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Chapter 1: Into Every P.I.’s Life...
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The name’s McKinney. Mickie McKinney. Churchill once said, “those who fail to learn from history are condemned to repeat it.” 

Oh, sorry, my mistake. That was one of the trick questions on my history test packet. Apparently, George Santayana is the one who said that, while Churchill said, “those who fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.” 

Regardless, whether you are doomed or condemned, it is clear that any who do not remember their past should expect it, at some point, to come back and take a bite out of their backside; not unlike the incident last year when George Williams put half a sandwich in his back pocket and his bulldog, Jaws, attempted to retrieve it. 

But back to the story at hand. As far as detecting went, the last week had been mundane, bordering on stagnant: cafeteria food was cooked and served, free of mystery lumps and smells; homework and personal items remained in their owner’s possession; and Sam and I had gone another week without annoying each other to the point we might have considered dissolving our partnership. 

It was awful. 

Don’t mistake me, I am aware that into every P.I’s life a little boredom must fall. But for every day of staring at the door, there should be a day of activity to off-set it. 

Busy days, where clients lined up outside the door for as far as the eye can see, with cases far outside the confines of mystery food and missing pets, and solutions to the “who-done-it” that did not end with “the janitor did it.” 

So, you can imagine my excitement when, on a certain Wednesday afternoon, there was a knock on the dull brown door of my office, and a long pair of legs walked in. 

“McKinney and Hayes Investigations,” I said, leaping out of my chair. I stopped, disappointed, when I saw the face the legs belonged to. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Aw, what’s wrong McGlum?” Sam smirked, “I don’t look like a client to you?”

Sam Hayes had transferred to Maple Ridge Middle School a month ago, when her parents were stationed at the army base in my sleepy town of Maple Ridge, Vermont. Tall, blonde, and full of sass, she never stopped reminding me of her superior height and athletic skills. Considering she had a second-degree black belt in both Judo and Brazilian Jiu Jitsu, and I had problems doing even one push-up in gym class, she was right on at least one count. 

Regardless, I still allowed her to help out with whatever case came through the door. Maybe it was because I knew she had the ability to twist me into a square knot if I got on her bad side. Maybe it was because I was a little nutty from all the time I spent sitting in this broom closet - which was actually the office of McKinney and Hayes Investigations. Or maybe it was because, out of all the people in the school, she was one of the few I considered my friend.

“You? A client?” I retorted. “Isn’t it a little ironic for a detective to be asking another detective for help?”

“Call it outsourcing.” Sam lounged in the doorway, her usual mud-splattered pants and boots unusually clean for this late in the day. “See, I’m looking for this weird kid in my chemistry class. Brown hair, brown eyes, little guy... puny, even. Makes Tom Thumb look like a giant -”

“Okay, I know where this is going -” I tried to interrupt, but she kept talking.

“Talks weird, dresses weird, always wearing a hat fifty years out of date, but he’s pretty smart, so I agreed to be his lab partner this week.” 

“This fedora is a classic!” I started to protest, but then the rest of what she was saying hit me like Tarzan colliding with a tree. “Wait... lab partner?” I asked weakly.

“Yeah... so I show up to class early for our science project, and guess who’s not there?” Sam gave me her special smile, which made it very clear who was the idiot in question. “Go on, you’re the detective.”

“I can explain,” I said, feeling guilty.

“Can you explain and walk?” Sam jerked a thumb toward the doorway. “Come on McSnail, we’re already late.”

She headed out at a brisk pace and I grabbed my backpack and ran out after her, trotting to keep up with her long-legged strides. 

“So, what happened?” Sam asked. “Lost track of time while daydreaming?” 

“What?” I tried to appear innocent, even though that was exactly what happened. “Why would you think that? I was doing homework, and... other stuff...” Sam gave me a look that said she didn’t buy it.

“Uh-huh. So you worked on our assignment?”

“What assignment?” I hadn’t really been listening when our teacher gave us our instructions, as I’d just been hired to help with a missing bike case. A detective has priorities. “I thought this was a class project. What were we supposed to do?”

“I should’ve chosen someone else,” Sam groaned. “Anybody else. Look -” She grabbed my backpack to stop me from going through the door to class. “Just... hand me the ingredients and take notes. If you don’t touch anything, then maybe we’ll live through this. ”

“I’m not going to blow up the lab!” I protested. Sam gave me a skeptical look. “... I probably won’t,” I conceded. Sam still did not seem convinced.

“You say that, but every time you, test tubes, and Burners are in the same room together, something goes wrong.”

“Wait, Burners?” I asked as Sam opened the door. “What does she have to do with this?”

“Well, well,” said a familiar nasally voice. “Look who finally decided to show up for class.”
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Chapter 2: Bubble, Bubble, Toil and...
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The class looked the same as usual. Posters with the periodic table, different chemical formulas, and a few respected scientists lined the walls. The rest of our chemistry class was already paired up, two to each desk, with an assortment of beakers and ingredients between them. 

Only the person behind the desk was different. Instead of the familiar Dr. Carson, with her dyed blonde hair and matronly skirt and sweater set, there was what looked like a mini mad scientist perched on Dr. Carson’s stool, wearing her usual protective goggles that magnified her eyes to twice their normal size, an oversized lab coat covered in mystery stains and smudges, and a smile that was too smug for my liking.

At four-foot-nothing, Jamie “Burners” Burns was probably one of the smartest kids in the school - and maybe smarter than some of the teachers. I often wondered why a girl of her intellect was hanging around a backwater school like Maple Ridge Middle School, though I had never pried too hard. I usually went to Burners when I had trouble with a piece of evidence... or my science homework, and I did not want to risk breaking up such a beneficial arrangement.

“Burners?” I asked in disbelief. “What are you doing here? Where is the teacher?” 

“That’s Professor Burners to you, Mr. McKinney,” Burners said, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “Dr. Carson got a bad bowl of chili and went home early. Principal Morgan wasn’t able to find a substitute last minute, and since I’m taking advanced science classes at the local college, I was the most qualified to fill in.”

“Seriously?” I asked. “Out of all of the teachers in the entire school, an eight-year-old girl was the most qualified to teach chemistry class?”

“An eight-year-old girl genius,” Burners corrected, her face wrinkling in annoyance. “And I’m not sure I like your attitude, Mr. McKinney. Maybe I should take a few points off your grade...” 

“Mickie!” Sam protested. The girl could take on half the eighth-grade class in a game of touch football without breaking a sweat, but she was a real stickler for rules in the classroom. Sam took her place on the honor roll as a matter of pride, and nothing was allowed to ruin her perfect GPA.

“What?” I reassured her. “She’s not the real teacher!”

“Ooh!” Burners looked vindictive. “Maybe more. How’s a B+ sound?”

“I’m okay with that,” I said.

“I’m not!” Sam was practically wringing her hands in distress. 

Our argument was cut short by a shriek behind us.

“Professor! Something is wrong with my volcano!” The table right behind us was almost completely consumed by bright pink foam, which was spilling over onto the floor at an alarming rate.

“Oh my god, what is this?” a girl with bright red hair squealed. Shouts came from two other desks, as well. 

“It’s happening to mine, too!”

“Mine, too!”

“Ow!” A girl with mousy brown
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