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Mia Fisher sat by the campfire in Base Camp Bay smiling from ear to ear.

‘“Happy birthday to you!”’ Her brother, Alfie, and sister, Fleur, yelled out the words. ‘“Happy birthday, dear Mi-mi, happy birthday to you!”’

The sun was sinking in a vivid orange sky – Mia’s favourite colour. It made the waves dance and sparkle and lit up the happy face of the birthday girl.

‘Happy birthday, honey-bunch.’ Mia’s dad, James, gave her a big bear hug then swung her round until she was dizzy.

‘Whoa!’ she gasped. Her hazel eyes were alive with happiness and wisps of brown hair, lightened by the sun after more than forty days on Dolphin Island, stuck to her hot cheeks.

Her mum, Katie took her by the shoulders and steadied her. ‘Seven years old today. Who’d have dreamed you’d be spending your birthday surrounded by palm trees and white sands?’ A wistful look passed across her suntanned face as she squeezed Mia’s hand. ‘We all thought we’d be back in old England in the rain and cold.’

‘Stuck in a classroom behind a boring old desk,’ Alfie said with an exaggerated frown.

‘Stacking the dishwasher and tidying our rooms,’ thirteen-year-old Fleur added. ‘Instead, here we are!’ She pointed to the cliff behind them rising to Lookout Point and the tree-covered mountain beyond. Then she swept her arm towards the azure sea with its dancing waves breaking against the reef at the edge of the bay.

‘We’re in the middle of the South Pacific, miles from anywhere.’ Alfie threw fresh wood on to the fire and watched the sparks fly upwards. ‘Doing what we like when we like – beachcombing and building stuff …’

Mia’s head had stopped spinning so she skipped down the beach a little way then turned to face him. ‘… Like shelters?’

‘Yes, building shelters and keeping the fires going, making a dugout canoe …’

‘… Swimming with dolphins!’ Mia interrupted again as she ran on towards the sea.

‘Where?’ Fleur sprinted after her, scanning the ocean for the first signs of Jazz, Stormy and Pearl, their fantastic dolphin friends. Alfie threw another branch on to the fire then followed them.

Mia stopped at the water’s edge. ‘Nowhere. I’m just saying what my favourite thing about the island is – swimming with Stormy and playing games with him.’

‘Oh.’ Fleur turned down the corners of her mouth. ‘I thought you’d spotted them swimming this way.’ She saw a white heron rise from the dark reef and flap towards Turtle Beach headland where small storm petrels waded in shallow rock pools searching for crabs. But there were no telltale fins rising to the surface, no shiny domed heads and sleek grey bodies entering the bay. Fleur quickly got over her disappointment. ‘Anyway, Mi-mi, you left the party early. Alfie hasn’t had time to give you your present yet.’

‘Ooh, what is it?’ Mia clapped her hands.

‘It’s … hey, watch out!’ Alfie warned as she turned her back on the incoming tide. A large wave hit her from behind, sweeping her off her feet.

Fleur and Alfie rushed to drag the birthday girl on to dry land. Fleur rescued Mia’s straw hat floating in the water then jammed it on her head.

‘I’m going back to base camp for Alfie’s present,’ Mia reminded them. She marched, sopping wet, towards where the fire burned brightly in the shadow of the overhanging cliff.

Halfway up the beach, Alfie caught up with her and delved into the pocket of his red shorts. ‘Here – I brought it with me. I haven’t had much time to make this for you. I hope it’s OK.’ Shyly he handed her a small object carefully wrapped in a shiny green leaf.

Mia shook water from the brim of her hat then took the gift. ‘Do you know what it is, Fleur?’ she asked as she turned it over and started to unwrap it.

‘Yes, I saw him making it.’ Fleur knew Mia would be thrilled. Alfie was clever with his hands and he’d used his special knife to carve the present, sitting cross-legged on Echo Cave Beach, where he was sure Mia wouldn’t find him.

Mia’s fingers fumbled with the piece of blue string that Alfie had used to keep the wrapping in place. Then she took out a softly shining, flat object and held it up to the firelight. ‘It’s a tiny dolphin!’ she murmured. Alfie had carved it out of a piece of mother-of-pearl. It was about four centimetres long and hanging from another length of thin blue string.

‘I made you a lucky charm,’ Alfie explained nervously. He couldn’t tell from Mia’s face whether or not she liked it. In fact, from where he stood, it looked as if she was about to cry.

Tears welled up in Mia’s eyes as she turned the carved dolphin this way and that. It glowed a creamy colour, with glints of pink and pale blue. Her bottom lip trembled.

‘Don’t be upset,’ he pleaded with a worried look. ‘If you don’t like it, I can make you something else.’

She clasped the dolphin in the palm of her hand. ‘No – I love it,’ she whispered. ‘These are happy tears.’

‘See – she loves it,’ Fleur echoed. She felt that Alfie’s gift put her own birthday present to shame. It was a fan made from bird of paradise and cockatoo feathers, hastily put together earlier that day, in between fetching water from Butterfly Falls and throwing logs on to the lookout fire. ‘Alfie’s present is for good luck, Mi-mi. You have to keep it with you wherever you go.’

‘For ever and ever,’ Mia promised as she wiped away her tears. ‘Please will you tie it around my neck?’ she asked Fleur.

‘Now who wants a birthday pudding made out of mashed-up jackfruit and sugarcane?’ Katie called.

‘Me! Me! Me!’ Three voices shouted as one.

‘And who wants to play pass the parcel?’ James asked.

‘We all do!’ Fleur yelled. She looked forward to a fun evening – munching gooey treats, playing party games, singing and dancing as the sun sank below the watery horizon like a burning disc of gold. Even though their last shelter had burned down in the Big Fire that had rampaged across the island only four days earlier and they’d had to start building everything all over again, the Fishers were determined to give the youngest member of their family the best birthday party ever.

 

The sun had gone down and the moon and stars shone in a clear sky. Fleur’s stomach was full as she strolled down to the shore, leaving Mia already fast asleep in George’s Cave. By the light of the moon eleven-year-old Alfie used a stone hammer and his knife to chip away at the canoe they’d started to hollow out from a tree trunk – one of the few things at base camp that had escaped the disastrous wildfire. Their dad was busy collecting stones at the foot of the cliff, planning to build a food store to keep their fish and fruit safe from marauding monkeys, while their mum had already begun her night shift at Lookout Point, keeping the fire there alive.

The sound of the ocean filled Fleur’s head – the everlasting roar of breaking waves and the suck of pebbles as they ebbed. A cool breeze blew her long brown hair back from her face as she stood ankle-deep, trying to block out memories of birthdays back home – real Victoria sponge cake with jam and cream, big bowls of cheese and onion crisps, and hot dogs snugly wrapped in soft bread rolls. With lashings of tomato ketchup, she thought with a sigh. So much for trying not to think about home.

In her mind’s eye she pictured the Fishers’ pretty riverside house, with Gran and Granddad living next door. Home had things that she’d once taken for granted: a roof that didn’t leak, proper glass windows and brick walls. A real bed with a soft mattress and a cosy duvet. A toilet that flushed, hot running water, shampoo …

‘Are you OK?’ Alfie had come up behind her and now spoke in a low murmur.

‘Yep,’ she nodded without turning her head.

‘What’re you thinking about?’

‘Nothing.’ Scented shampoo that disappears down the plughole in a white, soapy stream, leaving your hair silky soft. Giant fluffy towels, Mia in her panda onesie, snuggling under the duvet, pleading for a bedtime story.

‘You’re wishing we were at home.’ Alfie bent to pick up a pebble then skimmed it across the silvery water. Four bounces then plop – it vanished without trace.

‘How did you guess?’

‘Easy-peasy.’ Forty-one days stranded on a tiny island in the middle of the Pacific made everyone homesick, especially on a special occasion like a birthday. ‘I always know what you’re daydreaming about when you wander off by yourself.’

Fleur sighed. ‘Do you think Mia had a good time today?’

‘Yep.’ Alfie skimmed another pebble. Six bounces then plop.

‘She loved your lucky charm.’

‘And your fan.’

‘I’ll make one for you if you like.’ Fleur looked sideways at him and grinned.

‘No thanks.’ Brightly coloured feathers weren’t Alfie’s thing – or Fleur’s. They preferred plain old palm leaf fans any day.

Together they stood for a while and gazed out to sea. Then Fleur broke the silence. ‘Alfie, do you think we’ll ever leave Dolphin Island?’

He didn’t answer straight away. ‘Yeah – once we’ve finished the canoe,’ he said hesitantly.

‘What then?’ Fleur knew that it would only be big enough for two people. ‘Who’ll go off in it and try to find help?’

‘Mum and you maybe?’

‘Or you and Dad?’ Another picture came to mind of Alfie and their dad paddling off in the tiny canoe, out on to the big ocean, heading south towards Misty Island. Waves and wind, thunder and lightning, danger all around; Fleur’s unruly thoughts made her shiver.

Alfie shrugged. ‘Anyway, the canoe is nowhere near finished so we’re stuck here for a bit longer. And there’s still lots to do.’

He and Fleur turned away from the water. They walked up the beach towards the cave where Mia lay on her new sleeping platform with Monkey, her bedraggled soft toy. Fleur’s pet gecko, George, kept watch from his ledge, occasionally flicking out his long tongue to catch spiders. Beyond the cave they crossed another stretch of white sand then skirted wide of the campfire to approach the bushes and palm trees growing at the base of the cliff.
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‘Lots to do.’ Fleur echoed Alfie’s words as she came close to the burnt-out shell of their old shelter. The fire started by the macaque monkeys had left hardly anything untouched. Flames had destroyed the thatched roof and the walls made from panels of woven palm fronds. Practically every single thing they owned, apart from a few metal objects like knives and pans, had collapsed into a heap of grey ashes. Gone was their map of the island painstakingly drawn on to a scrap of sailcloth, their notched calendar stick, the clothes that they’d salvaged from sunken Merlin – all gone.

‘But our new shelter will be bigger and better,’ Alfie promised. He clenched his fist, flexed his muscles and showed her his biceps. ‘Look – Superman!’

He made Fleur laugh. ‘At least we know how to build one now.’ They’d learned that it was best to hammer strong stakes into the ground and build a raised bamboo platform for the shelter to stand on. And now they knew which palm fronds to choose for the best weaving material. They’d learned how to lash the panels securely to upright poles so that the wind didn’t blow the walls down. A watertight roof was the most important thing of all. So she, Mia and Alfie had already trawled Turtle Beach and Echo Cave Beach for suitable materials – plastic sacks, pieces of old sails – anything waterproof they could find among mounds of rubbish washed on to the shore.

Fleur stepped up on to the half-built platform, her face glowing in the firelight. ‘I reckon we should head south to Pirate Cave Beach first thing tomorrow,’ she suggested quietly. ‘See if we can find anything useful there.’

‘Yeah, like more plastic containers for collecting water. We have to replace the old ones.’ Alfie knew that the route would take them past a small grove of bamboos, which always came in handy in any case.

‘Early,’ Fleur insisted, her mind still on the building work. ‘Before it gets too hot.’ Bigger and better – a shelter built of driftwood and bamboo canes, palm fronds and grasses, with stone steps leading up to the front door, an awning to provide shade and a separate, stone-built food store that the monkeys couldn’t raid.

‘Deal,’ Alfie agreed. He fed the campfire then yawned. ‘I bet I’ll be awake before you.’

‘No you won’t.’ Fleur jumped down from the platform on to the sand then strode off towards their temporary sleeping quarters in George’s Cave. ‘You’ll still be snoring when I’m up and dressed.’

He overtook her at a slow jog. ‘How much do you bet?’

‘One conch shell and two cockatoo feathers.’

‘Deal,’ he said again, bumping knuckles with Fleur as he tiptoed into the cave.
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