

		
My mouth waters at the fragrant steam rising up from the bamboo baskets crowded on our table at the Golden Dragon restaurant. After our morning of dodging Nina and the conversation with Mr Tsui, I am starving.
The restaurant is heaving as usual on a Sunday, filled with noisy families eating mounds of piping hot dim sum. Across our table, Auntie and Uncle Ding are talking to Mum and Dad. I hear snippets of their chat: Business is good… Nina’s doing well at school… Maintain our culture.
Uncle Ding is wearing a tie, while Auntie Ding looks like she’s going to a cocktail party. Their faces never look completely relaxed, and when Auntie Ding laughs at one of Dad’s (bad) jokes, I can tell she doesn’t mean it. I asked Mum about it once when I was little, and she said it was because Auntie and Uncle Ding were very concerned about
keeping face.
“Keeping face? What does that mean? Are their
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faces going to fall off?”
After she finished laughing, Mum explained that it meant that they were overly concerned about keeping up appearances, always worried about what other people thought of them. So, they were never completely being themselves.
“Like actors, pretending?”
“Sort of. Keeping face is part of Chinese culture, so others avoid embarrassment, to give each other respect. But your uncle and auntie take it to a whole new level,” Mum had told me.
Isaac gingerly pushes two bamboo baskets towards me with his chopsticks.
“What are you doing?” Nina says. “That’s so rude. Don’t you know anything about Chinese table manners? You shouldn’t be doing that with your chopsticks.”
Isaac flushes and puts down the offending chopsticks.
“Sorry,” he mumbles. “I’m allergic to shellfish.”
The baskets he’s pushed towards me contain har gao, prawn dumplings wrapped in silky translucent rice flour. My favourite – but Isaac’s kryptonite. If he ate shellfish, he’d break out in itchy hives.
“He’s allergic to shellfish, Nina. Do you want his
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blood on your hands?” I exaggerate. Just ’cos she’s so
annoying.
She sniffs, then goes back to stuffing fried lor bak go into her mouth. I look at what to eat next, my mouth watering. On the table are:
Har gao (prawn dumplings)
Lor bak go (Chinese turnip “cake”)
Siu mai (prawn and pork dumplings)
Cheung fun (rice noodle rolls wrapped round prawns, beef or barbecue pork)
Jah yow yiew (fried squid)
Char siu bao (barbecue-pork bun)
The adults have their fung jiao (chicken feet), gai
lan (Chinese broccoli), and lor mai gai
(sticky chicken rice).



	


		
I select a siu mai and a char siu bao. There’s a lot of food on the table, but I know we’ll finish it all.
We always do.
“Tea?” A waiter pours fragrant pu-erh tea into my cup as I tap my two fingers on the table, which is shorthand for ‘thank you’ when someone pours you a drink.
“Egg fried rice and lemon chicken?” says a waitress.
“Here!” Isaac waves, and his lunch is placed in front of him. Isaac never eats the dim sum because he worries that some of it might have shellfish inside.
I peel the rice paper off the bottom of my fluffy char siu bao as Isaac dabs the sauce off his chicken with his napkin before digging in. Nina opens her mouth to comment but Isaac cuts her off.
“So, you wanna know about the coin?” he says.
She nods, quiet for once. I flash a look at the olds who are busy discussing boring stuff. I hear mortgages, insurance, recession, blah, blah, blah.
In low voices, Isaac and Nina start talking. I hear him filling her in about the coin we found buried inside Optimus’s pot, her asking him annoying follow-up questions. I clear my throat but neither of them notice. I might as well not be there. An unfamiliar
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feeling wells up inside me. I feel left out.
“Hey, Isaac,” I call out weakly, prompting him to look up at me.
“What’s up, Felix?” he asks, but before we can speak, Nina cuts us off.
“Do you know I am the youngest volunteer at the
Leighton-on-Sea Museum?” she announces out of thin air.
I stare at her. What has this got to do with the coin?
Was Nina even listening to Isaac or Mr Tsui? Or has she just been waiting all this time to brag about herself.
“Ah, yes, the museum,” Uncle Ding bellows, his ears pricking up. “Our Nina is working there now.”
“We’re so proud,” Auntie Ding joins in. “It’s never too early, you know? Have you thought about that, Felix?”
“Too early for what?” I ask.
“Building your extracurricular portfolio, of course,” Uncle Ding says. “All the best universities want well-rounded applicants. It’s not just about excellent academic grades these days to get into Oxbridge. Not that that’s an issue for Nina.”
“Course not,” I mutter under my breath.
“So, you still donating to the museum?” Mum interjects pointedly. “Still a patron?”
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“Of course,” puffs Uncle Ding. “It’s important to give back to the community when you have success.”
“You’ll understand,” Auntie Ding adds. “One day.”
The whole table is silent.
“Well,” Dadchuckles nervously. “How about last weekend’s football results, eh?”
The adults return to talk amongst themselves, but Nina has not finished bragging.
“The museum even lets me handle some of the artefacts,” she says. “But they are so precious and old, they could fall apart if not handled properly. I have to wear cotton gloves.”
Isaac finishes the last of his rice and chicken and lets out a loud burp.
“Delicious,” he declares, “and before you say anything,” he turns to Nina, “I know enough about Chinese manners that burping is the sign of appreciating a tasty meal.”
To my shock, Nina laughs.
“You know what, Isaac?” she says, “I’ve underestimated you.”
I frown. I’m not sure I like this new truce between Isaac and Nina. Isaac is MY friend.
“Of course you’ve underestimated him, Nina,”
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I blurt out. “You don’t know as much as you like to think you do.”
Nina’s face changes to a sulk before she speaks again. She always has to have the last word.
I think about changing my nickname for her from know-it-all Nina to last-word Nina.
“Sooo, the coin.” She fixes us with a beady stare. She knows she has our attention now.
“Come on, spill,” I say, “or else we’re gonna find out its value without you.”
That does the trick.
“I’ve seen old coins just like that rubbing you have. At the museum. I’m sure some of them are very valuable.”
“Really?”
She nods. “I’m positive.”
I feel excitement bubbling up inside but I can’t let Nina see. I must keep my cool. Detectives have to play their cards close to their chest – all the Secret Detective Society books we’ve read make this clear. But Isaac has forgotten that rule.
“Can we come and see them?”
Nina beams. She looks smug and annoying.
“I’m volunteering after school tomorrow.
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Meet me there.”
Tomorrow is Monday and we’re free after school as it’s the one day the takeaway is shut.
“OK,” I agree. “But you have to keep it a secret.
This is just between us three.”
She looks affronted.
“Of course,” she sniffs. “I’m not an amateur, you know.”
Isaac sticks his little finger towards her.
“Pinky swear before you come on board the team.”
It takes all my willpower not to push his hand down.
What is Isaac doing? When did we agree we would be a team with Nina? She’s just showing us some coins after school. I fix him with a stare that could cut glass, but he is oblivious.
Nina looks from Isaac to me and back again.
“It’s bit babyish,” she says, but links her pinky with him. Left with no choice, I shove mine in there too. Quickly, I speak before Isaac can do any more damage:
“On three,” I say. “One. Two. Three. Shake!”
And with that, the Lucky House Detective Agency of two becomes three.
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