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            For Eunice, thank you for always believing.

            
                

            

            And for everyone who remembers the long hot summer of 1976.
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            Prologue

         

         Seth Cullen killed a dog when he was eight.

         The dog was a Rottweiler called Rashers. He belonged to Butcher Hegarty and he roamed free around the streets of Carrig Cove. The butcher insisted his dog was a gentle giant and wouldn’t hurt a fly, but we kids knew Rashers was mean because he curled his lip if you came too close. Then Rashers attacked Scrap, old Mrs Kehoe’s Yorkie. Scrap was torn up so badly the vet over in Ross said the kindest thing would be to put the wee dog down.

         That summer was tense – our mothers were scared to let us play on the street. I remember Mam telling me Rashers had tasted blood now and he’d want to taste it again. She told me to get away from the dog if ever I met him.

         ‘Don’t look him in the eyes, Emer,’ she said. ‘Walk away, don’t run.’

         But the day Rashers attacked, I ran. We all did.

         Me and Fee and some other girls were skipping – ‘Banana splits, banana splits, banana splits, and you do it like this’. The Rottie came charging around the corner onto High Street, barrelling for the flying ankles of the skipping girl, Mary Ryan. She screeched as his teeth sank into her calf. I dropped the rope and I ran. We all ran.

         Except Mary. Rashers had her pinned.

         I scrambled after the others to the turn in the road. The other girls kept on running. I stopped, dared to look back. Rashers still had hold of Mary. He was swinging his massive chops from side to side and she was flailing on the ground, helpless as an old shoe.

         I remember wanting to go to her but I couldn’t, couldn’t move, not an inch. I clutched onto the wall of that corner house like it might fly away on me. I watched Rashers do his worst, while Mary’s screams split the street and the girls behind me covered their eyes with their hands and the crooks of their elbows and begged me to tell them what was happening.

         Seth Cullen came out of nowhere, a blond blur. He gave Rashers a quick thwack with his hurley stick as he ran behind him. Rashers dropped Mary with an outraged snarl and span in a circle to examine his backside. His huge head swung back to Mary and swung away again to look after the small figure racing up High Street.

         The boy stopped, turned, waited.

         The dog made his decision. He ran towards Seth, his big paws pounded the tarmac, his growl seemed to come up through the ground, come up through my bones. Rashers will kill that boy for sure, I was thinking as I left the safety of the wall and crept over to Mary.

         The dog was nearly on Seth now. The boy stood there, his hurley stick in his right hand, staring Rashers right in the eyes, exactly like my mother had said not to.

         ‘Run,’ I whispered. ‘RUN,’ I yelled.

         Seth didn’t run. I saw the slow raise of the stick in his right hand, the toss of the ball from his left, but when he struck, it was so fast my eye couldn’t follow the ball. I saw Rashers stop, as if he’d hit an invisible wall. His head flipped back, his legs buckled. He hit the ground like a sack of potatoes.

         I looked at Seth, both his hands wrapped round the neck of the hurley, his arms and body coming back from the swing. I understood. He’d used the little ball as a missile. He’d fired it straight into the dog’s open jaws.

         For a moment nobody moved, then everyone came at once. The girls I’d been skipping with inched out onto the road. The boys came racing across from the green. They all formed a circle around the dog and the boy with the hurley stick.

         Mary’s leg was covered in blood. She whimpered in protest as I hauled her to her feet but I was determined to see what was happening. I put my arm around her and took her weight as we hobbled over to where Rashers had fallen. We pushed our way into the circle.

         ‘He’s dead,’ someone said.

         ‘He’s pretending,’ someone else said. ‘He’ll jump up in a minute and savage the lot of us.’

         But there was no doubt. Rashers was dead. Up till then, in my imagination, death looked like sleep; that day I understood that death has its own particular stillness. Rashers’ eyes were glazed, his teeth were frozen in a surprised snarl, there was blood in the white spittle foaming about his mouth, his paws were limp and heavy on the ground. He was dead, dead, dead – as dead as the half cows hanging in Butcher Hegarty’s shop window, as dead as the pig’s head with the wizened apple on the cracked china plate, as dead as the sheep’s hearts on the metal tray, as the tripe and the rashers arranged in squelchy rows beside the heaps of dead pink sausages.

         ‘You killed him,’ Gus McRoy said. His eyes were big as balloons. ‘You feckin’ killed him.’

         ‘Stone dead,’ Kit Crosby said.

         I stared at Seth. He was breathing hard and his hands still gripped the hurley stick, but his face at that moment was like no kid’s I’d ever seen. It was contorted into a grimace and Seth Cullen was lost somewhere inside it. His skin was drawn back so tight I could see his skull. His eyes were bulging and black. His lips, normally full and soft and pink against his pale skin, were thin and bloodless, stripped back from his teeth, brand new incisors too big, too sharp in his little-boy mouth.

         ‘Holy cow,’ Gus said, slapping his friend on the back. ‘What a shot! It must have been a hundred miles an hour.’

         ‘Shame to waste a good sliotar,’ Kit Crosby said. ‘I’ll get it for you, Seth.’

         Kit knelt in front of Rashers’ gaping jaws and reached a shaking hand towards those bloody fangs. There were gasps around me as everyone realised what Kit was about to do. Louise O’Toole squealed, Mary dug her fingers into my arm, but we stepped closer.

         Kit counted to three under his breath and pushed his hand between Rashers’ teeth. Mary wailed. The boys began to chant.

         ‘Out, out, get it out.’

         A wildness ripped through us. It spread across Kit’s face, caught every boy and most of the girls too. Gus McRoy grinned, kicked the dead dog and whooped. Conor McNessa grabbed hold of Rashers’ tail and made it wag. The boys howled with laughter, the girls clutched their faces and each other.

         ‘Out, out, get it out.’

         Kit began clowning with his hand inside the dog’s mouth. He let on he’d sunk his arm halfway down the dog’s throat and he couldn’t find the ball.

         ‘Out, out, get it out.’

         He pretended Rashers had him.

         ‘LEMME GO, LEMME GO, LEMME GO!’ he yelled, thrashing around, eyes popping, fighting off Rashers with his free arm. We were all yelling, screaming, squirming. When he pulled his hand back out and held the little leather ball above his head, we cheered. He wiped it clean on the leg of his shorts and presented it to Seth, whose eyes were returning to their usual colours – one green, one blue.

         I saw. I saw the rage slide off his skin like a passing shadow.

         He tossed the killing ball up into the sky. We raised our faces to watch it fly above us, higher, higher, till it stalled at last and fell back, back to Seth’s outstretched hand. We cheered again.

         Grown-ups arrived, running, frowning, calling out. Mary’s mother, mine, Fee’s, Seth’s. And Butcher Hegarty. He let out a roar when he saw his dog lying there. When he saw the blood-red ball, the hurley in Seth’s hand, the exultant look on Seth’s face, I thought he was going to belt him. But Mary’s mother began yelling, ‘Look at Mary’s leg. Look what that horrible brute of yours has done to my Mary’s leg. She’ll need stitches, there’ll be scars.’

         Mr Hegarty looked at Mary’s leg. He looked at all of us. He looked down at his dog. He shut his mouth and said nothing. He crouched beside Rashers. We looked at the ground as he stroked his dog’s head a few times, then he quickly swiped his sleeve across his face and hoisted Rashers onto his shoulder like a side of beef. He stood up and walked away.

         Mary was bawling now, sitting on the ground again with her leg stuck out in front of her. There were sharp intakes of breath as Seth’s mother gently peeled the lacy sock away from her calf. Blood trickled from multiple puncture marks and one area was a mangled mess of exposed flesh. I felt terrible for making Mary walk.

         ‘Seth saved Mary, Mrs Ryan,’ I said. ‘I think Rashers would have killed her if Seth hadn’t drawn him off.’

         ‘He killed that dog with one blow, Mrs Ryan,’ Gus McRoy said, and he mimicked Seth swinging the hurley stick. Gus was the leader of the Carrig Cove boys; whatever he did, they all did. They all began tossing imaginary balls into the air and thwacking them with imaginary hurleys, slamming them down imaginary dog gullets.

         The mothers turned away and began tending to Mary’s leg. Deirdre Cullen offered to make a herbal paste for the wounds and Mary’s mother, who normally wouldn’t give Seth’s mam the time of day, mustered a stiff smile as she refused and said she’d be taking Mary to the hospital. The other mothers gathered us girls and brought us home to play house with our plastic tea sets and Crolly dollies, safe in the backyards where they could watch us. The boys were left outside to hunt imaginary enemies, their hurley-shaped guns loaded with imaginary leather bullets.

         
             

         

         After the killing of Rashers, Seth Cullen was god to the other boys in Carrig Cove. Gus McRoy took to calling him Dog and within days everyone was doing it. No one ever called him Seth again, not even the adults, not even his own mam. He became Dog Cullen, in honour of the day he killed Butcher Hegarty’s Rottweiler.

         I’ve never forgotten that day – the fear that tore through us when Rashers attacked, the strange wildness which took hold when we knew the dog was dead. I’ve never forgotten the way us kids turned from scared rabbits to victorious wolf pack, or Seth Cullen’s face as he stood over the corpse of the butcher’s dog. Seth had saved my friend Mary but he’d been blooded like Rashers had been when he mangled Mrs Kehoe’s Yorkie. It frightened me and I stayed clear of him after that.

         Don’t look him in the eyes, Emer. Walk away. Run.

         I kept clear of Dog Cullen. Till the summer we turned seventeen, the summer the dolphin came to Ross Bay. That summer I looked in Dog Cullen’s eyes – one green, one blue – and I forgot to walk away.
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            1

            Emer

         

         I wasn’t on the beach the day the dolphin came. It was my friend Fedelma and her kid brother Rory that spotted him and they came running to the shop like mad things, bursting to tell me.

         ‘There’s a dolphin in the bay, Emer,’ Fee said. ‘You’ve got to come.’ I was stacking cans of baked beans on the second shelf, centre aisle.

         ‘She doesn’t “got to” anything,’ Da said, looking up from his ledgers. ‘What’s so urgent about a dolphin in the bay? You’d think you’d never seen one before.’

         ‘Not like this, Mr Monaghan. This one’s in really close, Mr Monaghan,’ Fee said, sauntering over to the sweet counter and leaning her chin on the top of the glass. ‘It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity, Mr Monaghan. You wouldn’t want to deprive Emer of that?’

         Da rolled his eyes. ‘You needn’t be trying that “I’m-a-proper-caution” act on me, Fedelma Hennessy,’ he said. ‘This is a family business and it takes a family to run it. No one here has time to be gallivanting after dolphins.’

         ‘What’s this?’ Mam said, coming through to the shop from the house. ‘There are dolphins in the bay?’

         ‘Just the one, Mrs Monaghan,’ Fee said. ‘It’s practically on the beach, it’s so close. Me and Rory thought Emer’d want to see it.’

         ‘Emer has work to do,’ Da said.

         ‘Do you have the shelves stacked, Emer?’ Mam said.

         I nodded.

         ‘Well then, it’s almost closing time, Syl. She’s been working every day since the summer holidays began. Let her go.’

         Da scowled and turned back to his ledgers. That was answer enough for me.

         ‘It’ll be gone by the time ye get to the beach, or fetched up on the stones breathing its last,’ I heard him saying, but I was already shrugging off my shop coat. I was out the door before he could change his mind.

         ‘Is there really a dolphin or is this one of your mad plans to get me out of the shop?’ I asked, as we raced down Main Street.

         ‘There is a dolphin, Emer. There is,’ Rory said between breaths.

         ‘We thought it was a feckin’ shark,’ Fee said, grabbing Rory’s hand and pulling him behind her. ‘I swear to God, when we saw the fin cutting through the water so close to shore the pair of us screeched like feckin’ herring gulls. Then it stuck its face up over the waves and we saw that daft smile. I nearly pissed myself laughing.’

         Fee and me had made the mistake of taking Rory to see Jaws in February and he’d had a real horror of the sea ever since. When school broke, Fee began dragging him to the beach every day to see if she could walk the fear out of him. Now here he was racing with us down to the shore. I glanced back over my shoulder to smile at him.

         ‘Watch out!’ a voice said.

         I turned to see two startled faces, right in my path. I tried to stop, lost my balance, began to spin out onto the road. Hands closed around my wrists and jerked me back on to the footpath. I found myself looking into a pair of laughing eyes – one green, one blue.

         ‘Sorry, sorry, I’m … sorry,’ I said.

         ‘No problem,’ Dog Cullen said. He let go my wrists and stepped away from me. His friend, Kit Crosby, was behind him. ‘Where’s the fire?’ he said.

         ‘No fire,’ said Rory. ‘There’s a dolphin. On the beach.’

         ‘On the beach? You mean it’s dead?’ Kit said.

         ‘No,’ Fee said. ‘He means it’s close to shore and we’re going to look at it.’

         ‘Cool,’ Kit said. ‘Mind if we tag along?’

         I tried to catch Fee’s eye but she said, ‘No law against it, I suppose,’ and cocked an eyebrow at Kit before she turned to walk on. Rory ran ahead, suddenly brave. I fell in behind Fee and Kit.

         ‘Hi,’ Dog said.

         ‘Hi,’ I said.

         We crunched across the stones to the water’s edge and stood in a ragged line, scanning the water. The sea was choppy, full of shifting grey triangles. There were a dozen false alarms before we spotted it.

         ‘There!’ said Fee, pointing. ‘There it is.’

         ‘There?’

         ‘There!’

         ‘There.’

         A fin flashed dark against the incoming white foam and we caught glimpses of face and tail as it came closer in. Without saying anything we all kicked off our runners and rolled up the legs of our jeans – Rory too. The dolphin stuck its head above the waves, appearing to watch us wade out towards it. We stopped in a row, the water slapping against our thighs, our jeans getting soaked.

         The dolphin disappeared, resurfaced, down, up, down, as if it was drawing a parallel line in the sea and marking each of us along it, acknowledging us – one, two, three, four, five. Fee bobbed it a watery curtsy and we laughed and bobbed too. We touched one another’s arms and said, ‘Look!’ and ‘Do you see it?’ and ‘Oh!’ as if Dog and Kit were friends of Rory, Fee and me, not familiar strangers.

         The dolphin chuckled at us and flicked us a knowing side-eye as it swam quickly back along its parallel line, pushing a wave of water towards the beach. I would have lost my footing if Dog hadn’t caught my hand. The dolphin turned again and sent another wave our way, and Dog still held my hand and I held his and I held Rory’s and Rory was holding Fee’s and she was holding Kit Crosby’s and all of us were shrieking.

         Then the fin disappeared and the sea calmed down and we stood there, staring out. Staring. Staring. Just long enough to realise we were holding hands. I blushed. I’d held Rory’s hand a hundred times, swinging him down the road, Fee on his other side, running to catch the school bus. My left hand holding Rory’s was fine and dandy. My right hand caught inside Dog Cullen’s fingers – it was on fire. My heart was thumping, my eyes never left the water, but my left hand and my brain were panicking. Do I let go? Do I wait for him to? Does he think I’m an idiot for holding on so long? Will he think I’m strange if I pull away?

         ‘There!’ yelled Fee, pointing. ‘There.’

         The fin had appeared way out in the bay and was heading towards us at speed, coming at us, coming in. Somehow I knew Kit had Fee’s hand and we were all attached again. Just when it looked as if the dolphin would leave it too late to turn, it swerved. Its tail sent a wave towards us, so hard and fast that we hadn’t time to react. We went down like skittles.

         We came up, gasping and spluttering salt water, struggling to our feet, going down again as another wave hit. I flailed about trying to get back on my feet but I was laughing hard and blinded by seawater. Two hands came from behind me, caught me under my arms, pulled me upright and held me.

         That’s three times, I thought. Three times inside an hour I’ve fallen and Dog Cullen has caught me.

         ‘Are you all right?’ Dog said, his face against my hair, his lips close to my ear.

         ‘Ye-ah, yeah, I’m grand,’ I said. He smiled at me. I don’t know if I smiled back. I know my cheeks were burning. I think I may have turned away. I think I may have said something stupid to Fee, something moronic like, ‘Are you wet?’

         ‘What do you think?’ she said. ‘I’m feckin’ soaked through to my knickers, is what I am.’

         Kit cracked up as if Fee had made the funniest joke ever. We all laughed. We fell about, knocking against each other and making a show of fighting to stay upright as the waves tugged at our soaked clothes, trying to pull us back in. I saw Fee clutch at Kit and giggle, and he grabbed her, then stood back and did a mock wobble, windmilling his arms around before tumbling backwards. Rory stumbled and reached for Dog, and Dog caught and set him upright, the same way he’d done me. I laughed.

         My teeth began to chatter. I set them into a smile, brushed my hair out of my face and twisted it in my hands, though it wasn’t really wet. I considered faking a stumble so Dog could touch me again. I want him to touch me again, I thought. But I couldn’t do it, couldn’t be so coy.

         An hour ago I was stacking cans of beans in the shop, I thought, and now I’m on the beach, soaked to the skin and wondering how to flirt with the prettiest boy in Carrig Cove.

         We waited in the water another few minutes till we were sure the dolphin had gone for good, then we waded back to shore. Dog and me walked up the beach behind the others. I didn’t know what to do with my hands so I crossed them in front of me and hugged my body as if I was freezing, which I was. I let my teeth do their worst. I tried to look at Dog without him seeing me do it. His blond hair was dripping onto his shoulders and his grey sweatshirt was stuck to him.

         ‘D’you think it’ll come back?’ he said, looking straight at me.

         ‘Maybe,’ I said.

         ‘Kit and me will come again tomorrow to see if it does. Will you and Fedelma be here?’ he said.

         ‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘If Da’ll let me off the shop.’

         ‘I hope he does,’ he said, and he nodded at Rory and Fee as he and Kit walked away over the stones towards the gap in the wall that led out to Main Street.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            Emer

         

         The next day, proper summer arrived in Carrig Cove. True blue summer, twenty degrees and rising. It would be the hottest summer we’d ever know in Donegal but that day we thought the good weather was a one-off, a pet day to make the most of. Mam convinced Da to let me out of work at lunchtime and I stuffed my togs and a towel into a bag and ran down to the beach. Fee and Rory were already there and Dog and Kit were with them. I felt my cheeks grow hot.

         Stop being ridiculous, I told myself. They’re just a couple of boys you’ve known forever. Are you going to turn beetroot every time you meet them?

         I ducked my head down so my hair fell across my cheeks and I slowed to a walk.

         ‘Right, let’s go,’ Fee said as I came near. She jumped to her feet, shedding clothes till she was down to her apple-green swimsuit. Dog and Kit stripped to their trunks. They looked at me.

         ‘Did you not change at home?’ Fee asked. She rolled her eyes. ‘Come on, let’s leave her to it or she’ll die of embarrassment.’

         Typical Fee. Typical Fee to know I’d be mortified if I had to struggle into my swimsuit in front of boys and typical Fee to decide the best way to save me the mortification was by drawing attention to it.

         She waltzed off down the beach, her red hair swinging, and Kit followed her. Dog gave me a quick smile and went too.

         ‘I’ll wait for you, Emer,’ Rory said.

         ‘Go on after them, I’m all right,’ I said.

         It came out sharper than I intended and Rory’s face fell. He stood up slowly and trailed after Dog. I began the towel dance, clutching at the corners of my ancient beach towel and fumbling with zips and straps until my jeans and T-shirt were a heap at my feet and I was in my swimsuit. To my horror it seemed to have shrunk since last year. I tugged at it, yanking it down around my thighs and up at my shoulders, trying to get as much of me inside it as possible but as I walked across the sand I felt it shrink.

         Fee and Kit were in the water, Rory and Dog were waiting for me, Dog watching me approach. I found I couldn’t walk normally. Placing one foot in front of the other became a strange slow-motion awkwardness of out-of-sync feet, knees, hips. I broke into a run.

         ‘Come on, Rory,’ I shouted, pulling his arm as I went by. ‘Last one in is a rotten egg.’

         Rory jerked his arm free and I left him behind and plunged on into the water. Straight in. I didn’t care how icy it was as long as I was inside it, my body hidden. I didn’t turn my head but I knew Dog was right behind me. As soon as I surfaced I saw the fin coming towards us in the distance.

         ‘D’you see it?’ Fee shouted, somewhere over to my left. I nodded. The fin came closer then turned, came again and turned, like an invitation: Come on, come on, come closer.

         I badly wanted to look around and see how near Dog was. I could have let on like I was checking for Rory but I’d probably have fooled no one, so I didn’t let myself do it. Instead I kept my eyes straight ahead and began swimming out towards the dolphin, like I was in a race and meant to win it.

         I was so distracted I forgot to remember that dolphins swim faster than humans. Suddenly the dolphin surfaced in front of me, exhaling from its blowhole with a loud whoosh. I had to stop myself mid-stroke. It was arm’s length away, its eye looking at mine. I heard myself gasp and almost choked on a mouthful of salt water. I half-turned my head to check where the others were. Miles away, is where. Halfway back to the beach, three heads in the water, eyes staring. I’d swum too far, too fast, and now I was on my own with a wild animal that could kill me with a twist of its tail.

         My heart was beating like the hammers of hell, my ears were thrumming. I knew I should swim away but I was frozen in place. I kept my eye on the animal and it kept its eye on me. It circled around me and I turned with it. I took a deep breath and pushed my terror down.

         You’ll never be this close to a wild thing again, Emer, I told myself. Don’t waste time being scared.

         The dolphin moved slowly, as if it understood that it could hurt me. Up close it didn’t look like Flipper off of the telly or the shiny pretty dolphins on the greeting cards in our shop. It was covered in scrapes and gouges – random slashes near face and fin and tail, parallel lines hatched its sides as if someone had raked its skin with a pitchfork, a nick out of its dorsal fin the size of a fifty-pence piece. There was one particularly vicious mark along its right side and a single white scar that ran above and below its left eye, like the marks clowns paint on. The eye between the marks was watching me.

         Its eye looked mischievous, its mouth was open in an absurd grin. It came closer. I could have touched it, could have stroked its head. I told myself that wasn’t a real smile, that it was just the way a dolphin’s mouth naturally turned (would you look at all those needle-like teeth), but still some kind of joy welled up inside me and I found myself grinning back at it. It made a noise that sounded like a chuckle and I answered with a single delighted ‘Ha’.

         Everything stopped, everything was still. We floated in front of each other, sizing one another up. There was nothing in this world but me and this creature. Without thinking I stretched my arm towards it, fingers slowly reaching towards its face. It made a buzzing, clicking sound and I caught myself, hesitated. Its eye drifted from me, distracted by some movement to my right.

         Fee. She was a few feet behind me treading water, her eyes wide. The dolphin went to her, circled her, checking her out as it had me. Fee laughed softly and the dolphin flipped its nose and whistled a greeting. Fee reached her hand out like I had and the dolphin ducked away from her. But it came back. And then Fee and me were laughing out loud and the dolphin was swimming around the both of us and would have stayed, I think, if Dog and Kit hadn’t swum closer. The dolphin ducked beneath the surface. Fee and me went under after it, eyes open, but it was swimming away, swimming towards Dog and Kit.

         It passed them, close and quick, so close they had to avoid it. They’d just gathered themselves when it came back at them, aimed straight at them, but veered away in time. A third swim-by and it was gone, off into the heart of the bay, back out to sea.

         ‘So I’m guessing it’s a bull,’ Kit said when we were back on the beach, wrapped up in towels. ‘Flirts with the girls and plays tough with the boys.’

         ‘Yez are just chickens,’ Fee said, flopping down in a heap on the warm sand.

         ‘Rory is the chicken,’ Kit said. ‘He never came in at all, stayed in the shallows like a lickle-ickle yellow baby. Puck puck puck.’ He jumped to his feet and flapped his arms up and down. He began a silly Monty Pythonesque walk, knees locked together, feet stuck out like a duck. ‘Puck puck puck,’ he said. ‘Puck puck puck.’

         Rory’s chin tucked to his chest and he frowned at the sand, trying not to cry in front of the older boys. He’d have been anxious as hell watching us lot out in the water. The fact that he’d ventured into the sea at all, had stood in the shallows waiting, was a minor victory for him. He’d been brave, braver than any of us given his fear of the water. A glance at Fee told me she was ready to clobber Kit.

         ‘So, what are we going to call it … him?’ asked Dog, casually reaching out an arm as Kit goose-stepped past us again. He snagged Kit’s ankle, toppling him over on the sand. ‘Oops,’ Dog said, and we all laughed.

         ‘Oops would be a pretty terrible name for a dolphin,’ I said and winked at Rory, trying to knock a smile out of him. Dog grinned at me and Fee relaxed enough to say, ‘Flipper.’

         ‘Too obvious,’ Kit said, rolling upright, covered head to toe in coarse Carrig Cove sand. ‘Skippy,’ he said. ‘Skippeeeee, Skippeeee, Skippeeee the Ross Bay Dol-o-phin,’ he sang.

         ‘You’re a right plank,’ Fee said, looking away.

         ‘Shadow,’ I said. ‘Shade for short.’

         ‘Yes, but in Irish,’ Dog said. ‘Scáthach.’

         ‘Too poetic,’ Fee said. ‘We need something short and catchy.’ She clicked her fingers in the air to demonstrate.

         ‘Scar, then,’ I said. ‘He has loads of them on his body and one across his left eye.’

         ‘That doesn’t sound friendly,’ Fee said. ‘It has to be friendly because he’s a friendly dolphin.’

         ‘Are you sure of that?’ Kit said. ‘Maybe he’s just messin’ with our heads, reeling us in, waiting till we feel safe, and then …’ He lay flat on his stomach, stuck one elbow up behind him in imitation of a fin and began to slide forward on the sand. ‘Dun dun. Dun dun. Dun dun. Dun dun dun dun dun dun …’

         ‘Will you give over?’ Fee snapped, but Rory was already on his feet walking up the beach, arms pinned stiffly by his sides. ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Fee said. I wasn’t sure whether her annoyance was aimed at Kit or Rory, or maybe she’d enough for the both of them.

         She stood up and jerked her jeans on over her damp togs. ‘Emer, Dog,’ she said, ignoring Kit. She grabbed the rest of her stuff and ran after her brother.

         Kit’s face was comical. You’d think he was five and someone had burst his birthday balloon.

         ‘Nice going, Don Juan,’ Dog said, nudging Kit with his foot. ‘It’s OK to be nice if you like her, you know. We won’t think any less of you, will we, Emer?’

         I smiled and Kit made a noise that sounded like ‘hum-umph,’ but could have been ‘Eff off.’ He got to his feet. ‘I’m going back in the water,’ he muttered. ‘Wash this sand off.’

         I began to dry myself, suddenly self-conscious now I was alone with Dog. That was when I realised the towel I was wrapped in wasn’t mine. It was two shades of blue, mine was candy stripes. It was Dog’s towel I’d had around me ever since we came out of the water.

         ‘Oh,’ I said, pulling it away from my body and holding it out to him. ‘I grabbed it by mistake.’

         ‘No bother,’ he said. There was a glint in his eye as he took it from me but his cheeks turned a little pink as he wrapped it around himself. My cheeks were flaming. I picked up my towel and looked away as he began to rub his skin. Neither of us said anything for a few minutes. When we had our clothes on he said, ‘Kit’s a grand fella but he doesn’t always know when to stop.’

         ‘I can see that,’ I said.

         ‘He likes your friend,’ he said.

         ‘He won’t get very far with her if he keeps picking on Rory,’ I said.

         ‘No,’ Dog said. ‘I think even Kit may have worked that one out.’ He hadn’t put his T-shirt on yet and he hung his towel, wet from me, around his pale shoulders like a cape.

         ‘Same time tomorrow?’ he asked. ‘If your da lets you out of the shop?’ He smiled at me and double dimples flickered in his cheeks. He went from fairly good-looking to gorgeous in a split second. I stared, the words I was about to say knocked clean out of my head.

         Get a grip, Emer Monaghan, I thought, before you turn into a mindless twit like Louise O’Toole. He’s only being nice. He probably doesn’t mean anything by it.

         I blinked and smiled. ‘If Fee isn’t still mad at Kit,’ I said.

         ‘Maybe you could put in a good word for him?’ Dog said. ‘Tell her how tragic he looked when she left?’

         ‘Maybe,’ I said.

         ‘Tomorrow then,’ he said.

         ‘Tomorrow,’ I said and I headed up the beach.

         Kit likes Fee, put in a good word for him, Dog had said. Maybe this hanging out together on the beach is all for Kit’s benefit, I told myself.

         But a part of me knew it wasn’t, knew Dog liked me, knew he was watching me walk away. And I knew I liked him. Liked his face and his eyes. Liked his smile. Knew I needed to come back to the beach the next day. Knew there wasn’t a hope in hell Da would give me another day off but I’d have to find a way to make him.
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