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Chapter Sixty-Seven 

 

Marius with you now, just following a phone call at eleven o‟clock at night here 

in Tahiti, from Aili Biriita at eleven o‟clock in the morning in Kautokeino, Norway.  

The ringing of the phone, which woke me from a deep sleep, did not disturb me nearly 

as much as the news which she delivered.   

Aili wanted to speak as well with Meherio, who had been awakened by the 

phone and who understood as she watched me from the bed that whoever was calling, 

it was something serious.   

Now the two of us, “My Bride” as I still called her, and her “Viking”, as she 

called me, stood on the terrace outside our bedroom, breathing the cool night air 

scented with frangipani.  Our home was in the hills above Papeete, the capital of 

French Polynesia; when we looked down from our perch, even at eleven o‟clock on 

a Sunday night, the lights of the small city were still bright, as were the lights 

stretching along the coast in both directions. 

I poured us both a glass of Beaujolais villages, still my favorite red wine, 

available here in the South Pacific because our remote cluster of islands was a part of 

France.  I poured the wine in order to remind us both that although the fools on the 

other side of the Equator had just bungled into yet another catastrophe, we still lived 

where nature and civilization genuinely flourished in a long-lasting symbiosis. 

Nevertheless, when we clinked our glasses, I could see in Meherio‟s eyes, and 

she could see in mine, that we were both more than angry.  We were outraged. 

If it wasn‟t another war, it was another climate disaster.  And of course they 

never cared, in their gilded offices where the last of the Thugs still sold their beloved 

oil on the world market, that all the Little People in their scattered, inconsequential 

countries were the ones who suffered in the end.   

Meherio and I had three children, a daughter of five, a son of three, and a little 

girl not yet a year old.  And tonight we learn that their world is about to be wrapped 

by additional blankets of carbon dioxide and methane—very thick blankets—so that 

the planet will warm at an accelerating rate for decades, and that it will store that extra 

heat, primarily in the oceans, for perhaps centuries. 

The children were sleeping.  We had sailed this morning on the family sloop 

from Papeete Harbor across the seventeen-kilometer stretch of sea to Mo‟ore‟a Island, 

where the offshore waters were a nursery for the visiting humpback whales.  The 
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whales arrived from their feeding grounds in Antarctica in late June and early July, 

ready to give birth to their calves.  We had several atae trees at the edge of our yard, 

which produced bright red-orange flowers at the beginning of July; thus islanders 

called the tree the whale tree, for it signals the arrive of our favorite guests. 

The tourist boats pursue the whales, in a careful, professional manner.  I prefer 

to anchor in a likely spot, and then to wait until, perhaps, a cluster of whales will pass 

not too far from the sloop.  Today, we were blessed.  It was almost as if they came 

over to say hello. 

Our older daughter, Vairea, five years old, could remember the whales from last 

summer and was delighted to see her old friends again as they spouted. When a whale 

breached, rising high into the air and then landing with an enormous splash on its 

back, she clapped her hands and cheered with joy. 

Our son, Anapa, three years old, may or may not have remembered the whales, 

but he laughed and looked at his mother with his big smile, which is why we often call 

him by his second name, Ataroa, Big Smile.   

Our little one had never seen the whales (born in September, she was only ten 

months old).  Tautiare stared at whatever it was that made the big splash . . . and 

shook her tiny fists.  

We put a ladder over the side of the sloop, then Vairea and I, wearing our mask 

and snorkel, lowered ourselves quietly into the sea.  We put on our flippers, then—

with a wave to the crew on board—we paddled in the clear warm water toward a 

whale about fifty meters away.  Oh, I was so glad when I spotted, in the hazy distance, 

a calf swimming close to its mother.  I tapped Vairea‟s arm and pointed.  Now she too 

saw the calf, and looked at me for a brief moment through her mask with excitement 

in her eyes. 

Newborn calves—this one might be a week or two old—were six meters long.  

The mothers were about fourteen to sixteen meters long.  To watch the two of them 

together, as the calf swam just above its mother and just below the rolling silver 

surface of the sea, was something that no human child will ever forget.   

Humpbacks have unusually long pectoral flippers—their genus name is 

Megaptera, from the Greek, Mega, large, and pteron, wing—which they use for 

maneuvering with graceful dexterity, for slapping the surface . . . and for reaching out 

protectively toward a calf straying too far.   

The great surprise (each time it happens) when you are snorkeling with your 

ears underwater near a cluster of humpbacks . . . occurs when suddenly you hear the 



3 
 

deep rumblings and raspings and assorted odd sounds: one of the whales has begun to 

sing. It is one thing to lower a microphone over the side of a boat; it is entirely 

different when you are right there with them, in their world, listening to the 

mysterious sounds which of course for the whales make perfect sense.   

Once again, Vairea looked at me with excitement in her eyes.  I made a few 

strange rumbling sounds through my snorkel.  She splashed her hand at me and 

looked back at the mother with her calf. 

 

Once we were back on the sloop (with tales of adventure!), it was Meherio‟s 

turn.  She would take Anapa—his name in Polynesian meant “Sparkling Sea”—for 

his first snorkeling trip with the whales.  He was only three, so they would not swim 

far, but she wanted him to at least see the mother and calf in the hazy distance.  And 

perhaps to hear some rumblings that rippled right through you and made your eyes 

open wide. 

Down the ladder they went, first Brave Mother and then Brave Son.  They put 

on their flippers, gave us a short wave, then paddled slowly toward another Brave 

Mother and Brave Child. 

Yes, they heard a whale singing, a long rumbling song that went on for a 

couple of minutes.  And they saw, distinctly, the mother and her calf—the calf was 

now beneath its mother‟s white belly—swimming slowly in the silver-blue sea.   

And yes, when they came up the ladder, son first, mother second, and boarded 

the sloop, Meherio looked at me with bright eyes and a smile which proclaimed that 

their first voyage had been a triumph! 

 

We sailed for a few hours on the open sea, with a picnic of course, then we 

tacked back to Papeete Harbor on the island of Tahiti, where Vairea was very adept at 

helping her father to coil the lines and stow the sails. 

We had dinner at one of the roulottes, an outdoor French café, then we drove 

home after a perfect day to our nest on the hillside, from which we could gaze at the 

misty green island in the distance, and at the vast blue-gray sea that stretched to the 

horizon . . . the sea which had been so welcoming today.    

Following such a day, children sleep well.  And parents, too, should sleep well.  

Unless a phone call awakens them in the middle of the night to tell them that we have 

just entered an epoch of madness. 
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Out on our terrace, Meherio said, “Aili is going to speak at midnight her time, 

at noon tomorrow our time.” 

These were the first words that either Meherio or I had spoken since the phone 

call.  I stared up at the stars, crystal clear in the tropical night. 

“I know,” I said.  “She wants me and she wants you to speak for four minutes 

each, so that the world can hear from two „experts‟ in the Southern Hemisphere.” 

Meherio nodded.  “Is anyone at the television station in Papeete at this hour?  

Or should we call them in the morning?” 

“In the morning.  They can link us very quickly with Kautokeino, and Paris.” 

We were quiet for a long moment.  Meherio and I were often quiet for a long 

moment.  Looking up at the stars, or out to sea.   

“What are you going to say in your four minutes?” she asked. 

“What are you going to say?” I replied. 

Again a long moment of silence, while we breathed the scent of frangipani and 

heard the trees rustle in the mountain breeze. 

“I will tell them that a little girl, not yet quite one year old, would like her turn 

to listen to the singing whales.  And to watch a newborn calf swimming in a sea 

which will welcome newborn calves for the next thousand years.” 

I took a deep breath of frangipani, then I told her, “I love you, Meherio.” 

She brushed my cheek with her fingers.  “I love you, Marius.” 

A pause.  While three children and a newborn calf were sleeping. 

“Now,” she said, “Let‟s go to sleep so that we are ready for tomorrow.” 

Tomorrow.  Yes, despite the madness, there was still a tomorrow.   

  


