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Chapter One – The Problem Solvers




 


 


You know, when you’re being hung upside down
from your ankle like a side of beef while vicious fangs are
snapping at you from every direction, there is only room for one
thought in your panic-stricken brain.

“How do I get myself into these things?” I
grumbled as a pair of drooling, fanged jaws came flying right at my
face.

Now I know that may seem like a bit of an
unusual situation to find yourself in, but you see, my name is Will
Allen, and I’m a monster detective.

Yes, you read that right: I’m a monster
detective. And no, I’m not talking about some fantasy role-playing
game. I fight monsters. The big, slobbery kind that would like
nothing better than to use your head as a chew toy.

Mind you, you’d never guess that I’m a
monster detective if you met me since I’m not one of those… well,
detective-looking kinds of guys. You know the ones I mean, don’t
you? Big as apes, tough as nails, with faces that look like they
were chiseled out of granite? Well I’m nothing like that: in fact,
I’m one of the shortest and skinniest kids in my whole school. And
I don’t know what things are like where you live, but at
Ashford Middle School being scrawny and smart is not a ticket to
being adored by your classmates, I can tell you that. Still, a
little person can solve some really big challenges, and in my time
as a detective I've cracked some of the biggest, strangest cases
you could ever imagine. But not one of them was any stranger than
how I got started doing this in the first place.

I wasn't always a detective, you see. I mean
I’ve always had a knack for solving mysteries - in fact, when I was
a little kid my dad said that if figuring out whodunits was a game
show, I’d make him a fortune. I often showed my detective-like
skills at home, which is why sometimes my mom would say something
like, “That's amazing Will! How did you know I baked cookies while
you were out? I cleaned everything up and even aired out the
kitchen so you wouldn’t smell them!” and I would tell her, “Easy,
mom. There's a trace of flour on the counter, the oven door is
warm, and you hid something in the breadbox real fast when I came
in.”

And every now and then my dad would say
something like, “Will, how in the world did you find my golf club?
I've been looking for it for days!” and I would answer, “Simple,
dad. I knew that the last time you practiced in the yard, you
trimmed the shrubs after, so I looked behind the rack where the
pruning shears go.”

Yeah, I’ve always been a whiz when it comes
to solving mysteries, especially the really tricky ones that other
people can’t seem to crack.

Well, most of the time, anyway. Sometimes
even I needed help, which is where my story begins. You see, I had
this problem. But it wasn't a lost toy, or too much gel squirting
out of the toothpaste tube, or any of those stupid little problems
that some other kids have.

I had a monster under my bed.

Now, if you’re like everybody else, you're
probably thinking:

A monster? Oh, come on! There’s no such
thing.

To be honest, I’d probably react the same way
if I hadn’t had one myself. After all, who wouldn’t? So naturally,
no one believed me.

Certainly not my parents.

“I have a monster under my bed,” I said to my
dad one morning as he sat at the table hiding behind his daily
newspaper. He glared at me over the top of the business
section.
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“Don’t be ridiculous. We don’t believe in
monsters,” he replied, then ruffled the paper and turned to the
next page. That didn't exactly make me feel better, so I went to my
mom, who was in the kitchen putting our breakfast plates into the
dishwasher.

“I have a monster under my bed,” I told
her.

“Well, don't invite it to tea,” she answered
without looking up. “We're down to four cups already, and some
invisible monster always seems to break things around here.”

In case you were wondering, that was my
mother trying to be funny. She’s not very good at it.

I decided not to tell anyone at school about
the monster, because most kids will give you a weird look or
something if you tell them stuff like that. But I did tell my
friend, Jeannine. She likes solving mysteries almost as much as I
do, and we’ve always helped each other figure out the especially
tricky ones, so I knew I could count on her.

“I have a monster under my bed,” I whispered
quietly as we sat together on the bus to school. She gave me a
weird look. Go figure.

Of course, a weird look from Jeannine is a
little different from other people’s weird looks, mostly because
Jeannine looks a little weird to begin with, seeing as how she
likes to wear lots of bright, tie-dyed clothes, color her hair with
streaks of purple, green, and blue, and hang paperclips from her
ears.

“Oh, Will,” she said. “It's not fair! You
always have the coolest things happen to you.”

Now I gave her a weird look.

[image: tmp_b0fd304a65a7b02e56c5e950a3cd2957_chBQyp_html_bcaa0c8.jpg]

“What could possibly be cool about having a
monster under my bed?” I asked.

“Well, it's way cooler than the plain old
dust bunnies I have under mine,” she answered.

Personally, I didn't think a monster under my
bed was cool at all, but Jeannine sometimes has sort of a different
way of looking at things.

“At least dust bunnies don't try to lure you
under the bed so they can eat you,” I pointed out.

Jeannine’s head twitched, and then she nodded
as she thought that over.

“Well, okay, there's that,” she finally said.
“But still, it's way interesting.”

“It is not!” I growled. “We’re 6th graders
now, Jeannine! 6th graders don’t have monsters! It is definitely
not cool!”

“It could be,” Jeannine insisted. “It depends
on what kind of monster it is. What does yours look like?”

“I don't know,” I said. “I've never actually
gotten a good look at it. It only comes out when it’s really
dark.”

“You've never seen it?” Her face went sour,
like it does when she sees that her mom has given her a bag of snow
peas for her snack again. “Then how do you even know you have a
monster?”

“Well for one thing, it makes noises,” I told
her. “Like…weird scratching and gurgling sounds.”

“Maybe it's a chipmunk,” she said.

My cheeks started to burn. Believe me, you
don’t want to be around when they get really fired up.

“Don't you think I thought of that?” I
growled. “When I check during the day, nothing is there. No scratch
marks. No nutshells. And I looked over every inch of the walls and
ceiling. There are no holes or cracks that it could come in
through.”

“Maybe it's a mouse crawling under the
floorboards.”

“The sounds I hear aren't coming from under
the floorboards!” I hissed. “And mice don't grab your quilt and
pull it under your bed while you sleep so that you'll get cold and
come down after it. Only monsters do that!”

Jeannine gave me a blank stare, and then
began fiddling with one of the gothic skull rings on her
fingers.

“Well then,” she finally said. “I guess you
have a monster under your bed.”

“Exactly,” I agreed.

“So, what are you going to do about it?” She
replied without missing a beat.

“I'm not sure,” I said. “I tried to set a
trap for it, but I couldn't lure it out into the open.”

“What did you use as bait?” she asked.

“A brownie ice cream sundae,” I told her. “I
figured that would attract almost anything.”

Jeannine looked quite shocked.

“And it didn't work?” she gasped.

“Nope,” I replied. “Plus my parents yelled at
me when the ice cream melted all over the floor.”

Jeannine scratched her head, which is what
she does when she tries to think too hard. Only this time, she came
up with a really good idea.

“What we need,” she said, “is to find an
expert: someone who has experience dealing with stuff like this and
can tell you what to do.”

My eyes grew wide and I gaped at her with a
why didn’t I think of that look on my face.

“That's a very good idea,” I said. Jeannine
smiled.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Um…where do you suppose we could find
someone like that?” I asked.

Jeannine stopped smiling, and started
scratching her head again. Just then, the bus pulled into the
school parking lot.

“Well, I'm sure we'll think of something,”
she said. And then without another word, she got up and walked off
the bus. Some people get annoyed when she does stuff like that, but
to me that’s just Jeannine being Jeannine. A few seconds later, I
followed.
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Chapter Two – Secondary Troubles




 


 


In the two months since we had started there,
Jeannine and I decided that Ashford Middle School was a pretty
decent place, but I had a rather bad day there that day, owing to
my getting caught by Mrs. McAllister leafing through the yellow
pages when I was supposed to be doing math problems.

“And what do you think you are doing?” she
said as she walked over and stood above me.

“Um, I'd rather not say,” I told her.

For some reason, Mrs. McAllister got very
stern. Her painted-on black eyebrows, which clashed sharply with
her silver-grey hair, rose high above her thick, horn-rimmed
glasses.

“You will explain yourself this instant, or
go straight to the principal's office!” she roared.

I looked down and bit my lip.

“Well?” she said impatiently.

“I'm thinking it over,” I said.
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Mrs. McAllister’s pale cheeks turned red. She
grabbed the book.

“The yellow pages?” The expression on her
face changed from angry to puzzled. “Why are you looking for...an
exterminator?”

“I...ah, have a pest problem at home.”

“I see,” she growled. “And you are looking
for an exterminator...in my math class? Why aren’t your parents
taking care of this?”

“They don't take math,” I said.

I got a lot of extra homework to do that
day.

When I got on the bus to go home, Jeannine
had already saved me a seat, just as she has ever since second
grade.

“So, I solved your problem!” she gushed.

“You did?” I sputtered. “How?”

“I figured out where to find you an expert!”
she said, patting herself on the back proudly.

“Really?” I said, perking up brightly.
“Where?”

“Just check the yellow pages!” she answered.
“Look under 'E' for exterminators.”

My grateful smile melted into a nasty scowl.
I turned away and made a loud harrumpf sound.

“What?” she said. “What did I say?”

“Never mind,” I grumbled. “I already
looked.”

“You didn't find any ads for
exterminators?”

“Not the kind I need.”

“Then what's that?” she said, pointing at my
book bag.

“What's what?” I asked.

“That card sticking out of your bag,” she
answered. She tilted her head slantways, and read, “M-O-N-S-T-...”
Her head popped upright again. “That's all I can see, but I'm
pretty sure it says something about monsters.”

I pulled my bag off my back and looked at the
pocket. Sure enough, there was a card sticking out. I plucked it
out of my bag and read it out loud.
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“Look,” I said. “There's a handwritten note
on the back of the card.”

“What does it say?” Jeannine asked.

“It says, ‘If you need me, hang a red flag
out your window.’”

“Well,” Jeannine said. “It looks like you
found your expert monster hunter.”

I shook my head. “I didn't. It looks like
he found me.”

“Whatever,” she said with a wave of her hand.
“The point is: your problem is solved.”

But I wasn't so sure. I’ve been the butt of
enough pranks to be suspicious of mysterious messages telling me to
do things.

“But how did he find me? How did he know I
was looking for a... I mean, I didn't tell anyone but you about...”
I stopped and held my breath for a second, then looked all around
the bus to be sure no one was listening. There were a couple of
cheerleaders and a big brute in a football team jacket filling the
seats right behind us, so I ducked my head and whispered, “...About
my you know what.”

“Maybe someone heard us this morning,”
Jeannine answered. “Maybe word got around to someone who’s been
through this too.”

“So then you think someone on the bus knew
where to find a monster detective, and put the card in my bag?” I
said skeptically. “I doubt it. It's probably just somebody playing
a prank, like that time when those guys from the football team
tricked Mico Markowitz into hanging his shorts from the
flagpole.”

Jeannine rolled her eyes at me, and said,
“Well, so what if it is? All it's asking you to do is hang a flag
out your window. Just do it and see what happens.”

“But I don't have a red flag.”

“A red shirt then,” Jeannine insisted.
“What's the difference?”

“Nope. I don't have one of those either.”

Jeannine frowned, and then started scratching
her head again.

“Do you have a red flag I could borrow?” I
asked her.

“No,” she said. “My parents think red flags
are un-American.”

“A red shirt?”

“No. My mother says red is not my color.”

“Do you have anything red?”

“Well, if you're desperate, I have some old
red panties in the back of my drawer. I wouldn't mind you hanging
them out a window.”

Hang girl’s panties out my window? I
thought. Seriously?

“I'd rather be eaten by the monster,” I
muttered.

Jeannine got a little snippy after that.

“Suit yourself,” she said, tilting her nose
up and turning away.

Girls can be so moody sometimes. I tried to
talk to her some more after that, but she just told me that I'd
have to figure something out on my own.

When I got home, I went to my room and
started my homework, but I didn't get much done. I sat at my desk
beneath my Chicago Cubs pennant and my poster of Albert Einstein,
the only things hanging on the annoyingly cheerful blue wallpaper,
and was busy coloring in the 'O's on my second sheet of math
problems when an idea hit me. I hunted down my dad's special Fourth
of July American Flag and rolled it up halfway, so that only the
red and white stripes showed. Then I started coloring in the white
stripes with red magic marker. That’s when my mom came in. Her
dirty blonde curls were wrapped in a hairnet and her smock was
covered in fresh splatters of paint, so I knew she’d just come from
her studio in the basement.

“Are you doing homework?” she asked.

“Um, sort of...” I answered.

Oops. Never say 'sort of' to a mom. It makes
her think you're up to something. My mom came over for a closer
look, and when she saw what I was doing, her eyes popped out.

No, I don’t mean out of her head and
rolling on the floor out, she just got all bug-eyed.

“Will!” she cried out in horror. “What have
you done?”

The shrill tone in her voice made me shudder.
When I glanced up, I saw the same scowl pasted on her face that she
wore the day she found me building an igloo in the living room.
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“Ummmm… Is that a trick question?” I
asked.

“The flag!” she shouted. “Our American flag!
You've ruined it!”

I looked back down at the flag. Three stripes
were colored in, and one was halfway finished.

“They're washable markers, mom.”

“Give me that this instant!”

“But mom, I need it...”

“This instant!” she shouted. Her cheeks were
as red as the flag, so I knew there was no point in arguing. I
handed her the flag.

“I'm going to speak to your father about
this!” she said in that 'You’re in SUCH big trouble’ kind of voice
that she has. “Desecrating the flag! Do you know you could go to
jail for that?”

“Do the beds there have monsters under them?”
I asked.

My mom stormed out without speaking another
word. Personally, I don’t see what the big deal was all about, but
there's something about flags that makes grownups act weird. But
now, I was back to square one, with no flag, and no monster
hunter.

“I'd better put on my thinking cap,” I said
to myself.

And no, I am not too old for a thinking
cap.

Anyway, I don't actually have a cap,
but just saying that somehow makes me think better. And sure
enough, I came up with another idea. But I figured I’d better wait
until after dinner to test out my new plan so that my mom wouldn’t
catch me again. So, after sitting down at the table that evening to
a meal with a French name that my mom took twenty minutes trying to
get me to pronounce, but which I called, “old socks with brown
sauce,” I went back up to my room and got out a white t-shirt from
my underwear drawer. I tied the sleeves together around the end of
my baseball bat, and when I hung it sideways, it sort of looked
like a flag.

“Now I just have to make it red,” I told
myself. But I had already used up all the ink in my red makers, so
I went to the kitchen and got some fruit punch from the
refrigerator. I took the bottle back to my room and poured the
drink all over the white shirt. When it was pretty much soaked, I
stopped and held it up. It was kind of blotchy and purplish, but
hey, I figured maybe it's close enough. I took my bat and jammed it
into my clothes hamper, and then moved it to the window and hung
the shirt through the opening. Then I closed the window as much as
I could and hoped for the best.

All of a sudden, a creepy voice came from
right behind me.
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Chapter Three – A Most Unusual
Detective


 


 


“I knew you'd call,” spoke a low, squeaky,
yet gravelly kind of voice. I turned around really fast, and there,
standing next to my bed, was a very, very small person in a very,
very big trench coat and bowler hat. Aside from a shiny gold badge
on the ratty old coat, I couldn’t make out much: the coat covered
everything right down to the ground, including his hands and feet,
and a dark, fuzzy nose and a mess of scraggly brown hair were all
that poked out from under the brim of the hat.

“Are you the monster hunter?” I asked.

“Detective,” the gravelly voice replied,
pointing proudly at his badge. “Monster Detective, Bigelow J.
Hawkins at your service.”

He looked more like a munchkin in
disguise.

“Aren't you a little short for a
detective?”

“Size isn't everything,” Bigelow answered. “A
little person can solve some really big cases. I myself have
uncovered some of the biggest monsters there are.”

“And you can get rid of them?”

Bigelow gave me a strange look. At least I
think he did, because his face barely showed from under his hat,
but he slouched as though he was sad.

“I usually don't have to. Once we find your
monster, all we have to do is shine some light on it. Monsters hate
light.”

“That makes them disappear?”

He sighed, and then shook his head.

“No. That makes them...less scary. And
monsters that aren't scary don't have much reason to hang
around.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, that sounds good enough
for me. Let's get started.”

“We can't. Not yet,” Bigelow said.

“What? Why not?”

“It's not dark yet. I told you, monsters
don't like the light. They won't come out until nighttime. That's
when we'll uncover them.”

He then walked over to the light switch on my
wall and turned it off. The room darkened somewhat, but some faint,
fiery rays from the setting sun continued to filter in through my
window, making the walls glow eerily. The air turned stale and
cold.

“Um, what should we do until then?” I
asked.

“Well, for a start, let's discuss my fee,”
Bigelow answered. My face went sour.

“Your fee?” I said rather crossly. “Your card
said there wasn’t any fee.”

“You must have read it wrong,” Bigelow
insisted. “Look again. It says 'No fee unless successful’.”

I took out the card, which I'd kept in my
pocket since the bus ride from school, and read it over. [image: tmp_b0fd304a65a7b02e56c5e950a3cd2957_chBQyp_html_271480c.jpg]

 


“Huh. How about that?” I said. “Well, how
much do you want? I’ve been saving up for a new bicycle, but…”

“Oh, I don't accept cash,” Bigelow said. “But
I believe you have an old teddy bear that you don't play with
anymore. I'd like that.”

“My Teddy? You want to be paid with a toy?” I
said. “Are you serious?”

I tried to get a better look at him, and
leaned forward so that I could
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