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      The Gang

      

      The Gang

      Barry Carter (14) — POV anchor and de facto leader. Steady, observant, not the most brilliant but the most reliable. Close third person defaults to his perspective. He holds the group together without appearing to. Dry humour, rarely performs it.

      Rose Carter (12–13, Barry's younger sister) — The comic engine. Fast mouth, genuine heart underneath. Counts heads in a crisis — always knows where everyone is. Her instinct is to trust a good story; Annie's job is to make her distrust it. Nan's granddaughter in spirit.

      Annie (14) — The investigator. Notebook at all times. Annie's notebook entries written in BLOCK CAPITALS (always). Dry, precise, slightly alarming to adults. Runs the Bedroom Network. Writes the case up. Has the best understanding of how a town uses a story to avoid looking at itself.

      Kath (14) — Water reader. Sea-rescue trained. The gang's safety officer, though she never calls herself that. Carries the Brick. When Kath's voice goes flat and procedural, the situation is serious. Close with her dad, a contractor who is the book's best quiet-consequence figure.

      Vic (~13–14) — Inventor. Made the Brick (homemade waterproof emergency radio, brick-sized, ugly) in Book One; has carried it across all five books while everyone mocked it. His inventions work sixty per cent of the time. You never know which sixty. The Brick pays off in Book 5 Chapter Sixteen.

      Hugo (Barry's cousin, mid-teens) — Visits for part of the holidays. Reformed by a rip current incident in a previous book — the arrogance weather-worn off him. Now listens before speaking. Brings knowledge of the world the money comes from (his father's business connections), which matters for understanding Wexford's motive. Ungrounded and useful.

      Pip Fenwick (9) — Non-voting. Arrives uninvited, stays by attrition. Occupies the corner chair in the shed (HQ). Hears everything. Notices the hollow floor in the south-west corner of Shed Seven. Contributes to the case in ways that the gang can't quite refuse. Writes her own account of the case, with more pelican. Never formally a member.

      

      Allies

      Mossy (Michael) (80s) — Retired fisherman. Was Lofty Lofthouse's closest friend. Has known for sixty-five years that his friend was not a thief, but has not had the means, the proof, or the audience to say so. His silences contain the whole emotional architecture of the case. Provides Lofty's transit marks (how to find the pot). The central emotional relationship: an old man's sixty-five-year wait, paid off by five children.

      Nan — Proprietor, Bay Fryer fish and chip shop. Reads people and situations faster than anyone on the foreshore. Says less than she knows. Provisions every operation she officially disapproves of. Kept the newspaper under the till. Her one-line readings of people (especially Wexford) are the book's sharpest comic moments.

      Snow — Ancient fisherman, permanent seawall fixture. Keeps the two-note whistle system (the water's up and a mate's in it, come now) — deployed in Book 5 only, at the ramp confrontation in Chapter Twenty-One. Has known about the king-tide morning for sixty-five years and kept the silence of a person who knows when to let a man make his own decision.

      Anjes — Water police contact. Off until Thursday (January, short-staffed). The gang leaves her a voicemail before the king-tide expedition — correct procedure, incomplete execution.

      Kath's Dad — Building contractor. Never named. The face on the ramp when the sea rescue boat comes in. Delivers the book's best consequence: one quiet question (Are you all right?), full listening, one arm around her, fourteen days. No raised voice.

      Mossy's runabout — Fifteen foot, older than Barry, maintained immaculately.

      

      Antagonist

      Captain Wexford — Skipper of the survey vessel Tantalus (with towed survey barge). Patient, charming, professionally competent. Eleven years of methodical work. Not the skipper's grandson (as the gang first theorises) — the bank manager's grandson. Here not to recover treasure but to locate and destroy the ledger Lofty cached on the flats before a major Perth heritage property deal collapses on the Wexford family name. Leaves with grace when the hand is played. Never violent, never crude. The book's best comic-antagonist quality: he treats the gang as professionals, and they treat him as a professional, and the whole thing is conducted with a politeness that means precisely its opposite.

      

      The Absent Centre

      Lofty (Patrick Lofthouse) — Dead since 2014, aged eighty-nine. Crayboat skipper, 1959. Survived the sinking of the Orion Star and was accused of stealing the bank payroll, which he did not steal. Walked out to the flats in January 1959, dropped the proof (the bank ledger and his own letter) in a sealed tin in a cray pot on a hard spit of ground only a fisherman could read, and left town. Never officially cleared. Chose the long game. The tin is the case. The letter is the emotional payoff. Lofty never appears; he is present everywhere.

      Gail Lofthouse-Webb — Lofty's daughter (60s). Arrives for the festival's final night. Brings Mossy a photograph Lofty left for him specifically — the two of them young, laughing at something off to the left of the frame, with a note on the back: For Mick, when someone finally asks. About time too.

      Gerald

      Gerald — Pelican. Long-established Rockingham foreshore resident. Food-motivated only. Never an ally, never magical, never explained, never does anything a real pelican wouldn't do. Comedy dies the day he becomes a character. Present at key moments by coincidence of chip availability.
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      When the lowest tide in forty years pulls the waters back from Safety Bay, it reveals something that has not seen air since 1959: the bones of a sunken crayboat, and a story the town has been telling wrong ever since.

       

      Rose, Annie, Kath, Pip, Vic, and Barry – and Gerald the Pelican, have solved four cases on their home foreshore. This one is different. A polished stranger arrives with an expensive boat and a patience spanning eleven years. An old man on the jetty knows more than he will say. And at the centre of it all, sixty-five feet under the Sound on a hard-sand spit that only the king tide can reach, something waits that could correct a wronged man's name — or bury it for good.

       

      The Wreck of the Orion Star is a mystery about evidence and patience, about the long game a truth can play, and about what it costs to stand on the right side of a record no one else is reading.
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      The light was wrong.

      Barry knew it before he was properly awake — his body read it the way it read weather, through the ceiling, through the skin. January light off the Sound came up gold and high and poured along the boards of his room in a band that moved with the water. This morning the band sat too low, too thin, stranded where no band had any business being.

      He was at the window before he’d decided to be.

      The Sound was gone.

      Not low-tide gone — not the ordinary kind, where you got a metre of sand and the jetty piles showing their green socks. Gone gone. The whole bay had pulled back past where anyone alive had seen it pull. Banks and runnels and long silver flats ran south toward Becher Point, and Penguin Island sat up out of the sand like a dog that had been told to wait and not told why. The sun was barely over the scarp. Everything steamed in the cool.

      Down on the foreshore ramp, a figure stood with both hands in its pockets.

      Barry was dressed and through the kitchen in forty seconds.

      ‘Where do you think —’ his mother started.

      ‘Tide,’ said Barry, and the screen door swung shut on the rest of it.

      In the Carter house, tide was a complete sentence. It ranked above school and below fire. Behind him, as he took the path at a run, he heard his mother say to his father — in the carrying voice she used when she’d decided to be heard through walls — that a tide which had been coming and going twice a day since the beginning of the world did not appear to require quite so much attendance.

      He heard the cupboard open as he hit the corner.

      She would have a thermos ready by the time they were hungry. She always did. She provisioned every operation she officially disapproved of. It was simply how the Carter house ran.

      They came by bicycle from five different directions, the way they always came when something happened — as if the town had rung a bell only they could hear.

      Rose was first. She was always first to anything that might turn out to be enormous. Her hair was up in the morning sun like a struck match and she skidded her bike into the rack without slowing, feet hitting the ground mid-slide.

      ‘Tell me I’m seeing this. Tell me I’m not the only one.’

      ‘You’re not the only one,’ said Kath, arriving from the Bent Street side with her hands loose on the bars and her eyes already out on the flats. She read water the way Annie read documents — as a thing covered in writing. She stopped her bike and stood astride it and did not get off. ‘There’s a spring low, and then there’s this. This is the one they talk about.’

      ‘Who talks about it?’ said Rose.

      ‘Old blokes. Mossy said it last spring.’ Kath’s eyes hadn’t left the flats. ‘He said the last time the Sound pulled back this far, you could see her ribs off Becher Point.’

      ‘Whose ribs,’ said Vic, arriving from the chandlery side, because Vic asked the question in every sentence whether or not he wanted the answer. He had something in his bicycle basket that hadn’t been there yesterday — a tangle of wire and a salvaged speaker — and nobody asked about it, because asking about Vic’s basket was how mornings got away from you.

      Annie arrived last, on her vast ancient bicycle, the one she rode like a person operating infrastructure rather than a girl going somewhere. She got off, held her notebook, and looked — not at the flats, but at the ramp.

      ‘He’s not coming down,’ she said.

      He wasn’t.

      Mossy stood at the top of the ramp where the bitumen met the sand, both hands in the pockets of his work trousers, and watched the new country in front of him. He watched it the way you watch a face you used to know come up out of a crowd — not with surprise, but with recognition, which is a heavier thing.

      He didn’t look at them.

      After a long moment he took one hand out of his pocket and pointed. South. Toward the dark low scrub of Becher Point. Then he put the hand back.

      That was the whole of the instruction he intended to give.

      ‘Right,’ said Rose. ‘Right, then.’

      They went.

      It is one thing to know the sea has a floor.

      It is another thing entirely to walk out and stand on it.

      They’d kicked their thongs off without discussion, left them in a heap at the high-water line, because you do not walk a tidal country with anything between your feet and the sand. The ribbed ground was harder than it looked, warm through the soles from the early sun. Weed lay in long combed banks — olive and amber and a red so dark it was nearly black — and the inside-of-the-sea smell came up with every step. Salt and iodine and something older underneath that none of them had a word for.

      ‘Jellyfish,’ said Vic, stepping around one the size of a dinner plate. ‘It’s just sitting there.’

      ‘Leave it alone,’ said Rose.

      ‘I wasn’t going to —’

      ‘You had the face.’

      A flathead had marooned itself in a pan of warm water no deeper than a saucer. It looked up at them with both its lopsided eyes.

      ‘Oh, mate,’ said Rose, with real feeling.

      Kath picked it up two-handed, walked it forty metres to the nearest channel, and let it go. She came back without saying anything, and that was a complete sentence.

      The shore got further behind them. The town shrank to a strip of roofs and Norfolk pines. The sky was enormous. They understood, through their whole skin, that they were standing in a place that intended to be twelve feet under the sea again in a matter of hours. Nobody said this. They walked on.

      ‘There,’ said Kath.

      She stopped. They all stopped.

      Out ahead, where the flat ran toward the deep water of Becher Point, the silver was broken.

      Black timbers stood up out of the sand.

      They came on it slowly. It assembled itself as they came — not wreckage, not scattered chaos, but a shape. The deliberate geometry of a made thing. A line of ribs curved up from the flat on both sides, the frame of a great upturned basket, half buried. Between them, the long spine of a keel, fallen and furred with weed. Forward, where the bow had been, a stub of post, black as a burnt match, the grain showing silver where the worm had been patiently at it.

      It was bigger than a boat had any right to be when you were standing inside its bones.

      Nobody spoke.

      Annie’s hand moved toward her notebook and stopped. There are things you don’t write down until you know what they are.

      ‘Orion Star.’

      They turned.

      Mossy was there. He’d come out after all, on his own two feet, across forty years of sand, and none of them had heard him. He stopped some metres off. He would not come right up to it — they all saw that. He kept the distance a man keeps from a coffin.

      ‘Orion Star,’ he said again, quieter, as if confirming it to himself. ‘Crayboat. Went down winter of fifty-nine.’ A pause with the whole Sound in it. ‘I knew this boat.’

      Rose opened her mouth. Kath’s hand found her arm without looking.

      Rose, for once, closed it.

      Mossy stood a moment longer. Then he turned and started back across the flats the way he’d come — alone, unhurried, an old man walking up out of the sea with his hands in his pockets — and not one of them called after him.

      He had given them a boat’s name and one fact about himself, and then he had walked away.

      From Mossy, that wasn’t an exit. It was the first mystery, and it had his back turned to it.
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      A town keeps its legends the way Nan kept her batter: in a tin, in the cool, brought out on occasion, never quite the same twice, and always insisted upon as exactly the same as ever.

      By afternoon, the tide was creeping back over the flats, the Orion Star going under again one runnel at a time, and the legend was already out of its tin and going round the foreshore on the warm air. The gang collected it the way Annie collected anything — in fragments, from whoever was willing to hand one over.

      Les was at the kiosk end of the jetty. He had both arms and a clear run at the anecdote, and he took the run at full gallop.

      ‘The Orion Star,’ he said, settling his weight against the rail in the manner of a man laying in provisions for a long siege. ‘Now. She went down in the winter of fifty-nine, in a blow, off the point — and here’s the thing, here’s the thing they never explain. The skipper lived.’

      He let that sit.

      ‘Swam it,’ he said. ‘Winter Sound. Water that’d stop your heart in twenty minutes, and he comes ashore down past the point half dead, blue as a bruise. Lives to tell it. Only.’ Les raised a single finger. ‘Only he never did tell it. Not properly. Not to anyone. And do you know what else went missing that very same week?’

      ‘No,’ said Rose, who knew — better than any of them — the value of letting a man with both arms get there in his own time.

      ‘The bank’s money,’ said Les, with the enormous satisfaction of a fisherman setting a hook he has baited ten thousand times. ‘Rockingham. The payroll. Cash for half the works in the district, out of the vault and gone and never seen again — the same week the boat goes down and the skipper comes up.’ He leaned in. ‘Now. I’m not saying. I’m saying.’

      It was the single most perfectly Les sentence any of them had ever heard.

      Annie wrote it down verbatim — I’m not saying. I’m saying — and underneath it, in capitals: HE DOESN’T KNOW WHAT HE’S SAYING. HE’S SAYING WHAT THE TOWN SAYS.

      They got a second piece from a man selling cold drinks out of an esky he’d set up, with breathtaking nerve, on the public foreshore. A third from two women outside the chemist who disagreed about the ending and competed to finish each other’s sentences. A fourth from a bloke at the ramp who hadn’t been born in 1959 and told it as though he’d personally skippered the rescue boat through the surf.

      All of them disagreed about nearly everything — the colour of the sky, the size of the sea, the skipper’s character, whether there’d been one man aboard or three. But they always agreed on two facts, and the two facts always arrived holding hands in the dark: the boat went down, and the money went too, and the man who could have explained both swam home and said nothing.

      That evening they sat in HQ with the hurricane lamp going and the notebook open.

      ‘It’s a good story,’ Annie said, in the flat tone she kept for things she didn’t trust.

      ‘It’s a great story,’ said Rose, who trusted it completely, on the grounds that it was a great story.

      ‘It’s a story with a hole in the middle of it,’ Annie said. ‘Nobody can tell you what the skipper actually did. They can only tell you what it looked like he did. Sixty-five years, and the whole town agrees on the picture, and not one of them has ever checked the picture against anything.’ She ruled a fresh page and wrote at the top, pressing hard:

      CASE FIVE

      And underneath, underlined twice:

      WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED

      ‘You can’t head it that,’ said Barry. ‘That’s a dare, not a heading.’

      ‘It’s the heading,’ said Annie, and capped the pen, and that was that.

      The paper arrived inside three days, which for the Sound Telegraph was a flat sprint.

      SUNKEN SECRET, said the front page, in the big type the paper kept for the football and the centenary. DOES THE SOUND HOLD THE ’59 PAYROLL?

      Below it, smaller: Treasure hunters and the merely curious have begun arriving in numbers as the lowest tides in four decades reveal the wreck long
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