

		
“Morning, Felix. You boys ready to go?”
Mr Campbell comes into the kitchen where Isaac and I are finishing breakfast. He’s dressed for work in his green-and-gold paramedic’s uniform. Isaac and I think it’s a super-exciting job. He gets to drive an ambulance really, really FAST and help save lives.
How cool is that?! If my burning passion wasn’t to become a detective, being a paramedic would be high on my list. The only thing I wouldn’t like is working weekends and night-times, like Mr Campbell has to do today.
“Morning, Mr Campbell,” I answer, before remembering my manners like Isaac. “Thank you for letting me stay
the night.”
Mr Campbell grins.
“You know you can call me Ben.” He ruffles my hair like he’s been doing ever since I was little. Seriously, between Mum’s cheek pinching and Mr Campbell’s hair ruffling, I can’t catch a break. It’s like being stuck
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in an adult car wash.
“Finish up and I’ll drop you both back to Felix’s on my way to work.” He leaves, whistling to himself while Isaac and I scarf down the rest of our cereal.
Today is our visit to Wing Wun where we can ask Mr Tsui about the coin. There’s no time to waste.
Ten minutes later, we enter the takeaway through the
front door.
“Bennieeee!”
Mum appears and tackles Mr Campbell with one of her massive hugs. Trapped, he winks at me over her shoulder.
“You are looking skinny, Bennie,” she scolds, pinching his arm. “Working too hard, not eating enough.”
“I’m eating plenty.” He pats his stomach. “Between your delicious food and care packages from Bertha, we have enough food in the house to feed an army.”
Mum beams at the mention of Isaac’s nanna.
They met when she came to visit from Manchester; she and Mum didn’t stop for breath the whole time they were together.
“How is Bertha? Is her arthritis OK? Too cold up north – she should live down here, with you and Isaac.
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Weather is better, warmer.”
Mr Campbell nods. “I know, but she’s too stubborn and independent. Just like your parents.” He looks down at his watch, which is a classic Timex Ironman.
“I gotta run. Be good, Isaac. Thanks again, Wendy.
Say ‘hi’ to Stephen for me too, will you?”
Mum nods. “I will send Isaac home with food. Your favourite. Beef ho fun with beansprouts.” As the door closes behind him, she sighs. “Such a hard-working man, saving lives. Your dad is a good dad, Isaac.”
But Isaac is staring at the blank wall of the alcove, where Optimus usually is. His left eye is twitching, which means he’s thinking really hard about something.
“Mrs Lee, can I ask you something?” he says.
“Yes.”
“Um, have you…er… Do you know of any Chinese traditions about coins?”
Sirens blare inside my head. What is Isaac doing?
He’s going rogue! If Mum finds out about the coin, she’s sure to take it off us before we can ask Mr Tsui its meaning – and if it’s worth anything. How can we buy the security camera then? Every muscle in my body twitches to rugby-tackle Isaac and stop him talking, but Mum’s eagle eyes are flicking back and
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forth between us and I daren’t move.
“I know many Chinese traditions,” she replies.
“What do you want to know?”
I move to stand between her and Isaac, attempting to
break their eyeline. Telepathically I tell Isaac to STOP TALKING but he is not picking up.
“Mum, shouldn’t we get going?” I cut in. “We don’t want to be late to the shops.”
“Hmpf,” She huffs dismissively. “It is so good Isaac has interest in our customs. Come, Isaac, tell me what you want to know.”
My eyes are seeing red. Isaac is going to give us away. ALERT! ALERT! Desperate, I try another tactic.
“But, Mum, if we get there late, we’ll miss out on all the bargains.”
Mum blinks and looks at me as if waking from a dream. Yes! It’s working.
“Is it a custom to put coins into the soil of a lucky money tree plant?” I hear Isaac ask.
Nooooooo. The silent scream reverberates inside me but outwardly I remain a picture of calm.
“No,” Mum replies, looking puzzled. “I planted Octopus myself when we arrive from Hong Kong.”
Her voice cracks and she walks to stand by Isaac.



		
44



	


		

The pair of them gaze at the empty alcove where Optimus usually stands. I remain frozen to the spot, dreading what Isaac is going to say next.
“Person is coming on Tuesday to fix floor. We will bring Octopus straight back in afterwards. He won’t be alone outside for long. OK?” Mum murmurs.
Isaac nods. Mum pats his cheek like he is five.
A lump appears in my throat and I don’t know why.
Somehow it feels like they are not talking about plants and coins anymore.
“Not just a smart boy – thoughtful too. You think a lucky coin will help protect our plant. Good idea.”
She locks the front door of the takeaway.
“All right, boys.” She claps her hands together.
“Let’s go. Bargains are waiting.”
On our way to Wing Wun, Isaac and I write in my detective notepad and pass it back and forth between us to communicate:
Isaac, you gotta zip the lip about the coin.
The olds will take it off us otherwise.
Sorry, my fault. I don’t know what came over me.
Am I cursed? Has the coin cursed me?
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It’s OK, no harm done. Mum ’s still
none the wiser.
Did you bring the coin rubbing?
Yes! If anyone knows the olden days, it’s Mr Tsui.
Can’t wait to ask him.
Can we trust him not to tell?
100%
“Lei dei gum jing,” Dad comments as he pulls into a car bay, noticing how quiet we are. “What are you scribbling back there?”
“Working on a mystery story together,” Isaac deflects expertly. Yes – my crime-solving partner is back on track.
“OK, boys – no slow legs,” Mum warns as we approach Wing Wun. “We have dim sum with the Dings
after shopping.”
Isaac pulls out his antihistamines from his pocket and swallows one. Even though his allergies are mild and at most cause an itchy rash, his dad always tells him it’s better to be safe than sorry, so he takes one whenever he knows he is going to be around shellfish.
And there is a lot of shellfish inside Wing Wun.
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			[image: A traditional-style building entrance features a sign with the words "Wing 永恒 Wun" and decorative dragon sculptures on the roof corners.  Description generated by AI]
		

		
I pause at Wing Wun’s entrance, taking in the Chinese characters above the doors painted in bright gold against a red backdrop. The green-tiled pagoda roof slopes upwards into intricate knots on each far corner. Ceramic green dragons sitting on the roof edge watch all who enter with beady eyes. Clouds, waves and flowers carved alongside the dragons herald past dynasties. The effect is spectacular and never fails to impress me. Not many shops are open on Sundays but Wing Wun is open between ten and six. Mr Tsui used to own a Chinese restaurant.
He knows the only free day for Chinese restaurants and takeaway owners to shop is Sunday.



	


		

“Hong Kong hours,” Mum sighs with a happy smile. “I miss it.”
The sliding-glass doors open automatically, as we step inside the vast supermarket that must contain every Chinese ingredient known to humankind.
Rows and rows extend back as far as the eye can see, laden with tins, boxes and bags of dried, frozen and fresh foods. It smells musky, earthy and ancient.
I’ve been coming here since I was little and I love it
– it’s how I imagine Aladdin’s cave. I suck the smells
into my lungs
“Boys, get a trolley.” Mum hands us a list of ingredients to find. She always gives us all the easy items: the dried foods, bags of herbs, spices, packets of noodles. She and Dad head off to the fresh food section, where everything will have to pass her eagle- eyed inspection for quality before purchase.
“Right, let’s get everything quick and then find Mr Tsui.” I scan the list. “Spice aisle first.”
Normally we take our time, treating it like a treasure hunt, trying to locate preserved plum, lotus seeds and star anise, but today we are all business.
Isaac steers the trolley and we trundle over to the spice aisle, which is already crammed with customers.
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Amidst the crowd, I spot a familiar pair of pigtails framing a familiar face.
Oh no! It’s Nina Ding – my nemesis! I nudge Isaac, whose eyes widen above his mask. I signal to switch aisles pronto and he follows me towards the aisle where every noodle in the world can be found.
Skinny rice noodles. Flat thin rice noodles. Squiggly yellow egg noodles. Brown straight soba noodles.
Plump white udon noodles. Noodles are one of my favourite foods so this is one of my favourite aisles.
“Just our luck that know-it-all Nina is here the day we need to speak to Mr Tsui.”
Isaac nods, his eyes blinking in agreement. Nina is my biu jeh, which means she’s my older girl cousin; Uncle Ding, her dad, is my dad’s cousin. I asked Mum for a flow chart once, explaining our family connections and what I should call people. Even Isaac was bamboozled. He said it seemed more complicated than deciphering the Rosetta Stone.
Nina thinks she is a World Expert on Everything.
She always has to have the last word. Just because she is a year older than us and her family are rich, she always tries to lord it over me and Isaac. She must be here with her parents, food-shopping before dim sum.
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“Isaac, if Nina finds out about the coin, it’s game over. No blurting, OK?” I say.
Isaac gives me the thumbs up.
Mentally I list what we need to do:
Get ingredients.
Avoid Nina at all costs.
Speak to Mr Tsui.
“We’re going to have to duck and dive,” I say.
“Like Space Invaders, except it’s Nina Dodging. Are you up to it?”
“Ten four,” Isaac affirms.
“Let’s roll,” I say. “The game is afoot.”
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