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1 Offensive Foul




“Bomb-ers! Bomb-ers!” The crowd’s chant echoed off the brick walls of the Bayport High gym and rang in Joe Hardy’s ears. His brother, Frank, had just passed him the basketball, and now it was Joe’s job to keep the Bombers in the running for the conference championship.

As he dribbled in for a layup, Joe’s eyes were riveted to the basket, eighteen inches wide, ten feet off the floor. Just as he was pivoting to shoot, he felt an explosion of pain behind his eyes. One second he was racing down the basketball court. The next, he was lying on the hardwood floor, trying to clear the stars that had suddenly appeared in front of his eyes. Joe never saw the elbow that rammed him in the side of the head.

The sound of the referee’s whistle slashed through Joe’s aching brain. “Rocky River—Number Thirteen,” the official said. “Offensive foul.”

Glen Revelle, the captain of the opposing team, looked ready to argue. “It wouldn’t have happened if Hardy had watched where he was going.”

“It was up to you to make sure you didn’t clip him,” the official replied.

Joe’s eyes finally focused again, just in time to see the tall lanky Revelle frown and raise his hand, accepting the foul. Glen’s hand went down to rake through his carroty orange hair.

As Joe pushed himself to his feet, the whole gymnasium seemed to throb with noise from cheers and countercheers. At least, that’s the way it seemed to his battered head. Bayport Bombers and Rocky River Rockets fans were all stamping their feet so hard that the bleacher seats were vibrating.

Shaking his head to clear it, Joe stepped up to the foul line. Like everyone else in the gym, he knew that this foul shot could win a very tight game.

“Go for it!” Frank urged.

Biff Hooper, the Bombers’ big muscular center, flashed Joe a grin. More than a teammate, Biff was a good friend. He gave Joe the thumbs-up sign.

Joe bounced the ball once, twice, three times. Then he stepped away from the foul line. With a trembling hand, Joe pushed his blond hair off a suddenly sweaty forehead. This wasn’t a reaction to the blow he’d just taken, he realized. It had just dawned on him that he was about to attempt the biggest foul shot of his basketball career. If Joe made this foul shot, the Bombers would beat the Rockets, and the Bayport team would get to compete in the championship game. If Joe didn’t make the shot . . . He sucked in air and pushed that thought away.

Trying to calm himself, Joe swept his eyes quickly around the arena. He saw his girlfriend, Iola Morton, on the sidelines with the rest of the cheerleaders. And Frank’s girlfriend, Callie Shaw, was sitting in the stands with Joe’s aunt Gertrude and his mother. Joe even spotted Jake Berman, the captain of the second-place Ocean City Slickers. If the Bayport team won today’s game, they’d face the Slickers for the championship.

Well, Jake isn’t here to cheer me on, Joe thought. He’s just scouting us for his team’s game, to see what he’s up against.

Silence fell as what seemed like thousands of eyes stared at him. Joe suddenly felt lightheaded. His palms were so sweaty he could barely hold on to the ball.

Glen Revelle, standing to Joe’s right, smirked and said, “Don’t choke, Hardy.” The Rockets’ captain’s smile wasn’t friendly. It was more like a wolf baring its fangs—except wolves didn’t wear braces that gleamed under the gym’s bright lights.

“Who asked you, Revelle?” Joe snapped back. The rival captain’s taunting was just what Joe needed to regain his focus. No way was he going to let this clown psych him out after knocking him flat.

Joe stepped up to the foul line. He knew what he had to do, and he knew he could do it. One flick of his wrists, and the ball went arcing toward the basket.

Swoosh. The ball sailed through the net.

The hometown side of the gym erupted with cheers. People came spilling out of the bleachers and onto the court, shouting, “We’re number one! We’re number one!” Excited fans made paper planes out of their game programs. Soon the air in the old high-ceilinged gym was filled with soaring, bright green paper aircraft on victory flybys.

The Bayport Bombers had won! Now they’d play the Ocean City Slickers in two days for the conference championship.

The fans weren’t the only ones celebrating the victory. “Way to go, bro!” Frank yelled, wrapping a sweaty arm around Joe’s shoulders. At six-foot-one, dark-haired, dark-eyed Frank was the slightly taller brother. But Joe was the more muscular of the two. “One more game! Just one more!” Frank exclaimed.

“We’re going all the way,” Joe called back as the crowd surged around them. Surrounded by cheering kids and even adults, Joe decided just to let himself enjoy the applause and the pats on the back. Tony Prito, who was also on the team, came up to him for a handshake, followed by Coach Moran.

Iola Morton pushed through the ring of fans and gave Joe a kiss. “Ugh,” she said, pulling back. “You’re soaking wet.”

“Funny how that happens after just an hour of full-court basketball,” Joe replied with a grin. “I thought you’d be happy that I went all-out.”

“You sure did that,” Iola told him. “Now there’s nothing standing in the way of us becoming the champs.”

“Well, there is that little formality of beating the Ocean City Slickers,” Joe reminded her.

“Come on,” Iola insisted. “You guys will be playing the final game here in Bayport, with the home-court advantage. And you already beat the Slickers in Ocean City earlier this season.”

“Hey, that wasn’t an easy win,” Joe cautioned. “We barely pulled it off by one point. And that time, the Slickers didn’t have their big star on the court. Jake Berman had to sit out the game with an injury. But he looked pretty healthy just now. I saw him in the stands, checking us out.”

“That reminds me,” Iola said. “Callie came down from the stands with a message. Your mom and aunt wanted to congratulate you, but this mob scene scared them off. Callie said your mother left with Mrs. Jorgensen.”

“Right,” Joe said. “She’ll be out of town for a few days. Mom planned to leave right after the game.”

“She also said your aunt took off to go bowling.” Iola looked uncertain as she asked, “Was Callie pulling my leg?”

Joe laughed out loud. “Believe it or not, that’s how Aunt Gertrude likes to relax.” He brushed at the front of his sweat-dampened jersey. “Let me get out of this. And while I’m in the locker room, I’ll pass along the message to Frank if Callie didn’t find him in this madhouse.”

As he turned to go, Joe noticed a commotion in the crowd. Somebody in a Rockets uniform was pushing his way toward the locker room. Even seeing him from the rear, Joe recognized the bright orange hair of Glen Revelle.

“Hey, Glen,” Joe called as he caught up with the other boy.

Revelle paid no attention.

Figuring he hadn’t been heard over the noise of the crowd, Joe tried to catch Glen by the elbow. “I just wanted to say that you guys played a really great—”

Glen Revelle spun around and angrily shook Joe’s hand from his arm. “Bug off, Hardy,” he said through clenched teeth. His voice was as steely as the metal braces he wore.

Blinking in astonishment, Joe noticed Glen had a weird, glassy-eyed expression. What’s this guy’s problem? Joe wondered.

“Get out of my way,” Revelle threatened. “Before I kill you!”



2 Sore Loser




Frank Hardy caught up with his brother just in time to hear Glen Revelle’s wild threat. The tall Rocky River captain abruptly whipped around and shoved his way through the mass of fans.

But he hadn’t turned quickly enough to hide something from Frank. Glen was blinking away tears as he headed down the corridor that led to the visiting team’s locker rooms.

He must be hurting big-time, Frank thought. Of course, Revelle was a senior. He wouldn’t get another chance to lead his team to a championship.

“Nice game, guys.” Frank heard a familiar voice behind him. He turned to see Jamal Hawkins with his hand held out, palm up. Joe slapped Jamal’s hand, and so did Frank. Although Jamal played for the Rockets, he was a good friend of the Hardys. Frank and Joe played pickup games with Jamal whenever they could.

“Hey, Jamal. What’s the deal with Revelle?” Frank asked. “I thought he was just about to deck Joe.”

“He probably thought Joe was going to rub it in about us losing,” Jamal said. “Glen takes getting beat real personal.”

“He should lighten up a little,” Frank said. “It’s only a game.”

“Not to Glen it isn’t,” Jamal said. “His dad is putting a ton of pressure on him to win a basketball scholarship. I wonder how Glen can even enjoy playing anymore. I know for a fact that he hates losing.”

At that moment, Joe gave a yell of surprise as he was grabbed from behind in a bear hug and lifted up into the air.

“Hey, Chet. I think you’d better let go of Joe,” Frank said. “He’s starting to turn blue.”

Chet Morton finally released Joe, setting him back down on the basketball court. “I just wanted to congratulate your little brother for getting us into the conference championship game.” Chet pounded Joe on the back. “Besides, Joe looks good in blue. It matches his eyes.”

“Try congratulating him without crushing his lungs,” Frank said. “He’ll need them for the next game.”

“Not to mention my back,” Joe said, wincing in pain as he straightened up. “What would Coach say if he knew you were endangering his players?” Chet was Coach Moran’s assistant.

“Hey, I’m just toughening up the team,” Chet said. “And as Coach’s assistant, it’s my job to see that you all refuel after a big game. Let’s all meet at Burger Bonanza for a little post-game celebration—maybe with bacon and cheese?” Chet asked.

“Maybe later,” Frank said. “I want to catch the Marvin Coates press conference first.”

Marvin Coates had been captain of the first Bombers basketball team to win the conference championship twenty-five years ago. Later he became a basketball All-American at an Ivy League school. He was still a legend at Bayport High, as well as one of the town’s wealthiest businessmen.

“Where is Coates speaking?” Chet asked.

“Right here in the gym,” Frank said.

“Maybe I’ll hang out,” Chet replied, his eyes scanning the basketball court. News teams, photographers, and camera crews were just beginning to show up. “Sometimes press conferences have caterers come in with snacks.”

Frank grinned. “If that happens, they’ll be for the press only.”

“I used to be a paper boy,” Chet said. “Doesn’t that count?”

The Hardys rolled their eyes. “Guess again, Chet,” Frank said.

After they had showered and changed, Frank and Joe returned to the gymnasium. A podium had been placed in the middle of the basketball court. To the side of the court, the press snapped photos of Coates as he chatted with some local politicians. Finally, the tycoon made his way to the podium, followed by Bayport High’s principal.

Principal Chambers stepped up to the microphones, cleared his throat, and after a few more pops from the photographers’ flashbulbs, he began his introduction. “His winning ways started on this very court, not so many years ago. He’s a credit to our school, to our town, as a sportsman, a businessman, and—”

“A major-league slimeball,” came a voice to Frank’s right. He wasn’t sure he’d heard right, but then the person added, “And a hypocrite, too.”

Frank glanced over and saw a kid about his own age standing a few feet away, glaring at Coates with a look of sheer hate. The boy wore dirty blue jeans over heavy boots and a black T-shirt beneath a red-and-black long-sleeved lumberjack shirt. A hooded sweatshirt was tied around his waist by the sleeves. His thick-lensed, wire-rimmed glasses gave him a slightly intellectual look.

When the principal had finished his introduction, Marvin Coates took the podium to roaring applause. “As many of you know, especially you fine folks who live here in Bayport, next Wednesday will mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Bayport Bombers’ first conference championship—”

The crowd thundered its approval.

“And I plan to donate a state-of-the-art electronic scoreboard to the school gymnasium if the Bombers win.”

The cheers echoing through the packed gym cut off Coates’s next words. He held up his hands for silence. “If the Bombers win.” He gave the crowd a warm smile. “Nothing in life comes for free. . . .”

“Liar. Phony. Fraud.”

Frank glanced over at the kid again. His hair was dark and curly, cut short. He looked clean enough, in spite of his sloppy clothes. Obviously, this guy had a beef against Marvin Coates. But for all of his insults, the boy wasn’t shouting. He was just muttering under his breath.

I guess he was here to see the game, Frank thought. But I’ve never seen him around the school before.

Nudging Joe, Frank asked in a soft voice, “You know that guy? He looks familiar.”

Joe studied the kid for a moment. “That’s Todd Coates, Marvin Coates’s nephew. We met him once with Phil Cohen. Why?”

“Just curious.”

Coates continued his speech, occasionally interrupted by cheers from the crowd. But Frank’s eyes remained fixed on Todd.

“Why do you suppose Todd’s giving his uncle the evil eye?” Frank asked his brother.

Joe shrugged. “Maybe Uncle Marv forgot the birthday check or something.”

“He doesn’t go to Bayport, does he?” Frank continued.

“Who? Todd? No. He goes to Ocean City High.”

“So he had no reason to come to this game, except to rag on his uncle. Don’t you find that kind of strange?” Frank pressed.

“Not really. Why?”

“Well, Todd’s uncle was a big legend here in this school, but Todd didn’t go here.” Frank paused. “And he’s definitely not here to congratulate his uncle. Do you know anything about his background?”

“No. But Phil might.” Joe gave his brother a quizzical look. “What’s the big deal about Todd Coates, anyway?”

“Just—”

“Yeah, I know,” Joe said, cutting his brother off. “Just curious.” Frank’s inquisitive nature had gotten the brothers involved in solving many mysteries. The two had inherited this characteristic from their father, Fenton Hardy, a retired police officer who continued to investigate crime.

Joe spotted his father shaking hands with Marvin Coates, who’d stepped away from the podium. The Hardys slipped through the crowd till they reached them.

“Boys!” Fenton exclaimed as Frank and Joe approached him. “Did you ever meet my old teammate Marvin Coates?”

“Glad to meet you, sir,” the brothers said in unison. They shook the tycoon’s hand.

“You two played some top-notch basketball out there,” Mr. Coates said. “Good luck in the championship game. Oh, by the way . . . you boys old enough to vote?”

“Marvin’s thinking of going into politics,” Fenton explained with a grin.

Coates nodded. “I thought I’d start small. Mayor of Bayport seems about right.” Marvin excused himself and walked away from the Hardys, shaking hands as he made his way through the crowd.

“If the election were held right now he’d win by a landslide,” Fenton observed. Then he looked around. “Did you see your mother before she left?”

“No. She took off with Mrs. Jorgensen right after the game. She thought you were going to be out of town a lot longer,” Joe said.

Frank nodded. “Callie said Mom will be gone all week.”

“And Aunt Gertrude went bowling to calm down,” Joe said with a chuckle.

“Calm down?” Fenton asked in a slightly worried tone of voice. “From what?”

“We take it you missed the game,” Frank said.

“Sorry, boys. I just got here in time for the tail end of Marvin’s speech. I meant to get here sooner, but the police needed me to ID some of the suspects in this case I’ve been working on.”

“Tell us about it, Dad,” Joe said eagerly.

“Over Chinese food,” Fenton promised. “I’ll fill you in right after you tell me about this wild game you must have had.”

“Great,” Joe said. “I’m starving.”

“Let’s see if Chet wants to join us,” Frank added.

• • •

Joe blocked Frank’s chopsticks with his fork, speared the last jumbo shrimp, and popped it into his mouth.

“Nice interception,” Chet said. “Though I wouldn’t exactly call it team playing.”

“So you must be pretty close to bringing the big cheese down, Dad,” Joe said when he finished chewing.
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