

		
“What is going on in here? Why are you in my kitchen?” No Peppers looms above me, his hands on his hips. Isaac hovers behind him, eyebrows raised when he sees the mess I’ve made.
“I’m sorry, Mr Peppers,” I gasp, scrambling to my knees, trying to scrape up bits of soil and plant with my hands. He doesn’t reply, bending down to pat the cat, which is kneading his slippers. Isaac kneels to help me clean.
“I should call your parents,” No Peppers says.
“What kind of delivery boys are you?”
“Meow,” the cat chimes in, now perched on top of the kitchen-sink counter. No Peppers looks so upset I feel bad.
“I’m really sorry. I just saw the plants and wanted to get a closer look. Just in case they are the same as Optimus.”
No Peppers looks confused.
“Who’s Optimus?”
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“Our money tree plant that lives in our takeaway.
The one that fell over last night.”
“Fell. Or pushed,” Isaac adds.
No Peppers’ expression changes. His face flushes red. He fetches a dustpan and brush from behind the kitchen door and starts to sweep up the remaining mess.
“You boys should go,” he says. I stand helplessly, taking a last look at the remaining tray of plants on the windowsill. The small cuttings DO look like baby Optimus. I can’t let this slide. Solving the mystery could literally be within
arm’s reach.
“Can I ask you just one question, Mr Peppers?”
I put on my serious detective voice. Millie the cat stares at me beadily.
“Are those plants cuttings from our money tree plant? Were you getting more cuttings last night?
Is that why Optimus fell?”
No Peppers’ face turns a brighter shade of red and he stops sweeping. He stands up and sags against the kitchen counter. Isaac and I look at each other.
Is he guilty? The cat rubs up against his arm, purring.
“Mr Peppers?” Isaac prompts. No Peppers sighs.
His face is crumpled and looks sad.
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“I’m sorry. I should have told your parents, but I did sneak a cutting or two from that wondrous plant a while ago. Here they are.”
He reaches to gently strokes the mini Optimuses growing in his kitchen.
“A while ago?” I echo.
He nods.
“Not last night when you came to the takeaway?”
“No, definitely not,” he answers. “I only dared do it once and only then because I thought it was one of the most magnificent examples of vegetative beauty I had ever seen. I have never seen a plant like that before in Leighton-on-Sea.”
“It came over with us from Hong Kong,” I tell him.
“That’s one of the reasons it’s so precious.”
“All plants are precious.” No Peppers nods.
“They add life to wherever they are. They make this flat seem more alive.”
I follow his gaze around the kitchen. Against one wall,
there is a small table with one chair. The shelves on the wall are sparse. I spot three cups and two glasses. The dirty takeaway containers piled high on the counter look like they have been there for days.
He’s right. The baby plants on the windowsill do give
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this room life.
“I’m going to enter them into the Leighton-on-Sea plant competition,” No Peppers continues. “I want everyone to see these beautiful plants.”
I don’t know what to say so I just nod. Seeing him in his home with only his cat for company, I understand why No Peppers loves plants so much. I feel bad for doubting him.
“Good luck,” Isaac replies for us both. “We hope you win.”
“Thanks, Isaac.” No Peppers goes to show us out.
“And you might want to try that new antihistamine
I told you about; it’s safe for kids and really works. But check with your dad first if you do.”
At the front door, I turn to No Peppers.
“I’m sorry for doubting you, Mr Peppers. Anytime you want a cutting, just ask. Mum won’t mind and neither
will Optimus.”
No Peppers smiles a real smile for the first time since we’ve been there. His whole face looks different and it’s impossible not to smile back.
“Thank you, Felix and Isaac. That means more to
me than you realise.”
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Halfway back, I remember to check my watch.
We only have four minutes and 14 seconds left before Mum calls the police! I break into a run.
“Come on, Isaac, we need to hustle.”
As we stop to cross the road, a cyclist flashes past, riding hell for leather. They swerve round the corner and peddle fast down Mulberry Street towards the shoreline. The brown hoodie and green combat trousers the cyclist is wearing look familiar. Wait!
“Isaac! Is that Ed?” I exclaim, pointing after him.
Isaac follows my gaze and whistles through his teeth. (I’m very jealous. I cannot do this.)
“I’d know those green trousers anywhere,” he answers, and before we know it, the two of us are running after Ed’s fast-vanishing figure as he rides towards the coast.
Panting, we reach the foreshore of Rocky Bay Beach and see Ed’s bike dumped on the ground.
The streetlamps along the beach walkway are all fired up in the early evening dusk.
Beep-beep! Beep-beep! Beep-beep!
The Casio G-Shock alarm chimes through the air.
“Oh no,” I groan, switching it off. “We’re dead
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			[image: A person wearing headphones and a hoodie is using a metal detector under a streetlamp at night.  Description generated by AI]
		

		
meat. Mum’s never going to let us do any deliveries,
ever again.”
“The police are probably on their way already,” Isaac agrees. “We should get back. It’s getting dark.”
Isaac’s common-sense clashes with my eagerness to stay on the trail. Questions are firing off in my brain.
Why did Ed say he was sick when he’s not?
Why is he here at the beach?
Why is he here at the beach AT NIGHT?
Ed has now replaced No Peppers at the
top of our suspect list.
I look down at the beach and see
a silhouetted figure moving across
the sand. The silhouette stoops
and moves just like Ed. It is ED!
And he is carrying something is
his hands that looks like a…
golf club? But there are no
golf courses around here.
Is Ed playing golf on
the beach? I have to find
out what’s going on.
“Look, Isaac,” I point
to the shadow. “That’s Ed.
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Come on.” I start along the walkway towards the shadowy figure. “What’s another five minutes anyway?”
“The difference between being grounded and prison,” Isaac replies, not moving. “I think we should go back. Your mum’s probably getting worried.
She knows you’re bad with time-keeping, but I’m not. I don’t want to let her down.”
I look at Ed, who is moving further away. If we don’t go now, we might lose him.
“Come on, Isaac, it won’t take long. Do you want to be a detective or not? You can’t be the perfect kid all the time.”
Isaac’s expression changes to one I’ve not seen before. He almost looks unimpressed with me and a funny feeling hangs in the air between us.
It’s uncomfortable and, to get rid of it, I start walking in
Ed’s direction.
“I’m going,” I say, “whether you come or not.”
Isaac doesn’t reply but his feet follow me and we trail Ed, who is moving rapidly down the beach, swinging the golf club across the ground. Is he swatting away flies?
“Are you sure it’s Ed?” Isaac asks, but as the figure
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passes under a streetlamp, the brown hoodie, green trousers and headphones confirm that I am right.
But the gleam of silver in his hand is not a golf club at all. Attached to the end of the stick is a circular disc, like a
metal frisbee.
“What’s that he’s holding?” I ask. “This is getting weird.”
“I think it’s a metal detector?”
“Of course!” I exclaim even though I have never seen a metal detector in real life, only on TV.
Ed passes out of the light, heading to the stretch of beach bordered by a low rocky wall. Soon there will be nowhere else for him to go.
“Quick, into the shadows,” I hiss, “or he might see us!”
We move back but Ed doesn’t turn around. Instead, he starts to clamber up the rocky outcrop that juts forth from the mainland.
“What’s he doing?” Isaac gasps. “He shouldn’t be doing that. It’s not safe.”
We watch Ed reach the top of the outcrop and disappear down the other side.
“He’s going to Rocky Bay Reach.” My palms are sweating. This is the most dangerous section of the beach.
The rock formation there creates a natural cove that is enclosed on all sides apart from the shoreline. During the day, waves crash against the rocks making them slippery
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and treacherous. If you get stuck in there during high tide, it is very difficult to escape. You could easily drown. I can’t even imagine how much more dangerous it is in the dark.
“Oh no. No no no no no,” Isaac mutters. “Do not
even think about it, Felix.”
But it’s too late. My legs have started walking already.
Towards where Ed disappeared into Rocky Bay Reach.
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