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			LEAN /

		

		
			1 /

			When the storm came in it was unexpected and Thomas Myers was dropped to his knees.

			The air darkened in the distance. There was a roar and everything went white against him. It had a kind of violence he wasn’t prepared for. He wrapped his arms around his head and lay flat on the ice to keep from being hurled away.

			His hand twitched instinctively towards his phone, although he knew there was no signal and his phone wasn’t there.

			His clothes felt as though they were being torn from his body, the air sucked from his lungs.

			He had heard this described as like being inside a jet engine. As though people knew what being inside a jet engine was like. People said these things, but the words didn’t always fit.

			The roar of it was everything. He had only his weight against the ice to know which way up he was in the world. He couldn’t see the others. He couldn’t see anything.

			The important thing was to stay calm, and take stock of the situation. Remember the training: find shelter or make shelter, remain in place, establish contact with other members of the party, keep moving, keep calm.

			There were contradictions in the training.

			It was difficult to think with the weather scouring wildly around him.

			He didn’t know where the radio was. He couldn’t see the others. He needed to find his camera.

			He had set up his camera tripod at the edge of the ice, trying to get a shot that foregrounded the still waters of the Sound with the cliffs of Priestley Head in the near distance. Luke had stayed with the skidoo and the rest of the kit. Ten, maybe fifteen metres to his left. Maybe more. Doc had gone off on the other skidoo and climbed up Priestley Head, to give the picture perspective. Without someone in the frame there was no way to capture the scale of this place. He’d been struggling with it since they’d first arrived. In the pictures he’d taken so far, everything looked too small. The distant mountains. The ridges on either side of the valley. The glacier. The icebergs creaking against each other, with the light turning bluely inside them. It was difficult to fit it all in. He’d lined up a shot with Doc looking out from the cliffs of Priestley Head, scanning the waters. On the radio he’d told Doc where to stand; he must have put the radio down after that. Doc did a good polar explorer. He had the beard for it. The water was gleaming and grey and the mountains behind Doc were stark white against him. The auto-exposure kept jumping around. There was a shift in temperature. He’d glanced behind him and seen dark clouds banking over the top of Everard Glacier. He was just detaching the camera when the wind moved suddenly against him and he was dropped to his knees.

			He must have put the radio down while he was adjusting the tripod. After speaking to Doc. He must have put it somewhere by his feet. It wouldn’t be far.

			The wind was too strong to stand up in, so he edged forwards on his elbows and knees. Forward and to the left. He called Luke’s name, and heard nothing. He reached around for the radio. He edged a little further forward, and paused. The camera should be right there as well. He shouted for Luke again.

			He wasn’t frightened, yet. Luke wasn’t far away. He was remaining calm. Retaining an awareness of his surroundings.

			They had come down from the field hut by skidoo, down the bank from the plateau and across the skiway. The skidoos were parked a safe distance from the water. Doc had driven one to the foot of Priestley Head before climbing up to the cliffs. No more than ten minutes away. When the storm cleared, they would regroup.

			He had left the camera bags with Luke, and walked towards the water, onto the ice. Ten metres. Twenty. No more. It was clean ice, and secure. The storm had come suddenly down from the top of Everard Glacier, behind them, to the south-east. He was crouching with his back to the wind. Luke should be with the skidoo and the bags away to his left. To his left and a little ahead. He shuffled in that direction, keeping his face away from the blast of the wind.

			Remain calm. Stay in place. Make contact.

			He shouldn’t have put down the radio. He shouldn’t have moved away from Luke. He shouldn’t have agreed with Doc’s idea about climbing Priestley Head just for the sake of a photograph. He’d let himself get distracted by the scenery. Doc kept pretending to be blasé about it, but it was hard not to just stop and stare. All that ice and snow and sea and sky. Glaciers and ridges and icebergs and scree. Weathering and wind-form and shear. The air so clear that distances shrank and all the colours shone.

			The wind was still roaring around him. The cold was starting to seep through his clothes.

			He thought he could hear the crackle of the radio but he couldn’t be sure. The wind was still raw in his ears. He reared up on his knees and reached out into the blasting snow.

			‘Come in … K … K …’

			‘Thomas, are … come in.’

			It was Luke, barely. It seemed odd to hear him on the radio when he was so nearby.

			He listened, and heard Luke’s voice again. There were no clear words but he recognised the tone. He turned until he was facing the sound. The wind was hitting him to the left. He crouched very still and listened but he could only hear the wind. Being down on the ice like this was a mistake. Keep dry. Remain calm, stay in place, keep dry.

			He eased to his feet, keeping his body low. The gusts came and went and he was knocked around. Buffeted. He took two steps with his hands held out in front of him. The snow blasted against his back. He heard Luke’s voice again. It was behind him now. Something shifted in the quality of the sound and he saw open water at his feet. Roiling grey against the whiteness. Something was wrong. The water should have been behind him. He backed away. He was definitely starting to feel the cold.

			He looked at the grey water and he concentrated. The wind was dropping slightly but it was still hitting the left side of his face. The wind must have changed direction. He turned through one hundred and eighty degrees, slowly.

			He edged forwards with his hands held out.

			There was the crackle of the radio again. Somewhere up ahead. He could hear Luke, asking Doc Wright to come in, come in. He crouched his way towards the sound. He wondered why Doc wasn’t answering. He kept his steps slow and steady but he could feel his heart rate shooting up. He heard Luke’s voice again. The sound was fainter now. There was a kind of ringing or rushing in his ears and he couldn’t be sure he was hearing the radio at all. The wind bit against the right side of his face, and it hurt to open his eyes. He took three more steps and again he came to open water. He watched it slosh against the edge of the ice. The sound of the radio had gone.

			He was doing this all wrong. He should have stayed in place when the storm hit. He should never have moved. He could be close to Luke and the skidoo or he could have lost them altogether. Luke could have gone off in the wrong direction, looking for him. He should have stayed where he would know his location when the storm lifted. He should have stayed where he could have been found. He shouted Luke’s name again. His voice was nothing against the storm.

			He kept moving to keep himself warm. The noise of the wind made it hard to think clearly. The radio was behind him now. He could feel the chill beginning to bite. The air felt raw and violent.

			The number of calories they got through in a day, down here. It was hard work just eating enough food.

			He heard the radio again, and again he scrabbled around at his feet. Luke’s voice was shrill, and distant. There were breaks in the transmission. ‘Doc, Thomas, come in. Come in, Doc? […] anyone? […]’

			There would be food at the skidoo, when he found Luke. The dark grey water sloshed against the edge of the ice. The weather was thick and he could barely stand straight. He felt dizzy. Unsteady. Almost seasick.

			Something was wrong.

		

		
			2 /

			‘Doc, Thomas, come in. Come in, Doc? Hello, anyone? Over?’

			From the low shelter of the skidoo, Luke Adebayo listened, again, for a response. It was too soon to be worried, but he should have heard something by now. He was getting cold already. He checked the battery levels and the volume, tucked the handset back inside his jacket, and ran through his options.

			He could stay put. The training had been ambiguous on this point. They’d been told to stay put in bad weather, to avoid the risk of getting lost. But they’d also been told to find any shelter they could, and to make contact. If he couldn’t make contact or find shelter, the case for staying put seemed weak.

			He shouted into the wind, and nothing came back.

			This was brutal. He could try and find Thomas, and they could both go and look for Doc together. Thomas had been close to the water when the storm came in, and if he’d wandered too far he’d be in danger. He was the priority. Doc had the experience to do the right thing. But neither of them were responding. Luke could barely see his hand in front of his face. It was too much of a risk. He didn’t want to start wandering off in circles.

			If the two of them were lost he would need outside help, which would mean getting back to the field hut and radioing from there. It had taken less than twenty minutes to get here on the skidoo, and it shouldn’t take much more to get back. If he could stick to the right bearing, in these conditions. The field hut was bang centre on the plateau beneath Garrard Ridge. It was bright red, also. It shouldn’t be too hard to miss. But nothing was too hard to miss in this weather.

			They weren’t lost. They couldn’t be lost. They were out of radio contact for a time, was all. The best thing would be to stay in place until he heard from them.

			They shouldn’t have split up like that, in any case. Doc was always saying he knew this place like the back of his hand but they were still literally in the middle of nowhere. Going off for a photo opportunity had seemed suboptimal. Luke had thought it was a bad idea as soon as Doc suggested it. Thomas had just made a face like: no point arguing with the man, might as well get it over and done with. Get back to the hut for another night of hot chocolate and charades and listening to Doc’s stories.

			People were going to ask him a lot of questions about Antarctica, when he got home, and one thing he wouldn’t be able to tell them was that a lot of the time it was pure boring. Beautiful, yes. Awe-inspiring and majestic or humbling or whatever else you wanted to call it, but once you were done looking, the actual experience of being here day after day was kind of long.

			He edged out from behind the skidoo and called Thomas’s name again. He could barely hear himself, let alone any possible reply. He ducked back down. He wondered if it was too soon for emergency rations. He cleared the snow from his glasses and tried the radio again. It occurred to him that perhaps they just couldn’t hear their radios, with the noise of the storm.

			There would certainly be a discussion about all this tonight. He suspected that not all of it would get back to Main Base. Doc had mentioned several times that he didn’t do everything by the book. Luke didn’t really know what to make of the man. They’d been down at Station K. for three weeks, and Luke was still trying to figure him out. At the training conference no one had taken him that seriously. There were jokes made behind his back. It was easy to wind him up and he didn’t always notice. He was strict about the logbook and the radio schedule, and what he called keeping a tight ship, but he was relaxed about other things. How much they drank, for example. He started drinking pretty early in the day. But he’d been working as a technical assistant down here for thirty-odd years and he obviously knew his stuff. He would know how to get them out of a difficult situation.

			The wind showed no sign of dropping. It was constant and roaring. He tried the radio again.

			‘Thomas, Thomas, come in? Doc, come in? Over.’

			He waited, with the handset pressed up against his ear. There was a hiss of white noise. He tried not to think about how far they were from Main Base, or from any other human activity whatsoever. The Russian base was probably the closest, and that was at least a day by skidoo.

			‘Thomas, Thomas, come in? Doc, come in? Over.’

			There was another hiss, and the faint crackle of an incoming transmission. And then nothing.

			‘Thomas, Thomas, come in? Doc, come in? This is Luke, this is Luke. Over.’

			‘… is Thomas, this is Thomas. Over.’

			‘Nice one, Thomas, thank fuck. You were starting to worry me, where the fuck are you? I can’t see you. I can’t see anything.’

			‘Yes, Luke … issue, over.’

			‘Missing word before issue, can you repeat, over?’

			‘… find the radio. That problem’s over, over.’

			‘Yeah, okay, okay. Have you heard from Doc? Over.’

			‘Negative, over.’

			‘Maybe we should get over to the Head and find him, what do you think? Over.’

			‘… broken, can you repeat, over?’

			‘Can you hear me now? Should we go and find Doc? Where are you?’

			‘… this … again … out.’

			The wind dropped for a moment and then slammed into him again. The visibility was still close to zero. Thomas must surely be close by. He’d been right over there when the storm hit. No distance at all. They should regain contact. Wait for the weather to clear. He wondered what was wrong with Doc’s radio. Or with Doc. Thomas was obviously wondering the same.

			‘Doc, Doc … Come in … Doc? Over.’

			It was probably just a technical issue. It would be resolved soon enough. Knowing Doc, there was always the chance this was some kind of test, or weird joke. He could be listening to them both now.

			‘Doc, Doc … Come in … Doc? Over.’
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			Robert ‘Doc’ Wright had seen the storm coming, but there had been no time to warn the others.

			The afternoon had been given over to recreational activity, once the team completed their GPS survey activities. They had set out from the Station K. field hut at 1300 hours, travelling down to the shoreline by skidoo, with the principal intention of facilitating Thomas’s photography interests. A suggestion had been made that he provide some human scale to Thomas’s shots by ascending Priestley Head, a short distance away. This was pushing at the bounds of correct operating procedure but it didn’t seem unreasonable. Conditions were excellent, and it wasn’t far. He’d maintained visual and radio contact at all times. From the top of the Head he’d provided Thomas with the necessary postures for his photographs.

			Priestley Head was little more than a bump in the topography, really. It had taken five minutes to walk up from where he’d left the skidoo; the cliffs facing out to the Sound were barely thirty metres above the water. Enough to add a little drama to Thomas’s pictures. From here the view of the whole valley was excellent. In the near distance, the red field hut of Station K., sheltered in the lee of Garrard Ridge and the peaks of K7 and K8 beyond. Below the field hut, the ground sloping down to the skiway, marked by orange fuel drums and black flags, and beyond that the dark grey waters of Lopez Sound, fringed with fast-ice. In the Sound the icebergs had turned against each other, dipping and rocking with a sudden unexpected movement in the water. Doc had looked up towards Everard Glacier and seen a thick rolling shadow of banked clouds, a faint orange light, a surge of weather coming down towards them. It had come out of nowhere and it had come in fast, the temperature dropping sharply. He’d seen Thomas glancing over his shoulder and trying to fold away his camera tripod, and when he’d tried the radio there’d been no response. He’d seen Luke standing beside the skidoo, turning to look at him. He’d barely managed two steps towards the shelter of the slope before the wind slammed hard against him and pushed him back towards the edge of the cliff.

			He adopted a prone position, slipping quickly across the loose scree, scrabbling for a foothold and finding only thin air behind him. He stretched out his arms and tried to shift his weight forward. He closed his eyes and concentrated. He arched one foot out and around to the left, bringing his knee up towards his chest. The noise of the wind was so violent it was difficult to think. His boot touched rock, finally, but when he pushed out against it the rock loosened and fell down the sheer drop. For a long giddy moment his weight swayed away after it.

			He slowed his breathing. He concentrated. He inched his way forward again. The cliff wasn’t high but he wouldn’t survive a fall.

			His hands felt loose inside his gloves. The scree felt slippery beneath him. He could feel the edge of the ridge against his waist, his legs hanging in the air. He pressed himself flatter against the rock, working his weight further forwards. His radio was in his inside jacket pocket, and crushing against his ribs. He felt it vibrate. The other two would be checking in now, surely. He had no way to respond. He trusted them not to panic. They would shelter in place, as per the training.

			He had been in these situations before. This was no different. You didn’t go thirty-odd seasons on the ice without getting into one or two scrapes. The trick was to slow down and start thinking. Always have the next step in mind. His next step here, obviously, would be to transfer his weight forward and roll clear of the edge, before moving down into shelter and making contact with his colleagues. He took several slow breaths, and made an effort to rationalise his thoughts. He flexed his fingers to maintain the circulation. You won’t fall until you let go, a supervisor had told him once, during crevasse training. The logic wasn’t entirely sound but the spirit was a fine one. Don’t look down; don’t let go. Hold on. The trick was to hold on, always.
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			Thomas walked into the camera tripod and fell to his knees. The camera was still attached. He heard the radio crackling, and found it lying in the snow.

			‘Hello, hello, this is Thomas, this is Thomas, over.’

			There was a long pause. He held the radio against his ear, and listened to the hissing against the howl of the wind.

			‘Nice one, Thomas, thank fuck. You were starting to worry me, where the fuck are you? I can’t see you. I can’t see anything.’

			‘Yes, Luke. Having a temporary navigational issue, over.’

			‘… issue, can you repeat, over?’

			‘I couldn’t find the radio. That problem’s over, over.’

			‘Yeah, okay, okay. Have you heard from Doc? Over.’

			‘Negative, over.’

			‘Maybe … should … Head …’

			‘Your transmission is broken, can you repeat, over?’

			‘… hear me now? … find Doc …’

			‘Luke, I’m not getting this. I’ll try again in a bit. Over.’

			He could feel the lack of sugar in his blood. It made him feel cottony and soft. He brushed the snow off the camera and tried turning it on, but nothing happened. It had been a present from his girlfriend. He knew how much she’d spent. He found an energy bar in his pocket, and tried to eat steadily, so as not to cramp his stomach. He thought about the flask of coffee that Luke had packed on the back of the skidoo. They made their coffee with a lot of sugar and hot chocolate down here. The wind dropped for a split second then gusted back to full force. It would surely clear soon enough. He felt the adrenalin fade. These little dramas were always short-lived. It wasn’t like the old days, Doc kept telling them, and Thomas was glad about that.

			When he’d told people he was going to Antarctica it had sounded dramatic, but it really wasn’t that big a deal. He’d been climbing in the Alps and the Pyrenees with far less technical support than they had here. They were in regular contact with the main base at Bluff Point, and the skiway meant that assistance was a few hours away at most. Doc kept telling them how utterly self-reliant they had to be down here, but Thomas hadn’t really bought it.

			The cold was gnawing into him now. His hands and feet were starting to feel numb. He jogged on the spot to get the blood moving again through his body. He stuffed the camera inside his jacket to try and warm it up. Sophie had been so pleased with herself when she gave it to him. She kept checking that she’d chosen the right one. His arms and legs felt stiff with tension. The radio crackled again, and he heard Luke still trying to reach Doc. He asked Luke for his current location, and Luke said he was still with the skidoo, he hadn’t gone anywhere, and where was Thomas though? The signal was clearer, briefly. He asked Luke what he thought they should do.

			He had lost faith in his sense of direction. He had a handheld GPS in his jacket, and he fired it up without really knowing how it would help. Getting off the ice and up the bank would be a start. This storm would blow itself out soon. Or it wouldn’t. A storm like this could last for hours. The GPS unit was having trouble calibrating. He wasn’t thinking straight. He started to radio an approximation of his current position through to Luke, but the lat and long figures kept shifting. He tried turning it off and on again. He had that seasick feeling again.

			There was still no word from Doc. It would be ironic if he’d let his radio go flat. He was always talking about the importance of good radio discipline: checking the batteries, maintaining the handsets, keeping communications to a minimum. He was a stickler for it. He’d actually used that word. I’m a stickler for this, boys, I’m afraid. He was a stickler for everything, basically. He had a thing about the daily routine, and about keeping the hut shipshape, and about inspecting the stores. He had a blind spot with the satellite phones, apparently, and had managed to run them flat overnight. It wasn’t the first time they’d had to leave them at the field hut. But Doc insisted they were less reliable than the radio in any case.

			The numbers on the GPS unit kept changing. It made no sense. Luke came back on the radio and said they could both take a bearing and walk exactly towards each other. Thomas told him to stay with the skidoo, for fuck’s sake.

			He ate the last of his energy bar, and tried calling Doc again.

			‘Doc, Doc, come in? This is Thomas, this is Thomas, come in? Can you confirm a plan of action, confirm plan of action? Over.’

			There was a burst of white noise from the handset, and then silence. The silence was the wind suddenly dropping. The effect of it still roared in his ears. As the wind faded, the visibility lifted. The sunlight moved hard against the water in all directions. He saw Luke, in the distance. The problem was immediately clear. The wind came rushing back in again and everything went dark.
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			‘Doc, Doc, come in? This is … this is Thomas, come in? Can you confirm … action? Over.’

			Luke listened to Thomas on the radio. There was still no response from Doc. If this was a wind-up it wasn’t that funny. More likely he had some technical issue. He was probably waiting for the weather to clear, and then would expect them all to make their own way back to the hut. Luke could imagine him standing in the doorway of the storm porch, waiting for them. Making a face, like: what time do you call this, lads?

			He’d made that face the first time they’d met him, at the training conference. Luke and Thomas had gone out in the evening for a drink, a couple of miles down the road to the local village. It had been dark when they’d left, and it took longer to get back than they’d expected. When they got to the conference centre the main door was locked, and while they were working out what to do, Doc Wright had come down and let them in. They introduced themselves and told him they’d taken a wrong turn. He asked what department they were in. Geographic Information Systems, they said. He nodded. Making a good start, lads.

			The training conference was run out of a ski lodge, north of Aviemore. Nearly a hundred of them bunked up in there. Long mornings in the dining hall sitting through lectures and PowerPoint presentations, and afternoons doing sledge hauling and kit testing and first aid. Luke hadn’t known anyone when he arrived. It was like the first day of university all over again. People asking each other what their field was, and where they were from, and whether they’d been to Antarctica before. A hierarchy soon emerged. The ones who had been South dropped acronyms into conversation, and made a show of looking bored during lectures, and said things like it’s when you don’t feel the cold that you really need to worry. The first-timers stuck together and pretended to know things already. He met Thomas on the second day, when they were paired up to practise tying splints and wrapping plaster casts. Luke had never thought of plaster casts as part of first aid, but the instructor pointed out that in the field they would be away from medical professionals for weeks at a time. You might need to carry out an appendectomy with a doctor on the other end of a radio, she said. Luke had given Thomas a look to say: mate, you’re not touching my fucking appendix, and they’d had trouble taking the rest of the session seriously.

			After the first aid they were shown the recorded deaths. There were several slides. It was a long list. Navigational errors, hypothermia, climbing accidents, crevasse falls, drownings, incidents in which alcohol was noted as a factor, carbon monoxide poisoning, attack by seals, cardiac arrests, fire. Luke didn’t mention any of these things to his parents. Thomas had been bothered by the ones listed as MISSING (PRESUMED DEAD). He wanted to know who had done the presuming, and when it had become assuming.

			The lists had made Luke think of Wile E. Coyote from the Road Runner cartoons, being endlessly crushed and dropped and blown apart with dynamite, and coming back for more. It was the ‘attack by seals’ that really set him off. Like, how were you not going to outrun a seal?

			He hadn’t seen Thomas again until they got to the airport, on their way to Antarctica. All the Institute people had been booked on the same flight, and the departure hall was full of their bright yellow kitbags and branded burgundy fleeces. There was more facial hair than there had been in Aviemore, and a lot of loud voices. When Thomas came over to say hello, Luke asked how on earth he’d spotted him in this crowd. It must be the glasses, Thomas had said, deadpan.

			It took nearly a week of travelling to get to the main research base, most of it on a ship that actually crunched through solid ice in a way everyone pretended was no big deal. When they arrived they went straight into another two days of training, and this time they listened to every word. They were lowered into a crevasse and shown how to climb out; they stretchered a casualty down a cliff edge; they were dropped into the water and pulled out again. The importance of paying close attention to weather forecasts and scheduled radio transmissions was made clear, and those who had been there before said things like once the toe turns black you’re better off amputating before it spreads. There was another week of field training, and of preparing all the kit for their flight down to Station K., and then they were off.

			There was no way of knowing how long this storm would go on for. They needed a plan. Thomas needed to get back up here from the ice. The two of them together could go and find Doc, or return to the field hut and use the HF radio to call Main Base.

			There was a strange ringing sound in his ears, and it took a moment to realise that the wind had stopped. The sun burned suddenly through the blowing snow, and he stood up from behind the skidoo.

			Thomas was fifty or sixty metres away. It was hard to judge. He was standing on the ice, looking at Luke. There was clear grey water between them. He didn’t understand what he was looking at. There had been movement of some sort. Something had happened. The storm must have disrupted the ice. Something was wrong.

			They looked at each other. The wind came roaring back, and Thomas disappeared from view.

			Thomas’s voice came back on the radio, shouting above the renewed force of the wind.

			‘Luke, you saw? You saw? I’m moving. I’m on an ice floe, I’m fucking adrift.’

			‘Say again? Adrift? Over.’

			‘Repeat. I am on an ice floe, drifting across Lopez Sound. You fucking read me? Over.’

			‘Thomas, what? What? Confirm? You can’t be drifting. It must be a tide crack. Work around it? Find your way, I mean. Thomas?’

			‘Luke, I’ve got the GPS running. I’m drifting. For real.’

			Luke put his helmet on and got the skidoo started. He had to get back to the field hut and contact Main Base. He had to find Doc and make sure Doc was okay. He had to find his way through the storm.
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			Doc Wright tried to slow his breathing. He concentrated on keeping the weight forwards, on his arms. He heard the faint crackle of his radio, and felt the vibration of it against his ribs. There was a shrill hiss of white noise, like the sound of applause, almost indistinguishable from the wind.

			‘… the bay. Heading north-north-east, repeat, heading north-north-east.’

			Even in his precarious position Doc was able to be furious. He couldn’t see why Thomas had decided to move in a north-north-east direction, away from his previous location. He couldn’t picture where he might be that he could even head that way. If he’d moved from his position at all it should have been to regain contact with Luke. He would have to run over these things with the pair of them once they were back at the hut.

			He groped around with his foot again, and finally found a hold that felt secure. He pushed gently against it and wriggled his way forward across the scree. There was very little strength left in his arms. When he was far enough from the edge he rolled onto his back and reached for the radio. Move to safety. Make contact.

			‘Thomas? Luke? Come in? This is Doc. Hello, hello. Thomas? Luke? Hello? Come in? Over.’

			He waited. There was nothing but white noise. The wind was fierce and showed no sign of dropping. He tried the radio again. Persistence was important. He became aware of a trembling in his arms and legs, and a kind of vibration in his chest. He was familiar with the effects of adrenalin on the body. Shaking was one. Elevated pulse. Laboured breathing. There was an interaction of adrenalin with hypothermic symptoms.

			He crawled forward, keeping low across the scree and ice until he could move down to the slope. He edged into a shallow scoop in the rock, turning his back on the wind. There was a slight drop in volume. He waited. He tried the radio again. He needed a plan, obviously. He was shaking. Christ. That was a close call.

			It wasn’t far to fall but the odds would have been slim. The shock of the cold water would have done for him, if nothing else. Would barely have been time to know what was going on.

			No need to dwell. Important to concentrate on the matter at hand. He massaged the muscles in each arm, trying to work the adrenalin loose and regain some feeling. There was a peculiar stiffness in his neck. He could feel his temperature falling. At 1500 hours another series of transmissions came through on the radio.

			‘Doc, come in, hello? Require assistance, repeat, require assistance. Immediate … Doc … Over.’

			He attempted a response but was unable to press the transmit button on his handset. This was; he would call this an escalation in the situation. He made the decision to get back to the skidoo and return to base. It was a calculated risk, in the circumstances, but he knew from experience that calculated risks were an integral part of field operations in Antarctica. A good technical assistant had to know when to take risks. He stood, bracing himself against the wind and preparing for the descent. The radio crackled again. There was a rattle of broken white noise, and snatches of Thomas’s voice.

			‘… location. Repeat … visual confirm …’

			‘… fucking what … broke … over.’

			‘Repeat your transmission? Over.’

			He waited, and listened, but there was nothing more. He pushed out from behind the shelter of the rock. Priestley Head was a narrow formation, and he would only have to follow gravity to regain the skidoo. He would talk to those two about radio discipline later.

			He planted his feet and kept his weight low and leaned into the wind. He felt his way back down the slope, one careful step at a time. Now that he was moving, the stiffness was fading. The roar of the wind was dropping away. As he moved he felt the blood easing back into his fingers. He tried the radio again.

			‘Thomas, Luke, come in? This is Doc. I am returning to base, returning to base, over.’

			He waited, and listened, and nothing came back.

			After a few minutes of careful descent, he found his way to the skidoo. The snow was banked up against the windward side of it, and he grabbed the shovel to dig it out.

			Thomas’s voice came over the radio again. The lad was
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