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Jack’s father stopped their
small Fiat Panda car parallel to the water at the far end of the
rough car park near the tufts of long grass that bordered the wide
curving beach of Cardigan Bay. As they got out they looked up. The
sky was blue and not a breeze rippled the calm water. It was going
to be perfect. It was a perfect morning for snorkeling and one Jack
would never forget for the rest of his life.

Smiling, father and son began to
pull their masks, snorkels, weight-belts and wetsuits out of the
boot and lay them carefully on the sandy grass. Shortly they were
changing into their wetsuits.

Jack grinned when he saw his
father, standing on one leg trying to pull on a fin. With a wild
“Whoop!” he almost fell over.

Patrick and his son had often
snorkeled in the clear waters of the Bay. Normally the beach would
have been busy on such a beautiful summer’s day, and it would be in
an hour or so, when the first day-trippers would arrive.

“Time enough for us to have a
good snorkel,” said Jack’s father that morning early, as they ate
their breakfast.

Patrick O’Hara, who was an IT
consultant, was a tall muscular man with a round, pleasant face.
Jack was tall for a boy aged fourteen. He had blonde hair and
freckles dotted his upturned nose.

“Try to be back before 1pm,
Pat,” said Jane, Jack’s mother. “Remember we have the week’s
shopping to do this afternoon.”

Jane was a beautiful red-haired
woman, whose face and arms were covered in freckles, proof of that
lovely summer.

“What if we get eaten by
sharks?” said Patrick, winking at Jack. “You’ll have to do the
shopping on your own.”

Jane smiled. “If you get eaten
by sharks there will be all the more food for me and Daisy.” She
looked at her daughter who also had red hair.

“Mummy, why can’t I go with
them?” asked Daisy.

Jack gave a start. He didn’t
want Daisy coming. This was their time, his and his daddy’s. He
looked at his father who glanced at him and said, “Maybe next year,
Daisy, when you’re thirteen.”

Jack raised his eyebrows in a
teasing way to his sister.

Daisy glared at her older
brother.

“But why can’t I go? I can swim
better than he can,” she snapped.

It was true. She had often
beaten her brother in swimming races at their local pool.

“You cannot,” snapped Jack.

“I can, and you know it,”
retorted Daisy.

“You can’t.”

“Can.”

“Can’t.”

“Ca…”

“Here, here you two,” snapped
their father. “That’s enough.”

“But Daddy,” cried Daisy. “Why
can’t I come with you as well?”

Patrick looked at Jane then
said, “Because…”

“Because what?” snapped Daisy,
who was standing now with her fists clenched tightly, her knuckles
white.

“Daisy love, sure I need you to
help me do out the utility room this morning,” said Jane
quickly.

Daisy sighed. “Why can’t Jack
help you? He gets going everywhere. I get going nowhere.” A tear
pushed to the corner of her left eye. “You don’t love me,” she
exclaimed, glaring at her father, as tears tumbled down her
face.

“Ach don’t love. Sure you know
that’s not true.”

“It is!” shouted Daisy pushing
away from the table and pointing at her brother. “You love him, but
you don’t love me!” Crying she ran to the sitting room door.

“Daisy!” called her father, when
they all heard her run upstairs. Sighing

Patrick made to rise to his
feet. “I’ll go up to her.”

“Ach leave her Pat. It’ll only
make her worse,” said Jane. “She’ll cool down after a while.” She
looked at the cooker. “That soup should be ready now.”

In her room, Daisy wiped her wet
eyes with the end of her blanket. She wanted to tell her parents
that really the reason she was crying was because of the bullies.
But she daren’t. Megan had warned her that if she told anyone she
would be sorry. The bullies had told Daisy they would get her out
of school.

****

Now kitted up, Jack and his
father spat into their masks and rubbed the spittle around the
inside of the tempered glass. They were standing knee-deep in the
water. They dipped their masks into the water and swirled them
around a couple of times. Jack’s father helped him fit his mask
perfectly over his face, under the front of the hood of his
wetsuit, making sure there was a good seal so as not to let any
water flood in.

A minute later, after checking
his son’s weight-belt was fitted properly, Patrick led the way
slowly out until he was waist deep and Jack was chest deep in the
water.

Jack shivered at the initial
coldness as the water soaked through his neoprene wetsuit to his
body. It took a little over thirty seconds before he began to warm
up, but soon he was snorkeling beside his father out of the gully
and into the deeper water.

They finned easily for about
twenty-five meters when Patrick turned suddenly and making strange
gurgling noises through his snorkel pointed below.

Jack’s eyes widened and his
breathing increased when he saw a huge spotted fish just slipping
into the thick seaweed about four meters below. Spluttering he
panicked and treading water snapped his snorkel from his mouth.
“Wha… what is it Daddy? It…it looks like a…a…” He was afraid to say
the word.

“A spotted dogfish,” said
Patrick, easily treading water beside him.

“It…it looked like a shark,”
said Jack. He could feel his heart still pounding.

“Well it is a requiem fish- a
member of the shark family.” Patrick grinned at the look on his
son’s face. “Ach but they’re harmless, really. Come on, let’s fin
further on out.”

They snorkeled on out into
deeper water, back and forth pointing and watching several shoals
of Pollack and other tiny fish swim for cover into the thick
seaweed. White sea-urchins, their soft spines wafting in the light
current dotted the seaweed. Once a huge crab scuttling sideways
caught their attention and for several minutes they snorkeled below
to get a better look at it.

Fifteen minutes later, Jack’s
father tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to some rocks on the
left hand side of the bay indicating they were to snorkel to
them.

When they were about
twenty-meters from the rocks, a splash of light in the water to
Jack’s left drew his attention. Then they saw it. Father and son
treaded water, as they watched the beautiful porpoise leap to the
surface not far from them, its sleek body glistening in the
sunlight. It bounded closer and closer until it was only a few
meters from Jack and his father. Jack was too frightened to breathe
as the porpoise floated on the surface and stared with one eye
almost right into his face. Jack was afraid, yet at the same time
he wasn’t. Suddenly the porpoise leapt right out of the water and
landed with a little splash beside him then disappeared below. They
both looked under the water, watching as the creature shot to the
bottom of the bay then slowly began to rise, its eyes fixed on
them. Then all of a sudden it shot to the bottom again and was
away. For the next two minutes they searched the bottom, but the
porpoise had gone.

“Did…did you see it? Did you
Daddy?” Jack exclaimed his face beaming.

“Yes,” said Patrick. He smiled.
“If you and I could swim like that it…” He scanned the surface of
the water. “Well, it looks like it’s gone. Come on, let’s head
back…Let’s head…”

Head back, thought Jack, just
when I’m beginning to enjoy himself. He studied his daddy as he
adjusted the strap on his mask. Patrick looked very pale and was
shaking his head from side to side. Instantly Jack knew something
was wrong.

****

Three minutes later they were
finning through the gully into the shallow water. As they lay in
the water their masks and snorkels lying on the rocks beside them,
Jack exclaimed, “It was a big one Daddy, wasn’t it.”

“The biggest I’ve ever seen up
close.”

“It was fast too.”

“The fastest,” muttered Patrick
suddenly reaching to hold his stomach.

“Wait until we tell Mummy.
She’ll never believe us,” said Jack slowly as he studied his
father. He didn’t seem to have heard him.

“Daddy…”

Patrick turned. “Jack, maybe we
shouldn’t say anything about the porpoise when Daisy’s about.
She’ll only get upset again.”

“But Daddy…”

“Come on,” said his father
rising from the water. “Let’s get out of our wetsuits. That hot
soup is waiting for us.”

Shortly they were sitting on the
grass in their wetsuit long-johns with their snorkeling gear lying
all around them. Patrick had filled two plastic cups with the
steaming vegetable soup and as they drank it they could feel the
hot liquid quickly warming them.

Just then a car drove onto the
car park. They watched for a while as the occupants, a family of
five got out. One of the children had a kite and soon they were all
running onto the beach.

Suddenly, movement out in the
water caught Jack’s attention. He pointed. Away out they could see
several sea gulls plummeting to the water.

“There must be plenty of fish
out there,” said Patrick. “That must have been what drew the
porpoise into the bay.”

Jack scanned the horizon and
across the bay to the far side. There was no sign of the
porpoise.

A couple of minutes later,
Jack’s father poured some more soup into his cup. Then he did a
strange thing, something that Jack would always remember. He
reached for his mask and poured the rest of the soup into it. Jack
laughed at what he thought was a joke. But he stopped laughing when
he saw his father was staring stupidly at the mask.

“Daddy…” Jack could feel his
heart beating. Something wasn’t right with his daddy. He knew
it.

Patrick turned. There was a
strange vacant look on his face.

Jack nodded to the mask of soup
he was holding. The soup was trickling over the silicone seal onto
his father’s legs.

Patrick stared down at it then
threw the mask and its contents onto the grass. When he looked at
Jack again his face was clouded in anger. “Come on, let’s wash the
sand out of our gear and get home. Your mother will be waiting for
us.”

All the way home, Jack’s father
hardly spoke to him.

****

Around 10pm that evening Jack
slipped downstairs for a glass of milk. The mouthful or two of sea
water he had swallowed whilst snorkeling had made him thirsty. As
he came into the kitchen he could hear his mother and father
talking.

“Look Patrick, you’ll just have
to go to the doctor. It’s stupid to wait any longer.”

“Ach, Jane, it’s because I’m
tired. You know I’ve been working hard on our new corporate website
this past month. It’s nothing…really.”

“Patrick, it’s not nothing.
Whatever is wrong with you, it’s getting worse. Please, just make
an appointment with Doctor Stone. Do it for me, at least…”

Jack frowned. Something is wrong
with my daddy, he thought. Quietly he filled his tumbler with milk,
took a quick gulp then hurried into the sitting room.

“Ah don’t worry love…” Patrick
began again.

“What’s wrong?” asked Jack
searching his parent’s faces.

“Wrong? What do you mean, son?”
asked Patrick.

“I overheard Mummy saying you
should see a doctor. What for?”

Jane glanced at Patrick.

“It’s nothing for you to worry
about, Jack.” Patrick smiled. “I was telling your mother about the
porpoise.”

“Yes,” said Jane. “I hear it
came right up to you.”

Jack smiled. “You should have
seen it jump. It floated right up beside me and stared at me with
its big eye…fantastic.”

****

Later in bed, Jack thought about
his daddy. Something is definitely wrong with him. Is he ill? He
thought now about how he had got so carried away with telling his
mother about the porpoise, he had forgotten to find out. As he
drifted to sleep, he thought, I’ll ask daddy about it in the
morning.
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When Jack came down to breakfast
his father had already gone to work and Daisy was eating her
breakfast cereal. As his mother filled his bowl with cornflakes he
remembered.

“Mummy, why did you want Daddy
to go to the doctors?”

Daisy, who had a huge spoonful
of cornflakes halfway to her mouth, stopped and slowly lowered her
spoon to the cereal bowl, “What’s wrong with Daddy?” she asked.

“No…nothing,” answered Jane
quickly and turned to the sink. “He’s just been a bit tired that’s
all. He’s been working hard. He’s promised to go to the doctors for
a tonic.”

“A tonic?” exclaimed Daisy,
remembering when her grandfather, who had been ill for some time,
had to take the foul tasting liquid. He had given her a taste and
laughed when she had made a face. Her grandfather had passed away
two months later. Daisy was only seven years old then. She had
never forgotten it.

“Yes,” said Jane glancing at the
kitchen clock. “Now you two hurry up. You’ll be late for
school.”

Daisy looked at Jack. She was
wondering how he knew about her daddy being ill. Suddenly she grew
angry, rose from the table and hurried from the kitchen. They never
tell me anything, she thought, as she hurried upstairs to get her
school blazer and books. Then her stomach heaved as she remembered
about the bullies and with a cry she dived towards the toilet.

****

A few minutes later Jane watched
as Daisy and Jack headed down the road to school together. With a
heavy sigh she returned to the kitchen to tidy up and do the
dishes. As she washed Jack’s cereal bowl she stared out into their
big back garden at the beautiful patio Patrick had built two
summers ago, when he had been well. She remembered how she had
helped him lift and lay the heavy flagstones. They had worked from
a plan she had drawn… and all of a sudden she burst into tears.

****

“I think her hair’s even redder
than it was on Friday!”

Daisy froze, as Megan’s hateful
tinny voice came from behind her.

“How’s Daisy, the red headed
pube,” giggled Megan’s best friend, Danni Watson shoving Daisy hard
in the small of her back. Danni was a black haired girl with a
bright bow tied around the top of her shock of wild hair.

Suddenly uttering a swear word,
a third girl with a pony tail, grabbed Daisy by the hair and forced
the smaller girl against the playground wall. Several other girls
nearby, pretending not to notice, hurried to the far side of the
playground as the three bullies towered over Daisy.

“Have you brought the money,
ginger snap?” hissed the third girl, who was called Elizabeth
Downey, squeezing the front of Daisy’s dress tightly in her fist
holding her trapped against the wall.

“I…I couldn’t get any,” Daisy
gasped. Her legs felt
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