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One

‘You know something? Right this minute I could be sitting watching a movie in a plane over the ocean!’ Joel Logan sighed. He’d turned down a chance to fly with his grandmother to England.

Mandy Hope lay back, her arms behind her head, as their boat bobbed on a clear blue sea. ‘Tough. Instead, you’re stuck here in paradise.’

‘Nothing to do, nowhere to go,’ Joel moaned. He dipped his toe in the water. ‘I must be crazy.’

‘Why didn’t you go, then?’ Mandy rolled over on to her stomach. The deck of the boat was warm from the sun, the waves sparkled and danced. In the distance, she could see the tiny town of Dixie Springs perched at the edge of the bay.

‘ ’Cos …’ He sat at the front of the launch, waiting for his grandfather, Jerry Logan, to start up the engine. They were drifting under the high sun, with not another boat in sight.

‘Because you happen to like it here,’ Mandy teased. ‘Only it wouldn’t be cool to admit you were having a good time.’ That was how Joel was; pretending not to be interested in things like sponge fishing, which was what they were doing now.

‘No way. It was ’cos I had to stay and look after Grandpa, keep him out of trouble,’ Joel insisted. He perched on the edge of the boat, baseball cap pulled low over his tanned face.

‘Yeah, sure.’ His grandfather put down his pair of binoculars and took the wheel. ‘And I had to stay home in Blue Bayous to take care of folks’ gardens. Life’s real hard.’ He grinned as he choked the boat’s engine back into life. ‘Digging, weeding, planting, watering …’ Though he was past seventy, Jerry Logan still ran Green Earth Gardens, his small gardening business. ‘Guys my age should be taking things easy,’ he joked.

‘And I couldn’t go back home with Gran and Grandad because you two needed someone to keep you both out of trouble!’ Mandy joined in the joke. ‘Tough decision.’ She sighed and sat up, staring down into the deep blue water.

‘Yeah, you could have been watching a movie with me, miles above the Atlantic.’

‘Instead of messing about in Florida for an extra few weeks.’

‘Back to British weather,’ Jerry Logan reminded her.

‘… Rain,’ she agreed.

‘Back to work,’ Jerry added.

‘… Helping out at Animal Ark for the rest of the summer holidays.’ Cleaning cages, making appointments, visiting patients in the Yorkshire village of Welford with her parents, the local vets. Suddenly the joke went flat. Mandy had to admit that she did miss her mum and dad, and life at Animal Ark.

But she’d chosen to stay on when her grandparents flew home to Welford with Bee Logan. There was so much to do and see here in America, Mandy would have been mad to turn down the offer to stay longer.

‘OK, time to head for home,’ Jerry Logan decided. He choked the outboard motor back into life.

‘But we didn’t see any live sponges yet,’ Joel complained.

Mandy had seen hundreds of them set out to dry on the harbourside at Dixie Springs. From a distance they looked like rows of brown coconuts or curled-up hedgehogs. Close to, you could see the delicate structure of the sponges.

‘ ’Cos you didn’t dive to find them yet.’ The easygoing old man didn’t mind one way or the other. He steered the boat in a slow semi-circle to point towards the shore. ‘Do you wanna do that now?’

Joel shrugged.

‘Well, do you?’ He turned to Mandy.

‘Just to take a look. But how deep do we have to dive?’

‘Until you get to the bottom,’ he grinned.

‘Are there lots?’ She leaned over again to gaze down into the clear depths.

‘Sure. Lucky for the divers, we don’t allow tuna nets off Blue Bayous. That means all marine life gets protected. There’s plenty of everything.’ He explained how the big, commercial nets were illegal. ‘Lucky for the dolphins too. If the waters get over-fished, there’s nothing for them to eat.’

‘Dolphins?’ Mandy pricked up her ears. Dolphins sounded more interesting than sponges. Anything that breathed and moved, in or out of the water, was better than sponges as far as she was concerned.

‘Yep, Dixie Springs is a good bay for them. They seem to like it.’

‘How come?’ Mandy knew the sea off the southwest coast of Florida was popular with bottlenose dolphins. But why especially Dixie Springs?

‘They like the warm water,’ Jerry explained.

‘Me too. Let’s go take a look.’ Joel lifted his feet clear of the water and the boat set off.

‘And in this bay they can do a spot of team fishing. See, they form a line and herd the fish towards the shore. Then they pick them off one by one.’

‘Pretty clever.’ Mandy was impressed. She scanned the waves for sleek grey shapes.

‘Mostly at dawn and dusk,’ Joel’s grandpa continued. ‘But I guess we could get lucky.’

It was midday. The sun glared overhead as the white boat cut through the blue sea.

‘Over there!’ Joel stood up and pointed.

‘Where?’ Mandy shot across to his side of the boat.

‘Not there. There.’ He pointed in a new direction.

‘Where?’ She concentrated so hard she almost fell over the side.

‘Just kidding.’ Joel grinned and swung under the silver rail into the tiny cabin. This was one of his favourite tricks.

‘Do they really fish as a team?’ Mandy had learned to ignore Joel’s practical jokes.

‘Yep, they’re that smart.’ Jerry Logan cruised across the bay. ‘I’ve seen them doing it.’ In his checked shirt, with his short grey hair and silver-rimmed glasses, he looked happy and relaxed.

In spite of the fact that Joel had tricked her, Mandy still kept her eyes peeled for dolphins. She was looking for their grey submarine shapes playing among the white spray made by their boat, or leaping out of the water ahead of them.

‘What was that?’ she said suddenly, craning over the edge. ‘Joel, come and look.’

‘Yeah, like I’m that stupid!’ He sank into the seat in the shade of the canopy, refusing to budge.

‘No, really. I think I saw something.’

‘It’s called the ocean.’ Joel lay back, feet up, cap over his eyes.

‘Yes, I did. There it is again!’ She was sure this time. ‘Slow down, Jerry. I can see two of them. Three, four!’ They were shadows swimming up to the boat, deep underwater, twisting this way and that.

Hearing the note of excitement in her voice, Jerry Logan shut down the engine and let the boat drift.

Mandy leaned right out. ‘… Five, six! Honestly, Joel, you’re mad to miss this!’

The sleek grey shapes were rising closer to the surface. They’d seen the boat and were coming to investigate. Now one was only a few metres away. Mandy could make out his fins, the strong up and down movement of his tail.

Joel snored, pretending to fall asleep.

‘You should see him! He’s over two metres long. And he’s got this big round forehead and a long nose like a beak. I know this sounds silly, but it looks as if he’s smiling at me!’

The dolphin poked his face up against the hull of the boat, then he turned on his back to show Mandy his pale belly. He scudded gently with his flippers, doing an easy backstroke.

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah!’ Joel opened one eye and peered out from under his cap.

‘Here comes another one. It’s much smaller. Maybe it’s a baby!’

The young one was lively. He twisted under the boat, disappeared and then came tumbling back into view. His back fin broke the surface for a second, then vanished.

‘Did you see that?’ Mandy called.

‘All I see is you making a fool of yourself.’ Joel wasn’t going to let Mandy get her own back. She could tell him there were twenty dolphins swimming around the boat and he still wouldn’t move a muscle.

‘OK, if you don’t believe me, watch this!’ She’d seen another playful dolphin join the first youngster and had an idea about what they planned to do next.

As Joel peered out from under his cap, the dolphins began to surge through the water towards the boat. Mandy held her breath. Their fins thrust towards the surface, launching them out of the water in a burst of white spray.
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Their bodies arched clear, then flipped sideways; one to the right, one to the left. A split second, and they were gone.

‘Wow!’ Joel jumped out of his seat. ‘Did you see that? Two of them. They were this close!’ He scrambled so fast to the side of the boat that he made it rock. ‘What did I tell you? Didn’t I say there were hundreds of dolphins in this bay?’

Jerry Logan glanced at Mandy and winked. ‘Here come three more. They’re real friendly. See that one giving the small guy a slap with her tail? She’s keeping him in line. I guess she’s the mother!’

Mandy grinned. It wasn’t Joel changing his mind that was so funny. It was the sight of the dolphins. Everything about them; every flick of their tails, every glimpse of their curious smiling faces made her want to laugh and jump in the water to join them.

‘It’s a whole pod – a school of them.’ Jerry too was enjoying the sight. ‘Some of these youngsters are only a couple of months old, but they sure can move.’

‘How fast?’ She hung far out over the side, tipping the small boat.

‘Around 30 miles per hour. I’ve seen them do more.’ He’d lived all his life in Florida, except for the years he’d spent in England as a soldier. That was when he’d met Bee, married her and whisked her back to Blue Bayous. They’d raised a family here, and now every summer their grandson, Joel, came from New York to stay with them.

Mandy gasped as three more dolphins sped towards the boat. They dipped at the last minute and swam underneath, rising to the surface in a shower of sea spray. They poked their pointed noses at the boat and made gentle creaking noises.

‘They’re talking to you,’ Jerry grinned. ‘Try talking back.’

‘How?’ Mandy reached out to try to touch the nearest dolphin, but he flipped backwards out of reach.

‘They like this kind of noise.’ Jerry tapped the metal rail that Mandy was leaning against. ‘It makes them curious.’

She tried it gently, tapping softly with her fingernails.

‘Louder.’

Tap-tap-tap. She rattled her nails against the metal.

And all the dolphins came swimming up, swirling to the surface, making their own strange creaking noises, blowing hard through the blowholes on the tops of their heads. There were more than a dozen, rising and listening, chattering out an answer to the new sound.

‘You can train these guys,’ Joel told her, coming quietly alongside. ‘They use a whistle to teach them tricks. I’ve seen it in the zoo.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think I’d like that.’

‘How come?’

‘Dunno. It sounds a bit cruel.’ She never liked to see wild animals being tamed and taught to do cheap stunts.

‘They like it. It’s fun.’ Joel shrugged and swung his legs and body under the rail.

‘What are you doing?’ Mandy was afraid Joel would scare the wonderful dolphins away.

‘Going swimming. You coming?’

She glanced at Jerry, who nodded. ‘No problem. I’ll stick around until you’re ready to leave,’ he promised. He glanced up at the sun and chose a shady spot under the canopy.

By now Joel had lowered himself into the water and the dolphins were keeping their distance, checking out the new arrival.

‘Can we?’ Mandy asked, hardly able to believe their luck.

‘Sure. They won’t hurt you.’ Jerry smiled and nodded. ‘There’s never been a single recorded case of a dolphin making an unprovoked attack on a human being, and you’re not about to be the first!’

‘It’s not that!’ Mandy held her breath as she poised, ready to follow him.

Joel struck out, clear of the boat. ‘They can kill a shark,’ he yelled. ‘They ram him in the side: whack! ’

Mandy narrowed her eyes, looking for a clear space in the blue water. When she found one, she made a neat dive. Then she was in the sea, slicing through the water. Mandy dived under the surface, and felt the cool water welcome her. At last she opened her eyes – and found herself face to face with one of nature’s most brilliant creatures.

The dolphin nosed against her, nudging her gently. His beak was hard and his small eyes stared curiously.

Under the water Mandy stretched out her hand. The dolphin’s head was smooth and firm, and when he rolled on to his back to let her stroke his belly, she felt the powerful muscles that propelled his body through the water. He curved his fins and rolled again, twisting upwards towards the sunlight.

Still holding her breath, she followed him. She kicked and broke the surface, drawing air into her lungs.

Nearby, Joel used a bold, noisy crawl to come up alongside two of the bigger dolphins who cruised side by side.

‘Watch this!’ he yelled. He made a lunge at the nearest dolphin. ‘I’m hitching a ride!’

Mandy grinned as the dolphin slipped neatly out of reach. ‘I don’t think so!’

But Joel was persistent and the dolphins were good-tempered. They let him lunge again, waiting until he came up between them and managed to fling his arm round one of them. Then the dolphin set off across the bay, towing Joel in her wake.

‘Yeah!’ Joel yelled at the top of his voice. Spray rose and shone in all the colours of the rainbow. It was better than the water rides in any theme park; faster, more daring, just fabulous!

Mandy looked on enviously.

But the dolphin who was towing Joel had a fine sense of humour. She took the boy far out to sea. She let him yell and shout and enjoy the trip. Then she dumped him. She came to a sudden stop and dived.

‘Hey!’ Joel had to let go. His yell turned to a wail. He was stranded a great distance from anywhere, paddling helplessly in the deep blue sea.

Jerry Logan grinned and started the motor. ‘Jump aboard,’ he told Mandy, leaning out to lend her a hand. ‘We gotta sail to the rescue!’

And the school of dolphins came with them, making for the forward end of the boat, criss-crossing their bow wave, weaving from side to side.

Mandy sat on the deck, her fair hair dripping down her back, watching the dolphins play. Trust Joel, she thought. Showing off, then getting dumped.

He yelled for them to hurry. ‘What took you so long?’ he asked as his grandfather cut the engine and bobbed alongside.

The dolphins had formed a circle around the noisy, stranded boy. They seemed to grin as they opened their jaws and took in big mouthfuls of water.

‘Uh-oh!’ Jerry Logan warned. ‘Watch out!’

Too late. The dolphins had Joel surrounded. They aimed and fired.

Half a dozen of the most playful ones were getting their own back as they squirted water at him. The jets rose like fountains and sprayed him from all directions. He disappeared beneath a torrent of sparkling drops.

‘Gotcha!’ Mandy grinned. Sometimes Joel deserved everything he got!
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Two

‘Have I ever rescued a dolphin?’ Lauren Young repeated Mandy’s question.

It was the day after the visit to Dixie Springs. Mandy and Joel had gone to help out at the rescue centre in the north of the island. GRROWL, or the Group for the Rescue and Rehabilitation of Wild Life, was run by Lauren, who was a qualified vet, together with a band of volunteers. They took in sick and wounded animals, nursed them back to health and tried to release them into their natural habitat.
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