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To my son, who explained to me in great detail how dangerous it is to set a shoe on fire.
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Lost Keys
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The day started like any other day. Mackenzie “Mac” Jones’s keys were missing. 

Mac brought the boys in to help find them, but the pair were useless, as usual. Young, enthusiastic, and easily distracted by anything with a bit of flash, Robby and Ryan were more interested in chasing Tommy trains than working an early morning case with their Chief.

Truth was, Mac was ready to move on, too. But whenever it seemed the team had found a hot lead, the tips would peter out, the trail would go cold, and every clue led to a dead end.

The crew’s theory was whoever lost the keys was an absent-minded lout. The two junior sleuths kept trying to pin the same suspect, but Mac knew there was no way Zoey had done it.

Zoey was a good cat. The only suspicious thing about her was her habit of keeping “borrowed” goods stashed away for security and entertainment. Sure, she wasn’t above stealing a long drink of milk from an unattended glass, but there was no way she could have made off with the knot of keys. For one thing, the keyring weighed nearly as much as she did. For another, she didn’t have any hands.

The truth was, as Mac watched the boys tear apart the scene, hunting for clues, she already knew who the real perpetrator was.

It was Mac.

She pulled her collar up high on her neck and retreated to the kitchen. Mac turned on the faucet and poured herself a drink. Water. She wanted something stronger, but drowning her sorrows in a double-shot latte was probably what got her here in the first place. The caffeine jitters certainly hadn't helped jog her memory.

Mac gagged on her drink when Robby shouted that he'd found something. She rushed back into the front room. Absentmindedly, Mac set her glass on the bureau behind the TV. She didn't know it then, but that glass of water would be the subject of its own case one day.

She hurried to the corner where Robby knelt. Something wasn't right. He picked through a pile on the floor, finally lifting a Troublesome Truck in the air. "I found it!" he shouted.

"Those aren't my keys, kid," Mac growled. He shrugged his shoulders and spun the wheels. Mac turned a frustrated gaze on Ryan, Robby’s partner in vice and valor alike. "You seen any keys?"

Ryan threw himself down on the nearby davenport. He looked up at Mac with tear filled eyes. "I don't want to go to summer camp."

Mac realized she was on her own.

She went to the window and looked out to the street below. A woman walking by looked up and saw Mac staring, quickening her step once their eyes met. It was as if she knew something was amiss, prompting her to race away from the scene.

Mac gripped the curtain, wanting to follow her. She didn’t want to give chase because the stranger might lead her to some clue, but because Mac wished she could be anywhere but in this mess. She shoved her hands deep into pockets empty of anything but lint and loose threads.

Damn. The keys could be anywhere.

There was nothing to do but to retrace their steps, starting from the moment the case came to light. Even so, it was hard to tell where to begin. She'd been all over the place in the last twenty-four hours. After years of begging for a cushy desk job, here she was, still cleaning up crime scenes. If Mac wasn’t on hands and knees tracking down clues, she was getting after the boys for crying over spilled milk.

Mac sighed audibly and turned to survey the room. Cushions lie askew, resting after being flipped out of chairs. An overturned toy chest was surrounded by an arc of derelict toys. Junk mail was spread haphazardly across a table, a streak of red bleeding through the paper where a glass of red wine had tumbled over.

She knew they'd done what they could here. It was time to move on.

Mac entered the adjoining dining room and ran her fingertips over the table. Something sticky grabbed at her skin like clotted blood. She cursed the boys for leaving evidence of their jelly doughnuts behind.

She put a finger to her lips. The goo was sickly sweet and as red as the dress she'd left hanging in the closet when she'd changed her mind about going to the Peterson's dinner party earlier in the week.

Netflix had called to her then, just as it called to her now. It would be so easy to stay home; let the boys off for the day and hibernate with the curtains shut tight.

No. Solving this mystery was the only way to get Robby and Ryan out of the house. Mac had to get the pair of ruffians off to camp so she could fold laundry and take a bath in peace.

She wiped the jelly substance on a nearby napkin and tossed the soiled cloth back onto the table. Kneeling, she inspected the scene at eye-level. A half-eaten bowl of cereal. A plate of crumbs. A jar of raspberry jam. No keys.

The ingredients of this mess did point in one direction, though. The kitchen.

She’d found herself hovering between the refrigerator and pantry last night, and had repeated the ritual again this morning. If she was a betting mom — and judging from the two-day old sweatshirt, tattered robe, and makeup-free face she wore, she was —Mac would bet that she'd been there yesterday morning, too.

She staggered to the kitchen, tripping over the dog. He was a good for nothing mutt, picked up to help create a façade of security. There was only one problem with his patrols... there wasn’t a trace of bloodhound, guard dog, or aggro chihuahua in him.

The beast looked up, irritated that Mac had interrupted his nap. He looked at his empty food dish and gave a low, "Woof." Mac acted without thinking, filling the bowl on programmed impulse. When she'd finished, she snapped out of her trance. The dog eyed Mac approvingly before lowering his head and closing his eyes. What a life.

The counters were cluttered. Mac picked her way through a tower of dirty dishes, a bowl of wrinkling fruit, and the remains of a baking project. The spilled flour reminded her of decadent chocolate chip creations. Not long ago, she'd immersed herself in a pinned recipe after scrolling through r/baking on Reddit.

Mac’s hand dipped into the cookie jar. No keys, but the chocolate chip filled treat was soft and moist. “Cookie for breakfast? Don't mind if I do," she whispered to herself.

She let the crumbs from the chocolate chunk dessert dribble down her robe-encased chest. She'd have brushed them away if she’d had any self-respect left. The truth was the mess helped her blend into the surroundings. Mac kicked aside a pair of abandoned rain boots near the top of the stairs leading from the kitchen to the basement, taking another bite as she descended into darkness.

The temperature dropped a degree with each step. Soon, Mac was standing in the cement encased basement where dirty laundry lay. She eyed it begrudgingly as she ate the last few bites of cookie.

She heard a shout, a thump, and the unmistakable sounds of breaking glass from somewhere overhead. Mac whispered, "Those boys are the whole reason I can't have nice things."

Kneeling beside the laundry heaped on the concrete, Mac poked it with a finger. Part of her expected the mound of soiled cloth to roll over and grunt at her like a tired vagabond, but a balled-up sock merely rolled in a lazy path from the top of the pile to the damp floor.

There were pants in there somewhere; she knew it. "Where there's pants, there's pockets," she muttered.

Mac picked the mountain apart, tossing grass stained shirts and mud encased shorts into the washing machine as she went along. Every time she found a pocket, Mac dug a hand into the folds of fabric.

She found a bottle cap, a metal hose splitter, two dimes and a wad of rubber bands. After the last knot of balled-up soccer jerseys was dismantled, the washing machine roared to life. Mac’s key-less quandary still hadn't been solved.

She leaned against the machine, letting it massage aching muscles as she debated her next move. She considered the double valve splitter that she'd pulled from a pair of tattered jeans. Had Mac put that in her pocket yesterday? She must have ventured outside to come across such an obscure nozzle.

Mac shrugged her shoulders. Might as well cover all the bases, she supposed. She collected her resolve and mounted the stairs again. The back door was in sight when she remembered the earlier crash she’d heard come from the living room.

"Boys, you'd better get your act together before I get back in this house!" Silence was the only response, which was a dangerous answer to the shouts of any mother. Mac was too encumbered in the current mystery to worry about that now, though. She resolved to work that case the moment this one was solved.

She pulled the back door open. It only took a second for the heat of the sweltering morning to wash over her. Shielding her eyes from the bright light, Mac made her way out into the riotous yard.

Toys littered the grass, filling the stamp-sized lawn like an abandoned battlefield. The wheels of an overturned bike turned slowly in an unfelt breeze. An action figure lay staring into the sky with unblinking eyes, his arms held high as if praying for salvation. Bubble wands protruded from the heart of a nearby flower bed in a brutal display of adolescent violence.

Mac picked her way through the devastation toward the garden shed, searching every patio chair and side-table for the keys as she went. Her foot slipped in something soft. A squelch eked out of the soil and a smell erupted around her, encasing Mac in a putrid scent that left her with watery eyes and a hitch in her throat. She gagged as she turned her heel in the grass.

Despite her better judgement, Mac looked down at her shoe. Evidence of the dog’s last meal encased the white rubber sole.

“Shit,” she muttered. Mac did her best to wipe the fecal forensics in a patch of tall grass, then tiptoed the rest of the way to the shed. She pulled the handle and the plywood door rattled on its hinges. Locked. She surveyed the immediate area. No trace of the keys there.

Just then, a voice called out from somewhere inside. Small and triumphant in its tattling. “Mom! Ryan put his shoe in the toaster!”

Mac lifted her eyes to the same patch of sky that the action figure in the lawn stared at from its bed of dying grass. “Is it too early to start drinking?” she asked the heavens. The scream of a smoke detector inside answered her prayer.

She raced back into the house, kicking her soiled shoe off at the door as she flew to the kitchen. There was no time to kick off the second shoe. Smoke filled the air. Mac ran in clipped, uneven steps toward the toaster.

Two sets of eyes, glimmering with criminal deviousness, peered at her from over the kitchen island. Mac ignored them, focusing instead on the acrid smell of burning plastic coming from the toaster.

The snitch was right. A shoe was wedged solidly in one of the toaster’s slots. When Mac pulled at its laces, the whole appliance sprang off the counter at her. The sole was stuck. The laces had become entwined with the guts of the device. The smoke alarm screamed overhead, and Mac screamed along with it.

She yanked the plug from the wall, snatched the toaster from the counter and rushed back outside.

Mac looked through the vesicant smokescreen for a safe place to set the portable bonfire. Her former calm gave way to panic as the heat of the toaster seeped into her skin. She could see a bare patch of earth just beyond the grass. It was a burnt-out hole that had never recovered from the boys’ introduction to 4th of July fireworks.

Half-blind and half-shod, she made her way over. Mac chucked the miniature pyre at the scorched earth.

A long-forgotten watering can rested at the edge of the dying flowerbed. She retrieved the container and dumped its contents onto the smoldering sneaker.

Mac stared down at the glowing appliance. The toaster had been a wedding present. A two-slice bread cooker that had watched the best years of her life pass by. What a pair they made — both clinging to one shoe, neither able to survive the destructive nature of children.
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