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      The Gang

      

      **Barry Carter** (14) — ginger curly hair. The one who makes the calls. Rose’s Brother. POV anchor and de facto leader. Steady, observant, the most reliable. Dry humour, rarely performs it. Close third person defaults to his perspective.

      

      **Rose Carter** (12–13, blonde wavy hair. Barry's younger sister) — The comic engine. The one who arrives first and talks to everyone. Fast mouth, genuine heart underneath. Manages people with cheerful social efficiency.

      

      **Annie** (14) — dark hair, writing in the notebook. Pen in hand, always. The investigator. Notebook at all times, entries in BLOCK CAPITALS. Files the Section 41 review correctly and faster than a heritage lawyer. The Heritage Council's legal team addresses her as if she was an adult and has no idea she's fourteen.

      

      **Kath** (14) — red hair. The one who reads the water. Sea-rescue trained. Flat procedural voice when the situation is serious. Checks with her father before committing to a dive — and her father's response is a model of how that conversation can go right.

      

      **Vic** (~13–14) — lighter tousled hair. The one with odd equipment in his pockets. Inventor. The Brick has moved from a joke to a taken-for-granted piece of kit; he carries it and manages radio contact throughout. Documents the chain of custody on the recovery with his phone. The Brick works again. Nobody mentions this.

      

      **Pip Fenwick** (9) — smallest. Dark hair in a ponytail. Nine years old and very much present despite being non-voting.Formally joins the gang late in the series, by vote, after three books of corner-chair attrition. Has been writing a parallel account of all five cases in her purple exercise book — *What the Pelican Saw: An Account of Seven Cases, by Pip Fenwick*. The book exists at the end of Book 6.

      

      **Mossy (Michael)** (80s) — Seawall fixture. Saw the lighthouse signal for the first time twenty-five years ago and has been watching it. Provides the initial referral (he points at the lighthouse in book 6 the way he pointed at the wreck in Book 5). Makes the formal Marine Safety report in Fremantle with Snow. At the relighting ceremony, says quietly to no one in particular: *All right, Lofty. That's it, then.*

      

      **Snow** — Ancient fisherman. Seventeen years old in 1959 when a man with good shoes paid him two pounds to carry equipment to the lighthouse and say nothing about it. Has kept that secret for sixty-three years. Tells Pip when she asks correctly.

      

      **Nan** — Bay Fryer. Has a secret batter recipe - its secret is sweet paprika. Closes on a Friday for the first time in thirty years to attend the lighthouse relighting..

      

      **Gerald** — Opinionated Pelican. Occupies the boat ramp departure board. And Gerald, entirely correctly, on his post most days — watching with the air of a creature who has been to better dinners than this one but is keeping his options open. Cannot be moved by argument, authority, or clipboard. Attends the lighthouse relighting ceremony on a rock. Constantly assesses the ambient fish and chip situation and remaines with the gang for reasons of his own. Never magical, never explained.
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      It is the summer holidays in Safety Bay, and Barry Carter has a credibility problem. Lying on his verandah at eleven forty-two on a hot January night, he watches a green light blink twice, pause, and blink twice again from Penguin Island — which has been closed since the last ferry came home at four. Nobody believes him. Barry's credibility has been a wheelie bin named Bruce since November.

      But Rose believes him. And Rose recruits Annie, who already has a notebook. The notebook recruits Kath, who can read the tides, and Vic, who can build almost anything from almost nothing. And Old Mossy, who fishes the jetty at all hours and knows things the town has forgotten it knew, once said something Barry has been carrying ever since: one of these nights it won't be a bin.

      Lights on Penguin Island is a summer mystery set on the coast of Western Australia — about watching closely, reporting honestly, and the things that happen when five young people decide that the person on the spot tells what they see, never mind what anyone thinks. It is the first of seven books in the Safety Bay Six series.
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      Sharks

      Barry Carter was fishing alone that evening because everyone with sense had gone home.

      Barry’s line danced on the slapping grey water, and, forty feet back along the planks on the best bench, Old Mossy — who never went home for weather, having outlasted, by his own account, every kind the coast had ever produced.

      ‘You want to watch that end of the jetty, this hour,’ said Mossy, conversationally, to Barry’s back.

      ‘Why’s that, Mossy?’

      ‘Sharks,’ said Mossy.

      Barry reeled in a few feet of line without quite meaning to.

      ‘Dusk, see,’ Mossy went on, settling against the bench the way a man settles into a long job. ‘Dusk is theirs. Always has been. Your shark’s a tradesman — works the change of light, when everything in the water’s half blind and busy getting home. Your dad ever tell you about the one they pulled half-eaten off the Murray Reef? Snapper the size of a wheel rim, and one bite gone out of it like a — what do you call them moons. Crescent. One bite.’ He held up his hands an improbable distance apart. ‘Now ask yourself what the rest of him looked like, that left a bite like that and didn’t bother stopping.’

      ‘When was that?’ said Barry, who had now reeled in considerably more line.

      ‘Nineteen and sixty-seven. Or eight. I was there for the weighing.’ Mossy worked something out of his teeth and gazed at the heaving grey water with deep professional approval. ‘Then there was the one followed the ferry, summer of — before your mum was born, this is. Followed it a week. Big tiger, long as the kiosk. Les’s old man swore it knew the timetable better than the deckhand. Used to surface off the stern at the four o’clock like it was checking its watch. Tourists loved it. Shire didn’t. They sent a bloke from the city to deal with it and the shark followed him home — well. Followed his boat. Same thing, where a tiger’s concerned.’

      ‘Is that true?’

      ‘Parts of it,’ said Mossy comfortably, the highest certification his stories ever carried, and somehow always more convincing than a yes.

      The light was going fast now, the way it goes in a November blow — not fading so much as being removed, the grey water turning pewter, then gunmetal, the island vanishing early into the murk. Barry’s float wandered, pale and lonely, on water that had been ordinary all afternoon and was now, demonstrably, full of tradesmen.

      ‘Thing about sharks,’ said Mossy, and his voice had changed a register without warning, dropped into something older, and Barry, turning, saw the old man wasn’t performing now; he was remembering, hands quiet on the stick, eyes out past the float, past the moorings, out into the failing light. ‘Thing about sharks is they’re honest. You always know what a shark’s about. Worst he can do, he does in the open, and there’s no malice in him, no more than in weather.’ The stick turned slowly under his hands. ‘It’s the other things on the water at night you want to think about, son. Things with reasons. There’s been things seen off this coast at night that made a shark look like good company. I’ve seen a couple meself.’ He paused, and the wind worked at the jetty, and the planks ticked, and the pause went on one beat past comfortable. ‘Could’ve used you lot in ’43, I’ll tell you that much. You and your mates, the redhead, the Brennan girl, the little quiet one with the book. Five sets of young eyes that don’t blink and don’t care what the neighbours think. By God we could’ve used you, the winter of ’43, when⁠—’

      He stopped.

      Barry waited. The float bobbed. A gull went over downwind sideways, complaining.

      ‘When what?’ said Barry. ‘What happened in ’43?’

      For a moment — Barry would have sworn to this part for the rest of his life, and unlike certain other things he swore to that November, this part was true — for a moment Mossy looked north-west, up the darkening coast, away from the island entirely, to where the low black shape of Point Peron was going down into the dusk. And his face, that hung loose and cheerful through every story he told, every horse and every petrol thief and every wheel-rim snapper, was not loose, and was not cheerful.

      Then it was. The shutters came up between one breath and the next, the bench creaked, and Mossy was Mossy again, gathering his stick by sections.

      ‘Wrong season for that one,’ he said. ‘That’s a summer story, and a long one, and you’d want the others here. No good telling a thing twice.’ He stood, settled the hat, and looked down at Barry — fourteen years old, alone at the end of a jetty in a rising blow with his head now thoroughly full of dusk and teeth and unfinished sentences — and something almost like an apology crossed the old face, going the other way to the smile. ‘Mind how you go, son. And when you see something out there —’ he didn’t say if; Barry caught that even then, the when of it — ‘you sing out loud and clear, never mind what anyone thinks. The man on the spot reports what he sees. That’s the whole job. The rest of the world can please itself.’

      And he went, tapping away up the jetty into the wind, an old thin shape against the last grey light, leaving Barry alone with the water.

      

      The records of the Safety Bay Volunteer Sea Rescue Group for that November contain an entry, timed at 7:52 pm, that reads, in its entirety: Callout — reported shark, town jetty. Attended. Object located and recovered. The entry is famous for the word object.

      What happened was this. Barry fished on alone for twenty more minutes, in the dark coming down, with Mossy’s tradesmen working the change of light in every shadow under the surface, and his nerves wound to a pitch where the float’s smallest wander rang through him like a school bell — and then, twenty metres off the jetty, something long and dark and glistening broke the surface, rolled, and went under.

      A fin. He saw the fin. He saw it with eyes primed by sixty years of an old man’s coastline, and he did — let the record show, because the town never let anything else show — every single thing right. He noted the time. He noted the position and the direction of travel. He did not panic; witnesses at the kiosk later used the word arrived rather than ran, and Barry stood by their generosity. He sang out, loud and clear, never minding what anyone thought, exactly as instructed by the only adult who had spoken to him all evening: the kiosk lady rang the ranger, the ranger rang the sea rescue, the sea rescue left their barbecue, and half of Safety Bay came down to the foreshore through the wind to watch the good boat go out with its spotlight swinging.

      The spotlight found his shark inside two minutes.

      It was a wheelie bin. A green-lidded council wheelie bin, blown off the jetty days before, three-quarters sunk, rolling greasily in the swell with its lid flapping — and as fins go, everyone agreed, in the firelit way everyone agrees when they are enjoying themselves enormously at the expense of one specific person, the lid was very convincing. They towed it in. They presented it to Barry on the ramp with full honours and a round of applause. Somebody wrote BRUCE on it in marker before it had even stopped dripping.

      Barry stood on the ramp in the wind, fourteen years old, in the lights of the rescue boat, holding his rod, while his town laughed — not unkindly, and the kindness was somehow worse, because unkindness he could have fought — and waited for the ground to open, and it didn’t, grounds never do.

      And here is the part the famous story never included, because only two people were there for it. At the top of the ramp, on the dark edge of all that cheerful light, Old Mossy stood leaning on his stick, the one resident of Safety Bay not laughing. As Barry trudged up past him with Bruce’s paperwork, so to speak, filed against his name forever, the old man fell in beside him for exactly four steps.

      ‘Saw something. Sang out. Stood your ground while they checked.’ Mossy said it quietly, looking ahead, in the voice from the dark part of the bench, the ’43 voice. ‘That’s the whole job done right, son, start to finish, and don’t you let this lot teach you different. The bin’s their joke.’ Four steps, and he peeled away towards his bench and the black water beyond it, and the last thing he said came back over his shoulder, mild as the weather wasn’t, and stayed with Barry a great deal longer than the laughter did.

      ‘One of these nights it won’t be a bin. And you’ll be the only one looking.’
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            THE GREEN LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      On the third night of the heatwave, Barry Carter gave up on his bedroom entirely.

      His bedroom faced west, soaked up the afternoon sun like a sponge, and released it again between ten at night and four in the morning, with interest. The verandah daybed faced the water. The choice, as Barry explained to his mother through the flyscreen door, made itself.

      ‘Just don’t fall off it this time,’ said his mother, from somewhere inside the house.

      ‘That was once.’

      ‘It was twice.’

      ‘The second time doesn’t count. There was a moth.’

      The flyscreen door offered no further comment, and Barry arranged himself on the daybed with a pillow, a glass of cordial sweating onto the boards, and a view across the dark water of the Sound to Penguin Island.

      This was, in Barry’s opinion, the best view in Safety Bay, possibly in Western Australia, possibly anywhere. By day the island sat green and white a kilometre offshore, with the ferry stitching back and forth to it like a needle, and tourists swarming the boardwalks, and the penguins doing whatever penguins did in their burrows while several hundred people queued to admire them. By night the island did something better. It did absolutely nothing. It went black against a sky full of stars, the tourists vanished, the last ferry came home at four in the afternoon and after that the island belonged to the penguins, the terns, the sea lions hauled out on the beach at the southern tip, and nobody at all.

      Closed meant closed. Everybody knew that. There were signs.

      Barry lay on his back with his hands behind his head and watched the island do nothing, and the Sound breathe in and out against the beach, and the heat lie over everything like a damp towel. Somewhere down the street the Hendersons’ air conditioner droned. Somewhere further off a mosquito made promises it intended to keep.

      It was eleven forty on the third night of the heatwave when the island blinked.

      Barry stopped breathing.

      A green light. Small, sharp, low down near the waterline at the island’s northern end. It blinked twice — pip, pip — paused, and blinked twice again. Then darkness, total and innocent, as if the island had never done anything in its life.

      Barry sat up so fast the daybed shot backwards on its castors and hit the wall with a bang.

      ‘Barry,’ said his mother, from inside.

      ‘There’s a light on the island!’

      ‘There are no lights on the island, love. The island’s closed.’

      ‘That’s exactly why it matters!’ Barry was at the verandah rail now, gripping it, staring into the dark until his eyes watered. Nothing. The island sat there, black and butter-wouldn’t-melt. ‘It was green. It blinked twice, then twice again. That’s a signal. That’s — Mum, that’s literally a signal.’

      There was a pause from inside the house, and Barry recognised the quality of the pause. It was the pause of a woman counting to ten. He had caused that pause many times. He could have drawn its portrait.

      ‘Go to sleep, love,’ said his mother.

      And there it was. Barry sank back onto the daybed and addressed the verandah ceiling, where a gecko was conducting its own surveillance operation among the rafters.

      ‘Nobody,’ he told the gecko, ‘believes the man on the spot.’

      The phrase was Mossy’s — from the worst night of November, four quiet steps at the top of a ramp — and it had been waiting two months for this exact ceiling.

      The gecko, who had seen the light too and had no comment, went after a moth.

      
      In fairness — and Barry was, lying there fuming, just barely capable of fairness — his mother had her reasons. Her reasons had a name. Around the Carter dinner table, around several other dinner tables in Safety Bay, and once, horribly, at a school assembly, her reasons were known as the Wheelie Bin Shark Incident, and the reader already knows the worst of it: November, the jetty, the fin, the spotlight, the applause.

      Two months had passed since that night, and the town had not finished with it, because towns never finish with anything; they file it where they can reach it. The bin itself still stood at the side of the Carter house with BRUCE drying on it in marker, and his father still put the recycling in it, and every single time he did, he said, ‘Evening, Bruce,’ and chuckled, and Barry’s soul left his body briefly and hovered over the roof.

      So: that was the credibility situation. That was the account into which Barry was now attempting to deposit a mysterious green light on a closed island at midnight.

      He lay on the daybed and stared at the dark island until his eyes ached. At eleven fifty-five he got cunning and watched it sideways, peripheral vision, the way you watch faint stars. The island remained perfectly, smugly black.

      But here was the thing — and Barry, fourteen years old and the proud holder of the lowest credibility rating in his postcode, knew it with the cold certainty of a man who had been wrong publicly and knew exactly how being wrong felt, knew its texture, could pick it out of a line-up.

      This didn’t feel like that.

      The wheelie bin had been a glimpse, dusk, bad light, hope and dread doing the seeing for him. This had been clean. Green. Pip-pip. Pause. Pip-pip. Machinery-regular, out there where no machinery should be. Nobody camps on Penguin Island. Nobody lands a boat there at night. The rangers locked it up like a bank vault, because the penguin colony was the most important one for hundreds of kilometres and the whole town knew a kid from Rockingham had been fined a fortune just for jumping the fence to take photos of himself with a sea lion.

      Twice, pause, twice. A signal had a sender. A signal, Barry thought, sitting up slowly
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