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The door slammed behind her as she entered into the small apartment in tears. Her son payed 

her no attention. He was alone, sitting on the carpet as the television’s luminescence shined on his face 

and the small magnifying glass the boy was holding. 

“You’re watching ABC! Next up is MacGyver.” 

The boy leaned into the television, enthralled. In this moment, nothing around him existed. The 

rain was quiet. His mother was a dream. His father was distant. 

The mother pressed herself against the closed door and put her hands in her face. 

“How could I have been so stupid?” she sobbed. “It was so obvious!” 

She stomped her feet quickly onto the floor as she wailed. The boy turned to look at her, with a 

look of concern in his eyes. 

“What happened?” he asked. “Where’s daddy?” 

The woman continued to cry, so her son got up, went to her, and hugged her. He kissed her on 

the head and looked over to the television. 

"I say we trust our instincts, go with our gut,” MacGyver said. “Never stop asking questions.” 

The boy feigned a smile as the television continued to play and the rain outside continued to 

pitter-patter. 

. . . 

The door slammed behind her as she entered into a small, dingy office. Inside sat a man in a 

muted yellow trench coat. He wore a matching fedora on his head and a red tie with a white shirt 

underneath. He had propped up his feet on his paper-littered desk while he sat with a newspaper. A big, 

fat Cuban cigar was in the man’s mouth, smoking away. 

The woman cleared her throat and the man looked up from his paper. 

“Are you the private investigator I called?” the woman asked the man. 

He looked back down at his paper and spoke through his cigar. 

“Private investigator is such a limiting term,” he responded. “It’s degrading. I prefer detective.” 

The woman closed her eyes and took a deep breath in. 

“Well, can you help me or not?” she asked. “Because I am paying.” 

In one swift motion, the detective took the cigar out of his mouth, snuffed it out into an ashtray 

on his filthy table, threw down his paper, and extended his arm.  

“The name is Detective Janus McCroy,” he said, tipping his hat. “At your service.” 



“Lydia Fesenmyer,” the woman responded as she shook Janus’ hand. 

Janus gestured towards the seat opposite his desk. 

“Ms. Fesenmyer, please sit.” 

Lydia looked around the messy, dark room as she sat into the old, cloth chair. On the wall to her 

right was a pushpin board with notes and papers all over it. Janus had strings strewn between many of 

the pushpins, implying certain connectedness and intimacy between the items. Lydia shook her head 

and chuckled. 

“I read you were a nut-job, but wow,” Lydia said. “That’s quite a lot of papers.” 

“And where did you read that?” Janus asked. 

“Oh, you know. Online reviews. Things like that.” 

Janus lifted up his newspaper again and began reading it. 

“Ok. Enough insulting me in my office. Bored now. Goodbye.” Janus retorted, not looking up 

from his paper and waving to Lydia. 

 Lydia got up from her chair and wandered over to the pushpin board. She put a hand to it and 

began reading. 

“I never realized that Kennedys were responsible for the formation of the Ohio serpent mound,” 

Lydia giggled. “Or that the Méndez cartel uses Girl Scouts Thin Mint cookies to smuggle drugs into the 

United States.” 

“Few people do,” Janus responded. “Few even think to ask those questions. Would you believe 

that the cartel’s leader, Sergio Alcocer, has a stronghold hidden somewhere in this very town? I know 

I’m close to finding it.”  

Lydia shook her head and began to rub her temples. 

“Wow,” she said. “Just wow. You’re crazier than I thought you’d be. You’re a downright 

conspiracy theorist.” 

“Did you come here just to make fun of my work?” 

“No. I need your help. Recently, a coworker of mine disappeared.” 

“Disappeared?” 

“He’s gone missing. And no one can seem to find him.” 

“And you thought to come to me? Why? Wouldn’t the police be involved at this point?” 

“I think they are. I’m not sure. I haven’t really looked into it. I was the last person to see him, 

and he was at my apartment. I have this feeling that if I got anywhere near that case, I would be a prime 

suspect.” 

“Your motives in hiring me seem questionable. This whole case is questionable.” 



Janus paused for a moment. Then he continued, “However, you mentioned a payment.” 

 Lydia smirked and responded, “It’s quite a handsome payment.” 

Janus stood up, looked to Lydia, and nodded. 

“I’m in.” 

. . . 

The door slammed behind Lydia and Janus as the pair entered Lydia’s house. The main room 

was bright and painted a sweet yellow. On the left of the entrance was a wall of bookshelves. On the 

right wall hung framed portraits. The center of the room had a sofa, side chair, coffee table, and 

television. The house was nice. 

“You seem to live comfortably,” Janus observed as he glanced around the room. “Where do you 

work?”  

“I’m a guidance counselor at the local high school. I make do,” Lydia said. “But enough about 

me. You’re here to look for clues about my friend.” 

Janus pulled a magnifying glass out from his trench coat and began snooping around the sofa 

and coffee table. 

“A friend?” Janus said. “I thought you said you were missing a coworker.” 

“Well, I guess he’s kind of a friend too.” 

Janus approached the framed photos, seeming to focus on one with a Lydia shaking hands with 

a Latino man in his early sixties. 

“Mhmmmm,” Janus said. “And what was your friend’s name? That feels like a detail I should 

have known earlier.”  

“Oh, yes. Duh,” Lydia said as she slapped her forehead and shook her head. “His name is 

Miguel.” 

“Miguel?” 

“Yes. Miguel Hernandez.” 

“Hmmmmm,” Janus muttered, turning away from the portraits. “Interesting.” 

“So what’s with the magnifying glass?” Lydia asked. “It doesn’t seem like something that would 

be super important in this type of case.” 

“When I was little, I used to watch detective shows with my father. He would always figure out 

who was secretly the bad guy,” Janus said with a smile. “The magnifying glass was a gift from him. After 

he left my mother, I never saw him again. I always wondered where he went, and I would ask my 

mother, ‘Where is papa? Is he coming home soon?’” 



Janus gripped his magnifying glass tight. He paused for a moment, taking a breath, and 

continued, “This magnifying glass reminds me of him, and it reminds me to never stop asking 

questions.” 

“That’s sweet.” Lydia stared at her feet, not knowing how to respond. “So what did you find? 

Anything important?” 

Without looking at her, Janus responded, “Well, Ms. Fesenmyer, I’ve deduced that your friend 

doesn’t exist.” 

Lydia’s eyes went large and she ruffled her brows. “Detective McCroy, what are you saying? You 

have some nerve to come into my home and accuse me of lying!” 

“Call me Janus, please,” the detective said. “And I never accused you of lying, so cut the act. I 

know something is up. Your coffee table, sofa, and side chair are dusty. Either your ventilation is garbage 

(which I wouldn’t expect from this nice of an establishment) or you haven’t used this house in weeks. 

That would mean your friend never even entered this building and that you don’t really live here.” 

Lydia cleared her throat. “I just don’t clean that often.” 

“I see,” Janus sarcastically responded. “And how do you pay for this empty property, Ms. 

Fesenmyer? Surely not on a guidance counselor’s salary.” 

Walking towards the bookshelves, Lydia said, “I told you that I make do. Isn’t that enough 

information for you?” 

“When it comes to information, my dear, I’m insatiable,” Janus commented. 

Janus removed a framed portrait from the wall and showed Lydia his find. 

“Is it possible that this man is helping to foot your bill?” he asked. 

The picture was the one of Lydia shaking hands with the well-dressed, Hispanic man. 

“That’s my friend Miguel,” Lydia quietly stated. She gulped. 

“This, Ms. Fesenmyer, is none other than Don Sergio Alcocer, leader of the Méndez drug cartel. 

The real question is this: why is there an image of the two of you together hanging in your supposed 

home?” 

Lydia turned away from Janus and pressed herself against the bookshelves. 

“Why are you shaking hands with a drug kingpin, Lydia?” Janus pressed on. “I know there’s a 

connection. Don’t think I won’t find it.” 

Suddenly, Lydia grabbed a book from one of the shelves and pulled on it. The wall began to 

shake, and it moved to reveal a downward staircase. 

“Maybe you aren’t asking the right questions,” Lydia smirked. She pointed down into the 

stairwell. “If you’re so eager to find answers, go on.” 

Detective McCroy approached Lydia and told her, “I know this is a trap.” 



“Is it?” she asked with a wink. 

Janus got close to Lydia and looked into her ocean blue eyes. He said, “If you spring something 

on me, you will be very, deeply sorry.” 

Lydia raised her left eyebrow. “Well, aren’t you curious as to what happens next?” 

Janus breathed in and put his magnifying glass in his coat pocket. 

“You’re lucky that I am,” Janus said as he went down the first few steps of the stairwell. 

About what seemed halfway down the stairs, Janus felt confident that nothing bad would 

happen to him. He felt like he was about to find some answers, and his intuitions were rarely wrong. 

Janus felt this way until he heard the clang from the hard hit to the back of his head. Lydia must 

have hit him. Now he was falling down the flight of stairs. 

. . . 

Janus awoke to the slamming of a heavy metal door. He was lying on a concrete floor, tied in old 

ropes. Light shone into the room from some high up, small windows. There were noises of footsteps 

coming closer to Janus. 

“So you tied me up and put me in the basement?” Janus retorted, as he began to fumble around 

in his ropes. “How original, Lydia.” 

“Janus, I’m rather impressed. The world might think you’re crazy, but you are one observant son 

of a gun. That bit about the dust was very impressive.” 

“I’m smarter than I look.” Janus said. “Were you fooled by my eccentric charm?” 

Lydia smiled that charming grin of hers and said, “Hardly. I knew what was happening the entire 

time. I just didn’t think you were going to find something fishy so quickly.” 

Janus kept fidgeting in his ropes, trying to reach into his pockets. He mentioned to Lydia, 

“What’s the point in all of this? Between hitting me over the head with a crowbar, tying me up, and 

trapping me, I’m sure you’re definitely in for some jail time. What angle are you playing at?” 

“Please,” Lydia rolled her eyes, “I hit you over the head with a fire extinguisher, not a crowbar. 

Stashing a crowbar in a place where we would have a detective snooping around would have been too 

suspicious.” 

The detective managed to pull his magnifying glass out of his pocket. He rolled and faced it 

towards the sun, concealing it from Lydia. 

“We?” Janus asked. 

“The cartel. That was Don Alcocer shaking hands with me in that picture. I work very closely with 

him. You were right too about the Thin Mint cookies. We use those to smuggle cocaine into the country. 

It is very lucrative, and my position as a guidance counselor gives me reason to attend Girl Scout 

meetings and get close to our product.” 



Janus reached into his pocket. “That would explain why people can never stop eating those 

cookies. They’re quite literally addictive.” 

“Indeed,” Lydia smiled as she began pacing. “We heard whisperings from your clients online that 

you were a conspiracy theorist; that you had some kind of crazy board in your office with details about 

the Méndez cartel. We wanted to know how much you knew.” 

Janus winced as he heard a quiet snap. “So why bring me to an empty house?” 

“It’s quite simple really: you know too much,” Lydia chuckled. “It’s not personal, Janus. In fact, I 

rather admire your determination. If it’s any comfort to you in your final moments before I choke you to 

death in your ropes, you were also right about Don Alcocer’s stronghold. It’s in town, and we’re in it 

right now.” 

Lydia curtsied. “Welcome.” 

“Is the don home?” Janus breathed heavily as the light shined onto his body. 

“Good heavens, no,” Lydia sighed in relief. “Just you and I, detective.” 

Janus stood up, his ropes falling off him, burnt in one place. Janus had used his magnifying glass 

to reflect the basement’s sunlight, concentrating the light onto the ropes enough to make them burn 

and snap. 

Janus held the magnifying glass in his hand and said, “Just you and I. Good.” 

Lydia gasped as Janus began to walk towards her. Lydia began hyperventilating and she 

wrapped her arms around her chest. 

“No, this can’t be happening,” she said. “They’ll kill me! Don Alcocer is crazy! You don’t know 

what he’ll have them do to me!” 

Lydia slowly backed away from the hulking detective approaching her, inching closer and closer. 

“Now, Ms. Fesenmyer,” Janus said as he tucked his magnifying glass into the trench coat’s 

pocket. “I have some questions for you, and I intend to receive some answers.” 


