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			Praise for 

			My Last Continent

			“My Last Continent feels refreshingly different, vivid, and immediate. Midge Raymond has an extraordinary gift for description that puts the reader bang in the middle of the action, bang in the middle of its dangerous and endangered world. Her clean, spare prose pulls us irresistibly into the story and the wider issues it raises. She is clearly a writer in command of her craft.”

			—M. L. Stedman, author of The Light Between Oceans 

			“A luminescent, double-layered love story: It’s a love story about nature, in which a woman is drawn repeatedly to Antarctica and the vulnerable creatures who make their lives there. And it’s a love story about two people who have found in the remote ice the perfect numbing refuge from their pain.”

			—The Oregonian

			“[A] meditative romance . . . Raymond has shown us a continent worth visiting.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“There is a romance about faraway, desperate places, about isolation, about ice and snow. Add penguins and you have Midge Raymond’s elegant My Last Continent, a love story about the Antarctic and the creatures, humans included, who are at home there. Half adventure, half elegy, and wholly recommended.”

			—Karen Joy Fowler, author of We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves

			“A sensitive exploration of how even the smallest action can ripple through an ecosystem—seemingly impenetrable, but as fragile as the human heart.”

			—Minneapolis Star Tribune

			“You turn the pages quickly, caught up in the not-of-this-world drama of it all: Despite the heat of the central duo’s connection, this is a world of ice, where warm hearts struggle to thrive. . . . Raymond shines in capturing a shivery sense of place, in taking us somewhere most of us will never go. . . . Romantic? Absolutely. Ominous? That, too.”

			—The Seattle Times

			“A gripping love story . . . [A] captivating tale of love, loss, and redemption.”

			—Goodreads, “Debut Author Snapshot”

			“At once a high-stakes romance and a cautionary tale about the precariousness of this pristine polar world, Raymond’s masterful debut contemplates the ecological and emotional dangers that lurk within and without uncharted waters.”

			—Booklist 

			“My Last Continent is an original and entirely authentic love story. It is a love triangle with Antarctica as the third party, literally and metaphorically. Midge Raymond takes us, physically and emotionally, into an unfamiliar world—a world that has much to teach us. She deftly interweaves a compelling drama with a gentle and subtle love story. It’s a mature novel, one that recognizes that love is seldom simple or exclusive, and that the things that bring us together can also keep us apart.”

			—Graeme Simsion, bestselling author of The Rosie Project and The Rosie Effect

			“Gorgeously written, suspenseful literary fiction.”

			—Book Riot

			“An atmospheric tale of love discovered, and losses endured, in Antarctica . . . The unpredictability of the splendors and terrors of life at the southern pole creates a backdrop of foreboding entirely appropriate for the story’s cinematic resolution [and] the authentic rendering of the setting distinguishes Raymond’s novel from other stories of love in perilous times and places.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Atmospheric and adventurous . . . The story and vivid writing will keep readers glued to the pages.”

			—Library Journal

			“My Last Continent is a complicated love story and an education in the plight of penguins in Antarctica, showcasing the beauty and terror unique to one of the world’s most remote terrains. . . . Raymond skillfully captures the stunning and singular landscape and its special inhabitants.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“My Last Continent’s unique scenario is as refreshing as it is poignant. . . . A completely absorbing and sobering tale [that] leaves you with a far greater appreciation of a searingly beautiful world, whose fate we are squandering so casually.”

			—The Independent (UK)

			“My Last Continent is a welcome addition to the growing catalogue of climate change fiction. It is a bold and informative investigation about the meaning and labor of love at the end of the world.”

			—The Goose 

			“Beautiful, vivid . . . Equal parts love story, ecological disaster, and thriller, My Last Continent is both atmospheric and accomplished.”

			—The Summerset Review
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			For John

		

	
		
			AFTERWARDS

			As I lead tourists from the Zodiacs up rocky trails to the ­penguin colonies, I notice how these visitors—stuffed into oversize, puffy red parkas—walk like the penguins themselves: eyes to the snowy ground, arms out for balance. They’re as determined as the penguins to get where they’re going—but they’re not here to ask about the birds, about these islands. They don’t seem interested in the Adélies’ declining populations or the gentoos’ breeding habits or the chinstraps’ dwindling food sources in the Antarctic.

			Instead they ask about the Australis.

			How many people drowned? they ask. How many are still missing? How many bodies now belong eternally to the sea?

			None are questions I want to answer.

			Back in 1979, a sightseeing tour, Air New Zealand Flight 901 out of Christchurch, crashed into the side of Mt. Erebus in southwestern Antarctica. More than two hundred and fifty people died that day. It was the worst disaster in the history of this continent—until five years ago. Until the Australis.

			According to records, we know that both crafts—the plane and the ship—went down due to navigational error. Each was felled by what its crew knew existed but was unable to see, or chose not to see.

			Sometimes I wonder whether some other force is at hand—something equally obscured, warning us that none of us should be in Antarctica at all.

			We cross sharp-edged hills near penguin nests, the rocks covered with pinkish red guano that seeps into the snow like blood. At this time of year—late January, the middle of the austral summer—the birds are fat, their chicks tucked under their chests; they lean over to warm and protect the downy gray-and-white bodies as they watch us pass. The Adélies stare at us with their white-rimmed eyes; the chinstraps look serious in their painted helmets; the gentoos twist their heads, raising orange beaks into the air to keep us in their sights.

			More than anything, the birds remind me of everything I’ve lost. And somehow, this only makes me more determined to save them. And so I return.

			I’d prefer not to answer the tourists’ questions about the Australis, but I do. This is my job, after all—I work not only for the penguins but for the boat that brings me here every season.

			So I tell them.

			I tell them I was here when the massive cruise ship found herself trapped and sinking in a windswept cove of pack ice. I tell them that the ship was too big and too fragile to be so far south, and that my ship, the Cormorant, was the closest one and still a full day’s travel away. I tell them that, below the Antarctic Circle, the phrase search and rescue has little practical meaning. There is simply no one around to rescue you.

			I tell them that 715 passengers and crew died that day. I don’t tell them that 2 of those who died were rescuers, whose fates tragically intertwined. Most want to hear about the victims, not the rescuers. They don’t yet know that we are one and the same.

		

	
		
			ONE WEEK BEFORE SHIPWRECK

			The Drake Passage
(59°39'S, 61°56'W)

			From the motion of the M/S Cormorant, it feels as though we’ve hit fifteen-foot swells. This is nothing for our captain, who chugged through thirty-foot waves a little more than two weeks ago on a previous trip through the Drake Passage, where the Southern Ocean, the Pacific Ocean, and the Atlantic meet and toss boats around like toys. Though the Cormorant will make the voyage six times this season, it will never become routine. The Drake never gives the same experience twice.

			I’m not nearly as seasick as I pretend to be, but the downtime helps me ease into my role as tour guide. Because 90 percent of the passengers are sick in their cabins and will remain sequestered for the next two days, our expedition leader, Glenn, doesn’t mind if I hide out in the crew’s quarters until we reach the South Shetlands.

			The company’s flagship vessel, the Cormorant, was built the same year I was born, nearly forty years ago. While I’m five foot nine and single, she is just shy of three hundred feet long and carries one hundred passengers and fifty crew members. We are both built for the ice—I’ve got a thick skin and a penchant for solitude; she’s got stabilizers and a reinforced hull, allowing us to slip into the tiny inlets of the Antarctic peninsula and, weather permitting, to go south of the Antarctic Circle—something all visitors want to check off their lists of things to do before they die.

			The promotional brochures for this cruise highlight not only the wildlife but the onboard experts like me. I’m one of six naturalists on this voyage—a group of wildlife experts and historians hired by Glenn to educate the passengers on penguins, whales, seabirds, ice, and the stories of the continent itself. While most naturalists will remain on board for the full two-week journey, several times each season two of us will disembark at one of the peninsula’s uninhabited islands, make camp, and gather data for the Antarctic Penguins Project. After another two weeks, when the ship returns with a new load of passengers, we’ll join them for the journey back to civilization. While I’m on the ship, I’m on call, available to answer questions, pilot Zodiacs (the small but sturdy inflatable boats that take us from ship to shore), herd tourists, spot whales, and give presentations in the lounge after dinner. This part I love—introducing the continent as it was once introduced to me. The part I dread involves the questions that venture far beyond the realms of flora and fauna.

			At least once on every voyage, someone will ask me how I do it—how I can live for weeks or months at a time down here, going from ship to tent, dealing with the harsh conditions, spending so much time alone. They will ask whether I’m married, whether I have kids—questions I rarely hear asked of a male naturalist. But because I want to keep this gig, I will bite my tongue and smile. I’ll tell them I know penguin breeding habits well, but human connections are another thing entirely and are especially complicated when it comes to the Antarctic. I’ll offer up a bit of the continent’s history, overflowing with stories of love gone wrong: The polar scientist Jean-Baptiste Charcot returned home after wintering on the ice to find that his wife had left him. Robert Falcon Scott, who died on the continent, never even knew about the rumors that his wife had strayed while he was away. And of course I have stories of my own, from my complicated and still-evolving history of love on the ice, but these I’ll never share.

			The brochures also highlight the fine dining, the fitness center and sauna, the library, the business alcove with its computer terminals and satellite phone—all the things that remind our passengers that they’re never far from the comforts of home. These passengers can’t understand that I prefer a sleeping bag on hard icy ground to soft sheets in a heated cabin. That I’d rather eat half-frozen food than a five-course meal. That I look forward to every moment away from the ship, when I hear the voices of penguins and petrels and feel farther than ever from the world above the sixtieth parallel.

			WHEN I WAKE early the next morning, the other bunk in my cabin is empty. My roommate, Amy, must be up on deck, looking for albatross and petrels. Amy Lindstrom is the ship’s undersea specialist, but she’s just as fascinated with the creatures hovering above the water—and the Drake offers glimpses of birds we won’t see farther south.

			I should drag myself out of bed, too, but instead I prop myself up on one elbow and watch a wandering albatross just outside the porthole above my bunk. I’m always mesmerized by these birds who dominate the skies over the Southern Ocean; they spend months, sometimes years, at sea, circumnavigating this part of the planet without ever touching down on land. I observe the albatross for ten minutes, and he doesn’t once flap his wings. He occasionally lets the wind lift him above the ship, out of my line of vision, but most of the time he glides a few inches over the waves, just out of reach of the roiling whitecaps.

			I turn my head when I hear the door creak open, but I know it won’t be the person I’d expected to see by now, the one I most want to see.

			“Rise and shine,” Thom says.

			His tousled hair is spiked with more gray than I remember. I haven’t seen Thom since we last camped out amid the penguins on Petermann Island five years ago, doing APP research, and yesterday, during the madness of getting passengers boarded and settled, we’d hardly had time to exchange more than a few words. Like most of the islands we’ll visit with passengers over the next week, Petermann is inhabited only by Antarctic natives—birds and seals, lichens and mosses and algae, various invertebrates. Despite the long hours we put in there, counting penguins and crunching data, it’s a quiet, peaceful existence. And now I know Thom and I will fall into the same rhythms, on land and on sea, alone or surrounded by tourists. We usually work in a companionable near silence, having learned each other’s moods through weeks together at the bottom of the earth.

			“Let me guess,” I say. “Glenn sent you.”

			He nods. “It’s showtime.”

			“What’s next, costumes? Batons?”

			“It’s as good a time as any to make an appearance,” Thom says. “It’s a ghost ship right now. Last chance to eat a meal in relative quiet.”

			I sit up slowly, realizing by the steadiness of my stomach how much the waves have lessened, and while it’s not exactly Drake Lake out there, I have no excuse to keep hiding down here.

			I swing my legs over the side of the bunk. Because I shower at night and sleep in my clothes, I only have to pull back my hair before I’m ready to go.

			I let Thom lead the way to the dining room and observe the slight limp with which he walks, the result of a fall into a crevasse on his first trip to Antarctica, more than a decade ago. Despite the swaying of the ship, despite my own need to let my hands trace the bulkhead for balance, he does not need to hold on to anything.

			We sit down at an empty table with plates of toast and fruit, our full coffee mugs sloshing. The dining room is vacant except for a steward walking through with a tray, on his way to deliver nausea-calming ginger soup to one of the bedridden passengers.

			“You’re right,” I say to Thom. “Gotta love a ghost ship.”

			He nods. I look at him for a moment, then ask about his kids, his wife, how it feels to be back. We usually don’t spend a lot of time talking about our personal lives. But I have a question I need to ask him, and I want to ease into it.

			After Thom fills me in on his wife’s new job, his kids’ transitions into the first and third grades, I bring it up. “So you were called in sort of last minute?”

			He nods. “I contacted Glenn last year, thinking I’d be ready to come down again now that the kids are older. He said he didn’t have any openings, but then he called a couple of months ago, asked me to fill in.”

			“For Keller?” I ask.

			“Yeah.”

			“Did he tell you why?”

			“I didn’t ask.” He looks at me. “You don’t know?”

			I shake my head. Out of the corner of my eye I glimpse a passenger entering the room, and I feel my shoulders shrink down, an automatic reflex, the instinct to hide. But the guy sees us and comes over, his plate piled high with eggs and sausage, which would turn my stomach even if we weren’t rolling through the Drake. I know from the ship’s doctor that about 60 percent of the men on board take heart medication. I also know that the second most requested pill on this ship, after meclizine for seasickness, is Viagra—and that the loss of blood flow to the right places is due more to artery-clogging food than to age.

			And now this middle-aged guy, who actually looks trim and healthier than most, takes a seat across from Thom and me.

			“Nice binocs,” Thom comments, indicating the binoculars the man has placed on the table.

			“Thanks,” the man says, clearly pleased that Thom noticed. “Waterproof, shock resistant, image stabilizing. They’ve even got night vision.”

			“Not that you’ll need it here,” Thom says.

			“What do you mean?”

			“It doesn’t get dark,” Thom says. “Just a couple hours of dusk between sunset and sunrise.”

			The man looks out the nearest porthole, as if he’s not sure whether to believe what he’s heard. “Well, for what they cost me, I’ll certainly use them for other trips after this,” he says at last. “I’m Richard, by the way. Richard Archer.”

			“Thom Carson. And this is Deb Gardner. Welcome aboard.” Thom rises to get more coffee, taking my mug with him.

			I nod toward the binoculars. “May I?” I ask, reaching for them.

			Richard pushes them across the spotless white tablecloth. “Be my guest.”

			I take the binoculars over to a porthole and raise them to my face. It takes me a moment to realize they’re digital, that I have to press a button before my field of vision comes into sudden, sharp focus. Their power is incredible. After a few moments, I see the barnacle-encrusted gray head of a sperm whale, barely breaking the surface of the water as it refuels with air. I should announce this over the PA, but without binoculars like these, no one else is likely to see it.

			I lower the binoculars and return to the table, handing them back.

			“Maybe I did spend a little too much on them,” Richard says, “but this is a once-in-a-lifetime trip, right? I don’t want to miss anything.”

			“There’s a sperm whale at eleven o’clock.” I point toward the horizon and watch him scan for the whale. I imagine the tiny electronic pulses that are disassembling and reassembling reality at mind-boggling speed.

			Thom returns, placing fresh coffee in front of me. “What do you see?” he asks Richard.

			“I’m trying to find a sperm whale.”

			“It probably took a deep dive,” I say. “Don’t worry. You’ll see others.”

			I’m not sure he will—typically only the males feed in this region, and they prefer the deepest of waters—but I try to be encouraging, to let people believe they’re going to see everything possible, that they’ll get their money’s worth. They don’t need to know that they could visit Antarctica every year for the rest of their lives and still not see all there is.

			“So,” Richard says, putting the binoculars back on the table, “how long have you worked on the Cormorant?”

			“We’re actually with the APP,” Thom tells him.

			“Oh?”

			Thom’s mouth is now full of toast, so I continue. “The Antarctic Penguins Project is a nonprofit organization,” I explain. “We study the three species of penguins here, tracking their progress, numbers, feeding and breeding habits. The boat transports us down here as part of the project’s mission to educate people about the region.”

			“Nice,” Richard says. “If you have to be down here, this is the way to travel, that’s for sure. What’s our first stop?”

			Thom explains that we won’t know until just before we get there—that each excursion to these tiny, remote islands depends upon ice, weather, and access, all of which change day to day, sometimes hour to hour.

			My mind wanders back a few days to when I arrived in Ushuaia, at the guesthouse where Keller and I had planned to meet. He wasn’t there, and I took the opportunity to shower off the long flight and to close my eyes for a little while. When I woke up, it was morning, and I was due at the dock where the Cormorant was moored—with still no sign of Keller.

			I sent a quick e-mail from the computer in the hotel lobby, thinking his flight had been delayed and that he’d show up that evening, just before we cast off. But when the Cormorant’s long blast sounded and the ship drifted into the Beagle Channel, I looked past the passengers’ faces, past their champagne glasses at the waters ahead, and I wanted, irrationally, to run up to the bridge, tell the captain we had to wait.

			I stare out the view windows of the dining room and try to think optimistically: Keller must’ve missed his flight, shifted his schedule at the last minute, made a plan to join the Cormorant in Ushuaia on its next voyage south, two weeks from now. I tell myself this even as I doubt all of it. I sneak a glance at Richard, who is adjusting the settings on his binoculars, and in that moment we’re not so different—both of us searching for something we aren’t going to find.

			The last time I said good-bye to Keller Sullivan was only three months earlier, during an unexpected Stateside visit. We still live on opposite coasts, and during the eight or more months we spend away from the continent, we keep in touch via e-mail, phone, and Skype. We’re like penguins that way—each of us off on our own separate journeys until we meet again, our shared nests reserved for these expeditions, for the peninsula, for the camps we build together.

			It’s complicated, what we share—a relationship born among the penguins, among creatures whose own breeding habits are as ever-evolving as the oceans to which they’re constantly struggling to adapt. While many species mate for life, others are monogamous for only one season; still others have surprisingly high divorce rates—for all of them, survival comes first. Sometimes I think this sums up Keller and me pretty well. We have fallen in love with each other as much as with Antarctica, and we have yet to separate ourselves, and what we are, from this place. Each time I arrive at the bottom of the world, I never quite know what our nest will look like, or if it’ll exist at all.

			Last season, when I arrived in Ushuaia, bleary-eyed and dreading our first week on the Cormorant before Keller and I would be dropped off at Petermann, I didn’t see him until I was on board. Until I felt my duffel being lifted out of my hand, an arm around my waist. He spun me into a bear hug before I got a chance to look at him, then set me down so we could see each other.

			“Here we are,” he said. “Fin del mundo—”

			“—principio de todo,” I said, finishing the sentence for him as I usually did, repeating the town’s motto, lettered in blue on the white wall that borders the colorful buildings of the town and the sharp, snowcapped mountains beyond them.

			The end of the world, the beginning of everything.

			Starting a journey to Antarctica doesn’t feel right anymore without Keller. In a sudden flurry of emotions, I don’t know which to give in to: worry, anger, or simply disappointment.

			AS THE WAVES continue to lose their sting, guests begin to emerge from their cabins, unsteadily navigating the passageways. They don their waterproof, insulated, bright red Cormorant jackets and make their way topside.

			The first few guests on the deck soon grow into a crowd of dozens, and it’s not long before I’m surrounded, fielding their questions. How fast do icebergs melt? Where will that one end up? How big do they get?

			“An iceberg the size of Singapore broke off a glacier not too long ago,” I tell them. “But the largest one was even bigger than that, about two hundred miles long.”

			“Two hundred miles?” says the guy who’d asked. “That’s like the distance from New York to D.C.”

			I nod but don’t answer, never having been to either place. But I do understand their need to put their surroundings in context—I imagine I’d need to do the same if I were in New York or Washington. I’d need to compare the Washington Monument to the tallest pinnacle iceberg I’d seen, or compare the width of Times Square to one of the crevasses I’d come across on the continent.

			But the truth is, right now I’m grateful for their questions. At least when they’re talking I don’t have to think about anything else, like where Keller is and why I haven’t heard from him, or how I can possibly reach a man who rarely answers his cell phone and tends to stay offline for weeks at a time.

			“Was that a penguin?” a man asks, blinking as if he’s just seen a meteor.

			I’d missed it, whatever he’d seen. “Could be,” I tell him. “They feed in this area. Keep your eyes up ahead, off to the side of the boat, and you’ll see them. The noise of the ship scares them out of the water.”

			I watch as the tourists lean over the railing; I listen to rapid-­fire sounds from their cameras. How quickly they duck ­behind their viewfinders—in their haste to capture images of the penguins, to gather their mementos, they miss the real beauty in everything there is to see. I have to remind myself of my own first journey south, when I took more photos than I could count, hardly daring to believe I’d have the chance to see any of it again. The penguins’ sleek bodies porpoising through the waves, so fast they look like miniature orcas. The way they leap and swim in formation, as if they’re in the sky instead of in the water. The way they change direction in the blink of an eye.

			Gradually, the cold seeps in, and everyone shuffles inside. My shoulders begin to relax as I lean against the railing. It takes a moment before I realize I’m not alone.

			A woman stands about twenty feet away, where the railing curves along the bow, and while she’d been facing the other direction, she’s now turning toward me.

			“Hi,” she says and walks over. I see her glance at my name tag, and then she holds out her hand. “So you’re the penguin expert,” she says. “I’m Kate Archer.”

			After a brief pause, I take her hand, lost inside a puffed-up Gore-Tex glove. Her smile curves a half-moon into an otherwise lonely expression, and she seems so happy to meet me that I’m guessing she’s traveling alone and hasn’t talked to anyone in a while.

			“This is amazing,” she says. “I bet you never get sick of this view.”

			“No, I never do.”

			She points toward a berg in the distance. “How tall is that iceberg?”

			“I’d say sixty, eighty feet.” Then I add, “About the size of an eight-story building.”

			“Ah,” she says, then falls back into silence.

			I know I should be more friendly, engage her in conversation, educate her about the Antarctic, but I already feel as though I’ve used up my conversation quota for the day. And then I see something ahead—a flash of reflected light, indicating the presence of something I can’t possibly be seeing.

			I reach into my cargo pants and retrieve my binoculars, and I see I was right: In the distance is a ship, taller than the eight-story iceberg that is nearly hiding it.

			I mutter, “What the hell?” and try to adjust my binoculars, wondering if they’re fogged up, or broken—or if there’s something wrong with my own eyes.

			Then I glance over at the woman next to me, trying to remember her name. Kate. “Sorry,” I say. “It’s just that I can’t believe what I’m seeing.”

			“What are you seeing?” She leans over the rail, as if that’ll help her vision. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You will,” I say, lowering the binoculars. “Give it a second.”

			“I wish I had my husband’s binoculars right now. I could probably see straight through that iceberg.”

			It takes me a second to make the connection. “Is your husband’s name Richard?”

			“Yes,” she says, looking over at me. “Why?”

			“I met him this morning. At breakfast.”

			“Then you’ve seen more of him today than I have.”

			There’s something strange in her voice, but I’m not sure what it is. I’ve never been comfortable with the unnatural intimacy created on these voyages—we’re witnesses to crumbling marriages, sibling rivalry, love affairs. Part of the problem, I think, is that, for so many, Antarctica is the trip of a lifetime, and their expectations are so high. They come down here expecting to be changed forever, and often they are, only not in the ways they expect. They get seasick, they aren’t used to the close quarters, they learn that it’s because of their own bad habits that the oceans are dying. And this all seeps into not only their dream vacation but their relationships, more deeply than they’re prepared for.

			Just then the ship begins to emerge from behind the iceberg, her bow nosing forward, revealing as she floats onward her many oversize parts: a vast, open-air terrace; a railing encompassing a sundeck and swimming pool; some sort of playing field just beyond. The ship comes slowly into full view, along with hundreds of tiny portholes and dozens of balconies feathered across the port side.

			Even Kate looks surprised. “How far away is that boat?” she asks.

			“Not far enough.”

			“It must be gigantic.”

			I nod. “Ten stories high, twelve hundred passengers, four hundred crew. And it has no business being down here.”

			“It looks like it made a wrong turn somewhere in the Caribbean. How do you know so much about it?”

			“I’ve been studying the effects of tourism on the penguin colonies,” I say. “I keep up on these things. The Australis is a new ship, registered in the Bahamas but probably filled with Americans—a floating theme park, like most of them.”

			“You’re obviously not a fan.”

			“I have no problem with ships like this in the Caribbean or in Europe. But down here—the last thing any of us needs, least of all the penguins, is for that behemoth to dump a small town’s worth of people on these islands.”

			“Then why is it allowed down here?”

			I sigh, staring at the ship, which is moving along the horizon like a pockmarked iceberg. “No one owns these waters. They can do whatever they want.”

			“Is it headed south?”

			“Looks like it,” I say, then shrug. “The good news is that, most of the time, ships that big just dash across the Drake to give passengers a glimpse of the icebergs and then head back up north. So we probably won’t see it again. It’s way too big to get into most of the places we visit.”

			Kate’s still looking at the cruise liner, and I’m heartened to see that she appears as disgusted by it as I am. “It makes even that iceberg look small.”

			I let out a wry laugh. “That iceberg is nothing compared to what we’re getting into,” I say. “And the Australis doesn’t have a reinforced hull like we do. That’s why I’m betting it will turn around.”

			“What if it does come across icebergs?” she asks. “How will it navigate around them?”

			“Carefully,” I tell her. “Very carefully.”

		

	
		
			FIVE YEARS BEFORE SHIPWRECK

			Petermann Island

			When I notice one of our gentoo chicks is missing, I flip through our field notebook, find the colony chart, and match nest to nest. According to our records, the chick was two weeks old, but now the rocky nest is empty. I search but find no body, which means its disappearance must have been the work of a predatory skua. When skuas swoop down to snatch chicks or eggs, they leave little behind.

			I move away from the colony and sit on a rock to make some notes. That’s when I hear it—a distinctly human yelp, and a thick noise that I have only heard once in my life and never forgotten: the sound of bone hitting something solid.

			I stand up and see a man lying on the ground, a red-­jacketed tourist from the Cormorant, which dropped its anchor in our bay this morning. The ship, making her rounds in the Antarctic peninsula, had left Thom and me here a week earlier, and she’ll pick us up in another week, during the last cruise of the season.

			Petermann Island is tiny, just over a mile long, once home to small huts serving an early-twentieth-century French Antarctic expedition. Now we create our own research base, with tents and solar-powered laptops. During the two weeks we’re here, the Cormorant stops by, weather permitting, to show tourists the birds and our camp, offering a tour of the island and a glimpse of how we researchers live.

			The man had fallen hard, landing on his back. When I see a spot of red spreading from the rock under his head into the snow, I start toward him. Fifteen other tourists are within twenty yards, yet no one else seems to notice.

			Thom must have seen something; he gets to the man first. And now a woman is scrambling guardedly down the same hill, apparently taking care, despite her hurry, to avoid the same fate.

			I turn my attention to the man. His blood is an unwelcome sight, bright and thin amid the ubiquitous dark-pink guano of the penguins, and replete with bacteria, which could be deadly for the birds. I repress an urge to clean it up.

			“Deb,” Thom says sharply, glancing up. He’d spent two years in medical school before turning to marine biology, and he looks nervous. By now, four more tourists in their matching red jackets have gathered around us.

			I hold out my arms and move forward, forcing the red jackets back a couple of steps. The woman who’d hurried down the hill is trying to see past me. She looks younger than the usual middle-aged passengers who cruise down to Antarctica. “Are you with him?” I ask her. “Where’s your guide?”

			“No—I don’t know,” she stammers. Blond hair trails from under her hat into her eyes, wide with an anxiety I can’t place. “He’s up there, maybe.” She motions toward the gentoo colony. I glance up. The hill has nearly faded away in the fog.

			“Someone needs to find him,” I say. “And we need the doctor from the boat. Who’s he traveling with?”

			“His wife, I think,” someone answers.

			“Get her.”

			I kneel next to Thom, who’s examining the man’s head. If we were anywhere but Antarctica, the injury might not seem as critical. But we are at the bottom of the world, days away from the nearest city, even farther from the nearest trauma center. There’s a doctor along on the cruise, and basic medical facilities at Palmer Station, a forty-person U.S. base an hour away by boat—but it’s not yet clear whether that will be enough.

			The man hasn’t moved since he fell. A deep gash on the back of his head has bled through the thick wad of gauze Thom applied. Voices approach—the guide, the wife, the doctor. The man’s chest suddenly begins to heave, and Thom quickly reaches out and turns his head so he can vomit into the snow.

			The man shudders and tries to sit up, then loses consciousness again. Thom presses fresh gauze to his head and looks up.

			“What happened?” the wife cries.

			“He slipped,” I tell her.

			Susan Beecham, the ship’s doctor, is now right behind us, and Thom and I move aside.

			“How could this happen?” the wife wails.

			I place a hand on her shoulder as crew members arrive with a gurney. “We need to get him to Palmer,” Susan says, her voice low.

			Thom helps them load him onto the gurney, and they take him to a Zodiac. I get a plastic bag from our camp, then return to the scene and begin scooping up the blood- and vomit-covered snow. Because this is one of the last pristine environments in the world, we go to great lengths to protect the animals from anything foreign. Visitors sterilize their boots before setting foot on the island, and again when they depart. No one leaves without everything they came with.

			Yet sometimes, like now, it seems pointless. Injuries like this are unusual, but I’ve seen tourists drop used tissues and gum wrappers on the ground. I want to chase after them, to show them our data, to tell them how much the fate of the penguins has changed as more and more tourists pass through these islands. But I must be patient with this red-jacketed species. I’m grateful for the Cormorant’s transportation to this remote island, and the tour company’s financial support of the APP, yet I often feel we earn it more each season, that our work takes a backseat to keeping the tourists happy.

			Thom returns and stands over me. “They need me to go to Palmer with them.”

			I look up. “Why?”

			“The crew is crazed,” he says, “and they need someone to stay with the victim and his wife.”

			He doesn’t have to explain; I can picture what’s happening—Susan on the radio with the dispatcher at Palmer, deckhands preparing to pull anchor, naturalists answering worried passengers’ questions, and Glenn trying to coordinate with the galley about the next meal and with the captain about the next destination.

			“I guess we’re at their mercy.” I inspect the ground to make sure there’s nothing left in the snow. Thom doesn’t have a choice—we’re often asked to fill in for the crew when we’re on the island—but I know what he is really asking me. We’ve worked together for three years, and I’ve never spent a night here alone.

			I stand up. Because Thom is short and I’m tall, we look each other directly in the eye. “Go ahead. I’ll be all right.”

			“You sure?”

			“I’ll keep the radio on, just in case. But yeah, I’ll be fine. After all this, I’ll enjoy the peace.”

			“I’ll be back tomorrow,” he says.

			We go back to camp, a trio of tents a few yards off the bay. From there we can watch the ships approach and, more important, depart.

			Another Zodiac is waiting to take Thom to Palmer. He grabs a few things from his tent and gives my shoulder a squeeze before he leaves. “I’ll buzz you later,” he says. He smiles, and I feel a sudden, sharp loneliness, like an intake of cold air.

			I watch the Zodiac retreat around the outer cliffs of the bay, then turn back to our empty camp.

			ON AN EVENING like this, with the air sogged with unshed rain and the penguins splashing in a pool of slush nearby, it’s hard to believe that Antarctica is the biggest desert in the world, the driest place on earth. The Dry Valleys have not seen rain for millions of years, and, thanks to the cold, nothing rots or decays. Even up here, on the peninsula, I’ve seen hundred-year-old seal carcasses in perfect condition, and abandoned whaling stations frozen in time. Those who perish in ­Antarctica—penguins, seals, explorers—are immortalized, the ice preserving life in the moment of death.

			But for all that remains the same, Antarctica is constantly changing. Every year, the continent doubles in size as the ocean freezes around it; the ice shelf shifts; glaciers calve off. Whales once hunted are now protected; krill once ignored are now trawled; land once desolate now sees thousands of tourists a season.

			I make myself a cold supper of leftover pasta and think of our return. Back on the Cormorant, Thom and I will be eating well, my solitude will be replaced with lectures and slide shows, and I’ll wish I were here, among the penguins.

			I finish eating and clean up. At nearly ten o’clock, it’s bright outside, the sun still hours away from its temporary disappearance. I take a walk, heading up toward the colony that was so heavily trafficked today, the one the man visited before he fell. The penguins are still active, bringing rocks to fortify their nests, feeding their chicks. Some are sitting on eggs; others are returning from the sea to reunite with their mates, greeting one another with a call of recognition, a high-pitched rattling squawk.

			I sit down on a rock, about fifteen feet away from the nearest nest, and watch the birds amble up the trail from the water. They appear to be ignoring me, but I know that they aren’t; I know that their heart rates increase when I walk past, that they move faster when I’m around. Thom and I have been studying the two largest penguin colonies here, tracking their numbers and rates of reproduction, to gauge the effects of tourism and human contact. This island is one of the most frequently visited spots in Antarctica, and our data show that the birds have noticed: They’re experiencing stress, lower birth rates, fewer fledging chicks. It’s a strange irony that the hands that feed our research are the same hands that guide the Cormorant here every season, and I’ve often contemplated what will happen when the results of our study are published.

			Sometimes when I watch the penguins, I become so mesmerized by the sounds of their purrs and squawks, by the precision of their clumsy waddle, that I forget I have another life, somewhere else—that I rent a cottage in Eugene, that I teach marine biology at the University of Oregon, that I’m thirty-­four years old and not yet on a tenure track, that I ­haven’t had a real date in three years. I forget that my life now is only as good as my next grant, and that when the money dries up, I’m afraid I will, too.

			I first came to Antarctica eight years ago, to study the emperor penguins at McMurdo Station. I’ve returned every season since then, most frequently to these islands on the peninsula. It’ll be years before our Antarctic Penguins Project study is complete, but because Thom’s kids are young, he’ll be taking the next few seasons off. I’m already looking forward to coming back next year.

			What I’d like is to return to the Ross Sea, thousands of miles farther south, to the emperors—the only Antarctic birds that breed in winter, right on the ice. Emperors don’t build nests; they live entirely on fast ice and in the water, never setting foot on solid land. I love that, during breeding season, the female lays her egg, scoots it over to the male, and then takes off, traveling a hundred miles across the frozen ocean to open water and swimming away to forage for food. She comes back when she’s fat and ready to feed her chick.

			My mother, who has given up on marriage and grandkids for her only daughter, says that this is my problem, that I think like an emperor. I expect a man to sit tight and wait patiently while I disappear across the ice. I don’t build nests.

			When the female emperor returns, she uses a signature call to find her partner. When they’re reunited, they move in close and bob their heads toward each other, shoulder to shoulder in an armless hug, raising their beaks in what we call the ecstatic cry. Penguins are romantics. Many mate for life.

			IN THE SUMMER, Antarctic sunsets last forever. The sky surrenders to an overnight dusk, a grayish light that dims around midnight. As I prepare to turn in, I hear the splatter of penguins bathing in their slush, the barely perceptible pats of their webbed feet on the rocks.

			Inside my tent, I extinguish my lamp and set a flashlight nearby, turning over until I find a comfortable angle. The rocks are ice-cold, the padding under my sleeping bag far too thin. When I finally put my head down, I hear a loud splash—clearly made by something much larger than a penguin.

			Feeling suddenly uneasy, I turn on my lamp again. I throw on a jacket, grab my flashlight, and hurry outside, climbing my way down to the rocky beach.

			I can see a figure in the water, but it’s bulky and oddly shaped, not smooth and sleek, like a seal. I shine my flashlight on it and see red.

			It’s a man, in his cruise-issued parka, submerged in the water up to his waist. He looks into the glare of my flashlight. I stand there, too stunned to move.

			The man turns away, and he takes another step into the water. He’s crazy, I think. Why would he go in deeper? Sometimes the seasick medication that tourists take causes odd and even troubling behavior, but I’ve never witnessed anything like this.

			As I watch him anxiously from the shore, I think of Ernest Shackleton. I think of his choices, the decisions he made to save the lives of his crew. His decision to abandon the Endurance in the Weddell Sea, to set out across the frozen water in search of land, to separate his crew from one another, to take a twenty-two-foot rescue boat across eight hundred miles of open sea—had any of these choices backfired, history would have an entirely different memory. In Antarctica, every decision is weighty, every outcome either a tragedy or a miracle.

			Now, it seems, my own moment has come. It would be unthinkable to stand here and watch this man drown, but attempting a rescue could be even more dangerous. I’m alone. I’m wearing socks and a light jacket. The water is a few degrees above freezing, and, though I’m strong, this man is big enough to pull me under if he wanted to, or if he panicked.

			Perhaps Shackleton only believed he had options. Here, genuine options are few.

			I call out to the man, but my words dissolve in the foggy air. I walk toward him, into the bay, and my feet numb within seconds in the icy water. The man is now in up to his chest. By the time I reach him, he’s nearly delirious, and he doesn’t resist when I grab his arms, pull them over my shoulders, and steer us toward the shore. The water has nearly turned him into deadweight. Our progress is slow. Once on land, he’s near collapse, and I can hardly walk myself. It takes all my strength to help him up the rocks and into Thom’s tent.

			He crumples on the tent floor, and I strip off his parka and his boots and socks. Water spills over Thom’s sleeping bag and onto his books. “Take off your clothes,” I say, turning away to rummage through Thom’s things. I toss the man a pair of sweats, the only thing of Thom’s that will stretch to fit his tall frame, and two pairs of thick socks. I also find a couple of T-shirts and an oversize sweater, and by the time I turn back to him, the man has put on the sweats and is feebly attempting the socks. His hands are shaking so badly he can hardly control them. Impatiently, I reach over to help, yanking the socks onto his feet.

			“What the hell were you thinking?” I demand. I hardly look at him as I take off his shirt and help him squeeze into Thom’s sweater. I turn on a battery-powered blanket and unzip Thom’s sleeping bag. “Get in,” I say. “You need to warm up.”

			His whole body shudders. He climbs in and pulls the blanket up to cover his shoulders.

			“What are you doing here?” I, too, am shaking from the cold. “What the hell happened?”

			He lifts his eyes, briefly. “The boat—it left me behind.”

			“That’s impossible.” I stare at him, but he won’t look at me. “The Cormorant always does head counts. No one’s ever been left behind.”

			He shrugs. “Until now.”

			I think about the chaos of earlier that day. It’s conceivable that this stranger could have slipped through the cracks. And it would be just my luck.

			“I’m calling Palmer. Someone will have to come out to take you back.” I rise to my knees, eager to go first to my tent for dry clothes, then to the supply tent, where we keep the radio.

			I feel his hand on my arm. “Do you have to do that just yet?” He smiles, awkwardly, his teeth knocking together. “It’s just that—I’ve been here so long already, and I’m not ready to face the ship. It’s embarrassing, to be honest with you.”

			“Don’t you have someone who knows you’re missing?” I regard him for the first time as a man rather than an alien in my world. His face is pale and clammy, its lines suggesting he is older than I am, perhaps in his mid-forties. I glance down to look for a wedding band, but his fingers are bare. Following my gaze, he tucks his hands under the blanket. Then he shakes his head. “I’m traveling alone.”

			“Have you taken any medication? For seasickness?”

			“No,” he says. “I don’t get seasick.”

			“Well,” I say, “we need to get someone out here to take you back to the Cormorant.”

			He looks at me directly for the first time. “Don’t,” he says.

			I’m still kneeling on the floor of the tent. “What do you expect to do, stay here?” I ask. “You think no one will figure out you’re missing?”

			He doesn’t answer. “Look,” I tell him, “it was an accident. No one’s going to blame you for getting left behind.”

			“It wasn’t an accident,” he says. “I saw that other guy fall. I watched everything. I knew that if I stayed they wouldn’t notice me missing.”

			So he is crazy after all.

			I stand up. “I’ll be right back.”

			He reaches up and grasps my wrist so fast I don’t have time to pull away. I’m surprised by how quickly his strength has returned. I ease back down to my knees, and he loosens his grip. He looks at me through tired, heavy eyes—a silent plea. He’s not scary, I realize then, but scared.

			“In another month,” I tell him, as gently as I can manage, “the ocean will freeze solid, and so will everything else, including you.”

			“What about you?”

			“In a couple weeks, I’m leaving, too. Everyone leaves.”

			“Even the penguins?” The question, spoken through clattering teeth, lends him an innocence that almost makes me forgive his intrusions.

			“Yes,” I say. “Even they go north.”

			He doesn’t respond. I stand up and head straight to the radio in our supply tent, hardly thinking about my wet clothes. Just as I’m contacting Palmer, I realize that I don’t know the man’s name. I go back and poke my head inside. “Dennis Marshall,” he says.

			The dispatcher at Palmer tells me that they’ll pick Dennis up in the morning, when they bring Thom back. “Unless it’s an emergency,” he says. “Everything okay?”

			I want to tell him it’s not okay, that this man could be crazy, dangerous, sick. Instead I pause, then say, “We’re fine. Tell Thom we’ll see him in the morning.”

			I return to the tent. Dennis has not moved.

			“What were you doing in the water?” I ask.

			“Thought I’d try to catch up to the boat,” he says.

			“Very funny. I’m serious.”

			He doesn’t reply. A moment later, he asks, “What are you doing here?”

			“Research, obviously.”

			“I know,” he says. “But why come here, to the end of the earth?”

			It’s always been hard to explain why a place like Antarctica is perfect for me. Before you can sign on to overwinter at McMurdo, they give you psych tests to make sure you can live for months in darkness and near isolation without going crazy—and the idea of this has always amused me. It’s not the isolation that threatens to drive me insane; it’s civilization.

			“What kind of question is that?” I ask Dennis.

			“You know what I mean,” he says. “You have to be a real loner to enjoy being down here.” He rubs the fingers of his left hand.

			I catch his hand to examine his fingers. “Where do they hurt?”

			“It’s not that,” he says.

			“Then what?”

			He hesitates. “I dropped my ring,” he says. “My wedding band.”

			“Where? In the water?”

			He nods.

			“For God’s sake.” I duck out of the tent before he can stop me. I hear his voice behind me, asking me where I’m going, and I shout back, “Stay there.”

			I rush toward the water’s edge, shivering in my still-damp clothes. The penguins purr as I go past, and a few of them scatter. I shine my flashlight down through the calm, clear water to the rocks at the bottom. I don’t know where he might have dropped the ring, so I wade in, and within minutes my feet feel like blocks of ice. I follow what I think was his path into the water, sweeping the flashlight back and forth in front of me.

			I’m in up to my knees when I see it, a few feet down—a flash of gold against the slate-colored rocks. I reach in, the water up to my shoulder, so cold it feels as if my arm will snap off and sink.

			I manage to grasp the ring with fingers that now barely move, then shuffle back to shore on leaden feet. I hobble back to my own tent, where I strip off my clothes and don as many dry things as I can. My skin is moist and wrinkled from being wet for so long. I hear a noise and look up to see Dennis, blanket still wrapped around his shoulders, crouched at the opening to my tent.

			“What are you staring at?” I snap. Then I look down to what he sees—a thin, faded T-shirt, no bra, my nipples pressing against the fabric, my arm flushed red from the cold. I pull his ring off my thumb, where I’d put it so it wouldn’t fall again, and throw it at him.

			He picks it up off the floor. He holds it but doesn’t put it on. “I wish you’d just left it,” he says, almost to himself.

			“A penguin could have choked on it,” I say. “But no one ever thinks about that. We’re all tourists here, you know. This is their home, not ours.”

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “What can I do?”

			I shake my head.

			He comes in and sits down, then pulls the blanket off his shoulders and places it around mine. He finds a fleece pullover in a pile of clothing and wraps it around my reddened arm.

			“How cold is that water, anyway?” he asks.

			“About thirty degrees, give or take.” I watch him carefully.

			“How long can someone survive in there?”

			“A matter of minutes, usually,” I say, remembering an expedition guide who’d drowned. He’d been trapped under his flipped Zodiac for only a few moments but had lost consciousness, with rescuers only a hundred yards away. “Most people go into shock. It’s too cold to swim, even to breathe.”

			He unwraps my arm. “Does it feel better?”

			“A little.” Pain prickles my skin from the inside, somewhere deep down, and I feel an ache stemming from my bones. “You still haven’t told me what you were doing out there.”

			He reaches over and begins massaging my arm. I’m not sure I want him to, but I know the warmth, the circulation, is good. “Like I said, I lost my ring.”

			“You were out much farther than where I found your ring.”

			“I must have missed it.” He doesn’t look at me as he speaks. I watch his fingers on my arm, and I am reminded of the night before, when only Thom and I were here, and Thom had helped me wash my hair. The feel of his hands on my scalp, on my neck, had run through my entire body, tightening into a coil of desire that never fully vanished. But nothing has ever happened between Thom and me, other than unconsummated rituals: As we approach the end of our stays, we begin doing things for each other—he’ll braid my long hair; I’ll rub his feet—because after a while touch becomes necessary.

			I pull away. I regard the stranger in my tent: his dark hair, streaked with silver; his sad, heavy eyes; his ringless hands, still outstretched.

			“What’s the matter?” he asks.

			“Nothing.”

			“I was just trying to help.” The tent’s small lamp casts deep shadows under his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I know you don’t want me here.”

			Something in his voice softens the knot in my chest. I sigh. “I’m just not a people person, that’s all.”

			For the first time, he smiles, barely. “I can see why you come here. Talk about getting away from it all.”

			“At least I leave when I’m supposed to,” I say, offering a tiny smile of my own.

			He glances down at Thom’s clothing, pulled tight across his body. “So when do I have to leave?” he asks.

			“They’ll be here in the morning.”

			Then he says, “How’s he doing? The guy who fell?”

			It takes me a moment to realize what he’s talking about. “I don’t know,” I confess. “I forgot to ask.”

			He leans forward, then whispers, “I know something about him.”

			“What’s that?”

			“He was messing around with that blond woman,” he says. “The one who was right there when it happened. I saw you talking to her.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I saw them. They had a rendezvous every night, on the deck, after his wife went to bed. The blonde was traveling with her sister. They even ate lunch together once, the four of them. The wife had no idea.”

			“Do you think they planned it?” I ask. “Or did they just meet on the boat?”

			“I don’t know.”

			I look away, disappointed. “She seemed too young. For him.”

			“You didn’t see her hands,” he says. “My wife taught me that. You always know a woman’s age by her hands. She may have had the face of a thirty-five-year-old, but she had the hands of a sixty-year-old.”

			“If you’re married, why are you traveling alone?”

			He pauses. “Long story.”

			“Well, we’ve got all night,” I say.
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