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Chapter 1: The New Partner
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The name’s McKinney. Mickie McKinney.  

You give up a lot to wear your detective’s hat just so, to stand out in a crowd as something other than the usual ‘Johns and Janes’ going to and from classes, to provide clients with the solution to their every problem. Answering questions like, “where is my cat? Can you help me find my missing bike? Is that real beef casserole?”

I have resolved all these conundrums as best I can, with a steely resolve and a hard-boiled demeanor that brooks no argument. But in choosing to follow this rambling road not usually taken, I have had to make do with only myself for company. Every client that walks through my door, I handle alone, and every payment I receive, I enjoy alone. Which is handy, because who would want to share a chocolate bar or a lollypop?

Being a detective also means there are certain rules and guidelines that come with the job. Like the customer is usually right, and they better show they have the payment up front. It also means that once the job is done, I rarely see that person again... with the rare exception of Freddie, who is always curious about what is on his plate. All that time spent alone on the sidelines taught me that there is never anyone to watch my back, so I better watch my own.

Most people think I’m a little weird for wearing my dad’s old hat, or for spending my free time in a broom closet waiting for someone to walk in with a case, or for getting lost in my head while I start a story with an internal monologue. I have accepted that. Because for the last year or so, that was the world I lived in, and for the most part, I was content.

Which leads me to the present, where, through a strange turn of events, the world I have known for so long has been turned on its head.  My solo act has become a duo, as five-feet-and-two-inches of sass-filled fatigues by the name of Sam Hayes has agreed to work as the assistant to yours truly.

The paper sign on the door of my office now reads McKinney and Hayes Investigations and will continue to do so until the janitor tears it down... again.

It was The Case of the Absent Answers that had brought around this partnership and started Sam’s first week at our school with a bang. Born into a military family, Sam Hayes had been transferred from Colorado to Maple Ridge Middle School, the only educational institution in my small town of Maple Ridge, Vermont. Unfortunately for her, she had immediately fallen afoul of Tommy Tubbins, the school bully. Rather than hand over her lunch money to him like most of the other students would (including myself), she chose to trounce him soundly, and left him crying on the floor like a baby.

This, of course, had not sat well with Tommy, and he retaliated. He had done his best to frame Sam for stealing test answers from Ms. Caverly’s desk; a crime of which I was able to clear Sam, successfully sending the real wrongdoer to the principal’s office in the process. In the afterglow that followed that victory of justice for the innocent, I may have, in a moment of weakness, asked Sam Hayes if she would consider joining McKinney Investigations.

For the record, I regretted it the day afterward, but it is a little hard to get rid of a girl who can do fifty handstand push-ups without breaking a sweat.

Of course, there is always the hope that she will get tired of the detective business and go join an extreme sports team.  And, considering how well we’ve been getting along, our alliance is looking to be shorter-lived by the minute. The week started out rough and has gotten steadily worse, like a gambler on a losing streak, or an out-of-control garbage truck. In fact, it’s all been downhill from the moment I showed her the office.

* * *
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“THIS PLACE IS A DUMP,” Sam declared.

“Dump?” I was scandalized.

Sam surveyed the small broom closet that was the proud office of McKinney (and now Hayes) Investigations, from the guttering bulb overhead, to the small, battered desk I had found in a dumpster and dragged into the closet, to be used for its designed purpose a second time.

“Yep, it’s a dump,” she repeated.

“Do you know how I was able to get this office in the first place?” I asked indignantly. “I had to find the janitor’s pet parrot!”

“Piece of cake,” Sam scoffed.

“It was in the air vents!” I recalled with a shudder. I still had nightmares about being trapped in that confined space as a furious ball of feathers pecked and scratched me. “And that bird is the devil in green feathers. I barely made it out of there alive.”

“So, to show his gratitude for such a heroic feat, Joe the Janitor lets you use his mop closet during study hall,” Sam smirked. “Personally, I would’ve been happy with a gift card.”

“Can a gift card get you an office space to use during break periods?” I asked.

“No, but it can get me something of actual value,” Sam said. “Like boxing gloves or a smoothie.”

I bristled. “If not for this office, I would not have the thriving business that makes me Maple Ridge Middle School’s only private detective.”
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“Yeah, you’re really packing in the customers.” Sam pointed at a spider’s web that had been spun in one corner of the broom closet. “I’m guessing that’s your two o’clock, right?”

I forced myself to take a deep breath. A quick temper will make a fool of you soon enough, my dad used to say. Besides, what did it matter if this gal walked out? This office was clearly not big enough for the both of us.

“Obviously, we have differing opinions on this matter,” I said, gritting my teeth.

Sam took a step forward and looked down on me from her great height. She was only a few inches taller than me, but I may as well have been staring up at the Maple Ridge clock tower.

“Oh, we differ on many more matters than this, fedora-head. We just don’t have the time to go through them all.”

I glowered at her, unable to come up with an appropriate comeback.

“Shut up,” I finally said. Sam snorted derisively.

“Ooh, burn.”

* * *
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THE WAY THINGS WERE going on Monday, I figured we would be lucky to last until Wednesday morning. It appeared my faithful assistant—I mean, my partner—thought the same thing, because the office was empty when I opened on Tuesday afternoon.  Considering I had caught sight of her playing basketball with the eighth graders when I went to grab lunch, there was a good chance she had lost interest in being the Abbott to my Costello. This was just as well, because if Miss Smart-Mouth had been in the office, she would’ve scared off the client who knocked on the door.

The kid didn’t so much open the door as crack it open to slide through, very clearly trying not to be seen, and obviously uncomfortable being the center of attention.

At four-foot-ten and skinny as a rake, he wasn’t much to look at. His brown hair was cut into a bowl shape, and his eyes were the color of mud. Throw in his hoodie—the color of manure—and a pair of shorts and sneakers of a dull grey, and it all added up to the most inconspicuous wallflower I’d ever seen. This was someone who was comfortable standing in the background. Someone who would not make anyone look twice.

“Would you be Mickie McKinney?” he asked, in a voice that lilted, and was different from that of the usual Johns and Janes.

“Probably. I don’t see anyone else behind the desk.” I leaned back in my chair and put my feet on the desk. “What can I do for you, kid?”

My prospective client glanced around the tiny office. “I heard you were a detective of sorts,” the kid said, sounding doubtful.

“Well, if you heard it, that must mean it’s true,” I said, making an attempt at humor.

“Was I mistaken then?” The kid looked crestfallen. “Frank, in my art class, said you were good at solving problems. I’ve got a giant jawbreaker for you, if you can help me.” He pulled a piece of candy, the size of a baseball, out of his pocket. That got my interest.

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” I said, taking my feet off the desk. “Pull up a chair and tell me what’s on your mind.”

The stranger looked around my cramped office, uncertainty
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