
 
The Reunion 

 
 
Mora took a long breath, and then raised her head to glance briefly at the group of 
humans on the distant Vancouver Island shore. Like all orcas, she had excellent eyesight 
both in and out of the water, and she had no difficulty determining that there were two 
adult humans and two children. She then turned to look back at her older brother as Tulak 
came along side her and nudged her gently. The two had eaten their fill following their 
pod’s successful ambush of a school of herring, and now they were simply playing. At 
age ten, two years older than his sister; Tulak was essentially a young teenager. However, 
he was a very large teenager, already 21 feet long. He still had a very prominent sense of 
fun. For example, he had just finished participating in a session with the pod’s other 
young males that had them slapping the surface loudly with their pectoral fins, like 
schoolboys competing on the playground to see who could produce the loudest belch. He 
was also not above a game of hide and seek, and his sudden departure to the far side of a 
large kelpbed invited a chase which Mora was more than eager to engage in. They 
continued their game for the next while, taking turns being the hunter and the hunted, 
until they were summoned back to the pod by Calla, the pod leader. It was time to move 
on. Mora and Tulak swam to greet the 45 other members. The group began to head 
roughly south across Juan de Fuca Strait, which sparkled a magnificent shade of deep 
blue under a flawless December sky. It was very good to be alive. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
The fine weather, unusual for a Northern Pacific winter, continued for the next several 
days as the pod hunted amongst the San Juan Islands of Washington State. Mora and 
Tulak were in a so-called resident pod, which meant that their primary diet was fish. 
Calla, the leader, had spent all of her sixty-five years in these waters, so she had a 
thorough knowledge of tides and seasons and how these and other factors would affect 
the movements of the fish. She unfailingly led the group to schools of salmon or herring. 



Once a school was identified, the entire pod would participate in herding and capturing 
the prey. However, one of Tulak’s favorite strategies was to single out a solitary salmon, 
and then ambush it from below. He had actually caught seabirds that way as well. Mora 
and Tulak were unusually closely bonded, as brother and sister orcas go, since their 
mother had mysteriously disappeared not long after Mora’s birth. It was only the 
willingness of the pod’s other adult females to provide a surrogate role that had saved 
their lives. 
 
And good lives they were. The orca is at the top of the food chain, with no natural 
enemies, and every member of the pod appeared to realize it. There were perhaps a few 
large white sharks that approached Tulak’s size, but any attempt to isolate and prey on an 
orca calf would have certainly resulted in serious injury or death for the shark. So the pod 
roamed, enjoying their carefree lifestyle and each other’s company. Tulak even seemed to 
have a sense of humor. One evening, he had been curiously watching a commercial 
salmon vessel until one salmon happened to slip out of the deckhand’s grasp and into the 
water. As the exact moment the deckhand reached overboard to retrieve the fish, Tulak 
had silently appeared out of the depths and calmly taken the salmon from the startled 
person’s hand. Although Mora was the more quiet and reserved of the two, she also could 
be very playful at times, and she enjoyed the pod’s company and Tulak’s close 
companionship immensely. And then came the night disaster struck. 
 
Heavy fog had settled into the busy shipping lanes of eastern Juan de Fuca Strait early 
that evening as a large tugboat pulled a barge east, towards Georgia Strait. At the 
wheelhouse, the captain and crew watched the radar screens closely, since visibility 
outside was reduced to a few dozen meters. The thick fog and darkness completely 
concealed the fact that the strong tide driven currents were pulling the immense barge, 
hidden at the end of a long tow line, dangerously close to a large reef. Suddenly, there 
was a terrible jolt, and the crew struggled to maintain their balance. “All stop!” the 
captain ordered. The crew quickly inspected the deck and outer hull and were relieved to 
determine that the tug was in no danger of sinking. Then, they saw the stern and the 
empty black water where the towline should have been, and a sickening realization set in. 
 
Somewhere out in the murky blackness, as large and deadly as an iceberg, was a runaway 
barge. 
 
Mora and Tulak’s pod had again hunted well that day. Calla had led them to a large 
school of herring near Race Rocks, fairly close to shore, and a considerable crowd of 
human onlookers had been thrilled to watch the orca’s well rehearsed fish capturing. It 
was full dusk by the time the pod began to head south again, back towards the San Juans. 
With the dusk came the fog. Visibility in the water was virtually zero, so the orcas relied 
on their intricate voice communication to keep track of each other. Mora settled into the 
familiar rhythm of surfacing, breathing and swimming. Surfacing, breathing….and then a 
gigantic shape was bearing down on her out of the blackness. Panicking, Mora attempted 
to sound but as she raised her tail to head for the depths, she was suddenly pulled 
sideways as a horrible flash of pain tore through her tail. The unforgiving towline bridle 
dragged her through the water and held her under the surface while she called out for her 



pod. However, a large freighter was passing a few hundred meters to the south, and her 
calls were overpowered by the sounds of the freighter’s propellers. Her pod, oblivious, 
continued south. 
 
Calla altered the pod’s course in order to avoid the freighter. Tulak, always curious, had 
raised his head above the surface in an attempt to view the large vessel, but the fog made 
it impossible. He tried several more times before the sounds of the freighter faded to the 
east. He then called for Mora, as usual. She did not answer. Confused, he called again, 
and again there was only silence. Tulak frantically circled the pod, calling, calling. Mora 
had vanished. No. This can’t happen. He called for hours. 
 
The next morning found Mora dazed and battered, but alive. The barge had grounded 
itself on the reef, and the deadly pressure from the towline had finally eased, allowing 
Mora to free herself. She was utterly confused and alone. Her repeated cries for Tulak 
and her pod were again and again met with empty silence. The barge had dragged her 
into a remote shallow bay, and Mora simply swam in circles, calling. She avoided the 
place where the bay entered the open sea. Danger there – the thing that attacked me. She 
sensed that her family was somewhere out beyond the bay, but her fear would not allow 
her to venture there. So she continued her slow, despondent circles, as the reality of the 
loss of her family and all that mattered to her cruelly descended. And so began the 
bleakest period she had ever known. 
 
 

 
 
 

Weeks passed. Tulak continued his role in the pod, traveling and hunting. As before, he 
expertly utilized his considerable speed and intelligence to herd the fish, the way his 
surrogate mother had taught him. However, his movements, although still very swift, had 
become somewhat mechanical, for the joy had simply gone out of the hunt. He had also 
ceased playing with the other young orcas; instead, he would use his free time to venture 
out into the Strait, calling for Mora. Calla, sensing Tulak’s melancholy, allowed this. She 
had experienced the death of several pod members over the years, and she understood 
Tulak’s refusal to accept the loss of his sister. Tulak’s searches took him farther and 
farther out as the lonely days dragged on. 
 



Mora’a days and nights had become a continuous blur of suffocating depression and 
unbearable loneliness. There had been cases where orcas that, like Mora, had been 
separated from their pods and then had sought out human companionship. Mora’s bay 
was far from any settlement though, and all she saw on the rocky shores were the 
impassive stands of arbutus and shore pine. Orcas are extremely social, and Mora’s 
continued isolation was rapidly eroding her once vibrant spirit and even her will to live. 
During the first few days, she had managed to capture the few stray salmon that had 
blundered into the bay. But by the middle of the third week, Mora was in serious trouble. 
Her feeble attempts to feed had gradually faded along with her hopes. Mora was slowly 
starving to death. Her passes around the bay became slower and slower. On the last 
afternoon of that third week, they stopped altogether. 
 
Mora eventually came to rest in the shallow water, with her blowhole just above the 
surface. She had finally seemed to accept that there would never be an end to this life that 
simply was not worth living. There is perhaps no more painful death than the one that 
results from a broken heart, but Mora’s agony would soon be mercifully over. She drifted 
over onto her side, and shrieked out one long last call of desolate longing. 
 
Many miles out in Juan de Fuca Strait, Tulak heard her and answered.  
 
The effect was like an electric shock. Tulak? Tulak…. Mora suddenly found a strength 
that was amazing, given her weakened condition, and maneuvered herself into deeper 
water. She called, and again came the response. It was Tulak, and he was coming as fast 
as he could. She moved out toward the entrance of the bay. She called again. I am afraid. 
I am here, came the comforting reply. Mora raised her head, and saw the familiar five-
foot high dorsal fin slicing towards her like a guided missile. The sight fueled her courage 
and overpowered her fear. Tulak was coming. Nothing would touch her. 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
Mora gave two vertical thrusts of her tail, and entered the fresh open ocean water to meet 
her brother. She could now even hear the sounds of the entire pod. The desolation of the 
bay with its stale green waters was forgotten. Mora was very weak, but she would now be 
safe. Her family was here, and Tulak was here. He announced his triumph with a huge 
breach of victory that was so high it scattered the surprised comorants overhead. It felt 
like he could touch the sky. And as the legend of their incredible reunion has it, the next 
sound Mora made was so full of joy, life and happiness that it was heard by every orca on 
the coast, and that all the pods joined in a song of celebration as Mora and Tulak swam 
together into the late afternoon sun. 
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