A Wild Encounter
‘So long, and thanks for all the fish.’ 
(Douglas Adams, The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy)

In the summer of 2002, we travelled from Wiltshire to Ireland in our VW camper; myself, my eight-year-old daughter, our dog and the man I had married. So often I wish I could erase him out of the significant moments in my life; but he was there on that trip as we wound our way through the magnificent mountainous countryside of County Kerry. As it happened, we were meeting up with my sister and her family, who had a found us both a secluded spot for our vans on the shores of Dingle Bay. 
We were on a pilgrimage to see a dolphin. The whole village of Dingle celebrated this beloved solitary bottle nosed dolphin, affectionately called Fungie. The teenager had arrived in this this quiet fishing town in County Kerry on the west coast of Ireland in 1983 during a storm. Nobody knew why; there were speculations he’d been released into the wild from a dolphinarium in England. Wherever he had come from, his interactions with the locals soon won their hearts, and it wasn’t long before his captivating personality had attracted tourists from all over the world.
It was clear Fungie craved human interaction as much as humans craved his; leaping out of the water with the tour boats that left the harbour, his smiling face bobbing up when the engine died, to feel the touch of the passenger’s hands on his skin. Although bottle nosed dolphin’s mouths naturally curve upwards, giving the appearance they are always smiling; it appeared Fungie was genuinely as happy with this arrangement as the people who flocked to see him.
	 On this trip tensions were high. Both my sister and I were in difficult relationships. Hers was complicated with three children involved; and it was only after my marriage ended a year later, that I realised I’d been trapped in an abusive relationship. 
After we’d arrived in Dingle and made camp – both my sister and I went down to the shore with the children. The tour boat had stopped for the day; now a speedboat was whizzing around the bay. One of the children spotted him first. A fin, the arch of his back, then his tail. The boat slowed down, then sped up again; the two of them were playing chase. There was much excitement on the shore, before the sun set, we’d watched Fungie leap from the water multiple times. Later that evening, after the children were asleep, I went back down to the water’s edge. The sea was calm, just the soft lap of water on stone. I couldn’t see him out in the darkness, but I hoped he was there.
The next morning over breakfast, a couple arrived at our camp with two small children. They’d been out on their sailboat the previous day and were disappointed not to have seen the loveable dolphin. We told them about our sightings last night, and they decided to take their boat out once more from the harbour. Within the hour they were sailing towards us. The woman and her husband (whose names I cannot for the life of me remember) offered to take us out. The men and my young nephew were the first to don life-jackets, while we watched from the shore. The wind caught the sails and they manoeuvred the little boat round the bay. The tourist boat was lurking too, full of people with cameras waiting to catch a glimpse of Fungie. After half an hour and only one brief sighting, the sailboat was back on shore offloading its passengers. This time, I was climbing aboard with my daughter and my niece. 
The five of us sailed out on the still water. Although it was a clear day, a wind caught the sail and we twisted and turned, slicing through the water, gathering speed.
Then I saw the shape of him below the surface swimming alongside the boat. He was fast. Like a dart. He broke through the surface, arching out of the water, pushing his body into the side of the boat with such force. We slowed down, while Fungie continued to barge his way into us. Inside the boat, my young niece was screaming; the rest of us had wide dolphin smiles on our faces. 
He continued to jump up like an excited dog trying to get onto our laps, making the boat rock back and forth. I had my arm round my frightened niece while my daughter was leaning in ever closer to the dolphin. We all made eye contact with this wild creature as he bobbed up to check us out; we could reach over and touch his smooth blue-grey skin. The thrill of this connection was contagious. Inquisitive. As deep as the ocean. In that moment I could clearly see that this was not our world at all. We live on a blue planet. There is no space for the domineering mentality of Mankind in this world, or, for that matter, the bully that dominated my marriage. 
Later that day, the boat woman and her husband came back to our camp to let us know that someone on the tour boat had captured our dolphin encounter on camera. A week later, when I was back at home in our office, in what seemed like a million miles away from Dingle; an email arrived with a series of photos that I will cherish for the rest of my life.
When the world went quiet in 2020; after 37 years in Dingle, Fungie left just as suddenly as he had arrived. Some say it was the lack of visitors during lockdown, others that he left the bay to die at sea; either way, his absence left the village of Dingle in mourning.
 That loveable, wild dolphin had left his mark on everyone he’d touched.
