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12 February



White. Endless, featureless, mind-numbing white. A white so bright it hurts your eyes, at once beautiful and dreadful. I’ve arrived, finally, at the end of the earth – or rather its southernmost tip.


And there’s absolutely nothing here.


‘You okay?’


Jim’s voice is barely audible over the drone of the Basler’s engines. I nod, though it’s far from true. I’m exhausted. Bone-achingly, brain-crushingly tired. Three days into my journey, and everything is beginning to feel surreal.


It is surreal, I decide, as we fly deeper into the heart of the continent, peaks and glaciers giving way to bizarre ice formations that eventually subside into the vast plain of Dome C, an endless expanse of snow, ridged like a frozen sea, the same in every direction. No wonder it’s nicknamed White Mars – this is the coldest place in the world, and the most deserted.


My new home for the next twelve months.


For the first time since leaving Heathrow for Christchurch in New Zealand, I feel a niggle of doubt. A dent in my excitement.


This had seemed a good idea, back in the warmth and safety of my Bristol flat, reading the job application. A year as the doctor in an Antarctic ice station had the ring of adventure about it, and I could tick all the boxes: broad experience in emergency medicine; basic surgical training; no disqualifying health conditions. Plus, the clincher – available immediately.


Even so, I hadn’t expected to end up in this little plane, flying over mile upon mile of ice. The position in the new research base was open to anyone in the world. What were the chances they’d pick me?


Yet here I am, against all the odds.


Excited. And terrified.


‘A couple more hours and we’ll be there.’


Jim reaches behind my seat and retrieves the sandwiches, handing a packet to me. I unwrap it without enthusiasm. Though fresh when we left New Zealand two days ago, the lettuce and tomato have turned limp, the bread unappealingly soggy.


Suck it up, Kate, I tell myself as I force them down. They’re some of the last fresh vegetables I’ll eat in many months, once those stacked in the crates behind us are gone. This is the penultimate flight to the United Nations Antarctica station – more affectionately known as UNA; when the final plane carries away the last of the summer team next week, no one can reach us again for over half a year.


My stomach tightens at the thought. Will I be able to cope? For that matter, will the other twelve members of the winter team? While it all seemed manageable – academic, almost – during the four-week crash course in Geneva, here, now, faced with this vast Antarctic wilderness, the chilling reality of what I’ve let myself in for is hitting home.


After all, I’ve heard the stories. Rumours of people going off the rails, destabilised by the isolation and constant darkness, the strain of being trapped in such a small social group. A cook at McMurdo, the large US base, who attacked a colleague with a claw hammer. An Australian staffer who became so violent he had to be locked in a storeroom for months. A drunken Russian welder who stabbed an electrical engineer in a fit of rage.


No wonder some stations don’t let new staff meet the outgoing winterers.


Shit!


The plane gives a mechanical cough and suddenly dips. Despite the dampening effect of the pills I took before boarding, my breath stops in my throat, and for a second or two of pure horror I’m certain we’re about to plunge into the unforgiving ice.


Moments later we’re flying steadily again.


‘Hey, relax.’ Jim reaches across to squeeze my arm. ‘She does that once in a while. Touch of cold in the engines.’


I smile at the Aussie understatement – it’s minus forty out there. ‘Sorry. I’m not exactly the world’s best flyer.’


‘No worries.’ He grins. ‘You’re in good company. Had one guy last year – an engineer, so you’d think he’d understand aeronautics – sobbing for most of the return flight. You’re doing fine.’


I flash him a grateful look, but my heart is still pounding. If anything goes wrong, if we crash or we’re forced to make an emergency landing, the chances of rescue are vanishingly small. We could freeze to death within minutes.


I shove my hands under my thighs, trying to hide the trembling, but my body rebels with a rising tide of nausea. Oh God, please don’t let me be sick. I squeeze my eyes shut against the relentless dazzle of sun on ice, breathing slowly and deeply.


Fox eyes glint at me in the glare of headlights, and my world begins to spiral.


Stop it, Kate, I hiss under my breath, pushing the image away.


Just stop.




‘Want to take a look at your new home?’


I wake at the sound of Jim’s voice, surprised I’d fallen into a doze. Pressing my face to the window, I squint in the direction he’s pointing. At first, see nothing except that ubiquitous white, the deep blue dome of sky above. But gradually, as my eyes adjust to the light, I make out a little huddle of buildings in the vast, flat plain below. Beyond them, some distance away, a tall silver tower.


We’re here, I realise, with a tremor of anticipation.


The ice station.


A tiny oasis in all this emptiness.


As we draw closer, two taller pale-grey buildings loom into view. Several small, squat structures are dotted around, trails criss-crossing the snow between them.


Beside me, Jim has an air of focused attention, adjusting dials and switches on the dashboard as we begin our descent towards the runway. If you can call it that. As we line up for the approach, I see it’s nothing more than a long strip of compacted snow. Fear erupts again, squeezing into my throat. I grip my seat tightly as the ground rushes up to meet us.


‘Don’t worry.’ Jim glances at me and grins. ‘I’ve done this a thousand times.’


The little plane bucks and shakes as the wheels hit the ice. I exhale, relief flooding my body as we rapidly decelerate, coming to a halt several hundred metres away from the main buildings. The two largest, I can see now, are three storeys high, raised on massive steel legs to keep them clear of the drifting snow. A couple of figures are descending the steps and making their way towards us.


‘There you go.’ Jim sits back and rubs his neck. ‘Home sweet home.’


My smile is weak, my heart still racing from the adrenaline of the landing.


‘You ready?’ He zips up his thick parka.


‘For what?’


A moment later I have my answer. As Jim opens the plane door, impossibly cold air rushes in and my lungs contract with shock. Despite my goose-down jacket and salopettes it’s like an assault, a collision with something solid. I try to breathe steadily, but inhaling is painful. As I ease myself out of my seat, longing for firm ground beneath my feet, I feel the moisture around my nose, my eyes, my lips instantly freeze. Even with goggles, the sunlight bouncing off the snow is blinding.


The next thing that hits me is the silence. Thick, almost cloying.


The sound of pure emptiness.


I take a few steps then stumble, dizzy, disoriented. A hand grabs my arm. ‘Steady there. Takes a minute or two to adjust.’


I look up at the face gazing down at me. Or rather, I catch a glimpse of stubble on a small section of his exposed skin. The rest of him is covered head to foot in cold weather gear, huge reflective goggles obscuring his eyes. Even so, I can tell he’s good-looking; something in his tone, the confident way he holds himself.


‘Andrew.’ He extends a gloved hand towards mine. ‘But everyone calls me Drew.’


I shake it weakly. ‘Kate.’


‘Welcome to the bottom of the world,’ he says in a soft American accent, then turns to introduce his companion. ‘This is Alex.’


Alex gives me a brief nod, then goes to help Jim unload the crates from the back of the plane. I push away a little pang of something I identify as disappointment.


But what did I expect? A welcome parade?


‘Let’s get you inside,’ Drew says, before turning to the pilot. ‘You staying for a while?’


Jim nods. ‘I’ll be there in a minute. Put the kettle on.’


Drew picks up my heavy bags as if they’re weightless, and heads towards the nearest building. I trail after him. Walking feels strange, the snow nothing like the soft, slushy stuff that occasionally appears back home. This is an altogether different beast: hard, crystalline, squeaking and groaning beneath my boots. Though it rarely snows up here – Dome C has so little rainfall it’s technically a desert – when it does snow, it stays, amassing over thousands of years into ice several kilometres deep.


As we approach the station, the silence cedes to an array of hums and beeps, testament to the activity inside. The sound of life. Generators, instruments, everything we need to sustain ourselves in such a hostile environment – without these machines, we’d quickly die.


‘Good journey?’ Drew stops, waiting for me to catch up. I’m gasping with the effort of this short walk. The altitude, I remind myself; we’re 3,800 metres above sea level, and the air is thin as well as fiercely cold.


‘You’ve come all the way from London, right?’


I nod.


‘Your first time in Antarctica?’


I nod again, too breathless to speak.


‘You get used to it.’


As we reach the closest building, Drew pauses to show me the Union Jack in an array of flags strung above the door. ‘You’re sharing it with Alice, but I’m sure you won’t mind that.’


‘So that one’s for you?’ I point to the stars and stripes at the end.


‘Yup. Midwest born and bred.’


On impulse, I dig my phone out of my pocket, pulling off my gloves to swipe the camera icon, wanting to record the moment of my arrival. But before I can take a picture, the screen freezes – literally – the surface covering with a light dusting of frost.


‘Hell.’ I peer at it in disbelief before stuffing it back into my jacket, fingers already aching with cold.


‘Yeah, cell phones can be temperamental in these temperatures,’ Drew says. ‘Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.’


We climb the dozen aluminium stairs to the main door, the effort making me dizzy. Seconds later I find myself in a sizeable room packed with an assortment of outdoor gear: coats and parkas draped across pegs, various sizes of snow boots lined up beneath. Goggles and safety hats stacked on shelves.


In the corner, a snowboard and several pairs of skis. I frown at them, puzzled. Surely it’s way too flat out here?


Drew follows my gaze. ‘A couple of the guys like to get towed around behind the skidoos. You should try it some time.’ He hands me a pair of navy Crocs. ‘These look about your size.’


I sit on an empty bench and remove my coat and boots, teeth chattering as I slip the Crocs onto my feet. ‘Thanks. I’ll give them back when I’ve unpacked.’


‘Keep them. One of the summer crew left them behind. We’ve got a whole room full of stuff nobody wants any more. Anything you need, just ask Rajiv – as well as cooking our meals he’s in charge of supplies, which makes him pretty much the station equivalent of God.’


This makes me smile, and I try not to stare at Drew. Now he’s removed his outdoor gear, I can see my intuition was correct; he is disconcertingly handsome. Tall, with short muddy-blond hair. Deep brown eyes and the sort of honed features that wouldn’t look out of place in a glossy magazine.


I feel instantly self-conscious and instinctively turn my cheek from his gaze. Then stop myself. Why hide it? It’s not as if he won’t notice.


‘C’mon, let’s get you a nice cup of tea,’ Drew says, in a terrible imitation of a Cockney accent.


‘That would be wonderful.’ I’m shivering so hard my voice quivers like someone in shock.


‘You can warm up and meet everyone. Caro baked a cake in your honour.’


I follow him out of the boot room, through a network of corridors painted in a bland institutional blue that reminds me of the hospital. I’m feeling unaccountably nervous at meeting the people I’ll be cooped up with for the next year. 


What if they don’t like me?


Don’t be ridiculous, Kate. This isn’t school. Why on earth wouldn’t they like you?


Drew leads me to a large room which I’m guessing is the communal lounge. Big picture windows face out over an empty expanse of ice – the relative warmth and comfort inside, the scattering of sofas and armchairs, the lamps and bookshelves piled with paperbacks and well-thumbed magazines, all providing a stark contrast to the lethal cold just beyond the glass.


A dozen or so people look up as we arrive, and my features freeze into a rictus smile as Drew reels off introductions. I try to fix each name and job title to a face as one-by-one they get to their feet to hug or shake my hand. Rajiv Sharma, the chef, easy to remember with his close-clipped beard and neat blue turban. Sonya Obeng, a Canadian meteorologist with a warm welcome that immediately takes the edge off my nerves. Luuk de Wees, the Dutch station electrician, so tall that if he stretched up an arm he could touch the ceiling. The Kiwi plumber, Caro Hinds, and Alice Munro, an atmospheric scientist from Edinburgh. Tom Weber, the shy-seeming data manager from Munich, whose gaze barely meets mine – the only person, I notice, wearing glasses. Rob Huang, our Australian comms manager, who looks like a fashion designer with his tight-fitting black clothes and bleached blond hair. Plus Arkady Vasiliev, a big bearish Russian in his forties who maintains the generators. Not to mention the motley remains of the summer crew, due to leave next week.


No sign of Sandrine Martin, the station leader, I realise. Nor Alex, the guy I met outside.


There’s an awkward silence once the introductions are over. Everyone is being careful not to stare at my left cheek.


‘How about that tea?’ offers Drew, as I sink into an unoccupied chair. ‘How’d you take it?’


‘Milk. No sugar. Thanks.’


‘I’m afraid it’s powdered milk,’ says Alice, her eyes darting towards my scar then away again. ‘But you’ll get used to it.’ With her dark-blonde hair and pale blue eyes, she and Drew could be brother and sister. She’s astonishingly pretty: slim, with delicate features and a soft Scottish accent.


‘I bet you’re knackered,’ she adds, and I grimace. I can only imagine how gruesome I look. I’ve barely slept since leaving Heathrow, and lacked the energy to apply any make-up before the final flight with Jim. Anyway, what was the point? There’s no disguising the damage to my face.


Now, however, I wish I’d made more effort. I feel dirty and sweaty, my hair greasy after three days without a wash. More than anything, I want to escape into the oblivion of a long, hot bath.


But that’s impossible now. With water and power in limited supply, baths are out of the question – the base rations showers to just two minutes, every other day.


Yet another thing to get used to.


‘You okay?’ Caro hands me a slice of the chocolate cake she baked in my honour.


‘I’m pretty shattered,’ I admit.


‘I’m not surprised.’ She plonks herself down on the sofa opposite my chair. ‘I passed out for fifteen hours when I arrived, and I only came from Christchurch.’


No chance of that, I think. I can’t remember the last time I got a solid eight hours. Partly from the rigours of working in A&E; partly because I haven’t slept well since the accident.


‘Are you from that part of New Zealand?’ I ask, examining her short punky hair and the piercings in her ears and nose; not as stunning as Alice, but pretty in her own, more casual way. In contrast to Alice’s floral top and pale blue leggings, she’s wearing a pair of large baggy dungarees and a faded orange T-shirt.


Caro shakes her head. ‘Near Dunedin. Parents had a cattle ranch there. But I’ve been living in Wellington for five years.’


Luuk flops next to her, spreading his long legs so wide Caro is forced to the edge of the sofa. ‘Where are you from?’ he asks between mouthfuls of cake, making no effort now to hide his scrutiny of my face.


‘Bristol, in the south-west of England. But I grew up in Surrey.’


He nods, though I’m guessing this means nothing to him. ‘Amsterdam,’ he says before I can ask. ‘But my mother’s English.’


I smile, unable to think of a response that isn’t utterly banal. My brain feels sluggish and I have the beginnings of a serious headache. I’m desperate to dose myself up, crawl into bed, and fall unconscious – or at least try. Instead I sip tea from the mug Drew hands me and nibble at Caro’s cake, though I’m too tired for hunger.


Make an effort, I urge myself. First impressions and all that.


Thankfully I’m saved from further small talk by the arrival of a dark-haired man, along with a smartly dressed woman in her fifties, an air of authority in her demeanour. This must be Sandrine, the station leader.


I stand to offer my hand. ‘Hi, I’m Kate.’


‘I know,’ she says with a clipped French accent that somehow makes her more intimidating. ‘Welcome to UNA.’ She stares unabashed at the scar on my cheek for a few seconds, then introduces the man behind her. ‘This is Raffaelo de Marco – the doctor you’re replacing.’


Raffaelo gives me a wide smile. ‘Nice to meet you,’ he says in perfect English, ‘however briefly. My apologies for rushing off like this.’


‘What do you mean?’ I’m confused. He isn’t due to leave until the last plane next week.


The doctor looks visibly embarrassed. He glances at Sandrine, but she doesn’t comment. ‘Did no one tell you?’ he asks. ‘I’m departing today.’


I gaze at him blankly, unable to take this in. He’s leaving? Raffaelo was supposed to spend the next week handing over, helping me find my feet. ‘No, no one told me.’


‘Raff’s son is ill.’ Sandrine’s tone is matter-of-fact. She studies my reaction dispassionately. Almost critically – or so it feels.


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I stammer, trying to cover my consternation.


‘It’s not serious.’ Raffaelo offers another apologetic smile. ‘But he has to have an operation and my wife needs me at home.’


‘Okay.’ I know I sound insincere, but I’m too shocked to appear more sympathetic. How on earth will I manage without him to show me the ropes?


Suddenly Jim arrives, gulping down his tea. ‘Sorry, mate.’ He slaps the doctor on the back. ‘We need to set off right away. Just had a report of bad weather coming in.’


Raffaelo quickly says his goodbyes in a flurry of hugs and handshakes. Then picks up his rucksack and turns to me. ‘I’ve left a file on your desk, along with instructions on where to find everything. You’ll be fine – Jean-Luc made meticulous notes.’


Jean-Luc Bernas. The French doctor who died out on the ice two months ago. The reason I’m here.


‘Thanks,’ I say, automatically. ‘I hope everything goes well with your son.’


Raffaelo nods, then disappears. Sandrine turns and walks off without another word.


I stand there, mood spiralling. I’d been relying on having someone here to show me how to manage all the medical experiments and generally bring me up to speed. I feel stupidly let down. Abandoned. Though of course it’s no one’s fault.


For a crazy second or two I fight the impulse to run after the pair of them and tell them I’ve changed my mind, that I want to go back home. I stare into the distance, trying to pull myself together, then notice Drew watching me carefully.


My cheeks flush. I sense he knows exactly what I’m thinking.


‘C’mon, Kate,’ he says gently, collecting my bags from the corner of the room. ‘Let’s get you settled in.’
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‘This is you.’


Drew opens the door to a cabin at the far end of the corridor and gestures me inside the diminutive bedroom. Two bunks, both neatly made up, are crammed into the corner, a wardrobe of thick, dark plywood, with a plain desk and chair tucked behind. The walls painted in the same bland grey-blue as everywhere outside.


‘You’re in luck.’ Drew dumps my bags on the desk. ‘Your room-mate left last week, so you’ve got the place to yourself.’


I stare at the tiny space, as small and sparse as a prison cell, and imagine sharing it with another human being. How on earth would you have any privacy?


‘I’ll leave you to unpack,’ Drew says, retreating. ‘Then maybe show you around the base before supper?’


I nod. ‘Thanks.’


‘Shall I come back in, say, an hour?’


I glance at my watch. Three fifteen local time – getting on for midnight at home. ‘That’d be great.’


As I raise my head, his eyes flick away from my face. I can’t blame him; everyone does it, their attention inexorably drawn to the jagged silver line running down the left side of my cheek. I wish I could say I’m used to it, but like a scar, the sting of self-consciousness never entirely fades.


‘You’ve been rather thrown in the deep end, haven’t you?’ Drew says. ‘Raff leaving so suddenly.’


Tears prick my eyes, followed by a twinge of irritation. I hate sympathy, hate people feeling sorry for me.


I don’t deserve it.


‘I’ll manage,’ I reply, a little too brusquely, bending to heave my over-stuffed rucksack onto the bottom bunk.


‘Bathroom’s two doors down on the left if you want a shower. Remember, no conditioner – it screws up the water recycling.’


With that, he’s gone. I stand there, too exhausted to think or move, fighting the urge to collapse on the bottom bunk. Suddenly my mind is full of Ben and I’m missing him like it was yesterday. The way he twitched the tip of his nose when he was amused – or annoyed. The long, smooth curve of his spine. The feel of him inside me, pressing down, keeping me warm and safe and protected from everything bad in the world.


Shit. This isn’t helping.


Fresh start, remember?


I unpack the contents of my rucksack and dry swallow a couple of pills. Stash the rest, concealed in a large innocuous-looking vitamin bottle, at the back of my wardrobe, then pause to examine the view outside. The cabin is at the rear of the station, so there are no outbuildings to interrupt the vista of … well, nothing. Mile upon flat mile of ice, the horizon a clean incision line against the bright blue sky, the surface of the snow carved by the wind into long horizontal waves – in shadow, the effect is uncannily like an ocean.


Enjoy it while you can, I remind myself; in a few short months, the sun will disappear entirely. When it sets for the final time, there’ll be nothing but darkness for weeks on end. I shiver at the thought. I never mentioned to UNA my long-standing fear of the dark.


Among other things.


Back when I’d accepted the job, my anxieties had seemed remote, manageable. But now, standing here, the prospect of that endless night ignites another flare of misgiving.


Have I made the right decision in coming here?


Part of it was altruism, wanting to do my bit. UNA, barely three years old, was established to bring together scientists across the world to further research on climate change and the crucial role of Antarctica in global weather systems. And it needs staff of every stripe, not just scientists: plumbers, electricians, engineers, mechanics, chefs and, of course, doctors.


Underneath, though, my reasons were more selfish. I desperately needed to escape the daily reminders of Ben’s absence, the ever-watchful gaze of those around me – my sister and mother, colleagues, nurses, even the ancillary staff. The constant air of concern and sympathy only made things worse. This vast continent, with its promise of splendid isolation, seemed the ideal place to hide.


But was I mistaken? Is this place simply a mirror, reflecting back my broken, frozen heart?


Enough, I tell myself, lowering the blind to cut out the worst of the glare. You’re exhausted – everything will feel different tomorrow. Unzipping my carry-all, I unload clothes and possessions into the wardrobe. It seems an absurd amount of stuff, much of it issued by UNA: two jumpsuits, down jackets and leggings, all bright tomato-red for maximum visibility against the snow. Several sets of thermal underwear, six pairs of gloves and mitts in different thicknesses, three fleeces and a wool sweater, seven pairs of socks, three pairs of cotton trousers. Not to mention polar boots, inner liners, extra soles, goggles, hat, and sunglasses.


I cram as much as I can into the wardrobe, but it’s way too small. So I arrange the rest neatly on the top bunk, wondering again how on earth two people could coexist in this cabin – there’d barely be room to breathe. Then I strip off, wrapping up in the thick fleece dressing gown that seemed a good idea back in my chilly Victorian flat, but now, ironically, feels far too warm – it might be minus thirty outside, but the station itself is sweltering.


I shower quickly, towelling my hair dry before returning to my cabin. Moments later, there’s a knock on the door.


‘You decent?’ calls Drew.


Jesus. Has an hour passed already? ‘One sec.’ I pull on the first fresh clothes I lay my hands on. ‘Come in.’


His head appears around the door. ‘Want that tour now?’


I nod, trying to appear enthusiastic. A few more hours, I tell myself, then I can go to bed.


Though I’ve seen plans of the layout, the base is bigger than I imagined, and far more disorienting. Drew walks me around a maze of corridors, some so narrow two people can barely pass, others with low ceilings that make them feel more like tunnels. Everything has been packed in to maximise space, Drew explains, as well as insulation – the outside walls have to be thick enough to cope with a 100-degree difference between the inside and ‘out there’.


We explore Alpha first, the living quarters that form the main building. Drew shows me all of it: twenty bedrooms and four bathrooms; the kitchen and dining area; the sizeable lounge and next-door games room, with pool table and table football; the library that doubles as a mini cinema; the small but well-equipped gym; a launderette with an array of washers and tumble dryers; and finally my clinic and adjacent surgery.


Next up is Beta, the neighbouring tech building, reached via an enclosed corridor. Accompanied by the constant hum of machinery, we tour the radio and comms labs, the Skype room, and various scientific laboratories. Underneath, on the ground floor, Drew guides me around the garages, workshops, and food storage areas, the generators, and water recycling system.


In contrast to the relative orderliness of Alpha, Beta is all very industrial: steel floor beneath a chaos of pipes and trunking, and large twisted cables, some strung along the walls, others suspended from the ceiling. The corridors are littered with a mess of message boards and maps, hooks hung with outdoor gear, myriad racks of shelving crammed with folders and manuals, and boxes full of various bits of hardware and equipment.


I follow Drew around what feels like a labyrinth; God knows how people manage not to get lost. ‘These are the hydraulic rams,’ he explains as we pick our way across one of the workshops to the edge of the building. ‘They keep the whole structure from being buried under the ice. Without them, we’d be underground in a decade or two.’


I recall a picture of an old metal hut somewhere in the South Pole, a wooden support all that was preventing its collapse from the accumulated snow. How on earth did those early explorers endure such hostile conditions with so few resources? With every passing minute in the station, I’m ever more aware how dependent we are on the technology around us to stay alive. How vulnerable we would be if any of it failed.


‘Not enough time today, but tomorrow we can take a look outside, if you like,’ Drew says, after filling me in on the water recycling. ‘There’s some pretty interesting stuff out there. Plus we store emergency medical supplies over in the summer camp in case this place burns down – you should know where they all are.’


‘That’d be great.’ I’m praying this is the end of the tour and I can have a few minutes of rest in my cabin before supper. But on returning to Alpha, Drew pauses outside a closed door just down the corridor from my clinic. Station Leader, according to the sign.


Drew knocks, sticks his head inside. ‘You want a word with Kate?’


I hear Sandrine answer in the affirmative, so follow Drew inside. She’s sitting at her desk, writing in a large notebook. Everything around her as neat and orderly as her perfectly applied make-up and immaculate clothes. More Paris, somehow, than Antarctica.


‘You settling in okay?’ she asks, her tone curiously flat.


‘Yes. Thanks.’


‘Good.’


There’s a moment’s silence I’m unsure how to fill. ‘Do I need keys?’ I prompt, aware that Drew is witnessing every word of this exchange. Very few rooms on the base have doors that lock, I’ve noticed, including the sleeping cabins – the exceptions being my clinic, the comms room, and Sandrine’s own office.


‘Oh, yes.’ Sandrine gets up and opens a sturdy wooden cupboard mounted behind her desk. Hands me a set of keys. ‘Let me know if there’s anything else you need.’


I withdraw, feeling deflated again. I hadn’t expected a fanfare, sure, but I suppose I’d counted on something warmer than this.


‘Don’t worry.’ Drew catches my expression as we head down the hallway. ‘She grows on you.’


I muster a half-smile, hoping he’s right.


‘And hang on to those keys. Sandrine lost hers a few months ago and they were hell to replace.’


‘I will,’ I say, desperately hoping that’s it. I’m so tired I can hardly stand. The pills are beginning to wear off and I can feel an edginess creeping into my mood.


‘Anyhow,’ Drew continues, ‘I’ve saved the best till last.’


Oh God. I force myself to look keen and follow him along another rabbit warren of corridors. We arrive at a room at the far end of the station, a small narrow space overhung with a dense array of bright LED lights.


‘Ta-dah!’ Drew grins, gesturing towards a few sparse plants hunkered beneath the glare. ‘My babies.’


I survey the forlorn-looking salad leaves: several types of lettuce, rocket, kale. All bizarrely out of place in this stark white room in the middle of this stark white continent.


‘The only green stuff you’ll set eyes on all winter,’ he says proudly, flashing me a perfectly aligned smile. With his short hair and two-day stubble, Drew really does resemble a male model, the kind that might advertise sports gear or outdoor clothing. ‘Sowed them a month ago. Should have the first crop in a few weeks.’


Barely enough for a meal, I imagine, but try to look appreciative.


‘So that’s pretty much it,’ he concludes, checking his watch. ‘Thirty minutes to supper. I’ll see you in the dining room.’


I reach out and touch his arm as he turns to go. ‘Thanks, Drew. It was nice of you to take the time.’


‘No trouble at all.’ His gaze is friendly, warmly professional. ‘It’s really good to have you here.’


By the time I arrive in the canteen, half a dozen people are already spread along the four neat rows of tables. No sign of Drew yet, but Caro waves as she gets up to greet me, her spiky hair giving her a cute, elfin look.


‘Enjoy your tour?’ she asks, guiding me to the serving hatch.


I nod. ‘It’s a lot to take in.’


‘No kidding. I got lost about a dozen times when I arrived. But you’ll get the hang of it.’


I survey all the food on the counter. ‘Do I serve myself?’


‘Help yourself to whatever you like. You’re in luck. It’s Friday, so it’s fish and chips.’


‘Really? Even on an international station?’


‘We all take turns helping Rajiv prepare the evening meal,’ Caro explains. ‘Fridays are for Britain, Ireland, New Zealand and Australia, and we generally stick to fish. France and Belgium have Sunday; Italy and Spain are Saturday – usually pizza or paella. US and Canada are on Tuesday – that’s often burgers, though Sonya makes a mean spicy fried chicken. Russia and the Baltic states on Wednesday, and Thursday used to be South America, but now most of the summer staff have gone, that slot’s up for grabs. Oh, and India and Asia on Mondays,’ she adds, nodding towards Rajiv, busy behind the hatch. ‘His curry’s the best meal on the base.’


I collect some food and follow Caro to her table, saying hello to Arkady and a guy I don’t recognise. Ark, as he insists I call him, seems pleased to see me, his wide smile revealing a couple of Soviet-era gold teeth that give him the air of a Bond villain. The other man, however, offers only the briefest of nods; it’s Alex, I realise – the guy with Drew who met me off the plane.


I can see his face now at least: clean-shaven, unlike Ark and many of the summer staff, whose Antarctica beards make them look like Portland hipsters. Alex is boyishly handsome with his floppy dark hair and fresh-faced skin, lightly tanned from time spent outdoors. Mid-twenties, I’m guessing – I make a mental note to check his medical file tomorrow. I smile at him, but he barely returns the favour before he turns away, something cold in his expression that reminds me of Sandrine.


‘Ark made a borscht last week,’ Caro says as we sit opposite. ‘It was pretty good.’


He gives her a thumbs-up. ‘Better than trifle you make,’ he quips in his thick Russian accent. ‘What kind of shit was that?’


Caro laughs and flips him the finger. ‘So shit you had seconds, huh?’


‘What can I say? I am fat old pig.’ Ark rubs his ample belly and guffaws.


‘Obviously the whole meal rota works better in the summer when there’s more people,’ Caro tells me as I pick at my battered fish. ‘But we try to ring the changes – we don’t want anyone getting homesick.’


‘So what do you do here?’ I ask Alex, busy piling into his food with the concentration of a man who’s either borderline starving or hoping to avoid conversation.


His expressive brown eyes flick up to mine. ‘Field assistant.’


I finally identify his accent. ‘You’re from Ireland?’


‘Yeah. Donegal.’


‘Nice. I went camping there once.’


Alex’s expression registers brief surprise. ‘Get wet, did ya?’


‘A bit.’


He allows himself a half-smile, then his gaze skirts to Drew, who’s approaching with his plate piled high. He sits next to me, nodding at my own sorry effort. ‘You not hungry?’


‘Not much of an appetite,’ I admit.


Caro gives me a quick once-over. ‘You could do with one.’ She grins to show she means no offence.


‘Probably just tired,’ I say, managing a couple of chips before I give up. In truth, any pleasure I once took in food seems to have vanished since the accident.


Though I suspect the pills aren’t helping.


‘Give to me.’ Ark takes my plate and scrapes the food onto his own. ‘Would be shame to waste.’


Beside me, Alex gets to his feet, dumps his empty plate and glass by the hatch, then leaves without comment. Caro stares after him, but Drew simply raises an eyebrow, unperturbed, then turns to me.


‘So, what do you think of it so far?’


I take a sip of water. ‘Great. I mean, it’s all rather overwhelming, but I’ll get there.’


‘Well, we’re very pleased to have you.’ Caro gives my arm a friendly squeeze. It’s a small gesture, but the kindness moves me. I like her and Drew, I realise, feeling relieved; I’ll have two friends here at least.


Would this be the moment to ask more about my predecessor? I wonder. I know almost nothing about Jean-Luc, the French doctor whose death led to me sitting here right now. Only that he died out on the ice, in some kind of abseiling accident.


Somehow, I sense nobody is keen to talk about it. After all, Antarctica is dangerous – that much was clear from UNA’s crash course in remote medicine. Any number of things could happen out here, and we’re a very long way from help. Easier to get someone back from the International Space Station, one UNA doctor in Geneva pointed out, than from this place in the depths of winter.


Does anyone here feel the same anxiety about that as I do?


I glance around, but the atmosphere amongst the twenty or so people in the dining room seems relaxed and unconcerned – if they’re bothered about how isolated we are, they’re concealing it well.


Undoubtedly that’s the best way to cope, I decide. Simply put it right out of your mind.
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13 February



Where on earth am I?


I wake, disoriented, in the twilight created by my half-closed blind. For a few seconds I’m back there, in the hospital, coming round after the accident. The same sense of confusion, of time suspended. The gradual intrusion of memory.


Those fox eyes in the headlights, the onward rush of trees.


Never, thankfully, the moment of impact.


Nor the aftermath.


But I’m not there. I’m in Antarctica. I arrived on the plane yesterday. I’m going to spend the next twelve months here on the ice, eight of them with only a dozen other souls for company.


The thought prompts a stomach flip of apprehension, followed by a sudden rush of nausea. I scramble out of bed and run down the corridor, make it to the cramped little bathroom just in time to vomit into the toilet.


Oh God. I lean against the white tiled wall, breathing heavily. I feel dizzy too, with a burgeoning headache. For a second or so the room spins, and I worry I’ll faint, but the sensation passes with a few more deep breaths.


Altitude sickness. Everyone gets it after arrival, but I’ll need to keep a close eye to make sure it doesn’t progress into anything worse. The last thing I need is pneumonia – a rare but dangerous complication of high-altitude exposure.


Getting to my feet, I cup water from the tap and sip it, then splash some on my face, avoiding my reflection. It’s a habit I got into during my recovery. I don’t want to look at my scar, my ruined features, any more than I have to – bad enough enduring the reactions of other people.


Back in my cabin, I take a couple of hydrocodone from my stash then check the time. Five forty-six a.m. I’ve slept for seven hours – the longest stretch in many months.


Getting dressed in tracksuit bottoms and a light T-shirt sets off a flurry of sparks and crackling. Another feature of the station I hadn’t anticipated – thanks to the dry atmosphere, static shocks are frequent. Yesterday Drew pointed out the strips of aluminium tape on all the desks, leading to radiators or other earthed parts of the building, so you can ‘discharge’ yourself before touching computers or sensitive equipment. On the way to the canteen I drag an elbow along the wall, just as he showed me, to dissipate the build-up of static – less painful than having it arc from a fingertip.


When I arrive, I’m surprised to find I’m not the first for breakfast. Alex is sitting alone, hunched over a book. I pour myself a coffee, praying I can keep it down. I should stick to water, but I need caffeine to perk me up and wash the awful taste from my mouth.


‘Is it good?’ I sit opposite Alex and nod at his book.


‘Yeah. It’s pretty creepy.’ He shows me the cover – Dark Matter by Michelle Paver – then closes the novel and sits back, not quite meeting my eyes. There’s something about him I can’t put my finger on. A tension in his stance. A sort of wariness. I notice his right leg jittering up and down as he swallows his last piece of toast.


‘So how’re you feeling?’ he asks eventually, pushing his hair from his forehead in an impatient gesture. It’s a polite enough question, but his tone suggests he’s just going through the motions.


I grimace. ‘Like the walking dead.’


A shadow passes across the field assistant’s face. He blinks at me, then looks away.


‘A touch of altitude sickness,’ I add quickly. ‘It should be okay.’


‘Well, you’re in good hands, aren’t you? You being the doc.’ He smiles tightly then gets to his feet, as if he can’t wait to get away. ‘Gotta go. Trouble with the showers. I should help Caro fix them before she gets it in the neck.’


I sip my coffee, deflated, as Alex loads his plate and cutlery into the industrial washer – mornings we deal with our own dishes, Drew explained to me yesterday; other meals we take it in turns to clear up. As he retreats from the canteen, I’m unable to shake off the sense that he resents me being here. 


But why? Surely I haven’t done anything to offend him?


‘You must be Kate.’


I turn to a tall, well-built man. In contrast to Alex, he looks genuinely pleased to see me, a welcoming smile spread across his face. ‘I’m Arne. Sorry I didn’t get to meet you yesterday. Problem with the cat – it took most of the afternoon and evening to fix it.’


‘The cat?’ I frown, rising to shake his hand, hoping he can’t detect the exhausted tremor in mine. ‘I thought animals were banned in Antarctica.’


He laughs. ‘It’s short for Caterpillar, the tractor we use to collect snow to melt for drinking water.’ His English is softly accented with a Scandinavian lilt.


‘Ah. Kind of essential then.’


‘More essential than an actual cat, that’s for sure.’


I study him as he gets his breakfast. Late thirties, I reckon. Short dark hair, graying at the sides, but with a tuft of white at the front. It’s the most distinctive thing about him; otherwise he’s what my mother, with a hint of disparagement, might describe as ‘pleasant’.


‘So you work with the vehicles?’ I ask as he returns with muesli and a glass of long-life orange juice.


‘Station vehicle mechanic. Plus I help out with other stuff. Anything involving an engine basically.’ He nods at my lone mug of coffee. ‘That all you’re having?’


‘Touch of nausea from altitude sickness. I’ll be fine.’


‘It’s the worst,’ he says, tucking into his breakfast. ‘Guy I came out with had to be flown off the ice after a week, he got so sick with it. Cerebral …’


‘Cerebral oedema?’


‘Yeah, that’s it. He was pretty bad. Thankfully he recovered, once they got him back to Christchurch.’


‘Where are you from?’ I try to recall the list of fellow winterers I was given in Geneva. ‘Sorry, I should know, but I’m still reeling a bit from arriving.’


‘Iceland.’


‘Nice,’ I reply, mentally kicking myself for my blandness. ‘How long have you been here?’


‘A few months.’ He takes a slug of his juice. ‘But I’ve been on the ice before. McMurdo.’


‘Party central, so I hear.’ The US ice station, the largest on the continent, is renowned for its drinking culture. With over a thousand staff in summer, it’s more a small town, equipped with ATMs and a bowling alley. Even, apparently, a decommissioned nuclear reactor.


Arne smiles, but doesn’t comment. I have the feeling he’s humouring me, the new girl – not a role I relish.


‘So you really know the ropes,’ I venture, after half a minute of uncomfortable silence.


‘Yes.’ He sighs. ‘Literally.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Have you been outside yet?’ His eyes flick towards the bright light streaming in through the windows.


‘Only the walk from the plane to the station.’


‘Did you notice the ropes around the building?’


I shake my head. I’d been too busy trying to keep up with Drew and not freeze to death.


‘Well, they’re there to stop you getting lost in bad weather or if you drop your torch when it’s dark – you can use them to guide yourself back to the base. That way you won’t wander off in the wrong direction.’


‘I guess that wouldn’t be good.’


‘You’re the doctor. You tell me how long you’d last in minus sixty Celsius.’


‘Not long,’ I admit, wondering exactly how much time you would have. Ten minutes? Twenty? It doesn’t bear thinking about.


‘Anyway, that’s not going to happen.’ Arne stands up, and I notice again how tall he is. Easily six foot, maybe a little more. But unlike Luuk he wears his height lightly, like someone completely confident in his own skin. ‘Just take the normal precautions and you’ll be fine.’


‘Like Jean-Luc Bernas?’ I blurt. ‘What exactly happened to him?’


Arne pauses. I wait for him to sit down again and fill me in, but a tension creeps across his face, the look of someone who wants to end the conversation. ‘It was simply an unfortunate accident.’


A second later he’s gone.


I make my way back to my cabin, pausing to examine some of the photographs lining the walls of the main corridor. There’s a framed photo of Shackleton’s wooden hut, with its old stove, and shelves lined with ancient tins of supplies. Further along, group shots of people out on the ice, dressed in UNA regulation red.


I linger, studying those taken in the summer, when it’s possible to go outside with your face exposed. Spot Drew and Caro. Ark giving a thumbs-up to the camera, ice crystals glistening in his shaggy beard.


Next to this is a picture of two men, both grinning at the photographer, their red jackets casting a healthy glow on their bare faces. One of them is Alex. He looks different. Excited, carefree, and even younger, somehow, as if the intervening months have worn him down. That’s what struck me about him this morning, I realise – an indefinable air of … unhappiness.


Next to him, arm around his shoulder, is a handsome older man in his forties. Short silvered hair. Tanned face and a broad smile, his eyes crinkling as if in the wake of something amusing.


Underneath, a scribble of letters in blue biro. I peer at them.


RIP.


Rest in peace. This must be Jean-Luc Bernas. My predecessor.


A twinge of some emotion I can’t name. Sorrow? Pity? I return to the cabin reflecting on how much his death would have impacted the rest of the base. Everyone must have been devastated. And scared – several weeks without a doctor while UNA scrambled to find a temporary replacement would have been an anxious time for all.


No wonder they seem reluctant to talk about it.


I picture the friendly face of the doctor. Alex’s happier demeanour. Jean-Luc was clearly well-liked, probably deeply mourned. Hardly surprising Alex is finding my arrival difficult.


I sit on my bunk for a while, trying to pull myself together, but I can’t shake a feeling of insecurity, of somehow being an imposter. Rationally, I know that’s ridiculous – I won the contract after a gruelling three-day interview and assessment in Geneva, not to mention an intensive medical and psychological examination. I’m as qualified to be here as anyone.


All the same, I feel a poor substitute for the man they’d known – and possibly even loved.


True to his word, Raff has left things in good order. There’s a file on my clinic desk filled with detailed notes on where to find everything, how to access and navigate the medical area of the IT system, plus an update on all the experiments. He’s even drawn a flat plan of my surgery and its supplies.


How did Raff manage when he arrived? No one then to show him the ropes. I’m touched by how much he’s gone out of his way to avoid leaving me in the same boat.


‘Please don’t hesitate to contact me if I can be of further help,’ reads his handwritten note. Underneath, an email address at a hospital in Naples – I resolve to thank him as soon as I get online.


Fighting off another wave of dizziness and nausea, I explore my little domain. Two rooms, linked by a double door. One a surgery with an exam bed and most of the medical gear, the other my office and clinic, housing all the drug supplies. There’s a decent range of equipment, including a ventilator, anaesthetic machine, cylinders of oxygen, and various surgical and dentistry tools, as well as facilities for taking X-rays, and simple blood or urine analysis. It’s reassuring to find it fully functional, as far as I can tell.


I pick up a pair of dental forceps, praying I’ll never have to use them. Despite the crash course in Switzerland, I’ve limited experience with some of this stuff.


You’ll be fine, I reassure myself. After all, there’s a 24-hour direct link to the UNA team at the Geneva University Hospital; anything I don’t know or am unsure about, they can talk me through. Even teeth.


Using my keys, I unlock each of the cupboards and go through the impressive stockpile of medication, including, I can’t help noticing, plenty of benzos and some pretty strong opiate-based painkillers.


I pick up one of the packets and break the seal, studying the sachet of pristine little pills. Pushing down a surge of longing, I put it back inside and lock the cupboard door, remembering my promise to myself: once my own stash runs out, that’s it – no dipping into station supplies.


I distract myself by going through all the medical notes – UNA has provided hard copies, as well as those stored on the computer system. I pick out each file one by one, quickly flicking through. Notice a number of the staff – Alex, Alice, Tom – have been prescribed sleeping pills since Jean-Luc died.


Is that because of the constant daylight, which can play hell with the circadian rhythms? Or is it more to do with the doctor’s death, hinting at darker feelings running beneath the social front they present to the world?


I guess I’ll find out in good time.


With my little orienteering session out of the way, I run a few checks. Attaching the pulse oximeter to my finger, I note my blood oxygen saturation has fallen to 89 per cent, as my haemoglobin levels react to the low pressure from the altitude. Way off the normal 97–98 per cent. And at 109 beats per minute, my pulse rate is too high. I’ll need to keep tabs on myself for the next few days.


‘How you doing?’


I give a yelp of surprise and spin to see Drew in the doorway. ‘Sorry.’ He looks embarrassed. ‘Didn’t mean to startle you.’


I smile. ‘My fault. I was miles away.’


‘Everything as it should be? What’s that phrase? Shipshape and …’ he pauses.


‘Bristol fashion?’


‘Yeah, that’s it. Though I don’t have a clue what it means.’


‘Me neither,’ I admit. ‘And I live there.’


‘We’ll have to google it later,’ he says, ‘if we can access the damn internet.’


I grimace, remembering my conversation with Tom after dinner last night. He’d patiently explained how to get online, warning that it was slow, with usage restricted to essential email and communications.


‘Consider it a chance to detox from social media,’ he’d said in his clipped German accent, so deadpan that I couldn’t tell if he was joking. He still had a hard time looking me in the eye, I noticed. Perhaps he really is just painfully shy.


‘See Raff left you plenty of homework.’ Drew nods at the open folder on my desk. ‘Better leave you to it. I was wondering if you fancy a trip outside after lunch? The weather’s good.’


‘Thank you.’ I smile again. ‘I’d love that.’


A few hours later I find myself back in the boot room, hauling on cold weather gear. Given the heat indoors, it feels stifling, but the moment we’re outside it’ll be barely adequate.


I check and double-check my clothing, making sure I have my hat and goggles, nervous about leaving the warm cocoon of the station, then follow Drew out into the blinding sunlight. Freezing air rushes into my lungs and stings the exposed skin on my face. Almost instantly the tiny hairs in my nostrils stiffen and freeze.


You’re fine, I tell myself fiercely, trying to inhale and exhale slowly. Nothing bad is going to happen.


‘Thought we’d take one of the skidoos,’ Drew says as we descend the steps to the ice. ‘Save you too much walking till you’re up to speed.’


Oh hell, do I look that bad? I still feel a bit nauseous, though my headache abated with a few more painkillers. Clearly my exhaustion is still showing.


Drew leads me around the side of Beta to a large hangar where several black snowmobiles are parked. He mounts the nearest, motioning me to get on behind. I climb on awkwardly, feeling the biting cold of the seat through my padded trousers.


‘Hang on tight!’


As he revs the engine and takes off across the ice, I clutch onto his waist. It makes me feel awkward and self-conscious, but we’re circling the whole complex at unnerving speed, swerving around the ropes Arne mentioned earlier that arc out from Alpha and Beta towards the surrounding outbuildings.


‘That’s where we keep the emergency generator,’ Drew shouts back, as we pass the largest of the sheds. He points out the massive fuel containers full of diesel as we skid past, cutting a path towards a smaller hut in the distance.


I try to contain my rising unease as we head into the vast white space and Alpha and Beta recede behind us. I’m scared to leave it, our tiny refuge in this frozen oblivion. Afraid that somehow I won’t make it back.


Suddenly we hit a rut in the ice and I squeal in alarm, clinging to Drew even tighter.


‘You okay?’ he yells above the noise of the engine.


‘Yes!’ It’s a lie. I’m utterly terrified. If I fall off, I’m looking at a concussion or a fracture at the very least. I close my eyes, trying not to think of the crash, the sudden sensation of weightlessness as the car left the road and flew through the air.


You’re fine, Kate. He’s probably driven this thing a thousand times.


A minute later we pull up outside the little building. ‘This is the meteorology hut,’ Drew says as I clamber off the skidoo, thankful I’m still in one piece. ‘It’s pretty much Sonya’s domain.’


We step inside. After the cold air that whipped around my face on the skidoo, penetrating right through the necker I’d pulled up over my nose, this place feels surprisingly warm. Almost cosy, though there’s no heat source I can identify. The paraffin heater in the corner isn’t lit.


‘Most of this stuff is for snow samples and measuring ozone concentrations,’ Drew waves at a bench covered in unidentifiable equipment and containers, ‘but Sonya walks out here to release the daily balloon.’


‘Balloon?’


‘Helium. It carries instruments to measure things like temperature, humidity and so on, and transmits data back to the base for about 150 kilometres.’


‘Sonya comes out here to do that every day?’ I try to imagine braving this harsh white world day in, day out. Being out here, on your own, undaunted by the size and inhospitability of this landscape.


‘Pretty much,’ Drew says. ‘She only missed a couple when the weather was bad. She loves it though, says it’s her daily constitutional.’


I remove my goggles and rub my eyes, picturing Sonya bundled up in her outdoor gear, trudging all the way out to this shelter. I’m filled with admiration. I’m not sure I’d have the courage. Or tenacity.


‘You okay?’ Drew asks, studying me.


‘I think so.’


‘I was as nervous as fuck. First time out on the ice I had a straight-up panic attack.’


‘Seriously?’ I return his gaze, wonder if he’s exaggerating to be kind.


‘Seriously. I nearly threw up I was so scared. It gets you like that sometimes … the vastness. How inhospitable it all is,’ he says, echoing my own thoughts. ‘This place has a way of letting you know who’s boss.’


I think again of Jean-Luc, unable to shut down the image of him dying out here, somewhere in this frozen world, and bite back the urge to ask Drew about the accident.


Not the time or place.


We visit the atmospheric science hut, where Alice spends much of her time on air sampling, then tour the other shelters erected for various experiments. Some have been abandoned with the departure of most of the summer crew, Drew explains; others, including a round cave excavated in the ice on the south side of the station, are used all year long.


We move on to Omega, the aluminium tower I spotted from the plane. ‘Tallest in Antarctica,’ Drew shouts to me as he weaves through the network of guyropes tethering it to the ground. ‘Fifty metres high, and a kilometre from Alpha. Holds much of the meteorological equipment.’


‘Does Sonya have to come out here every day as well?’ Heaven forbid.


Drew shakes his head. ‘Only about once a week. Then she takes a skidoo.’


He slows to a crawl, glancing up at the tower then back at me. ‘Fancy checking out the view at the top? I brought some harnesses and climbing gear in case.’


I peer up through the ice-encrusted girders, the sky beyond so blue it’s almost black. ‘Perhaps another day. Not sure I have the stomach for it yet.’


‘Probably wise,’ he agrees. ‘It’s a great outlook, but it can be pretty hairy up there, especially if there’s any wind. Not ideal if you’re feeling under par.’


Instead we head off in the opposite direction, towards a series of large domed tents on the horizon. I’m really starting to feel the cold now, the freezing air penetrating the thick downy layers of my clothing, making my toes and fingers pulse and ache.


‘What’s that?’ I ask Drew, as we pass a small dome on top of the ice.


‘Igloo,’ Drew shouts back as we roar past. ‘Couple of guys built it a few winters ago.’


‘What’s it for?’


‘Nothing much,’ he laughs. ‘It’s empty. A few of the summer staff slept there once, for a dare.’


I shiver at the thought – even in the summer, temperatures here are well below freezing.


After another minute or two bumping across the ice, Drew slows up alongside the tents, some half a kilometre from the main station. ‘Welcome to Gamma,’ he announces. ‘Aka summer base. It’s got its own water supply and internet, even a coffee machine and washing facilities.’


‘How many people stay out here?’


‘Thirty odd. It can get pretty crowded. It’s also our official evacuation point if we have an emergency in Alpha or Beta. Wanna take a look?’


He stops outside the entrance and I follow him inside. There’s not much to see now the remaining summer staff have moved back into the main building, just neat rows of bunk beds, crammed surprisingly close. A couple of small bathrooms and a minuscule kitchen. It makes my claustrophobic little cabin look like the last word in luxury.


‘Can you give me ten?’ Drew asks. ‘I have to check one of the supports.’


All at once I’m assaulted by another swell of nausea. I inhale deeply. Oh Jesus, don’t let me be sick in here. Not in front of Drew.


‘Actually, I might walk back,’ I say hurriedly. ‘I need to warm up a bit.’


‘You sure?’ Drew frowns, clearly uncertain whether that’s a good idea.


‘It’s not far. And I could do with stretching my legs.’


‘Okay, but take the walkie-talkie,’ he insists, handing his set to me. ‘Any problems at all, just radio the base. I’ll see you back at Alpha.’


I seal the handset into the pocket of my jacket, then leave the tent and set off towards the main building. Within seconds, however, I’m struggling to breathe.


Shit. This is a really bad idea – I’d forgotten how exhausting it is walking any distance at this altitude. I pause, trying to rake more oxygen into my lungs, thankful Drew can’t see me.


When I’ve caught my breath, I set off again, consciously slowing to a fraction of my usual pace, eventually finding a rhythm I can sustain. Weirdly, moving steadily seems to settle my stomach, and the dizziness that accompanies the nausea subsides. Without the wind chill from the skidoo, I can even lower my necker and allow the sun beating down from the cloudless sky to warm my face. In mid-summer, Sonya told me last night, you have to wear a thick layer of sunscreen to combat the lack of ozone, but this close to winter I should be okay – for a few minutes at least.


Halfway back to base, I spot a strong halo in the sky to the left of Alpha, two intense bursts of rainbow either side. I stop to take it in. A sundog. I’ve read about them but never actually seen one before. The horizon shimmers, fluctuations in the light subtly changing the colour of the ice below.


It’s beautiful and mesmerising.


Out of nowhere a breeze appears, picking up little flurries of ice crystals, spinning them into tiny tornadoes that dance along the ridges and pinprick the exposed skin of my face.


What are those ridges called? Ark told me last night, the Russian for these parallel lines in the snow, so reminiscent of waves.


Sastrugi, that’s it. I say the word out loud, enjoying the sensation of it in my mouth.


Sastrugi.


All at once any lingering misgivings about coming out here to Antarctica disappear. For all its harshness, its bleakness, there’s something magical about this world and its vast, unfathomable emptiness. The air feels impossibly clean and sharp after the pollution of the city. Away from the constant chatter of the station, inside and out, the quiet wraps itself around me like a blanket, soft and soothing.


I breathe in deeply, ignoring the piercing cold in my lungs, the ache of my frozen fingers and toes, as I gaze up into the fathomless blue. No clouds, no contrails from aircraft. We’re so remote that even satellites seldom pass over.


Peace, I think, my heart lifting as I embrace the stillness, the silence.


This place is a gift. A privilege.


Nowhere in the world right now I’d rather be.
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