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Chapter One, North Sea

‘A new day in the now,” Monique Champagne sang in the bath. In the city where she lived cultural
life was flourishing, litter was successfully corralled and frequent rainfall dampened the spirits.
Now and then a birthday boy hanged himself from a joist or an unpredictable pet ripped out a
child’s eye. But not often. The loss of good fortune here was generally less abrupt.

The plug-hole seemed to be clogged, but not dramatically. ‘A new day in the now.” Singing
again — that was good.

She dressed and put on her make-up as if she had something important in prospect, strode
to the baker’s where, with a radiant smile, she took possession of a crusty loaf. Walking home again
she lifted her face to the gentle drizzle and in doing so noticed a rainbow over her city. ‘How
beautiful,” she told herself.

At home Monique carefully sorted her washing. She checked labels she always checked,
just to make sure. Then she ran up the stairs two at a time. She’d tidied her desk the previous
evening. After turning on the laptop, she ran back down and loaded the dishwasher. Most of the
cups and plates hadn’t always been hers alone, but they were now, they were now. Next she
arranged the pots of herbs in the cabinet over the cooker by size and brand. It was time for an
invigorating cycle ride.

That she somehow managed it every time, it occurred to her as she turned the pedals
firmly and steadily, breathing the scent of the pines as deeply as she could. How again and again
she landed on her toes. And that she’d believe in a guardian angel, were she religious. A flight of
wild geese skimmed — braying, or so it seemed — over her head to the rainbow, which looked even
more colourful now against a blue background.

Sweaty from the exertion, Monique took another bath and then made soup. She sliced
vegetables, didn’t roll any meatballs on vegetarian principle, sliced even more vegetables and ate
slowly in front of an empty Word page, at which she continued to stare long after the soup was
finished. She gazed into the whiteness of the screen the way a Belgian soldier in Kabul gazed into
infinity; nothing appeared, but if anything did appear, it might well be hostile. Monique wanted
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nothing to do with hostility. Inspiration did not come. The point of a new story was hard to pin
down, her readers waited, her bank balance teetered towards red, but she would wait patiently for
something beautiful.

Meanwhile her eyes wandered, as they had so many afternoons in a row, to a green folder
and a pile of books on the other arm of her L-shaped desk. She put the folder in her lap, leafed with
intense seriousness through the newscuttings and webpage printouts she’d collected in it and
sighed. The fish stocks were going from bad to worse. She re-read how thousands of kilometres of
net were rolled out each day to scrape inordinate amounts of fish and much else from the seabed.
Over the past fifty years, the huge commercial catch had caused a decline of ninety per cent in the
large predator fish. In a single year more than a hundred thousand tons of cod had been caught
illegally in the Barents Sea. In 2002 all the cod in the North Sea would have fitted into a medium-
sized fishing boat. Forty thousand people lost their jobs when the last of that species was fished out
of the Canadian Grand Banks. Almost all South Asia’s coral reefs had been dynamited. After their
fins were cut off, mutilated sharks were thrown back into the sea. The European Union had
brushed aside its last chance to help the bluefin tuna survive in the Mediterranean. The
International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas was laughingly known as the
International Conspiracy to Catch all Tuna. Subsidies for immense fishing fleets were breaking all
records, as was the number of unfair quota agreements with developing countries. Aquaculture was
rarely a solution, it seemed. Where wild salmon on their way to the sea swam past farmed salmon,
the populations were reduced by infections. A third of all the fish caught in the wild were used to
feed farmed fish. Eleven per cent of the earth’s land surface was protected, only half a per cent of
its seas. Three hundred and fifty million fish were killed every day for human consumption. If
overfishing continued at its present rate, fish stocks would be exhausted by the middle of the
century.

Monique had read most of the articles before. She was just starting to engross herself in a
piece about the eutrophication of the seas when the phone rang.

‘Am I speaking to Mrs Champagne in person?’ an unfamiliar male voice wanted to know.
Monique confirmed it was she.

‘Good morning Mrs Champagne. I'm calling to put a proposal to you. It may seem a little
odd at first, but I'd like just a moment of your time to explain what it’s about, because I think, I
hope, it might interest you.’

Monique suspected the man was from a telecoms company, or perhaps wanted to go
through a questionnaire about her tobacco consumption. Or he might have an inane proposal
linked to her profession. In the past she, the writer, had been invited to take part in quizzes, or
programmes in which, adventurous and semi-famous, she’d be obliged to align herself with a
camera through primeval forests and across glaciers. People had requested her literary yet unpaid
accompaniment to vintage car rallies and the spitting at wine-tastings. She held her ‘I'm afraid I'm
busy then’ at the ready.

‘I saw your newspaper article, at least, article, your lyrical plea, or your what should T call
it... About fish, about overfishing. I thought it was really beautiful. That is, beautiful... Arresting,
rather. I read it a several times over and I thought, yes, this is... That’s exactly what we’re lacking,
we scientists, generally speaking. Sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. I'm Sven Notello. I'm with the




03

IAFR, the Institute for Agricultural and Fisheries Research. It’s a governmental organization — as I
dare say you know.’

‘Yes,” said Monique. She was pleased the man assumed she knew this already. She was
pleased that a scientist was about to put a proposal to her. ‘What precisely is it you feel you're
lacking?’ she inquired politely.

‘Excuse me?’ said Notello, confused for a second. ‘Oh, in science! In science, yes! In science
everything can be so terribly dry, Mrs Champagne. Mind you, that seriousness is essential. It’s
essential. And there are exceptions, of course. Recently I watched a talk about the learning capacity
of crows, by a young biologist, what was he called again? You may have seen it. It’s on YouTube.
Anyway, that’s beside the point. What I want to say is, your article has something we could do with:
emotion.’

He spoke that last word with great emotion, Monique felt. She was beginning to wonder
whether she should be pleased or on her guard. Emotion had never been the thing she was after in
her writing, at least not in its raw, unprocessed form. But she realized that in her piece about fish,
the product of her most recent assault on the keyboard, feelings had indeed arisen.

‘Do you like travelling?’ the man asked.

Monique told him that she did.

The proposal involved calling in on a number of European cities to read out her appeal
during fish congresses, by way of parenthesis.

‘Are there a lot of them then, fish congresses?” Monique wanted to know.

‘Absolutely!” Her ignorance seemed to surprise Sven Notello a little. He began listing all
the maritime congresses and readings he’d ever attended, from strictly academic affairs to lectures
for a broader audience. There were a great many of them. Her travel and accommodation costs

would be shared by two organizations, while a third would contribute enough for her fee.

‘So I’'m expected to provide a sort of playful note?” asked Monique. As she spoke the word
‘note’ she hoped Notello wouldn’t read into it any allusion to his name.

‘Well, playful, I wouldn’t put it like that,” he said. ‘More like: emotional.’

Notello expressed the hope that Monique would be able to offer a specific contribution
that would benefit tuna stocks. He’d have liked to have seen a couple more passages about tuna in
her article, but that preference, although valid, was more or less personal, he stressed.

‘I'll do my best!” Monique made sure he could hear a smile in her voice.

‘Is that a yes? Don’t you want to hear when?’ Notello too had an audible smile.

‘As soon as possible,” Monique blared, a little defiantly.

‘Next week Tallinn!” Notello was clearly elated.
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It was exactly what she needed: saving fish. She would be new. And useful. The prospect filled her
with such courage and hope that she decided it deserved a celebration on a grand scale.

On the internet she found a photograph of a school of guppies apparently wearing
outlandish ball gowns. Bodies of mohair and silk and glass, with cheetah-prints and gold, fins like
boas, tails of thin paper, tails like expensive paintbrushes. No better image to link fish and
festivities, thought Monique. In green lettering she typed the date, the start time and her address
on top, followed by the guidance: ‘neither flowers nor wreaths’ and ‘theme/dress-code: fish/sea’.
She added a quote from John L. Culliney: ‘The oceans are the planet’s last great living wilderness,
man’s only remaining frontier on Earth, and perhaps his last chance to prove himself a rational
species.” Then she e-mailed the invitation to thirty-nine people and sent out another ten by post.

Monique spent the remaining time before the party that would immediately precede her
departure in redoubled research into the various species of tuna and their unnatural enemies.
Notello rang her again several times with more details about the trip.

In truth she’d known even a month back that this would be her direction. The newspaper
article had been written with great intensity, although it was only now that she realized how little
she’d known then about her subject. The more she read, the more her ecological mission obsessed
her. Terms she’d generally avoided - alarm bells, final phase, better world — leapt out at her as she
read. The seas, oceans and rivers were being fished out. In those empty seas Monique Champagne
saw the end of all life on earth, since there in the sea was where life had begun. She imagined
herself immersed in a watery nothingness, surrounded by lifeless land. Someone must do
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