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Day 1. It’s getting darker, the water is cooling at the surface, and I can feel it cold 
against my back as I surface. I’ve been feeding for about half an hour, and the small 
fish I am gathering into my mouth are quite easy to collect in the still water tonight. 
The other humpback whale, which is feeding next to me, is quietly resting on the 
surface at the moment, and I can hear his blows intermittently when I also surface. 
I swim and then allow the water to flow into my mouth and to expand my jaws and 
open the ridged throat grooves and folds which allow me to scoop the fish and small 
food creatures into my mouth and then to concentrate them as they are held against 
the baleen plates in my mouth. I move slowly to the left and right as I move forward, 
sensing the density of the fish like wavering shadow clouds in the water. After tak-
ing several scoops, I rest for a short time and then start swimming actively to move 
toward another density of fish, which I can sense and see in the water. I feel a slight 
pulling sensation on the right side of my jaw and then a more distinct sense of some-
thing tight across the tissues of my mouth as it closes. This is not a sensation I have 
felt before, and quite suddenly, I am aware of a strong intense pulling force on the 
side of my mouth, so strong that it actually pulls me to the right side. Something has 
got hold of my jaw and is slowing me down, pulling me to the right, and I can now 
feel a burning cutting sensation in the tissues along the edge of my jaw. I’m not 
prepared for this sudden attack—I did not sense any killer whales or other large 
animals close to me before—all I was aware of was open water and the schools of 
fish which moved in clouds ahead and around me. I react in the way I always do 
when I am surprised by something potentially dangerous—I flip my tail and dive 
down—the water here is not very deep and soon I am close to the seabed. The ten-
sion on the side of my mouth has not reduced; in fact, it is so strong that it is now 
pulling me to the side as I try to swim, and the more I push with my powerful tail 
fluke and long pectoral fins, I feel the cutting, burning sensation at the side of my 
mouth. Now I start to become frightened; I am not used to much being dangerous 
for me—of course the big human floating things concern me because they are noisy 
and large and fast and hard, and the killer whales can try to nip my fins and flukes, 
but this is something new, something I don’t know anything about. Whatever it is, 
it’s silent, and small (I can’t sense any swimming movements from the attacker) and 
very, very strong, and now, extremely painful. The thing is cutting deep into my 
mouth, and I can feel it bending and damaging my baleen plates, cutting into the soft 
tissues of my mouth, and also I can taste blood (my blood) in the water. Also, wor-
ryingly, I cannot fully close my mouth, and I can feel the water flowing in, and out, 
as I swim. I decide to surface fast in the hope that the attacker will be thrown off, 
and as I breach at the surface, I feel myself freed a little from the intense pulling 
tension. Maybe I’ve lost it! But no, soon I can sense another feeling—not only is the 
thing attached at my mouth, but I can feel strands of it, whatever it is, against my 
sides. I don’t like this at all; I’m scared; I spin myself around in the water—this 
takes a few moments as I weigh about 35 tonnes (I’m only medium sized) and I’m 
12 m long, not fully grown! I make three spinning turns, hoping to throw the thing 
off. Oh no! I can feel that one of my pectoral fins is now held against my side. This 
is very, very scary—how can I turn, steer, and propel myself? I start to panic and 
rush to the surface to make a series of short snorty breaths and blows—my huge 
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heart is beating fast, and I propel myself along the surface as fast as I can, powering 
with my tail, but hampered by the fact that I can’t completely close my mouth. My 
pectoral fin is not working at all, 4 m in length, and it is held tight against me, and 
despite my huge muscles, I am unable to pull it away from my side. Two of the 
whales from my pod have been trying to keep up with me, clearly concerned by my 
strange behavior and are sending acoustic signals to me—what’s wrong? What’s 
wrong? I’m so frightened; all I can do is swim and spin and make shallow dives and 
short snorty breaths—and repeatedly send out an alarm signal to the other whales 
around me.

Day 30. I’ve been living with the thing for a whole moon cycle now. I’ve lost 
quite a bit of weight—whereas before I was fat and sleek with a very thick layer of 
blubber, I am now finding it very difficult to feed because my jaw hurts so much, the 
baleen has been damaged inside, I can’t completely close my mouth (which I need 
to be able to do, to dive properly, and to swim fast, and to allow my baleen filter to 
work well), and the thing has wrapped itself around my body a number of times (I 
can’t say how many) and has trapped my right fin against my side—so I can only 
limp through the sea. I trail a long tail of “the thing”—it’s heavy with pieces of litter 
and weed, and it slows me down so much that my most common companion, and 
the rest of the pod—usually three others with whom I usually move through the 
sea—have had to leave me. I am very alone, but other humpback pods and other 
species of whales sometimes come close to me and send me acoustic messages. But 
they can all see that I am sick and unable to feed and move easily. I feel very tired 
most of the time, the lack of food, the fear, the cold (my blubber is not as thick as it 
should be), and the constant pain (the thing has cut right into the tissues in my 
mouth and also deep into my side along the line from my mouth to the root of my 
pectoral fin). The cut is so deep that I can see blood in the water sometimes, and the 
pain is very, very severe—I can feel the thing against my insides and feel a grating 
feeling as it moves against my bones around my fin. The swelling and infection 
around the thing are sapping my strength and endurance.

Day 90. The thing has been with me for three moon cycles now. I’m very tired, I 
fin slowly—and sometimes I am lucky enough to sense a school of fish or a cloud 
of small crustacea and to summon enough energy to open my sore and damaged 
mouth and to envelop them—but my mouth does not work well, the thing has 
formed a tight band across the middle of the inside of my jaw, and even the mass of 
soft fish and krill bodies hurt me when I close my mouth against them. I have lost a 
lot of weight, and the cold water is beginning to really affect me, so I have turned 
north, back toward warmer water—and I have reached a place now where I can just 
about tolerate the temperature—but the feeding is bad, and I am very alone. I feel 
very sick; the infection around the thing is causing me to feel emptied of energy, 
confused, and sometimes disoriented. I have tried scraping myself along a pebble 
seabed to try and relieve myself of the thing, but now it is so deeply sunk into my 
skin, blubber, muscle, and the bone of my jaw and pectoral fin that I know it cannot 
be released—unless it chooses to let go of me itself. I used to send out distress sig-
nals when other whales came within hearing distance—but I have stopped now, as 
this simply caused whales to come to see what was happening, but they could do 
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nothing. I know that I am dying, but I fight on with the small hope that the thing will 
break off, let go, or decide to leave me.

Day 115. I am lying silent in shallow water. I have no strength left. I can feel 
seabirds landing on me to peck at the open wound caused by the thing. I have not 
been able to feed for 20 days and nights, and my blubber is very thin and my skin is 
damaged and sore in places where the trailing part of the thing has touched and cut 
into me again and again. I feel my life sliding away; at least the constant pain, the 
deep burning constant pain of the thing will be finished.
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