery they'd solved. 

 

 

17. In the town of Bayport, the mysteries were simple. The Hardy Boys were always reliable. 

The Hardy Boys were celebrities of mystery. 

 

 

18. The mystery the Hardy Boys didn't want to solve told them its solution from the get-go. The 

mystery wanted to test the Hardy Boys, who didn't believe in honesty. 

 

 

19. Laura and Fenton were in love. They never fell out of love. They loved the Hardy Boys, but 

they hated encouraging solutions. The house they had lived in was old and full of secrets the 

Hardy Boys always ruined. The only secrets Laura and Fenton had left were the ones that neither 

knew the other had. 

 

 

20. When Joe was 20, he slept with Frank's girlfriend. Frank was not in love. Neither of the 

Hardy Boys ever married. Neither of them was ever in love. 

 

 

21. Frank Hardy was always telling Joe the truth as he knew it. But the truth as he knew it, he 

knew, was a lie. That was why he felt comfortable telling it. 

 

 

22. The mystery had manners. It would disappear if you asked it politely. The Hardy Boys never 

asked. 

 

 

23. The Hardy Boys asked impolitely all the time. 

 

 

24. The Hardy Boys talked impolitely all the time. When they argued, they hurled solutions at 
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each other. Joe ran around and showed off his youth. Frank left banana peels on the ground. 

 

 

25. The Hardy Boys were lovers of slapstick. 

 

 

26. Laura never made the Hardy Boys eat their vegetables. This was a regret she never shook. It 

was so simple. She had tried, at first, with Joe. But Frank had said, “Look at how I turned out.” 

 

 

27. Laura never ever said, “Look at how you turned out,” back. 

 

 

28. Frank made Joe look for his father one time. They didn't go to Fenton's house. That was a 

mystery they knew the solution to without looking. 

 

 

29. That was not the mystery they didn't want to solve, though. They wanted to solve that 

mystery. 

 

 

30. Joe married Frank's girlfriend. When she realized just how inseparable they were, she didn't 

think it mattered anymore, love. 

 

 

31. Fenton gave the girlfriend away, an orphan. At the wedding, he said, “Now which one am I 

giving you to?” 

 

32. She took offense at the word, “giving.” 

 

 

33. The mystery was at the wedding. The wedding was in the attic. It was in the same attic where 

Laura and Fenton were married. Where no one was married. 

 

 

34. The Hardy Boys never fought except over solutions. Those were fights that were easily 

ended. One of them was always right. 

 

 

35. The mystery grew so large the ceiling sagged over their beds. 
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TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 

[Probably Commissioner Charas] 

 

This is not a confession; I, Harriet Stratemeyer Adams, am not a murderess. The mangled 

thing I put through the press was more beast than man—at best, a figment; at worst, a fissure. 

Mine was an act of mercy no different from shearing a lamed racehorse of its last legs. Do we 

put the slaughterhouse on trial for providing our daily rasher, or bring the farmer to bench for 

relieving a draft-animal of its agony? You will know what I mean when I have explained how 

this thing I have done came to be. 

 

 

* 

 

 

Franklin Dixon, my intended it seems since birth,had asked and received my hand long before 

we ever met in the flesh, but his ring, if it existed, did not adorn my finger. Our union would 

have been a sort of half-incest; my otherwise sterile father had conspired with capital, lain with 

avarice, and, like Dionysus from Zeus‟s thigh, the fruit born was this mad genius, a spirit that 

visited regularly and with some degree of intoxication. My father forced him on me; I could not 

but answer his deathbed pleas with pledges I never intended to keep. And yet I have, these many 

years and more, even despite the most profound of infidelities—a marriage to the man whose 

name I‟ve taken, Russell Adams.  

And though it was a relationship thoroughly unconsummated, Dixon was those many 

years the shade to my noontime sun. There was not a single sky unclouded by his bluster, not a 

single frequency left unshifted by the weight of his atmosphere. I had never met the man in the 

flesh, and still Dixon left his fingerprints on the leaves of my flight-journals. Russell, for all the 

shade he cast on my soil, yet had no berth in my fancies. When he was included, it was as ballast; 

he was aboard to be jettisoned, a dummy load. Though I might wish it otherwise, for Russell‟s 

sake, I could not help but hitch Dixon to our bedpost as we slept—after all, I spent more time in 

his company, in one way or another, than I did with ten Russells, and Russell, for all his 

fumbling attempts, never once got me off the ground. 

Dixon was apparently an agoraphobe, afraid of the open air and unplanned encounters. 

He never left his home, and every word between us passed in black and white, more substantial 

by their permanence than the whispered nothings of Russell‟s wooing. The file cabinets were 

stuffed with our sonnets: couched in contractual terms, engraved on impressive letterhead, and 

carbon-copied in triplicate. The mail most days included at least one such missive, and so it was 

all the more plain that something was amiss when a week went without. 

Our correspondence had reached this abrupt end upon the due date of the latest 

manuscript, and with the printers holding their expensive breath, I rung Dixon up. When there 

was no answer and still no answer the next day or any subsequent days of that week, I wrote by 

courier to demand a solution to the mystery of his disappearance. The peculiar character of his 

response—if not my impending anniversary—should have warned me away, but I was my 

father‟s daughter and business was business: the celebration could be put off; the printers could 

not. 
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Dixon had, he wrote, created an apparatus, a system of immaterial transference, whereby 

one could travel without worry, a disintegration and reintegration that would finally enable him 

to cross the gulf that had separated us, a matter of miles to anyone else but an ocean to him. This 

manuscript was special, not to be ceded to some hired man or stuffed into a postbox. He meant to 

send one end of the machine across to me with the man I sent and emerge in my office with the 

manuscript in hand, but an unfortunate accident had prevented the first delivery and so the 

second was impossible. He begged me a week to repair the machine, himself, and the 

manuscript, but I could not give him that time and engaged a driver for the afternoon.  

I was escorted to Dixon‟s house under a gray sky that folded in and congealed over the 

lip of the horizon. I knocked on the door. This was the address in my father‟s file, the repository 

for so many Stratemeyer royalties. No one was at home, though, or so it appeared; at any rate, no 

one answered the call of the bell, as no one had answered the telephone‟s for so many days 

previous. The bare windows showed a home singularly unfurnished and apparently quite empty. I 

measured my courage, and stole around to the back of the property where stood a barn connected 

to the house by a metal awning that had, at one time, been covered in canvas. The stretch 

immediately in front was blackened, and the metal frame twisted and torn, as though an 

explosion had birthed the barn and severed its funiculus. A fork of lightning all at once rose from 

the barn‟s loft into the sky, briefly tearing the clouds asunder, but from below. The doors of the 

building flew open as in a gust, and a black fog was exhaled. As I moved closer, the fizzle of live 

wire alerted me that this was not some exhaust of explosion, but a cloud of flies so fantastic in 

number and density that I was inhaled before I could register their proximity. I covered my 

mouth and nose as best I could and entered, calling out to see if anyone had been hurt. Under a 

velvet hood stood a man whose face I still have never seen. He rushed toward me, sending me 

flying out of the barn, and clapped the doors shut behind me. I might have run if not for the 

typewritten message slipped under the door immediately thereafter. It asked me to be patient. 

There was the smell of a struck match, which deepened into that of newly-printed currency.I 

waited. 

The meaning of this bizarre apparition was soon made clear in a series of typed notes 

delivered in like manner to the first. The story they told seemed hokum—a set of phone booths 

repurposed as sealed chambers, each with a portal into the next, no matter where they stood. 

How could this be? And what did this have to do with the book, now that I was here to take it 

with me? If Dixon, this phantom, wished to disintegrate and reintegrate elsewhere, that was his 

business, but I had come about the question of the manuscript. He had none for me it seemed 

except for what trickled out under the barn‟s doors. I tried them once again but found them 

barred against intrusion, and the moment I shook their handles, a mad buzzing came from the 

other side.  

Still, I did not like the idea of standing too long outside this barn under such a sky; it was 

an invitation to pneumonia, I said through the wood. One last note told me to wait several 

moments and then I heard the bar removed from the other side. When I entered, I found Dixon 

under his hood at a desk in a darkened corner of the barn, in front of a typewriter. No inducement 

would make him turn to face me or remove the hood, and I soon gave up my ruses when an 

approach that came too close brought a renewal of that horrible buzzing. This terrifying chatter 

was somehow reminiscent of something very familiar. I stood my ground. I needed to know: 

where was the book? The printers were waiting. These inventions, these booths, could not be 

bound and sold, at least not by the Stratemeyer Syndicate, and so they were worthless to me. 

This brought the most violent attack of buzzing, but still Dixon did not rise. When he had calmed 
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himself, he began to type once more. The note read, in part, “The Mystery of the Flesh,” and 

seemed to be the title of a new manuscript, though not the one we had agreed upon. He pointed 

at one of the phone booths, insisting by the fervor of his gestures that I inspect its contents.  

There lay a stack of papers arranged in the bottom of the booth, perfectly aligned and yet 

still somehow messy. This impression was undoubtedly the result of the white or cream 

discharge running off them. I hesitated long before tearing a strip of velvet from the same bolt 

that Dixon had used to bind his head, wrapping the papers in that. Tying it off at the top and 

hefting it, I found the satchel was curiously heavy. I thanked Dixon—what else could I do?—and 

made my exit when I had waited long enough to be sure that no further notes were forthcoming.  

I was a bit in awe of this thing I had brought with me, made squeamish, but also 

impressed by the weight and gravity of it. Dixon‟s deliveries were rarely so solid, nor were the 

books the printers made out of them; if anything, they seemed to lose weight in the process, to 

lift off into the ephemeral. If this one followed suit, it would still be massive, Dixon‟s magnum 

opus.  

I had not had leisure to inspect the manuscript fully on my way back to the office, but 

what I had seen of it—the first page—seemed to have the Dixon stamp. An awkward moment 

aboard the S. S. Delambre led to Nancy kissing Frank, the intimacy in turn interrupted by the 

balloon‟s sudden deflation and calamitous descent. The pages were nearly tanned, gave off a 

feeling of wax rather than wood, not like the sheepskin of bygone legal documents nor the flake 

of papyrus, but the tenderness of skin, albeit without the warmth. As impressed as I was with 

those words I could bear to read, the physical manuscript was repulsive to me, and I sent it to a 

copyist to make a clean transcription of it for the printers. The girl assigned quit within an hour, 

leaving the manuscript in the velvet wrapping, telling her superior that the thing was loathsome; 

she could not bear to be in the same room with it. When pressed, she said that it sighed, inflated a 

little and seemed to crave her touch, but shrank when placed on her desk beside her typewriter. 

She would have nothing to do with it or the Stratemeyer Syndicate forevermore.  

Having been informed of this sudden departure, I was dictating a memo to the head of the 

department when the evening courier delivered a note from Dixon, asking me to meet him at the 

printing plant that evening and to bring with me the manuscript I had taken away. The plant was 

an hour‟s drive west, rather near Dixon‟s house, and here it was after office hours. I of course 

called Russell to tell him I had business that evening and not to expect me, and he of course 

complained that I always had business and that I was hardly a wife to him. Neither he nor I said 

anything about the planned celebration that would once again have to be postponed.    

I then had to retrieve the bundle from the copyist‟s office before meeting the driver, and 

the delay must have been of sufficient time for Dixon, awaiting me at the plant, to prepare the 

presses. The roar of steam-powered machinery filled the factory. When I called out to him in the 

darkness, I could hardly hear myself and I certainly did not hear his response, if there was one. 

Instead, I came upon him completely unawares, lying on his back in the press bed, still covered 

in the velvet hood carefully arranged around his head and left arm. On the readyman‟s worktable 

were several pages addressed to me, explaining that Dixon wished me to thread the manuscript 

onto the drum and start the press. I recoiled at the suggestion, naturally. Doing so would render 

the man in an unimaginable state. I wanted no part of it, but still I read on, curious. What would 

bring a man to this?  

The first trials of his transmitter had gone smoothly, passing all manner of material—

animal, vegetable, and mineral—back and forth across the barn. And when he had tried it on his 

own, he had come out the other side feeling as well as he felt going in. With such a system in 
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place across the country, sister booths married to carefully chosen positions, he might easily 

overcome his shyness and once again move about in the world. He had once, he explained, been 

quite a gadfly, accustomed to dropping in on all manner of acquaintances, including my father, 

which explained his employment by the Syndicate. Oddly, it had been the enforced solitude of 

his work for us that cured him of his health.  

He wrote that he had seen through Frank and Joe, Chet and Aunt Gertrude, that every 

encounter must have a purpose, a larger significance to the design in which all were merely 

repeating figures, and he felt at a disadvantage when he could not fathom the mechanics of his 

own existence in the same, simple way. He felt certain his account was being written, and while 

he did not need to feel he held the pen, he wished at the very least that he could read over his 

scribe‟s shoulder.  

And so he had set the booth in the blank page, below a title he had lately been 

considering: “The Mystery of the Flesh,” a tale about a heist hidden in rotting carcasses in the 

old Adams meatpacking plant in Bayport. Though he had not yet found his way through the 

narrative, he knew that there was to be a hot-air balloon chase and a booth similar to his, 

connected by a secret tunnel to the hoard. He added himself, a thief, and then, after a great deal 

of hesitation, me, an heiress. They would fall in love, he wrote, but he could not seem to bring 

them together on the page. He attempted to find their places by writing only the passages that 

involved their rendezvous but was unhappy with the results. Finally, he hit upon a strategy that 

seemed to promise some sort of success: he wrote the book with that element missing, and its 

breach altogether obvious. Though there were now holes in the book, those seemed more 

significant and true than had the imagined affair. As he still had not tested a heterogeneous 

transmission, he gathered up the pages of the manuscript and, hugging them to his chest, stepped 

into the booth and threw the lever. 

He reintegrated in the second booth, confused at the displacement, and with a curious 

lightheadedness he could not seem to recover from that was the result, he explained, of having 

somehow merged with the manuscript itself. The matter that he was had reintegrated with the 

contents of the incomplete manuscript, and so part of his being had taken the place of the affair 

in the story, and likewise, those holes in the narrative had filled in the empty spaces in his body. 

He was half-fiction now, he wrote, and that half blank. He would not live long in such a state and 

so he tried and tried again—he had been attempting to repair himself when I visited him the day 

before—but had only succeeded in further confusing the arrangement of his material and that of 

the manuscript. He was as a result possessed of an insatiable longing, latent for too long, the 

emptiness in his heart filled with designs and schemes that could only be resolved through my 

sweet ministrations. 

Though somehow alive, his heart was cut off from so many vital organs that it began to 

rot in his chest. Flies began to swarm. Some part of him was dying—dead already. That which 

made him a man had been merged with the manuscript. Even if I would have him, he wrote, he 

could no longer fulfill me. It was too late for anything else but the press. 

 

* 

 

What more can I say? I bent to remove the veil he had pulled tight around him, to make sure that 

what he wrote was not madness. His chest rose and fell more quickly, but he did not resist. The 

face underneath had no expression, had no features at all, was or could have been anyone, 

anything. Though my head hung just inches from his for several moments, no exhalation stirred 
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the hairs that slipped out from behind my ears. What I looked into had texture but no relief. In 

the right light, I might have seen a shadow of my own features bent across this plane; indeed, I 

thought I saw the faintest trace of my initials where the mouth should have been.  

The manuscript, I noticed as I threaded it onto the drum, had veins running through it like 

rag through paper money. It might even have had a pulse at one time, though now, as he had 

indicated in his note, there was no systole. There were sections, otherwise blank or mostly so, 

that almost seemed to stare at me, and I threaded these quickest of all.  

When I was done papering the drum, I placed my lips against this appalling whiteness, 

just above where my initials might have been. He lay still, but I thought I heard a faint buzzing 

over the rhythmic pounding of the machines as I moved away from the press bed. I pressed the 

button, a second reintegration, this one more permanent than the last, the last, and said goodbye 

to Franklin Dixon, my one true love. 
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The Hardy Boys, or One of Them, Confronts Some Unpleasant Truths, or Tries To, Which 

Is Basically All Any of Us Can Say about Ourselves, in the Confronting-Unpleasant-Truths 

Department, When You Think about It 

James Tadd Adcox
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“So what‟s the assignment, Dad?” 

 Joe and Frank Hardy sat in the TV and Entertainment-Media Room of the Hardy 

Compound, the nightly Jimmy Gimais Show filling four-fifths of the wall-mounted plasma 

screen television—the other fifth, tonight, comprised of a row of inset squares showing muted 

documentaries on serial killers, world finance, and Third-World terrorist cells, programs the boys 

have seen often enough, as part of their World-Famous Detective training, to be able to supply 

the muted narration, if they had a mind to. Jimmy‟s guest tonight was the President of the United 

States himself, who‟d just come out with a new memoir (his tenth so far, counting updated 

editions, etc.), and Joe—the younger, blonder Hardy brother—and Frank—older by a year, 

brunet—suspected that their father had a good reason to ask them to watch the J.G. Show tonight 

as they spoke with him via speakerphone. 

 “Well, boys,” came their father‟s voice, “for the moment it‟s pretty hush-hush, but you‟ll 

be real excited to know that, as part of his PR tour, the president plans to speak at Bayport High 

later this week. It‟s a real honor for your school of course, but also for the two of you, as up-and-

coming World-Famous Detectives—considering that a big part of the president‟s thinking on this 

one was that, in addition to his normal security detail, he‟d have the two of you there keeping an 

eye out for Suspicious Behavior. I hear he‟s thinking about foregoing Plexiglas shielding during 

his talk, even.” 

Fenton Hardy‟s voice, or what the boys hear of it, has changed over the years from the 

tinny, hollow quality that even the best audio-transmission equipment seemed to suffer from in 

the boys‟ childhood, to a crystal-clear, digital-quality booming. A friendlier voice, Joe thought, 

though Frank would admit a certain nostalgia for the analogue voice transmissions, which had 

(though Frank wouldn‟t think to put it like this) an appealingly human sense of weakness to 

them, perhaps. 

 “This isn‟t taped live, is it?” Joe wanted to know. “I‟d think it would be a security threat.” 

 “Don‟t you boys worry about that. The president‟s men have him wellcaredfor at these 

televised appearances, which, yes Joe, are taped anywhere from 12 to 48 hours in advance, with 

not even the live studio audience knowing the precise taping at which the president will appear.” 

 The president was on the Jimmy Gimais Show tonight as part of the PR lead-up to My 

Life in Politics and the Paranormal, the paranormalangle being the new twist to this volume: 

“Well, Jimmy, I suppose the „politics‟ part of the title is self-explanatory—” (both of them have a 

chuckle at this) “—but what I guess most people don‟t know is how important the supernatural 

world has been in my life as well. I‟m not talking about the spiritual, by now voters know that 

I‟m a very spiritual man, as—maybe inspiteof?—being a lifelong Presbyterian.” (Another 

chuckle.) The president leans his great presidential block of a head forward tête-a-tête style, and 

camera no. three comes in over Jimmy‟s shoulder so that we, the viewing audience, understand 

it‟s us, and not just Jimmy, that the president is taking into his personal confidence. “When I was 

a young boy, I experienced what I can only describe as evil, in the form of a being who looked 

human, every bit as much as you or me, except for his eyes, which were pure black, not a spot of 

white in them. I had been raised to believe that no one was truly evil, and I might have grown up 

believing it, if it weren‟t for this being, let‟s call him, who I would encounter in various forms 

throughout my childhood, sometimes he was the man in front of us in line at the grocery store, 

sometimes he took the form of my dentist or pediatrician, sometimes, dear God, he took the form 
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of other children. But every time I could sense, like, emanating from him, this feeling of great 

and all-consuming evil. I knew that he wished me harm, and not for any good that it would do 

him, but rather for its own sake…” 

 

 “Say, Frank,” Joe started. “Did you notice anything, well, a little queer about the 

president? Anything like, seem a little off?” The boys were in their room, each lying on his back 

on the twin bed on his side of the room, each staring up at his own ceiling fan (the room had two, 

one for Joe‟s side—which tended to stay on, at least at low speeds, even through the worst of 

winter—and one for Frank‟s). 

 “Can‟t say that I did, Joe. I‟ve never been a fan of the man‟s fiscal policy, but there‟s 

nothing new there…” 

 “Anything… out of place?” 

 “Don‟t get what you‟re after here, Joe.” 

 “Remember when Dad was on the J.G. Show a couple months back, playing that Oriental 

Mystic? Remember how, after a quarter-hour or so, one of Dad‟s epicanthic folds started coming 

a little loose?” Jimmy Gimais, notoriously cold-blooded, insists on keeping the heat on his studio 

set in the low-to-mid-nineties, which, when you add in the lighting, requires the show‟s makeup 

staff to expend most of their effort and budget on finding ingenious ways to prevent guests from 

looking like they‟d been soaked with a hose a minute before coming on-set. Hot enough, e.g., to 

cause even the highest-quality professional grade spirit gum to go gooey; and though a master of 

disguise like Fenton Hardy had ways of covering for facial-prosthetic technical issues, there was 

no fooling the trained eyes of Joe and Frank. 

 Frank frowned, sensing, perhaps, where his brother was going with all this, but not quite 

ready to believe it. 

 “Frank? You know how I asked Dad whether J.G. was broadcast live?” 

 “Sure, Joe.” 

 “Well, Frank, that question had ulterior motives.” 

 “What are you saying, Joe?” 

 Joe rewound the Jimmy Gimais Show‟s digital feed, pausing on a close-up. “See where 

the chin‟s drooping a bit, right here? See how that throat-wattle is hanging a little lower than 

you‟d expect?” 

 “Nobody said the president was in the best of shape.” 

 “Frank, don‟t you get it? If the show was broadcast live, there‟d be no way for Dad to be 

talking to us on the phone at the same time he was being taped on the Jimmy Gimais Show.” 

 “But since the show isn‟t broadcast live…” 

 “Exactly!” Joe digitally zoomed closer. “There‟s Dad, starin‟ us right in the face!” 

 Fenton Hardy, the boys‟ father
1
, was onassignment. Generally after his calls Joe or Frank, 

                                                 
1
&, naturally, a world-famous detective in his own right, with many years of famous detecting under his belt before 

the boys even came along, several invitations to the White House & meetings w/heads of state, not to mention 

interviewed more than once on the Jimmy Gimais Show, though always in disguise, joking with the host about the 

difficulties of being a World-Famous Undercover Detective, switching up the disguise every appearance, and, 

eventually, even between commercialbreaks for comic effect, stereotypical NativeAmerican Chief, Eskimo Hunter, 

Square-Headed Russian Mafioso, & of course the aforementioned “Oriental Mystic” w/rolling eyes & a deck of 
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one, take a segment surreptitiously recorded from the conversation down to the lab for analysis. 

“Papua New Guinea, I think,” Joe‟d reported, for example, the last time Mr. Hardy had called. At 

any rate, there was some barely-discernable background conversation that, when isolated and 

magnified, appeared to be made up of phonemes mostly belonging to Tok Pisin, one of the three 

official languages of PNG and not too common elsewhere. 

 “My guess, this time around?” Joe said. “Bayport. Or, or at least somewhere in the good 

old U.S.” 

 Of course the boys had discussed, often and at length, why Fenton Hardy had never 

appeared, physically, in their lives. Each time the topic resurfaced, the best they could come up 

with was that the senior Hardy‟s position as a World-Famous Detective made it dangerous for his 

face to be known, even to his own family. In fact, if you thought about it, really he might have 

been doing it for their sakes—if the boys didn‟t know what Fenton Hardy looked like or where 

he was at any given moment, they didn‟t have much value for kidnappers, interrogators, and so 

forth. Neither brother, to be honest, found this answer totally convincing, but each, through the 

years, pretended to be convinced for the sake of the other. 

 

 It‟s not that Fenton Hardy meant to never show himself to his sons.  This wasn‟t part of 

any larger plan on his part; it just kind of worked out that way. 

 First his wife, until she‟d gone to shack up
2
 with a reformed drug-addict

3
, and later a 

succession of nurses, nannies, governesses, senseis, Tibetan monks, retired black-ops men, and 

assorted tutors, sent Fenton every couple of months or so pictures and sometimes video of his 

sons, often enough that, e.g., he saw their first steps (VHS tape overnighted to Istanbul), and, 

generally, would argue that he knew them about as well as your typical working father, maybe 

better, when you considered his in-depth training in Empathic Understanding, and perhaps made 

some slight-to-miniscule allowances for “World-Famous” (he‟d like to see how Steven Tyler 

stacked up, for example). 

                                                                                                                                                             
flash cards containing “ancient wisdom” that he would basically just pick a card from at random and read off each 

time Jimmy asked him a question, the audience at first amused and then, as the segment went on, more and more 

unnerved at how the randomized answers seemed to prefigure the questions, until by the segment‟s end Jimmy was 

requiring Famous Undercover Detective Hardy/the Oriental Mystic to show him each card for verification, 

encouraging audience members to ask their own questions, “Just want to make it absolutely clear to you-all 

watching at home how n-, none of this was scripted,” Jimmy by this point sufficiently freaked out that his boyhood 

stutter‟d reappeared, though figuring at the same time that World-Famous Fenton H. was pulling some World-

Famous Detective trick or another. Which of course did nothing to calm Fenton Hardy‟s own concerns, given that he 

in fact had no World-Famous Detective trick in play here, and was, more than Jimmy, more than the live studio 

audience or the viewers at home, coming face-to-face with the terror of probability, with might tend towards what 

we think of as a “randomized”—i.e., comfortingly,meaninglessly-even distribution of heads-to-tails, or in this case 

of answers to questions, but is under no requirement to do so. 
2
 Though the divorce was finalized by then, shack up was the term that always came to mind when Fenton thought 

about it, and it took a certain amount of mental effort to censor himself on those rare occasions it came up when 

talking via wireless with the boys. 
3
 A minor-league criminal Fenton had, at one point, interrogated regarding the location of certain legal papers 

hidden by his, the minor-league criminal‟s, bosses. He and the ex-wife discovered, in the group counseling session 

where they met, that their relationship with Fenton H. had certain disturbing similarities, both of them, turns out, 

suffering from a kind of PTSD and attachment issues that they blamed—unfairly, to Fenton‟s mind—on F.H. 
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 The odd thing about the boys, even though they were born a year apart, they seemed to be 

on the same developmental timeline, Frank, the older, doing everything just a bit slower than the 

norm, Joe, the younger, proceeding through developmental checkpoints just a bit faster, so that, 

as it happened, they both started crawling at pretty much the same time, give or take a week, they 

pulled themselves to a standing position within a few days of each other, took first steps on 

exactly the same day, possibly the same moment, etc. It was almost as though Frank had been 

waiting for Joe to catch up. Fenton sent the governess who was then in charge of them literature 

about twin language, expecting that the two of them might be so close, developmentally, as to 

start speaking in code the way actual twins do, but as far as anyone can tell, that never happened. 

Unless, as one of their future tutors, a linguist, hypothesized, they in fact had been speaking a 

twin language all this time, a language made up of exact homophones of English, occurring in an 

order which, at the surface, appeared to match English syntax exactly; but each of whose words 

meant something subtly, or perhaps in some cases radically, different, a twin-speak that the boys 

themselves might not even be aware of speaking, which language had, without their knowledge, 

effectively sealed them off from the world for the past thirteen years. “Nothing to be done about 

it, in that case,” Fenton Hardy‟d wired back, in response to the theory. Still, the linguist spent the 

next several months trying to find some means of making the non-twins‟ twin-language reveal 

itself to scientific scrutiny, quizzing Joe and Frank at random points throughout the day on the 

nouns corresponding to objects both common and unusual, believing that if he could find just 

one discrepancy between English and the Hardy-language, it might serve as a lever for opening 

up a whole new field of study. His replacement, the black-ops man, smuggled him, gagged and 

hooded, out of the building one night soon after the linguist had smothered the boys‟ pet guinea 

pig as a first step in his plan to move on to abstractions. 

 The boys‟ current stay-at-home is a thermo-nuclear physicist named Norma whom Joe 

and Frank jokingly refer to as “Mom,” a practice Norma tries her best to discourage, not least 

because she‟s significantly closer in age to J & F than she is to their father, which nonetheless 

hasn‟t prevented Fenton Hardy from making the occasional off-color remark to her over the 

speakerphone (oddly enough, though, only when the boys are present; in one-on-one 

conversations he‟s always only briskly, coolly professional), nor has it prevented what Norma 

can‟t help but read as only half-joking speculation on the boys‟ part regarding the nature and 

depth of her true feelings toward their father. Her true feelings toward their father, nota bene, are 

that their father is funding her post-graduate study, and while she‟s more than happy to give 

lessons on the Black Hole Information Paradox or Elementary Catastrophes or whatever to his 

kids, and she‟ll even keep an eye on them if it means access to the equipment in the Hardy 

Family Underground Lab
4
; nonetheless, she didn‟t sign on, at the age of twenty-six and with a 

still-fresh PhD from MIT, to be anybody‟s mom. 

 There‟s something achingly sad about it, too, not that it‟s any of her business—but it 

seems, from her POV anyhow, that the boys might have transferred the sense of abandonment 

and maybe even rage that should rightly be directed towards their father to their actual mother, 

who has called once or twice—Norma gets the impression that maybe in the past the calls came 

more frequently—and to whom the boys have refused to talk, each time, sneaking off 

                                                 
4
 Though she can‟t help but wonder, what the hell does Fenton Hardy—like, a detective, right? even if a “World 

Famous” one—do with all this? 
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roomwards, whispering between themselves, the word “traitor” being the only one prominent 

enough for Norma to make out. She‟s not totally insensitive, Norma, nor is she the stereotypical 

so-focused-on-her-work-as-to-be-incapable-of-human-emotion thermo-nuclear physicist, though 

she‟ll admit to being perhaps a bit scatterbrained and, she worries, totally clueless when it comes 

to her own personal relationships. 

 During the lead-up to the president‟s appearance at Bayport (which Frank and Joe had 

taken to calling “The Case of the Prosthetic-Chinned President,” though God knows where they 

ever came up with such things), the boys started asking Norma more and more questions about 

their father. Had she ever, you know, hung out with him, maybe? Well, no, not like, in person, 

though like the boys she‟d spent time conversing by speakerphone or intercom. And she‟d found 

herself, every once in a while—God, it sounds so stupid—just going on and on, talking into the 

speakerphone, usually this was during one of those strange, apocalyptic mornings when you 

wake up at, say, five a.m., unable to breathe, thinking that maybe you just that moment 

developed some superfast metastasizing lung cancer even though you stopped smoking three 

years back, and worried too, but in kind of a deeper way, about what‟s going to happen when 

your few remaining relatives—Norma has a small family, none of whom are in that great shape 

frankly—start kicking it. Which Norma would imagine, in such moments, happening in rapid 

procession, leaving her, Norma
5
, totally alone in the world. The problem with this particular fear 

was that, while she realized that focusing on it was kind of nuts, the fear itself seemed totally 

unanswerable. It‟s a fact that she has a small family, it‟s a fact that they‟re most of them in pretty 

bad shape, health-wise, and it‟s a fact that, barring her own unforeseen early death (lung 

cancer?), there‟s a pretty high probability of Norma ending up familyless at some point. 

 And so on such mornings, with the transience of everything she depended on emotionally 

staring at her zombie-style, she found that there was something about talking to it (the 

speakerphone), him (the Invisible Man)—something about it that was comforting. Particularly 

since Fenton Hardy, skilled Invisible Man that he was, never said much back during these 

conversations. Whether this was because he was taking it all in, or just uncomfortable with other 

people‟s emotions, or even that he‟d simply muted her on his side of the connection & was busy 

with other matters, it was hard to say. Not that the latter possibilities stopped her talking, as it 

turned out. His possible/likely indifferent might have even encouraged her, perverse as she was. 

 

“The real mystery,” Joe said, “is whether Dad‟s impersonating the president like just for right 

now, or whether Dad‟s been the president all this time.” The boys were downstairs in the lab, 

running the audioanalysis of their father‟s most recent call. 

 “The real mystery,” Frank said, “is why Dad would choose to reveal himself to us in 

person, right now.” 

 “It‟s possible it‟s some kind of test,” Joe speculated. “Like, whether we‟re advanced 

enough in our World-FamousDetective Training to recognize him and like, know what to do once 

we have. Which is the other question,” he continued, adjusting the audio analysis to isolate a 

certain repetitive background noise in the recording. 

 “What is?” 

                                                 
5
 Who has in the past stayed too long in the occasional sorta-kinda abusive relationship thanks precisely to this fear. 
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 “What do we do once we see him, Frank? Like, what‟s the correct response? If this is a 

test, like we were thinking.” 

 Then, while they‟re waiting for the algorithm to wrap up: “It‟s possible that he‟s been 

doing this all along. Like, appearing in our lives from time to time, between assignments. 

Probably he‟d want to know how we‟re coming along, right? And there‟s only so much you can 

get from reports from like tutors. Probably he‟s just been waiting for the day when we see 

through the disguise, and say, and say—well heck, Frank, what do we say?” 

 “Bad news,” Frank says. “Dad wasn‟t calling us from inside the U.S. He‟s definitely on 

assignment.” 

 “What?” 

 “That repetitive sound we isolated? Not a sound per se, but a disturbance in the 

transmission, caused—I‟ve run it twice now—by the sonar of the dog-faced fruit bat. With 

habitats in Burma, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, China—but definitely not the States. I‟d guess Burma, 

what with the recent protests, but definitely not here.” 

 “Well, that, that doesn‟t necessarily mean anything, right? I mean, just because he was on 

assignment when he called, doesn‟t mean he wasn‟t, like, wrapping it up? With plans to head 

back Stateside?” 

 “And the J.G. Show appearance? What, he taped the show then hopped a plane over to 

Burma? With meanwhile presidential-memoir engagements in the U.S. all week?” 

 “Well sure,” Joe insists. “Why not? What do you think the international in World-

Famous Detective means, Frank? You think, you think he‟s going to be a little squeamish about 

an extra planeflight here or there? A World-Famous Detective isn‟t limited to like, one continent 

per weekend.” 

 Which was true—sure, there was a possibility that their father could be making multiple 

intercontinental plane flights in as many days, certainly wouldn‟t be the first time—but somehow 

Frank just knew that Joe‟s theory was bunk. It‟d be easier if the theory were completely crazy, if, 

for example, it were plain nuts to think that their father might impersonate the president on a 

major network TV show. That was not the hard part to swallow. The part that Frank knew—

knew—wasn‟t possible was that their father might go to all this trouble just to see them. 

 It was the first time Frank had felt so separate. He wanted to keep talking to Joe about it, 

to share with his brother this capital-T Truth Frank somehow felt he‟d just come to—that though 

their father might fly halfway across the world three times in three days, he wouldn‟t do it just to 

see his boys—but he couldn‟t. Not because there‟d be no convincing Joe, though Frank 

suspected that there might not be, but because if he did manage to convince his brother of this 

Truth, the consequences for his brother would be devastating. He knew, ‟cause he was feeling 

them some himself. But what was worse was, he was feeling for the first time that he and his 

brother were, how to put this, separate beings, with like whole separate perspectives on life and 

ways of dealing with things, etc., and now that Frank knew the Truth and Joe didn‟t, there was 

this, like, unbridgeable gap between them. 

 

 “Hey Em, you have a second to talk?” 

 Norma looked over the top of her laptop, pushed her glasses down to the bridge of her 

nose. Frank stood in the doorway to her office (the room she used as an office, in a far-off corner 
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in the basement of the Hardy Compound that might have once housed cooling units for one of 

those gigantic, room-filling supercomputers, back when they still had such things). One of 

Frank‟s hands was rubbing the upper part of the opposite arm as it dangled at his side, the boy 

looking, for once, every bit like a sixteen-year-old kid. Em, short for Mom; Norma chooses to 

view the shortened form as progress. 

 “Depends. Is it antimatter related?” 

 “Well like, I know you have this unrequited-type thing for Dad—” 

 “Uh-huh,” Norma deadpans, not 100% sure that Frank catches her tone. 

 “But like I wasn‟t sure who else to talk to.” 

 Norma clears a space for him on one of the folding chairs that normally serve to catch the 

run-off from the stacks of notebooks that crowd her desk, and fills the hotpot she keeps for tea 

with water from a spigot that it only recently occurred to her to hope was potable. Probably a 

leftover hook-up from whatever cooling systems they used to store in here. But she only ever 

uses it for tea or coffee, and boiling should kill off whatever nasties might be lurking in it, right? 

She asks what kind of tea Frank would like, and he insists on a blend that she warns him tastes 

kinda like bubblegum. “Suit yourself, kid,” Norma says, choosing lemongrass for hers. 

 “Hey Em,” Frank says after a solid ten minutes or so of letting his tea cool. “What do you 

do when you realize you‟re like, alone in the world? I mean, like, really and completely alone?” 

 Norma felt her neck-hairs start to stand up in that unheimlich, are-we-really-having-this-

conversation sort of way, but she tried to be game nonetheless. “Aw, that‟s sweet, Frank. You had 

a question about loneliness, so naturally you thought of me.” 

 “No, not just about loneliness.” Frank‟s brow furrowed in concentration. “About, about 

what it is to be a being separate from all other beings. About not really knowing anyone else, 

even when you think you know them, even when you grew up with them and think you know 

them so well that it‟s like you think you share each other‟s thoughts. About how even then, 

you‟re really like, totally alone.” 

 Norma cast her thoughts back, or tried to, to the Intro Philosophy classes she took as an 

undergrad, felt as though she were tactating her way in the dark for some half-forgotten German 

names, something about Being-towards-Death or Death-towards-Being, noumena, phenomena, 

plus maybe a series of nominalized verbs that didn‟t seem particularly helpful even in the 

abstract. She said, “Well, like, we have to assume that there‟s some underlying reality even if we 

can only trust our fallible senses,” and Frank said no, no, that‟s not it, that‟s not what he was 

talking about, and Norma got quiet because she‟d already known that wasn‟t what he was talking 

about before she‟d started. 

 Norma said, “There‟s this theory in physics, that since, um, since an electron of 

antimatter running backwards in time is the exact same, like physically, as an electron of matter 

going forwards in time, and since we can‟t see more than, like, one electron at a time, or we can‟t 

really see them at all but like detect them, it‟s possible that our whole universe is made up of a 

single electron, moving like, really blindingly fast, whoosh whoosh whoosh, which would 

explain for example how something can seem to pass through a solid in quantum theory.” Both 

of them stared for a while at their tea, by now basically room temperature. “That doesn‟t really 

get at it either, does it?” 

 “You‟re trying,” Frank says. 
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 “I am,” Norma says. 

 “You‟re trying really hard.” 

 “It‟s um, it‟s a tough one, Frank.” Norma sets down her teacup, picks it up, sets it down 

again. “I mean, I‟m not going to be able to give you any answers on this one, I guess. Except that 

basically at some point you realize what you were saying, that you‟re pretty much totally on your 

own, and you either try to find ways to not think about it or ways to convince yourself otherwise. 

Mostly I guess I try to not think about it.” 

 “So like, at some point this is going to occur to Joe as well.” Frank was unsure whether 

this represented a kind of hope, that maybe if they both had this realization they could have it 

together, and thereby annul it. 

“Maybe already has,” Norma says. “Maybe he‟s worried about talking with you about it 

for the same reasons you‟re worried about talking with him.” Which Frank guesses he already 

knew, sort of. For a moment Frank‟s worried that she‟s going to pat him on the arm and give him 

one of those, “Look, Frank, you‟re a good kid, but you need to stop worrying so much” speeches, 

not that Norma‟d been prone to such things in the past, but it just seems like one of those 

moments when adults run out of things to say and fall back on something they maybe saw on TV, 

something that‟s supposed to shut the conversation down and, simultaneously, make everybody 

feel more-or-less okay about the big unblinking thing that none of them, adults included, have 

any answers for. But she doesn‟t, she just keeps staring at her tea. Frank starts wondering how 

long they can sit like this, quiet, without one of them getting uncomfortable. Who knows what it 

says about them, either one of them, but it turns out it‟s a really long time. 
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arms quickly stripping spotted carpet corners apart, she says she is misunderstood. A pair 

of hands, she says: You use me. Muscles swatting scattered plastic pieces, cardboard puzzle 

pieces, she is dimpled as boxed balls. Her X-acto, those calling cages rather, tear into the fifty or 

a thousand fragments of her inside-the-puzzle assembly. He has nails, his bunching belly already 

closing with a wrap. He thinks, by batting. He sees, for button eyes. To not be here! Into the 

home then, in the it, the he, the him, by all of her her, on to the there. For one of a few of them 

she jigs and jags, says I'll look itty-bitty and impossible glossy, that at night I'm a someone 

warmer and no one watching under all the knife lights wants sweating to be a mindly matter. So 

dive first and free them, form them, feel them, their unwhole pretzel shadow a rolling. A locking 

required. She thinks her riddle understood, under and up. If not, she'll leave. 
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The woman said we had to fill out a survey that would tell her what kind of life we were 

suited for. A survey called a personality survey, she said. Sounds personnel, we said. You mean 

personal, she said. No you, we said. She surveyed us with each we said, she did. We worried 

what the survey would say would be the opposite of the life we wanted but didn‟t worry over 

wanting the opposite of ourselves.  

1. Circle the best choice:  

A. I like binoculars  

B. I like question number 1 

C. I like pressure  

If you circled A, continue to question 2. If you circled B, remain on question 1. If you circled C, 

your pencil broke. 

2. Circle the best choice:  

A. I like repetition 

B. I own a flashlight   

C. I hate surveys 

If you circled A, return to question 1 and circle B. If you circled B, continue to question 3. If you 

circled C, break your pencil. 

3. Circle the best choice: 

A. I‟m stuck on question 1 

B. I‟m a pencil 

C. I like clues 

If you circled A, you’re cheating. If you circled B, you’re lying. If you circled C, you’re amazing.  

4. Circle the clues: 

But the house was silent, so Nancy reopened the front door and slammed it again, which 

brought a “back here” from the backyard. She walked towards the backdoor with breasts she 

wanted to tear off like shoes that were a little brother who repeated everything she said. When 

she passed through the backdoor which was missing, her little brother said, “Look!” and since 

she didn‟t say it first, she looked.  
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But first she looked at him and his shovel. “Look at the yard!” he said as she looked at 

him and his shovel. Nancy looked at the yard after her brother said it, and the yard he said to 

look at was gone. Her insides and a missing yard. Her other brother held a shovel too. Her two 

other brothers held two other shovels, so did their two brothers and their two and two brothers.  

Nancy looked at her brothers and their shovels and their who cares. “Look at these!” she 

said to her brothers raised to look at these. She took each of their shovels and dug at the earth 

with their shovels and at her shirt with her breasts. She only made holes in her shirt as the boys 

had already dug to rock.  

Nancy‟s little brother stood where he stood. Her other brother stood where he stood and 

her two other brothers stood where they stood and so did their two brothers and their two and 

two brothers. Their feet bare over the rock they reached and the backdoor missing.  
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0.  

 

We took a wrong turn after Hardy dinged that kid on his bike. I was screaming and Hardy 

was probably working out in his head why he didn‟t stop and get that kid up off the ground, 

maybe cause the kid was all MY DAD‟S GONNA JOHN DEERE YOUR PRIVATES WHEN I 

TELL HIM WHAT YOU DONE, and what that meant I still don‟t know, there was blood on the 

kid‟s mouth that was fake-looking, like he‟d stopped for a Mountain Dew Code Red on his way 

to getting fucked up by our ‟96 Sentra, and Hardy twisting an eyebrow tween his thumb and 

forefinger like he do when he‟s stressed, and then Hardy put on the blinker, signaling to who I 

don‟t know, there was no one around, it was past 9:30 in the p.m. and dark as a denim quilt out, 

but it seemed to give Hardy purpose, that blinker, and we veered careful around the kid and made 

a right and Hardy kept to the speed limit and we drove calmly on like we was on our way to the 

market for apples and milk. The kid had pounded our car as we passed, and it made me feel 

better, I don‟t know about Hardy, but what kind of kid but a thug would pound on a car like that, 

no matter what the circumstances?  

 

But anyway, that right turn took us off course, is the point. That‟s how we come to find 

ourselves driving through Acres Landing.  

 

1.  

 

At the entrance to Acres Landing we saw a baby in a wagon next to a sign that said 

Wagon $2, Baby $5, or 2 for $6. We drove on past that. Sometimes in life you have to just tell 

yourself something is a prank being played on someone else, and you can‟t worry about every 

baby in a wagon, I‟m sure you get me.  

 

Then we came to a Gas ‟n Go that was the only source of light in a long while, and we 

stopped there so Hardy could fill „er up and I could squeegee the fingerprints and blood off the 

car from the thug kid, and then I went in to use the ladies‟ and stared at my face cause I didn‟t 

have to pee but I didn‟t want to come out just yet, then when I did come out there was Hardy 

grappling with a fat woman in a tank top, over what I couldn‟t tell, the fat woman had him with 

one arm and Hardy‟s face was like a blood-colored, disappointed pumpkin, and when I crept up 

close I could see the woman‟s eyebrows was glittering, pierced from end to end I guess, there 

was a diamondy crust lining her nostrils, her ears was all metal, she had a jeweled sunburst on 

each cheek, glinty rings hung from her lips and all in all she was jangling like a street whore‟s 

purse at sunup. Hardy was mouthing something at me, and finally I got it, and I reached into the 

glove compartment and come up with his blade and I jammed it in the woman‟s bready 

shuddering armfat, and Hardy broke free and kicked her in the bosom and she lost her purchase, 

that finally toppled her, and we broke out from that Gas ‟n Go like I don‟t know what.  

 

2.  

 

(Before the drive Hardy and I had mixed the last of his daddy‟s dried mushroom pellets 

into our bottle of Lipton iced tea that was more Aftershock than tea usually. I‟m just telling you 

not cause you need to know our business but cause I can tell you wondering why we didn‟t start 

freaking our shit. The thug and the baby and the fatty and all. When you on psychedelics and 
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liquor and no sleep you do your best not to freak your shit. Is what I‟m saying.) 

 

We drove for a while, Hardy got his breath and color back and the night hurtled by us like 

a train. Then the gravel started hitting the windshield and curving around in to the car and 

stinging our arms and we rolled up the windows. It got worse, it got to where Hardy made to turn 

on the wipers till he realized that was stupid. Then we seen this glinting in the distance, getting 

brighter, then brighter, then we was right upon it, a bonfire with a stretcher hoisted up above it, 

and something black and writhing on the stretcher, and a cur dog hunched next to it, shitting at 

the stretcher‟s base, watching our car pass by with the slow turn of its mangy head, and then I 

threw up into my purse, that‟ll happen with mushrooms, or maybe it was the smell, either way. 

 

3.  

 

Hardy told me the story about Santa Claus coming down the chimney, to make me feel 

better, he did the voice even, the Ho ho ho and all that mess, I actually don‟t care for that story 

cause I hate fat old men, all of them without question, but Hardy likes to tell it. Then we came to 

the dunes, the trees breaking off on both sides and the dunes revealed there in the night like 

monuments, like the fancy graves you sometimes see on TV, and I rolled down my window. 

Hardy got on me for not listening and we started in and he yanked my hair and I clawed his 

cheek, cause I ain‟t no delicate sunflower juddering in your grandma‟s vase, and I left jagged 

tracks dotted with blood, and he swerved trying to gouge my eye and then the sand came in 

through the window, gentle as silk, got all clumped in the scratches and Hardy screaming like a 

woman on a roller coaster so I rolled up my window so he‟d shut up and daubed at the sand and 

blood with my shirt hem.  

 

4. 

 

We had finally driven in to the habitable portion of Acres Landing, bunch of trailer homes 

and double wides at diagonals to the road, a trotting dog and the yellow glow of a cat‟s eyes, a 

boy with a pail out front his house doing nothing, just holding his pail, and I could relate to that, 

believe me. Doing nothing is the cross we have to bear. I waved to the boy and under the sickly 

yellow of his porch light I watched him mouth Stupid bitch at me, real slow, and then he reached 

into his pail and pulled out a fistful of something goopy and flung it at the car. I said Mud, 

Hardy, that shitty child just threw mud at us, and then they was everywhere, more shitty children, 

all with mud, all chanting Stupid Bitch. Stupid Bitch. I cracked the window and screamed The 

name‟s Nancy, you shithead children, and then I could smell it, it wasn‟t mud but the children‟s 

own soupy offal, some of it was green and nearly neon and I wondered was it Kool-aid that done 

it or some kind of illness, and was that a whole intact kidney bean sliding down the windshield, 

this is the way my mind works due to all the detectiving, I can‟t help it nor do I try to, and 

anyway Hardy pushed on the gas and we flew out of there. 

 

5.  

 

By now our high had leveled to the point where the world was a disappointment. Hardy 

lit a cigarette and another after that was done and then another and we passed them back and 

forth until the car was filled with smoke. We weren‟t taking no chances having the windows 
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down. Hardy said, If we ever make it there I don‟t want to hear it from you when I drop you off. 

I hate it when he tells me how to act and I was miserable enough to put the cigarette out in the 

tender flesh of my inner arm but instead I rolled down my window cause Fuck it, see? 

 

6. 

 

Hardy had wipered the shit off the windshield before it could dry and in its wake was a 

crescent moon of smeared clarity. Even so it was that time of night when you understand that the 

light of day is just a trick, an illusion, dumb as you are believing in it as you go about your 

grocery getting and your errands and your cheerful petting of a strange dog. I knew if I hadn‟t 

left that blade stuck in that lady‟s arm I‟d have held it to Hardy‟s throat right then, all my high 

gone and the Lipton bottle dry as a bone, but see after the part in my imagining when I held the 

knife to Hardy‟s throat I couldn‟t figure out what came next, it just seemed like it‟d be a lot of 

work, whatever it was.  

 

7.  

 

I had fallen asleep finally and when I awoke the sun was flashing like a coin in a white 

dish, so bright I had to close my eyes again, I watched the ghost of the coin dart around my 

eyelids for a while, it helped with the deciding and it stayed there when I yanked the wheel, even 

as we started going over there was the coin, the car turning in the air, my heart in my throat and 

then in my stomach, Hardy with that roller coaster bitch screaming again, and all the while I 

made sure to keep my eyes closed, cause I needed the dark, see, for the courage or whatever and 

then we had come to a stop and I opened my eyes and we was upside down and the blood oozing 

out of Hardy‟s ears like red candle wax, slow and thick, I thought he was a goner but then I saw 

him breathe so I pushed my way out the window and climbed back up to the road and flagged 

you down and let you drive me, and alright fine, to answer your question I left him there cause 

he wasn‟t finished being there yet, I don‟t know what else to tell you.  
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Encyclopedia Brown was lonely. 

 He had never been lonely as a boy.  But then, he had been THE boy, the most famous boy 

in all of Idaville: the son of the chief of police, renown for his ability to solve his father‟s 

toughest, most bizarre cases at the dinner table simply by hearing the details of the crime and 

noticing little inconsistencies, little things other people didn‟t.  He believed in the power of facts.  

He knew, for a fact, that there are no penguins at the North Pole.In a deck of playing cards, the 

only king shown in profile is the king of diamonds.  When you faint, you fall forward, not 

backward.  Encyclopedia used these facts—and all the other facts stored in his head—to prove 

cheats were cheats, thieves were thieves, and liars were liars 

He was a boy detective.  Sherlock Holmes in Sneakers.  Idaville was a small town and 

Encyclopedia was a big fish. 

 But this was different.  He wasn‟t a little boy anymore, and this wasn‟t Idaville.  

Encyclopedia was no one‟s son when he stepped off the bus.  He wasn‟t any kind of Sherlock 

when he almost missed his subway stop.  When he asked for room one-three-one at the seedy 

motel where Nancy told him to wait, he wasn‟t Encyclopedia.  He was just Leroy Brown. 

 It was the only thing he knew for a fact. 

 Leroy set the briefcase down on the bed and sat beside it.  The mattress squeaked like it 

had given up.  He nudged off his sneakers.  He thought of Nancy Drew. 

 

* 

 

Nancy came to Idaville with her father, the great lawyer Carson Drew, the summer Encyclopedia 

turned sixteen.  He‟d never had a girlfriend—well, his best friend was a girl; Sally Kimball was 

his partner, and the right hook that his arch nemesis Bugs Meany knew better than to cross—but 

he hadn‟t much wanted one until he met Nancy. 

 Nancy, with her Titian hair and her bright eyes, and that little blue roadster she was 

always speeding off in.  She pulled her roadster up to 13 Rover Avenue on a warm day in late 

June.  School was out.  Sally was practicing her slingshot aim on empty Coke bottles outside the 

Browns‟ garage and Encyclopedia was sitting inside, lettering a new sign for the detective 

agency.  The old sign was falling apart, and twenty-five cents a day plus expenses was a 

laughable rate, considering the quality services he knew they provided.  

 “Are you the Encyclopedia they all talk about?” were the first words Nancy Drew ever 

spoke to him. 

 She was standing outside the dark garage, bright sunlight gleaming off her hair. 

 He held up the sign.  It said: 

BROWN & KIMBALL DETECTIVE AGENCY 

13 Rover Avenue 

Leroy Brown, President 

Sally Kimball, Vice President 

No case too small 

$50 a day plus expenses 

 

  Sally didn‟t know yet that she was getting a promotion. 

 “Can I help you?” he asked. 

 “My name is Nancy Drew.  My father‟s the great lawyer Carson Drew, you might have 

heard of him?”  Her eyes glittered as she talked.  Encyclopedia sat forward on the edge of his 
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chair.  “We‟re in Idaville for the weekend visiting family, but you see—something strange has 

happened.  And I need a detective‟s services.” 

 Sally leaned against the doorframe of the garage.  She‟d destroyed all the bottles.  

Encyclopedia could see broken glass winking all over the driveway like diamonds.  It sparkled 

like Nancy. 

 “Could you go back to the beginning?  Tell me everything.  Even the things that don‟t 

seem important,” Encyclopedia said.  He took out a small pad of paper. 

 Sally pulled out an old lawn chair for Nancy to sit down on.  Nancy was wearing a plaid 

skirt and crossed her legs neatly.  

 “It‟s—it‟s so strange, Mr. Brown.” 

 “Encyclopedia, please.” 

 “Encyclopedia.”  Nancy smiled.  Her lips were bright red.  “Where to start.  Two days 

ago, before my father and I left for Idaville, I was supposed to have lunch with my two best 

friends, Bess and George.  But neither of them showed up, which was not like them at all.  I 

didn‟t think much of it, though, because we were getting ready to leave.  But then last night, 

around nine o‟clock, I received a phone call at my aunt‟s house from George.  She said she and 

Bess had been kidnapped by a fiend, and that the only way they‟d be released was if the great 

lawyer Carson Drew paid the kidnappers a large sum.” 

 Sally sat down beside Encyclopedia.  He could tell she was skeptical. 

 “George begged me not to tell the police—she sounded so terrified—and she knows I 

have the money in cash, because the reason my father and I came to Idaville was to help my aunt 

with some financial problems.  George had just enough time to tell me where, when and how to 

drop off the money—in an old briefcase, at a hotel in the city—and then she screamed and the 

line went dead!” 

 “George and Bess are screwing with you,” Sally said. 

 Nancy‟s face did a funny sort of flutter.   

Sally shrugged.  “They know you have the money.  They‟re giving you a hard time.  

Occam‟s razor.”        

“Sally, a word?” Encyclopedia said.  “Excuse us, Miss Drew.” 

The detectives stepped out the back door of the garage, beyond Nancy‟s hearing.  Sally 

shrugged again.  She was the prettiest girl and the best athlete in the whole high school—and the 

greatest sleuthing partner Encyclopedia could imagine—but she had an occasional attitude 

problem. 

“Leroy,” Sally said (Sally was the only person other than his parents who called him 

Leroy), “There are only two reasons you‟re even considering this case, and they‟re both hiding 

inside that fluffy twin set.  Think about it.  If Bugs Meany came in here with the same story 

about two of his Tigers, we‟d laugh his ass right out the door.” 

“You don‟t think it‟s worth looking into, at all?  She seems so scared, Sally.” 

“She‟s faking.  Trust me.” 

 “I‟m sure she can pay the new fee,” Encyclopedia said.  He showed Sally the freshly 

lettered sign, which he still held in one hand. 

 Sally‟s smile grew wider and wider as she read.  “A twenty-five cent to fifty dollar hike?  

That‟s bold, Leroy.”  She chewed her bottom lip.  Encyclopedia loved when she did that.  She 

was so tough and perfect most of the time, it was easy to forget she had ever been a little kid.  “I 

accept the position of vice presidency.  So long as you accept that we‟re taking this case purely 

for the money.” 
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 They walked back into the garage. 

 “How can we help you, Miss Drew?” Encyclopedia asked. 

 

* 

 

The motel room was hot and stuffy and smelled like other people‟s shoes.   

Leroy stretched out on the bed.  He drummed his fingers over his chest.  He knew he was 

early, but wasn‟t that why Nancy hired him—because he had a reputation for being professional?  

Clever?  If nothing else, punctual? 

 His palms were sweaty.  The kidnappers would knock three times (“on the ceiling if you 

wa-ant me,” Sally had interjected while Nancy told them George‟s instructions)—they would 

knock three times on the door of room 131 at two o‟clock.  Encyclopedia was then to count to 

thirty, open the door, deposit the case in the hallway, and return to the room.  The kidnappers 

would knock three times again to confirm receipt, and Encyclopedia was to wait thirty minutes 

before leaving.  He would find George and Bess unharmed, waiting for him in the lobby. 

 Simple enough.  But what did he know?  He‟d never paid a kidnapping ransom before, 

not once in his long and storied detecting career.  He‟d found lost goldfish, retrieved stolen rare 

coins, caught thieves in lies, proved ghosts didn‟t exist, and protected the innocent kids of 

Idaville from the bullying of Bugs Meany and his gang of Tigers, but he‟d never held two lives 

in his hands. 

 He wasn‟t sure he liked how it felt.  It was the kind of case facts wouldn‟t solve.   

 He wished he had told his father.  He had suggested to Nancy that they let Chief Brown 

in on the plan when she came back to 13 Rover Avenue to deliver the case of money, but she had 

flushed and shook her head violently.  There might have been tears in her eyes. 

 “I wish we could,” Nancy said.  “You don‟t know how I wish we could.  But you see, it‟s 

impossible.  This is the best way to get George and Bess back safely.  It‟s only money, after all; 

my father, the lawyer Carson Drew, has more.” 

 “Does this happen all the time?” he asked her.  If she had seemed scared the other day, 

she was positively terrified today.  He could see her tremble from four feet away.  “Do people 

target you and your father for your money?” 

 “Not like this,” she said.  “This is a new one, even for me.”  She licked her lips.  “May I 

sit?” 

 Encyclopedia nodded.  He turned the second chair behind the desk—Sally‟s chair—

toward Nancy, and stood to help her into her seat.  Mrs. Brown had raised her son to be polite. 

 Nancy didn‟t sit.  She ran to Encyclopedia, flung her arms around his neck, and began to 

cry. 

 “It‟s going to be fine,” he said, patting her back.  She smelled wonderful.  Sally had been 

right—her twin set was luxuriously soft.  “You don‟t have to worry anymore.  Please don‟t cry.” 

 “Everything is going—” She hiccupped loudly.  “Everything is going to hell, 

Encyclopedia.”  She pulled away slightly and cupped his face with one pale, cool hand.  “You‟re 

the only one I can trust now.  I can‟t even trust myself.” 

 Her eyes were large and intelligent, and so sad.  Encyclopedia brushed a strand of her 

Titian hair out of them.  “You can trust me,” he said. 

She kissed him.  He kissed her back.  It was the first time the boy detective had ever 

crossed the line with a client, and it was worth it. 

 Nancy ended the kiss first.  Her sad, smart eyes filled with tears and she bolted out of the 
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garage back to her roadster, her hair blinding, almost white, in the bright sunshine.  

Sally rode up on her bicycle just as Nancy was peeling away.  She was frowning as she 

walked into the garage.  “Miss Drew must‟ve hit something pretty big—got a headlight out.  She 

ought to get that fixed before she speeds past any cops.”  She pointed to the briefcase.  “We‟re 

opening that.” 

 Encyclopedia was still kissing Nancy Drew in his mind. 

 “Earth to Leroy.  We took the job but that doesn‟t mean it isn‟t the fishiest damn thing.  

We‟re opening the case.” 

 Still kissing. 

 He was vaguely aware that Sally sat down and popped the latches on the battered brown 

briefcase Nancy had brought.  “So that‟s what a hundred thousand clams looks like,” Sally said.  

“Not too shabby.” 

 Encyclopedia flinched back to the present and snapped the case shut.  It made him 

anxious to see all that money, to know all of this was real.  He found himself wishing Nancy 

Drew had come to him for help finding her lost pet turtle.   

 Alone in the motel room, he opened the case again.  All that money was still there.  Still 

real.  He was still in a motel room, waiting to pay off a kidnapper because a sad, pretty girl—a 

woman, he thought, Nancy was at least eighteen, if not older—needed his help. 

 Unlike Sally. 

 

* 

 

“Leroy,” Sally said.  “Here‟s your subway map.  And your tokens.  And a sandwich I made you.”  

She flushed.  “It‟s peanut butter and extra strawberry jam, the way you like.”  She tucked a 

sandwich wrapped in a baggie into the inside pocket of his jacket.  She patted it flat against his 

heart.  “I don‟t feel good about any of this,” she said, chewing her lip. 

 Leroy jingled the tokens in his jacket pocket.  He didn‟t feel good about it either, but 

when a detective takes a job, he sees it through. 

 “I‟ll be home in time for dinner.  Mom‟s making meat loaf and mashed potatoes tonight.  

You think I‟d miss that?” 

 “Not on purpose,” Sally said.  “I want to come as back-up, Leroy.  We both know you‟re 

miserable in a fight.” 

 Encyclopedia frowned.  “I‟ll be fine.  No sweat.” 

 Funny choice of words.  Waiting in the hotel room was all about sweat.  The smell of old 

sweat from other people.  His own sweaty palms.  And now sweat was trickling down his 

forehead and into his eyes. 

 It was one minute past two, and no one had knocked. 

 Had he come to the right room?  Room one-three-one at two o‟clock—that‟s where he 

was.  Or had Nancy said room one-two-one at three o‟clock?  Had he asked the clerk in the lobby 

for the key to one-two-one or one-three-one?  He blinked back a droplet of sweat and shook his 

head.  He had to trust himself.  He had to be in the right place. 

 Maybe he should check.  It would be awful to make such a stupid, silly mistake, and for 

Nancy‟s two best friends to die because of it.  It would take five seconds for him to open the door 

and quickly check the number on the outside.  He would just confirm he was in one-two-one and 

know for sure he hadn‟t screwed up.  Know for a fact. 

 He padded over to the door in his socks.  He turned the knob. 
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Knock!   

Knock!  

Knock! 

Leroy yelped.  Count to thirty, he thought, count to thirty. 

 On the count of thirty, he opened the door and threw the briefcase into the hall.  He 

slammed the door shut behind him and waited for the three confirmation knocks. 

 He waited. 

 And waited.   

 Sweat was pouring down his face.  His armpits were sticky.  He didn‟t know how much 

time had passed since he threw the case in the hall, but it felt like hours.  Maybe it wasn‟t the 

kidnapper who knocked.  Maybe the kidnappers weren‟t coming.  Maybe, when he‟d thrown the 

briefcase, the latches had popped and money was strewn all over the hallway and he‟d screwed 

up, oh shit, he‟d screwed up and Nancy‟s friends would die and she‟d never kiss him again.   

 He had to fix this. 

 Leroy flung open the door of room one-three-one.  A woman in a long black coat and a 

dark, wide-brimmed hat was standing in the hallway, holding the briefcase, and there—further 

down the hall, was another person, crouching, with something in her hands, it was—it was Sally, 

and she was shouting GET DOWN, DUMBASS! 

 Leroy blinked.   

 The woman in the dark coat dodged and something small and hard bit him in the chest, 

right over his heart.  He heard a pop.  His heart ached.  It was warm and gooey.   

Leroy fainted. 

 

* 

 

Sally was kneeling beside him, slapping his cheeks lightly. 

 “Leroy Brown,” she murmured, and began to sing, softly, almost to herself, “Bad, bad 

Leroy Brown—” 

  “Baddest man in the whole damn town,” Leroy croaked. 

 “You took a slingshot rock in the peanut butter-and-extra strawberry jam sandwich.” 

 “Do they give medals for that?” 

 Sally smiled.  When she smiled she really was the prettiest girl in school.  In Idaville.  

Hell, in the whole city. 

 “I don‟t know about medals, but you cracked the case.” 

 Leroy propped himself on his elbows.  “By fainting?” 

 “Yes.  By fainting.  As you will recall from the time you busted Bugs Meany in the karate 

dojo”— Leroy‟s head swam.  He vaguely remembered that case.  Something about Bugs 

pretending to faint so he wouldn‟t have to fight the best karate kid in town.—“If it‟s a genuine 

faint, you fall forward, not backward.  So when you genuinely fainted just now, you fell forward 

on top of the culprit.” 

 “On top of the kidnapper?” 

 “On top of Nancy Drew,” Sally said.  “You see—” 

 “I was lying on top of Nancy Drew?”  And I wasn’t conscious for any of it? he thought 

bitterly. 

 Sally gave him a look. 

 “I knew from the beginning someone was getting screwed here, but I thought it was 
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Nancy getting screwed by her friends George and Bess.  Turns out Nancy was screwing you, 

Leroy.  I did some quick digging in the police blotter this morning after you got on the bus.  

Remember she had a headlight out on her car, and the grille was all dented?  That‟s because she 

was hot-rodding around town in that little blue roadster of hers the other night…and she hit 

someone.” 

 “Hit a person?” 

 “There was a hit-and-run out by old man Harvey‟s field.  Some kid was crossing through 

the pasture and got clipped by a car—you know how dark it is, and how twisty.”  

 Leroy sat up straighter.  “Did she kill him?” 

“No.  Just broke his arm.  But see, she didn‟t know that.  She only knew she‟d hit 

something that walked on two legs.  This is where it gets interesting.  I went over to old man 

Harvey‟s field and it was pretty easy to see where the accident was—the ground‟s all torn up.  

Nearby I found a tiny plot of home-grown herbal refreshment.  And cigarette butts.  Menthol 

Morley butts.” 

 “That‟s what Bugs Meany smokes.” 

 “And Mr. Brown wins the teddy bear.”  Sally sat back on her heels.  “So then I went over 

to the Tigers‟ Clubhouse, which was just as disgusting and charming as ever, to talk things out 

with Mr. Meany.” 

 Leroy smiled.  By talk things out, Sally meant beat the truth out of. 

 “Nancy Drew hit a kid with her car and Bugs Meany happened to be nearby, tending to 

his illegal pot farm, to witness it.  This money wasn‟t ransom, Leroy.  It was blackmail.” 

 Encyclopedia‟s stomach hurt. 

 “I liked it better when all we detected was stolen baseball cards and stuff.” 

 “We‟re not ten anymore, Leroy.” 

 “Why did she come to me?  I mean,” he swallowed.  “Do I look like a patsy?” 

 “Yes.  Miss Drew did her research.  She found your Achilles‟ Heel—that you solve cases 

by using obscure information you already know.  So I did some research myself.  Went to the 

library and found out exactly what she was counting on you not to know—namely, who she is.  

Nancy Drew is a girl detective, Leroy.  Like, a famous one.  She lives a few states away, gets 

written up in the newspapers constantly.  She thought she could tell you and me one thing, use us 

to launder her own father‟s money, and then, when it came out and we tried to tell our side—who 

knows what she would have said about us.  Maybe that we duped her and ran off with her dad‟s 

cash.  That she‟s never met us before in her life.  That we‟re besmirching her out of a raging case 

of professional jealousy.  I mean, who would you believe, if you were the press, if you were her 

father—Nancy Effing Drew, or some punk from Idaville with a child-detective axe to grind? 

 “Listen, Leroy…you know I say this as a—as your best friend.  You‟ve been a detective 

all your life.  You‟ve been good at it up till now because you know a lot of obscure facts that 

many of the troublemakers in Idaville, coincidentally, don‟t.  But the rest of the world is nothing 

like Idaville, and I think you need to invest in a few actual detecting skills if you want to charge 

fifty bucks a day.” 

 Encyclopedia shut his eyes.  Sally deserved a promotion to full partner, not vice 

president.  

 “Where is she now?” he asked.  “I want to see her.” 

 “Downstairs in the lobby.”  Sally grinned.  “I called her dad.” 

 

* 
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The last time Encyclopedia Brown and Nancy Drew saw each other was on a warm day in late 

June, in a worn and ratty motel lobby.  She had taken off the wide brimmed hat and her Titian 

hair glowed against the turned-up collar of her dark coat.  Her sad, smart eyes were red.  She had 

been crying.  When she saw Leroy, she looked away. 

 Her father, the lawyer Carson Drew, was sitting beside her on a ragged settee.  Whatever 

they had been discussing, neither had enjoyed it. 

 Sally shook Mr. Drew‟s hand.  “Thank you, Miss Kimball, for calling,” he said.  “You‟re 

a fine detective.  And this must be the boy encyclopedia.” 

 “Yes, sir.”  Leroy shook Mr. Drew‟s hand.  “Pleased to meet you, sir.  Leroy Brown.” 

 Sally and Leroy had nearly reached the door of the hotel when Nancy let out a cry.  Her 

heels clattered across the tile as she crossed the lobby. 

 “I‟m so sorry, Encyclopedia.”  She was crying again.  “I was in a fix and I know I 

shouldn‟t have used you like I did.  But you were so kind—”  She twisted her pearls in one hand 

and put the other on his arm.  “And I needed a little kindness.  Another time, another place, I 

think we could have had—” 

 “No,” said Leroy.  “We couldn‟t have.” 

 It was a matter of fact. 

 And Brown and Kimball, Idaville‟s finest detectives, walked away into the bright city. 
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Nancy drew it in inches; pastel paints, drip marks, unapologetic.  On coffee mugs, 

mirrors, clock faces, postcards.  Postcards she‟d fill out and send to her mother, wherever she 

thought she might‟ve been:  Southwestern campsites, Nevada truck stops, Brooklyn apartment 

buildings, wood-fenced, weed-filled cemeteries.  Always addressed to “Mom” always coming 

back like boomerangs always in worse shape than when they left.  She had two walls full of the 

returns.  She‟d welcome each one back with a kiss and a smile.  “I knew you‟d be back!” almost 

giddy. She‟d run, skip, and pin them on the wall, awards, all of them, because no one would be 

so flagrant with failure. 

 

Nancy drew it in feet; poster paints, glitter, whoreish.  Sides of buildings, bookstores, 

busses, bicyclists, billboards. Sides of things that moved, things that stayed, wherever she could 

get to, to get to her.  She would throw down her brush, step back from her work, nod her head, 

slap its back and yell, “It‟s yours now! Go!” and it would—with a rumble, a roar or a race.  If a 

standstill thing, it would be her that would back away, turning to look when she was as far as she 

could be.  She‟d review her work and ask herself if it was something her mom could see 

recognize know understand.  The answer was always, of course. 

 

Nancy drew it in the rain. 

 

Nancy drew it even though. 

 

Nancy drew it thirty three times a day one week. 

 

Nancy drew it so big it became international news. 

 

Nancy drew it while policemen sung her songs. 

 

Nancy drew it in front of crowds, inside the quiet of trees, under water. 

 

Nancy drew it on the insides of book covers and underneath the paint on hospital walls. 

 

Nancy drew it between heartaches, after hangovers and before people saw her. 

 

Nancy drew it bloodied, bruised. 

 

Nancy drew it behind the backs of her children. 

 

Nancy drew it even though he asked her to stop, please stop. 

 

Nancy drew it in brand new alone. 

 

Nancy drew it. 

 

Nancy drew it for years. 

 

Nancy drew it all of her life. 
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Nancy drew it even after she knew nobody was there to see it. 

 

Nancy drew it until the day she died. 

 

Nancy drew. 
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Her name was Elizabeth. 

 I remembered feeling my skin falling or hardening as I was in it—both of us under 

separate sheets. When we broke up I probably played Mega-Man for hours.  

 I remembered and forgot in equal amounts—fish-scales and fish-hooks—the weighing of 

important events and important releases. Stacked socks and ruined boxer briefs. The consistent 

dry-humping.  

 In the slick of memory I recalled all of this before the day she was waiting for me.  

 I had deduced what was about to happen three days prior by intercepting and decoding 

messages she sent carrier pigeon—tied red ribbon. 

 She was sitting with my parents in our cold living-room with my dad's drunken eyes and 

my mother's fear of her son's bad name. She was holding a shoe-box full of my things. I walked 

down stairs without much else. 

 

* 

 

Let me be every moment I've misunderstood. The last thing I said to her was, "I gotta go." The 

last thing I asked her (3 weeks after we broke-up) was if she was sure that she did not have HIV. 

When she said that she was sure she did not have HIV, she then asked, "Why?" And asked if 

everything was 'OK.' I said, "I'm fine," hung up and breathed a little easier in contemplation of 

odds. I Googled AIDS. I blocked her on Facebook even though we had class together the next 

day. 

* 

 

We met at a comic-book shop. She was an employee. I was a customer and none of that 

really changed.  

 When I was seventeen I could not drive, but I could look at the moon through the 

passenger-side window—so, she picked me up and god I wanted to hold her like a man. 

 

* 

 

When I asked her what time she got off work and if I could take her on a date she flipped a page 

and said yes without much hesitation.  

 I could remember the smell of the people—the I've-been-gaming-smell. The faint smell 

of Nintendo and oral sex.  

 Finger sweat used to smudge the colors on the pages, then something was different. Her 

fingers had light between them. I did not notice her eyes until she pulled her hair back. I had not 

noticed her breasts. 

 "There's a secret door in the back," she said.  

 I thought about my dad's intoxicated wisdom, use caution when dealing with secret 

doors. 

 "A secret door?" 

 "This way," she said. 

 We went into the back and into the secret door. It had a golden latch and a sliver knob. 

 When her hand wrapped around my penis I could feel that which the pages felt—her 

sweat. 
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* 

 

Hours passed. I sat in my room. My room of nothing real but the keys I touched and the 

memories I could only hold with one hand.  

 In those hours I trimmed my face, my neck and the space behind my ball-sack—this felt 

important like I was falling from the Challenger Space Shuttle, over the Earth, screaming God's 

damn name. How many times would I have blinked?  

 My mother drove me back to the comic-book shop.  

 I imagined fingering Elizabeth the entire ride there. My mother watched the road for 

whatever, or maybe that was the greatest moment for her in weeks—my dad had not come with 

us.  

 When my mother drove away I imagined what she was thinking driving back to my 

father.  

 

* 

 

Elizabeth drove a Chrysler LeBaron with a leopard print top.   

 "Wanna catch a movie?" I asked.  

 "You need to meet my parents first." 

 "Alright," I said. 

 Her home was a standard suburban monolith. 

 I felt like I should tell her I left something at a friend‟s house who conveniently lived 

around the corner and that it was urgent and I'd only be a minute, then sneak to the back door and 

find out what sort of debt her parents had, see if her father was in the mob or if the mother baked 

cakes with poison, but I didn't.  

 Her mother was sitting at the kitchen table—dressed in a pants-suit, she said hello. 

Elizabeth excused herself to go change from a T-shirt and pants into another T-shirt and pants.  

 Her mother asked me if I was wearing four shirts. I was in fact wearing four shirts 

(layered white tees—an assortment of V-neck, deep V-neck and standard portrait necklines—

topped by a black Zero brand t-shirt with the Smashing Pumpkins 'SP' on the sleeve). I layered 

(perhaps counter productively) in an attempt to hide my armpits which became uncontrollably 

sweaty in nervous-new situations. I responded with a look of shock. "Am I?" I asked with a tone 

of mystery. And Elizabeth re-entered the kitchen, cutting the light.   

 I don't remember what we did after that.  

 A few weeks later I got my driver's license. I totaled my parent's Bronco while making a 

left-hand turn into the comic-book shop's parking-lot. That was six hours after I passed drivers-

ed.  

 Later I realized I was holding onto what should have been a one night stand. 

 

 

* 

 

Maybe it was when she didn't cry while I sat on the side of the road in tears as people 

asked my name and my dad marched from the distance wearing a Hawaiian-style button-up shirt 

with a sprawling mosaic of beer bottles.    
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* 

 

After we broke up I was too drunk to drive home. So we again slept in the same room 

that she hid her cigarettes in.  
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The Hardy Boys: The Mystery of the Hertz Effect 

Jamie Iredell 
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Upon the totaling of Joe‟s motorcycle in The Shore Road Mystery, and prior to the 

purchase of their yellow convertible for Frank‟s well-reasoned attempt to trap the car thieves at 

their secret hideout, the Hardy Boys found themselves in the office of the Hertz Rental Agency, 

disputing charges on their bill for alleged “faded paint.” Blonde-haired seventeen-year-old Joe 

Hardy, always rash and abrupt, jumped in with, “Say, Mister, what do you know about faded 

paint?” to the dumbfounded and balding, bespectacled clerk. Frank, muscular from his morning 

Karate workout, but well versed in quantum matters due to his impending high school 

graduation—a graduation sidelined now for upwards of eighty-four years—stepped in, 

debonairly handling the situation. “Ah,” said Frank, rubbing his squared chin, “the Hertz Effect!” 

The clerk‟s pipe fell from his open mouth as Joe looked at his older brother, eyes widened: “The 

Hertz Effect?” Frank explained, “Referred to today as the photoelectric effect, the „Hertz 

Effect,‟” here Frank‟s fingers made his characteristic air-quotations, “is the result of electrons 

emitted from matter due to exposure to the radioactive wavelengths of visible light. Hence, this 

faded paint, for which we are clearly not at fault. Now sir,” said Frank, addressing the clerk, 

“you can adjust our bill.” “Leaping lizards, Frank!” said Joe, “The Hertz Effect! Of Course!” 

 

Nancy Drew: Secret of the Back Seat 

 

The telephone rang and strawberry blonde eighteen-year-old amateur detective Nancy 

Drew rushed for it. It proved to be one of her assistants, the pretty, slightly overweight blonde 

and blue-eyed Bess. Bess and her boyish, slender, and dark-haired cousin George were also 

Nancy‟s close friends. “We have a mystery that needs to be solved!” said Bess. “I‟m intrigued,” 

Nancy responded with interest. “It‟s about the secret of the back seat!” Nancy exclaimed: “The 

secret of the back seat! How interesting!” “Yes!” Bess replied enthusiastically. “We‟ll be over in 

a jip!” Hanging up the phone, Nancy turned to her special friend, Ned Nickerson, a tall and 

handsome, brown-haired and brown-eyed young man. She explained the case as Ned‟s eyebrows 

raised and his smile showed his white teeth against his tan. “The back seat, eh?” said Ned. “We 

can certainly help Bess and George with that mystery!” Nancy tried to hold back her laughter 

and maintain the seriousness of her purpose, but she couldn‟t help but let a few giggles escape. 

Just then, Nancy became aware of a clue: the stimulation to Ned‟s parasympathetic nervous 

system! Due to the continually less faint impression forming over Ned‟s impeccably pressed 

slacks (Ned and his fraternity brothers always made sure to dress swell), Nancy deduced that 

venous vasodilation as a result of the introduction of nitris oxide resulted in the filling of the 

corpora cavernosa and the corpus spongiosum. “Of course! That‟s it!” Nancy Drew remarked. 

“Another mystery solved!” 

 

Nancy Drew and The Hardy Boys Supermystery Series: Whence Came the Child 

 

What‟s known: In the first Hardy Boys Casefiles novel, Dead on Target, Joe Hardy loses 

his girlfriend, lola Morton (yes, the first name is strangely lowercase), in the fiery car bombing 

that also destroyed Joe‟s car. Joe Hardy spends the rest of this novel vowing to kill lola‟s killer. 

Thus not only are the Casefiles novels more violent, but upon learning of the nonspecifically 

ethnic name of the murderer (Al-Rousasa), they are also terribly—we could say xenophobic, but 

let‟s just be real—racist. This is important, for the characters‟ arc in the Supermystery series 

follows that of the Casefiles, and of the Nancy Drew Files continuity. While Nancy remains Ned 

Nickerson‟s girlfriend, she dates other boys, including Frank Hardy. Meantime, Nancy‟s 
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companion Bess Marvin heats it up with Joe. lola had been a brunette. Bess is a blonde. Nancy is 

a strawberry blonde. Frank is dark-haired. Joe is blond. Nancy is eighteen years old. Joe Hardy is 

seventeen years old. I don‟t know how old lola Morton was. Frank Hardy is older than Joe 

Hardy. His girlfriend is Callie Shaw. He is muscular and bookish. Nancy Drew‟s father is a 

detective. They all live on the east coast.  

 

What they know about the carseat‟s springs: Newton‟s Third Law of Motion: Actioni 

contrariam semper et æqualem esse reactionem: sive corporum duorum actiones in se mutuo 

semper esse æquales et in partes contrarias dirigi. Most people just say “For every action there 

is an equal and opposite reaction.” Thus the divoted back seats of the Hardy Boys‟ car shows the 

acute physical wear of this third law. With lola Morton‟s slight one hundred ten pound-frame 

beneath six foot and well muscled Joe Hardy, a combined two hundred eighty pounds, thrusting 

on the seat‟s springs with a force of 300 foot-pounds, or 406.74 Newton metres, with springs 

rebounding at a mere 350 Newton metres, it‟s clear where such distortion originated. We have, 

however, not taken into account for lean and tall, brown-haired Frank Hardy straddled by the 

attractive, titian-haired Nancy Drew, nor the slight and blond Callie Shaw, for combined 

gravitational destruction. What we do know is that gestation of the fetus occurs within the 

female's uterus. Many years of parental care are required before a human child becomes 

independent. The fetus receives all of its nutrition and oxygenated blood from the female, filtered 

through the placenta, which is attached to the fetus' abdomen via an umbilical cord. The Hardy 

Boys and Nancy Drew teamed up for the now-discontinued 36 volume series of paperbacks. 

They are all from the east coast.  
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Nancy Drue, Femme Fatale, Dame Detective 

Cynthia Reeser 
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I call for Henry with a bloody lip and a heart that can‟t be broken. He ain‟t going to get 

away with this so easy. I seen him leave through the back door with mud on his boots. He‟s been 

to the races again, spending all his money on one or several broken-down horses and a 

Saturday‟s sampling of no-good floozies. But this is the first time I‟ve seen the flask in his 

pocket since ‟43. The steel container swung the left side of his jacket open, heavy. It‟d knocked 

me in the mouth when he was going after the papers. Henry thinks I‟m just a dame, and I prefer 

to keep it that way. Though I‟d seen his flimsy attempt at swiping my files coming a mile away, 

so the papers he actually got should be enough to throw him off the scent for a good while.  

 

The other night he and the boys went off to the cock-fights and I slipped into my office 

like a night bird, unseen, smooth as silk. I hid the office key in a secret pocket sewn into my 

lavender brassiere where no one but me would ever find it. Only Henry, Marge the cleaning lady, 

and the slumlord who owns the crumbling dump of a building—six floors worth of rented offices 

and studios—know I hold lease on the office here. That is, outside of the local police department. 

Even most of the clients think I‟m a secretary. I let them think so. I prefer to be the one holding 

all the cards.  

 

So I‟m in my office going through the files for the Giambetti/Munson case when in walks 

Mr. Smug himself. Jack Falcon, local politician, small potatoes. Thinks he‟s Sinatra or someone 

so hot-to-trot. That foolishness might work on other dames but not me.  

 

“Nancy,” he says, sauntering in. You should see this ridiculous hat. Shoes shined to a 

polish. “When are you going to be free for a candlelit dinner?” 

 “When there is justice in the world.” I‟m noncommittal. It‟s never stopped him before, so 

why now.  

“I think some lovely lady gets lonely sometimes.” 

“This gal‟s got all the work in the world to keep her company, Jack. And I always keep 

my bottom line in mind. At least I‟m not throwing my time into a bottomless pit. A dame don‟t 

live forever, you know.” He was used to the spiel by now. Had to be.  

“Well, next time you get lonely, you know who to call,” he says, and grins this cad‟s 

smear of a smile like he thinks he‟s beaming a ray of sunshine on all the troubles of humanity. 

Like whatever he had to offer would make any difference.  

“Jack be nimble, Jack be quick...” 

“See ya, Nan.” Winks at me, the nerve, as if he‟s getting in the last word, and goes back 

to wherever he came from. He tries, I‟ll give him that.  

I blow out the smoke of my last cigarette of the day and set down the holder. This fella 

Munson, father of two, he‟s married to his secretary, and she don‟t hide her bruises so well. 

She‟s on to him now about the drug ring he‟s a gopher for but she ain‟t coming clean. Covering 

his tracks. She‟s just a scared youngster. I drop File 38 and it hits my desk with all the weight of 

the world.  

 

It‟s time to have a sit-down with Lola.  

 

* 

“Henry, I really think you‟re on to something there.” 
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“Damn right I am, Nancy. Munson does whatever he‟s told. Hell, we get Jack Falcon to 

tell that good-for-nothin‟ sleaze to jump off a bridge and all our troubles are over.” Henry leaned 

his arms over the desk, and the more worked up he got, the more they started to quiver.  

“Now, now, Henry,” I purr. “Surely you‟re the man to crack this case and crack it 

straight.” 

“I ain‟t no hero, Nancy, but I know how to get at the Giambetti ring. I hit ‟em where it 

counts, and Munson‟s glory days are over.” 

“So,” I says, playing dumb, “what‟s Jack got to do with all this?” 

 

In ‟41, Munson was Falcon‟s chief accountant. He got dragged into the ring by Falcon, 

who was and is just another dirty politician working a little too closely with the state senate. The 

number cruncher was getting ready to leave the mother of his children for his high-strung, too-

young, red-headed secretary. Falcon‟s subtle threats scared Munson more than an all-out strong-

arm attempt; they left more to the imagination. And they say accountants don‟t have 

imaginations—maybe not, but at least they do when it comes to self-preservation.  

“Jack‟s just looking out for the good of the community. You know that, doll. He‟s next in 

line to become mayor. Don‟t you worry your pretty little head about all this. I‟ll get it sorted 

out,” he says, confident. “You just worry about typing up all the information I‟m gonna gather.” 

“You got it, chief.” I throw him my most convincing wink. His blush proves its 

effectiveness.  

“I never knew any dame to look so good in red.” Says it from under his hat, like he‟s 

dashing or some such nonsense. 

 

* 

 

I‟m dressed in my best church-girl costume. I got do-gooder written all over me. I knock 

on Number 43.  

“Can I help you, miss?” The gal has a shiner, even now. She don‟t think anyone can spot 

it beneath all that make-up. Let‟s just say I got an eye for color.  

“Hello, I‟m here with First Presbyterian. I‟m just visiting some of the families in the 

neighborhood and wondered it I could talk with you about our new daycare program.” 

She‟s hesitant, maybe smarter than I gave her credit for. Maybe just scared.  

“Oh, it‟s Celia.” I extend a hand, flashing a convincing wedding ring, which I clutch 

around the King James Version and a flyer I picked up at the church. 

“Sure, come on in.” She forces her way into a smile.  

“Thanks, Mrs...?” 

“Uh, Munson.” 

I follow her through an impeccable foyer to a polished wooden dining table replete with 

gleaming tea service. Several photographs of what to all appearances is a perfect family are 

stuttered by one frame that clearly weathered a smash, maybe recently. It‟s a photograph that‟s 

got a dame in it, but it sure ain‟t her.  

“Lovely home, Mrs. Munson. Thank you for inviting me in.” 

“Could I interest you in some tea?” 

“Oh, that would be splendid. Thank you.” 

“Of course.” She clatters in the kitchen, a little nervously. She seems distracted. I peek 

around the corner to Munson‟s study where a briefcase is stashed under an oaken desk. Some 
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papers and files are stacked in front of it, blocking it. If there is something here on the Giambetti 

brothers, my instincts tell me that briefcase might hold some clues.  

“Beautiful family you have. How old are your children, Mrs. Munson?” 

“They‟re not... Er, the boys are seven and eight.” Her hands have a trembling to them, 

and she fumbles some silverware in the kitchen. 

I chat with her about the children‟s program and lay a brochure on the table, inviting her 

to services that Sunday. I make like I‟m getting up to leave. 

“Mrs. Munson—” 

“Please, just Lola.” 

“—Lola, I don‟t mean to pry, but woman to woman, is everything okay? You know, I‟m 

a good listener and I may even have some advice or be able to help through the church.” 

“How do you—oh!” She holds her face in her hands. So she is every bit the scared girl I 

pegged her for.  

“It‟s okay,” I comfort. “I just may understand.” 

“I‟m not ready for a baby!” That isn‟t exactly what I expected. I bet she is scared, though. 

She can‟t be a day over twenty.  

“A baby‟s a joyous occasion! You know, none of us ever feel ready, sweetheart. You‟ll 

do just fine, I‟m sure.” I say all the words I‟m supposed to say but I know her terror and her 

reluctance. And this gal has a reason or two to think twice about raising a tot under this roof. I 

already know Munson is having her followed if she so much as leaves the house for a grocery 

errand. Which is all the more reason for my get-up and the props I brought along.  

She shakes under her sobs.  

“Maybe I can help.” 

“Oh, I don‟t know, I don‟t know! What am I going to do?” Dame genuinely wants an 

answer. From me, of all people.  

“Your husband, how does he feel?” She cringes at the word husband.  

“He, oh... I‟ve been thinking of leaving him...” 

“Sweetheart. If it‟s that bad—” 

“Oh, I just don‟t know what to do! He‟s just involved in a... Some men were here just the 

other day, looking for him—” I guess church ladies earn trust by default, and anyway, she‟s 

young, hurting, probably would‟ve spilled her guts to the milkman.  

“Who, sweetheart? He can‟t be all that bad, can he? What‟s a matter, hm? Get it off your 

chest.” 

“You have to swear you won‟t tell a living soul.” 

“Your secret‟s safe with me, doll.” I throw her a wink. 

 

* 

 

By the time I enter the office, the lady Munson is sleeping like a baby in her own bed, 

safe in her childhood home, and Munson‟s boys are back with their mother. I‟m the proud new 

owner of the dirty accountant‟s briefcase and several key files, which I will dutifully “reproduce” 

with my own interpretation, all for Henry‟s benefit.  

I put in some time on Henry‟s documents, then switch gears to my newest stack of 

paperwork, a kidnapping case the police department can‟t solve. They always do come to me 

with their tough problems. This one is odd enough—80-year-old terminally ill grandmother 

disappears from her hospital bed. Some joker leaves a comedian‟s dummy in bed in her place. 
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The hospital staff has a close eye on her floor, and nobody sees anyone enter or leave her room 

since her kids‟ visit three days prior.  

A related case has a 93-year-old Alzheimer‟s patient missing from the home where he 

lives with his grown son and his family. In his place: a dress shop mannequin. Stealing the 

elderly. The theft of wisdom.  

Like clockwork, the old dog saunters in at noon.  

“Right on time,” I says.  

“I like ‟em feisty. So whatcha got for me, doll?” 

“Only all your answers in one place.” 

Henry flips through, scans the documents. Thanks me, leaves quickly. He‟s clearly 

distracted. If I know Henry, he‟ll be chasing down Jack Falcon right about now. At least it‟ll 

spare me of another day‟s excuses for lunch with a low-down politicker. I have no desire to go 

off gallivanting with that cur. Some dames, they‟re just happier being on their own. Guess I‟m 

one of them. 

I lock up the office. I do have a meeting over dinner.  

 

* 

 

Lou Giambetti stubs out his cigarette right before the main course arrives—manicotti the 

way the family makes it. He‟s had the bad habit of smoking at the table since I can remember 

him smoking. Makes me lose my appetite. I prefer a smoke after tasting something sweet.  

“I threw him off the scent real good. He‟ll be going after Falcon right about now,” I says. 

“Dame Munson‟s out of the picture.” 

“Little Lola‟s safe in her mother‟s arms. You are the best, Nancy.” 

“Runs in the family.” 

Ma comes to the table, kisses both of us on the cheek. “It‟s always so good to cook for 

my bambinos.” 

I stock a fresh cigarette in my holder.  
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Pg 5 

 

Frank Hardy stooped to the fly shrouded remains of their father. "Looks like a gator got 

him," Frank said. 

"Yeah, a gator," agreed Joe Hardy. "But to what purpose? What does it mean?" 

"There isn't any meaning," Frank said. He slid his father‟s lids shut while flies buzzed. 

"There is no purpose." 

 

 

Pg 43 

 

Joe sauntered over to Farmer Johnson who now leaned againsthis flatbed truck. Joe said 

he‟d heard Farmer Johnson knew a “thing or two” about catching alligators. Farmer Johnson spat 

a wad of chewing tobacco. "You kids think yer so bright," he said. 

"What's in the truck?" Joe asked. Farmer Johnson grinned, the specks of tobacco smeared 

along his front teeth. Now he leaned into the flatbed and pulled aside the tarpaulin. There lay the 

body of an alligator. It had been shot through the back of the head. 

"Jesus Christ," Frank Hardy said. He was all pale. He seemed to hunch over and then he 

gathered himself. 

"Son, if you ever run into one of them bastards you best turn and run," Father Johnson 

laughed. "You boys ain't got the sand it takes to mess with them bastards." 

 

 

Pg 72 

 

Joe slid out of the girl. She was still panting on the bed. Her smooth skin, the mounds of 

her breasts, her nipples pink and erect in the yellow light. “You‟re so fucking gorgeous,” he said 

lighting a cigarette.  

“That‟s what your brother says, too,” she smiled. 

Joe snorted. 

“What do you think he‟d do—Frank, I mean—if he knew about us?” 

Joe backhanded her across the cheek. The red mark there and now the lines of her tears. 

“You see that never happens,” he said. Joe pulled on his trousers while from the streets came the 

mournful hissing of alligators.  

“Oh Joe,” Mary Ann cried. “They‟re so eerie!”  

 

 

Pg 120 

 

Frank wheeled the pickup into the drive while Joe leaned out the passenger window with 

the shotgun, firing rounds into the alligators massed on the lawn. Over and over the explosions, 

the spill of spent shells, while the alligators hissed and thrashed. 

“These shells ain‟t doing a damn bit of good!”  

“Daddy always said you couldn‟t shoot for shit,” Frank laughed and gunned the engine.  
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Pg 165 

 

The two brothers wandered along the bloodstained hallways of their home. When they 

found her mother she was mostly gone, save her ankle, a hand. They knew her by her wedding 

band.  

“Oh Jesus,” choked Frank. “Oh Lord Jesus Mamma!” 

Joe turned away. He understood there was no time to mourn their mother; he was already 

gathering rifles and handguns from their father‟s cabinet into a duffle bag. “These cocksuckers 

are going to pay,” Joe said. “That‟s all we can do for her now.” 

 

Pg 190 

 

Joe and Mary Ann lay spent in a tangle of sweaty sheets, their bodies glistening. Joe 

kissed her neck and she moaned against him, but they both knew something was lost tonight, 

they both understood it had not been as it always was.  

“What‟s wrong?” Mary Ann said fondling Joe‟s flaccid member.  

 Joe was quiet for a while and then he finally said, “At least with people you can 

understand, you can figure out what their motives are, you make your case solid and air tight, 

and when you catch them red handed you can give them a citizen‟s arrest. But with alligators—” 

“Alligators, alligators, alligators!” Mary Ann cried. “Jesus Joe you‟d think that was all 

there was!” 

“By now I‟d think you‟d know that alligators are all there is,” said Frank, who now stood 

in the doorway. “Don‟t either of you move,” he said while training his revolver on the couple. 

Mary Ann screamed, scuttling from the bed. Frank fired a shot into the ceiling, the dust of plaster 

gathering in his hair, on his jacket. “What did I say, you stupid whore!” Frank said.  

 

 

Pg 220 

 

“Doctor,” Frank finally asked. “How can we stop them? How can we avenge the deaths 

of our parents?” 

“And Mary Ann?” said Joe. 

Frank shot Joe a glance. “You leave Mary out of this.”  

The doctor clucked his tongue, “You boys just haven‟t been listening—or you can‟t 

comprehend what I‟ve been saying—Listen, if you could do stop an alligator don‟t you think we 

would have by now? Boys, a given alligator is a billion, billion years old—there‟s nothing you or 

any of us can do against them.” 

 

 

Pg 275 

 

Frank leaned over his brother‟s body. Joe was still breathing, coughing up blood. Frank 

wept, laid his jacket over the mangled remains of his brother‟s lower torso. “I guess I‟ll see 

Mamma soon, won‟t I?” Joe said through the bloody spew. The blood was almost black and 

Frank knew this meant it was coming from somewhere very deep. “And Daddy?”  
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Frank wiped his eyes. “You‟ll be fine you dumb bastard,” he said. “You‟ll pull through. 

You‟ll see.” 

“Frank,” spat Joe, “Oh Jesus Frank. I‟m so numb. I‟m so numb and cold. Oh Jesus…” 

“Goddamnit don‟t you give up!” Frank grabbed hold of Joe‟s shoulders, shook him gently 

until he saw the stillness of his brother‟s eyes.  

He knew he should leave the remains, he knew he should get to high ground, just get the 

hell out of there before the alligators returned, but he also knew he‟d never forgive himself if he 

did so. Frank reached now into the moist swamp soil and began to dig. 

 

 

Pg 345 

 

From the hillside Frank looked out over the vast and terrible landscape. What had once 

been his hometown now seemed a forest of alligators. Javier stirred next to him. The little boy 

was asleep by now and Frank said to the lad, “We‟ll figure it out. You‟ll see. There‟s always an 

answer. We always figure it out.” The boy murmured in his sleep, perhaps he dreamed, even 

now, of his mother and what a terrible end had come to her. Frank brushed the hair from Javier‟s 

brow and whispered some vain commandment into his ear. But even as he did so Frank 

understood the sounds were lost before they ever reached Javier, obscured now for the alligators 

hissing along the valley below.  
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The first owl dropped down from a branch and grabbed to my chest, leaving there the 

double-talon mark of bird-feet. I was running without wings, I was not a deer but a boy, I was the 

shape I am when there is the most to fear. A slight moon, dark woods.  

 

As boy-detectives, we have choices to make. We can choose to believe. We can choose to 

pretend. We can choose to hunker down beneath these woods, to make ourselves a home out of 

soil, mud up the roof and tie together a stick-door. And we can answer that door when the world 

comes or we can follow the river up and out, even if the river goes only to infinite horizons. 

 

We thought we heard the rain, us deer-brothers, the boys we were, through the trees their 

leaves, pine-needles washing. We thought we heard rain but it was the ground quivering beneath 

us, it was the shake and moan of growing up, it was mature posturing. If we were good 

detectives we would have known that our mother would die. If we were good detectives we 

would have known that our father would die. But we were poor detectives moving about on deer-

feet, in a fur-herd, listening for what we thought was rain. So when our mother called, when our 

father reached, we only looked up, raising antlers to sky. We forget sometimes how to be 

children. 

 

I lost my brother. He was in these woods long enough to tell me that I was dying. He 

handed me my death on paper, a black dot on white, an unbroken blackness that means You are 

not real. My deer-brother vanishing. It was not magic but running away. I know he was here 

because I smell his hide, hear his hiding, us supposed to be detectives together tracking down 

something other than deer-brotherhood. 

 

When we were deer we spent summers searching for a baby sister. We spent summers 

looking for the perfect dousing-rod. We spent summers pulling up every rock in these woods, 

seeking the world‟s smallest kite. We were obsessed with searching. And while we ran, the deer 

in us brothers, our mother and father drifted, our lives went on, and we grew. Before long we had 

antlers and hooves of our own, and the movements were slower, and the brothers were all that 

was left. We searched then for white hair in our beards. We searched for creaking plates in our 

bodies. We searched for memories to hold us down, remembrances as paperweights.  

 

In these woods, I found myself waking, and was lost. When I sleep I dream of walking in 

woods, an owl flying down from above, and I cannot outrun it. This owl who dives into my 

chest, this owl who leaves scars on my heart. If I was a deer, young, I could go, but I have been 

given my death and messages are always ours to live towards.  

 

In these woods I will not give up. I will not die in this purgatory. 

 

My brother found daughters, ten of them, and I found none. My brother found a wife and 

made with her these angels who throw blankets down from branches. My brother can still run, 

and I am only hanging here with my antlers drooping, wishing his return. He was a good 

detective, found what he wanted, though inside I know we are the both of us deer-children in 

woods. This is the difference between men, the choice of magic and the kind of love. 

 

Even without my brother, even without his shadow looking deer-down on me, I will be a 
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boy-detective, I will seek what is not. I am searching now for the meaning to dreams. I‟ve had 

three. The first was icebergs and penguins. The second was a shrinking ocean. The third was this 

owl-attack, my bleeding heart. This is about the cold of death, of being underground, of running 

away or trying to when all the shores are the same. These are brother-loss, regret, a longing to be 

alive. These dreams are either about containment or a lack of walls.  

 

I am a failed detective. 

 

On a tree in these lost woods was a note pinned to bark, a message: It is always about 

what it isn’t anymore. This is my detecting. The clues are only what I do when I find them.  

 

I am searching for my brother. I am searching for my deer-self. That is all the clarity I 

have. 

 

Dear Brother, where is it that we have gone? I watch the sun, but what of it, there are no 

words there. 

 

Us boy-detectives, we have choices to make. We can choose to live in a way that suits the 

river, the trees, our deer-brothers. Or we can choose to live as we see fit, building and burning 

down houses in an attempt to raise our brothers from the dead. We can choose to skin open 

foxes, to play violins for fish, to entice bears with honey-covered bodies, to stand out our chests 

to the dreams of owls descending. We can always choose how we are lost. 

 

Deer-brother, I am sorry that your ten daughters are not mine.  

 

Deer-brother, I am sorry that your wife is not mine.  

 

Deer-brother, my open hand is yours. 

 

My hope is that when I find my brother he will be standing, antlers to the sky, neck strong 

and upward, ready to hold me again, that deer-brother of mine. I hope he will take the message 

from off my back, the black dot that means death, crush it beneath his hooves, stamp it into the 

forest floor, trample my dying down into the dirt in place of my deer-body. My hope, if there is 

hope, is that we can one day be boy-detectives again, deer-brothers again, children again loving 

and alive, forever running woods with river, shrouded in the lightness of never-ending. 

 

As deer-brothers, boy-detectives, we thought we heard rain, and there was rain, and the 

rain collected into the river, and the river ran, and the sun was bright, and we lived. 
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Franklin W. Dixon is. 

Franklin W. Dixon is a good sort of chap. 

Franklin W. Dixon is considered a bit of a playboy. 

Franklin W. Dixon is considered a bit of a prude. 

Franklin W. Dixon is always surrounded by friends and admirers. 

Franklin W. Dixon enjoys a good soak in the tub and a glass of sherry after dinner. 

Franklin W. Dixon writes stories about the Hardy boys, words shed automatic like a 

player piano. The stories sing out themselves. Franklin W. Dixon spins them out of sleep, out of 

aspirational, suburban wishes and dreams. He wants you to know there was never anything elitist 

about the Hardy brothers or the world they swam through. 

Franklin W. Dixon wrote the Hardy boys as a leitmotif to accompany the entrances and 

exits of boys in childhood. Franklin W. Dixon wants you to know that, although the curve of 

history obscures it, his own childhood is thickened by this music, is attempting reentry long 

before the Space Age or split atom. All it requires is sticks, weeds, and a series of clues. A strong 

smell of pine. A bright pain in the brow, a ball of twine—a scar, expertly concealed. Strong 

hands. A delicate spine. A pistol. A dizzying smile. A dog, rolled in mud and messily washed in 

a white porcelain tub. A tube of lipstick, scarlet pigment the color of just-bitten tongues and 

roiling hearts. A three-piece suit. A full-length mirror. 

Franklin W. Dixon is very sorry about the racist things his hands have given you. He is so 

embarrassed, frankly, by this part of his past. He hopes you will forgive him.  He hopes he will 

forgive himself. Franklin W. Dixon is closed hospital doors, rows of cots, bloodied rags and 

headaches. Scratching, always, at secrets that burn. 

Franklin W. Dixon is going to show you how sorry he is. Franklin W. Dixon is going to 

sit at his dressing table, sip his sherry, and finish a few last sentences. He is going to solve the 

mystery. Then he is going to pull out his pistol and blow out his brains. 

Franklin W. Dixon will pick up where Franklin W. Dixon left off. Franklin W. Dixon is 

square-jawed and steel-eyed. Franklin W. Dixon will scour these texts, will stamp American 

flags into the margins, will go to battle for your honor and mine. 

Franklin W. Dixon is a good sort of chap. 

Franklin W. Dixon is a good sort. 

Franklin W. Dixon is. 

Franklin W. Dixon. 

Franklin W. Dixon 
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