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The plots are full of holes, though I wonder if the au-
thor didn’t make them that way on purpose, affording his 
adolescent readers the option of discovering these flaws for 
themselves, allowing them to feel a momentary superiority 
while polishing their own budding gumshoe skills at the 
metafictional level.

I find it endearing that eighteen-year-old Frank and 
his seventeen-year-old brother, Joe, manage to solve all 
sixty-six of their challenging cases in a single, seemingly 
endless summer. No one dies in a Hardy Boys adventure, 
though they may come frighteningly close a half dozen 
times in any given episode. Indeed, the brothers are rou-
tinely conked on the head, half-drowned by unscrupulous 
frogmen, bound and gagged in some damp cavern, base-
ment, or secret chamber. 

Though they live on a modest, tree-lined street in the 
fictional Eastern Seaboard town of Bayport, the boys have 
everything a boy would want: a fully equipped crime lab, 
a sporty convertible, matching motorcycles, a state-of-the-
art darkroom, and a super-fast speedboat.

Held up to the mirror of modern life, these tales de-
scribe an era of innocence implausible even for the late fif-
ties and early sixties in which they were penned. The boys 
are never seen kissing or even holding hands with their 
steady dates, Callie and Iola. Parties are wholesome affairs: 
pie à la mode and soda pop the biggest thrills in town. 

No one curses. Even when the crooks are eventually 
rounded up and hauled away, their anger is muted by the 
dictates of good taste and a begrudging note of admiration. 

“I gotta hand it to you young snoops,” the unmasked vil-
lain might confess while his cohorts cultivate the hangdog 
expressions they’ll soon be wearing in prison.

There’s something more than mere escapism at work 
here. Call it time travel, reconciliation bordering on resur-
rection. When I read these books, I can feel the mosquitoes 
of mid-July nibbling away at my flesh and smell the tangy 
aroma of barbecued bread sizzling atop the brick oven my fa-
ther built in the front yard of our summer cabin in the Santa 
Cruz Mountains. I find myself swimming with the other 
kids in the redwood-shaded reservoir that served our neigh-
borhood, jumping off the dock into the greenish, murky 
water that stank of frogs and pond scum, watching skeeter 
bugs scurrying across the surface, trying without success 
to determine how they were so easily able to walk on water.

I admit there’s something compulsive, if not pathologi-
cal, about the way I pore over these books geared for boys, 
ages ten to fourteen, the way I follow their dubious and 
threadbare plots late into the night much the way I did 
back when I was a boy. No doubt I’m regressing, recoil-
ing from the problems and frustrations of the present day, 
clutching these slender volumes to my chest much in the 
way a has-been quarterback might caress a faded jersey 
from the glory days.

If you’ll indulge the pun, it’s possible that my fascina-
tion with these books is the product of nothing more than 
a case of arrested development. Evidence abounds to sup-
port this conclusion, though if these books have taught me 
anything, it’s that the real solution to a mystery is never as 
simple as it first appears. 

Perhaps I’ve been looking for something in these tales 
that was never there in the first place, the seductive prom-
ises of immortality and rectitude that only juvenile fiction 
can afford us. The boys and their chums will never grow up. 
Terrorists will never threaten their schools, churches, and 
playgrounds. The elms on their tree-lined street will never 
become diseased and need to be chopped down. Theirs 
is a world in which, regardless of the odds, justice will un-
flaggingly prevail. Death, depression, desperation have no 
chance of triumphing. As close as five pages from the end 
of any of these adventures, regardless of how hopeless the 
boys’ circumstances may appear, one knows to a certainty 
that everything will turn out fine.

Who among us wouldn’t sell his or her soul to live in 
a world like that? You can bet the forces of evil and their 
cronies are lurking in the shadows, plotting their next big 
caper, pleased as punch to offer us that deal.
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