

		
My fingers hurt from peeling prawns. You’d think I would be used to it by now. Or at least I’d have developed calluses over the years like guitar players do and not feel the pain. But it’s not the case. Because the prawns are still cold from the freezer, this and their spiky bits make my fingers feel both numb and painful at the same time, which shouldn’t be possible.
Isaac, who is peeling apart the spring-roll wrappers, says this is an oxymoron. What a brainiac!
“Oxymoron? That sounds like an insult.”
“English makes no sense sometimes,” Mum says, chopping up the carrots, celery and beansprouts for the spring-roll
filling. The three of us are standing in the takeaway kitchen around the stainless-steel island, prepping for opening tonight.
“Oxymoron means words that mean opposite things but make sense when used together,” Isaac rattles off.
I rip off another prawn head and pull out its stringy guts. I wriggle my fingers to get my blood flowing.
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“Like what?”
“Like ‘awfully good’,” Isaac says.
“Ha ha!” Mum laughs. “Felix, why have you stopped?
You are doing nothing?” Mum laughs at her own joke as the cleaver in her hand pulverises the pile of vegetables in front of her.
“You know I hate doing this,” I moan, pulling off another prawn head. “It’s an open secret.”
We’re all laughing when the phone in the front of the takeaway rings. Mum puts down the cleaver, wiping her hands on her apron, before disappearing through the
strip curtain.
“I’d swap with you,” Isaac offers, “but you know…shellfish.”
“It’s OK,” I reply. “I’m nearly done.”
Mum comes back in, looking stressed.
“Eddie’s sick,” she says. “Can’t do deliveries tonight.
What do we do?”
I answer at the speed of light. I don’t think even my Casio could’ve clocked how fast I replied.
“We’ll do it, Mum! Me and Isaac.”
“Yeah, Mrs Lee, let us do it,” Isaac echoes.
Mum looks dubious.
“No, you’re too young. And it’s too far. I’ll call Bev



		
69



	


		
and ask her.”
“How about me and Felix do the ones close by on foot and Bev does any others?” Isaac suggests.
“C’mon, Mum,” I plead. “We’re in high school now, give us a chance.”
Mum hesitates.
“OK,” she agrees, “but ONLY ones you can walk to. Let me call Bev.”
As soon as she’s back out front, Isaac and I swap looks. This is HUGE. We have never made deliveries before. The timing is perfect for us to investigate some of the regulars who were around the night Optimus was damaged.
“Ed’s sick? He’s never sick,” Isaac says.
“You’re right. Funny that he’s sick now, just after Optimus was hurt. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Isaac nods. My notepad is in my back pocket and I itch to whip it out and move Ed to the TOP of the suspects list. But I can’t. My fingers are numb, hurting, and covered in prawn slime. I get back to the prawns, peeling as fast as my oxymoron fingers allow.
It’s Sunday night so there is already a queue outside
the takeaway when we open. Bev is behind the counter,
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			[image: People are standing in a line outside a Chinese takeaway restaurant called Lucky House on a street with buildings and a lamppost.  Description generated by AI]
		

		
but it’s been agreed that Mum will fill in when Bev goes to run deliveries. It’s all hands on deck tonight.
As I unlock the door, I look at the cracks on the tiled floor where Optimus fell.
“Only two more days until floor is fixed and Octopus can come back inside,” Mum says from the whiteboard where she is writing up the specials.
“I hope there is no more bad luck until then.”
Soon, I’m running orders back and forth, and Isaac
is helping out in the kitchen and in the front
wherever he is needed. We’ve barely been
open an hour and it already feels
like an eternity.



	


		
Mum comes out to the counter with a stack of takeaway boxes ready for collection.
“Delivery for No Peppers,” she notes. “Beef chop suey, no peppers. One fried rice.”
No Peppers! My ears prick up. Not only does he live round the corner, but he is also on our suspect list.
Now’s our chance to find out why No Peppers loves plants so much. Maybe a little too much.
“Mum,” I start, but she’s a mind-reader and hands me No Peppers’ takeaway. She looks at the wall clock.
“Be back in half an hour. If not, I will call the police and say you are missing.”
“Don’t worry , Mrs Lee,” Isaac says, “Felix can set a timer.”
Isaac knows Mum well – and he knows she’s not joking about the police. I set my Casio G-Shock for 30 minutes and we rush out of the door, narrowly missing bouldering into Sweet-and Sour Granny.
“Where are you two off to in such a rush?”
“Just a delivery,” I shout back as Isaac and I hurry down the pavement.
There’s no time to waste. Mystery is waiting!
We arrive at 17A Singleton Road, slightly out of
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breath but with a loose plan. I’ll ask to use the toilet while Isaac distracts No Peppers, giving me time to look around for clues. I ring the doorbell and look at my Casio: 26 minutes and 33 seconds remaining.
“Ready,” I say under my breath as the door opens.
Isaac nods. “Ready.”
No Peppers looks like he just got out of bed.
His hair is dishevelled, and he has a robe on. At his feet, a ginger-and-white cat meows up at us.
“Here’s your takeaway delivery, Mr Peppers,” Isaac says, handing him the bagged food.
“Thank you, lads. Are you two doing deliveries now?”
“Ed’s sick,” I explain. I make a show of squirming a bit. “Mr Peppers, would you mind if I used your toilet quickly?”
“Meow,” replies the cat before No Peppers can.
I’m not sure if I imagined it but the meow sounded like a no.
“Er, oh, yes of course. Come in.” He opens the door wider, and we step into his flat, which smells of old popcorn and cat food. “I wasn’t expecting visitors so it’s a bit messy , I’m afraid.” He points down a dim hallway. “It’s just along there to your right.”
The cat twines in between No Peppers’ legs,
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meowing non-stop.
“There, there, Millie.” No Peppers bends and gives the cat a pat, which does nothing to stop her meowing.
“Millie’s quite protective of me,” he explains. “It’s just us two, you see. Why don’t we wait in the front room?” he says to Isaac.
As I leg it down the hallway, I hear Isaac ask, “Are you allergic to peppers, Mr Peppers?”
“Why yes, how did you guess?”
“Well, you always ask for no peppers in your
takeaway orders.”
I leave them to it, peeking into any open rooms on my way to the bathroom. Nothing seems suspicious plant-wise. In the bathroom there are a few hanging baskets, which I inspect, but they are just indoor ferns.
I check my Casio. The countdown is at 23 minutes and 12 seconds. Mum is sure to be watching the wall clock at the takeaway like a hawk. I make using-the-toilet noises and run the tap.
Stepping out of the bathroom, I nearly trip over Millie the cat who is sitting right outside the bathroom door.
Waiting.
“MEOW,” she accuses me. If cats could glare, that’s
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what she is doing. This cat can read minds.
I’m on to you and your buddy, her green eyes accuse.
Toilet schmoilet.
“Excuse me, cat,” I say but she does not move. Behind her, I spot the open kitchen door, where on the windowsill over the kitchen sink, there are several trays of sprouting
green plants.
As Nina would say: A-HA!
I step around Millie the cat and head on for a closer look. The baby plants look new. I reach over and grab one of the trays from the windowsill. As I step back from the sink, a furry spy nudges me from behind.
I spin round, wobbling, and fall over Millie. The tray falls out of my hands, spilling pots, plants and soil everywhere. Before I can even get up, footsteps come running down the hallway and No Peppers bursts into the kitchen.
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