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Whiteout. Antarctic night covered the land. It was Admiral Richard E. Byrd who described it best. Staying alone months inland from the Ross Ice Shelf in 1934, he had written he felt as if he were living “in cold and darkness as complete as that of the Pleistocene.”

I clutched the rope, feeling the thickness of the ice coating it through my gloves. The blizzard would rage another two days, with winds likely to hit one-hundred-sixty miles an hour. If I didn’t get back to the main hut I’d freeze to death. It was typical of the almighty Central Committee to install the weather tracking device in one place and the living quarters in another. Stupid management who’d never been where I was now.

When the rope gave out, I reached for the door and felt around for the latch. Lifting it was almost impossible and I had to give a violent shove with my shoulder at the same time. The door burst open and I almost fell as I landed inside. The next second I had secured the door against the night. Behind me I felt the blessed warmth from the generator.

The banging started when I was taking off my outer clothing and setting it near the heat to dry. It sounded like a metal rod banging and sliding across more metal, getting louder and softer in alternation. The sound came even when there was no storm and lasted a few minutes and then stopping a few hours before beginning again. I had no idea what it was, only that it came from outside.

In the first weeks, I’d taken the noise for some kind of minor hallucination and wasn’t worried, though I did check the stove. The buildup of carbon monoxide in his hut had scrambled Byrd’s mind during his self-imposed isolation on the Advance Base. I didn’t want that to happen to me.

Who was it said “madness that way lies” or something of that ilk? Eventually, I put the whole thing down to an atmospheric anomaly combined with an aberration in the hut’s construction. I’d almost asked Central in my last radio communication if such things had been reported before anywhere on Antarctica, but stopped myself in time. They’d see it as a sign of some mental deterioration and pull me out. 

“You’ll never last, Charlie. You’re not the kind of person who likes being alone. It’s the South Pole, remember?” I heard my best mate’s voice as if she were standing there beside me.

“I climbed Denali in a day,” I’d answered. “What about Annapurna and K2? I got up those.”

“Not alone. I was there, too, every time, remember? And this is different. Five months of solitude on a glacier.”

“There are people all over Antarctica. Research stations everywhere.”

“You won’t be with them.”

“Give it a rest, Nerida.”

I wanted to stay, and I would. How could I say no to this bonanza? They threw a scientific coup in my lap, asked me to analyze the problem from the ground. We all knew the western flank of the Denman Glacier was melting at a startling rate, and satellite data had detected a massive ice-filled canyon beneath it, over 11,500 feet deep, the deepest ever found on land. The trough was dry, but if the glacier melted much more, if its edge retreated much more than the three miles it had already over the last twenty-odd years, the sea beyond would find its way in and fill the canyon. 

Denman Glacier had an area of ice the size of half of West Antarctica. If the trough was filled by warmer sea water and changed the temperature of the ice sheet as it separated from bedrock, the whole glacier could dissolve, raising the sea level everywhere by five feet. It would be cataclysmic. I was assigned to monitor the rate of risk on a weekly basis. It was critical to get hold of ground measurements as a corroboration of satellite data, not only because of resolution issues with satellite images but because getting meaningful data by satellite on glacier retreat could require years of compilation.

Then what was I supposed to do, I’d asked before I left. Did they think I could stop it from happening somehow? Or walk over and take measurements and say all was well, the sea’s keeping its distance? Actually, yes, they did want me to do that. Only, I wasn’t into agreeing with the powers-that-be. Not by half. That trough was going to be open to the sea within the next three years. Call it a hunch. Or call it getting to the source, the rising level of CO2 in the atmosphere. Hopefully, that would be long after I left and retired and bought a house halfway up a mountain, out of range of an ascending ocean. And maybe watched a new Pangaea start to form around me.

But Nerida was right. This solitude, this being alone, wasn’t my bailiwick, not my way, not my forte, not my anything. I’d come to understand that. Hard slog for my ego. I fell asleep to the sound of the metal banging, lending me a fitful sleep. I’d wake to the howling of the blizzard winds outside buffeting against the door and sleep again, strange dreams of falling into an abyss that received me into its cold depths like a lost child. 

At the end of two days, the storm ended. The silence was absolute. I welcomed it into every cell of my body. Blessed freedom. Supper was a celebration mix of grains and dried cranberries and chips heated on the small stove. According to the package, the potatoes would last another decade if kept in a cold place. Easy-peasy. A piece of fish would do nicely, or some eggs. But I knew better than to dwell on such things. When the banging came again I was having my coffee and dropped the mug and swore.

“All right! Enough!”

The noise stopped, and suddenly I felt uneasy. Was something there, after all? Was it listening to me? Looking around the room I saw the pickaxe and went over and lifted it up. Just what did I think I could do with it? A desperate desire to laugh rose up inside me but I didn’t dare. Laughter, we had learned in training, quickly moved into fear during solitary. It could lead to losing control. To losing my mind.

Be careful, they warned. Hold back my frustration. Forget I was alone. Right. They neglected to mention how not having a drop of blasted sunlight for weeks and weeks seemed to encourage nightmares and visions. They didn’t mention that, did they? No. Because then I might not have come here. Or was that more self-deception?

“You don’t fool me, you know.” Nerida’s voice again. “It obsesses you, Charlie, this need of yours to go to places most people never even dream of exploring. Passion is one thing. I have that. But you, my friend, you welcome the danger of going too far.”

“I have boundaries,” I told her.

“The solitude you’re going into could break through those, be more than you can handle. I already said why.”

Not so, I’d told her. I was an explorer, albeit no Shackleton or Scott or Worsley, maybe. But I would be content to do the job assigned and leave. If I could climb five-mile-high mountains, I could handle a few months on my own living on the ice. Still, her words nagged at me, as they always did when she came too close to the truth.

I kept to a schedule of things to do so as not to sink into worry, or worse, lethargy, which was known to degrade one’s mental state. Keep to a routine. Set up rituals. Memorize things. The three-week training had drilled that into me. Every morning when I got up I did exercises first, faithfully. Next, I recited poetry and lyrics, since there was no way to play my music, taking on a different set of verses for each day of the week. 

I’d also brought along the story “Farewell to the Master,” having learned it was the inspiration for “The Day the Earth Stood Still,” a movie I’d watched fourteen times. I read that story every Sunday. The idea kept rattling around in my brain, what if robots could take us over? I should have been born in the years of pulp science fiction. I had long believed this. It was a world that always made so much sense to me. Or maybe, I should have been born on another planet, like Klaatu. 

After my reading I always washed, breaking the ice covering the water. I stopped dreaming of a hot shower—it didn’t take much to trigger a depression. I had to be vigilant. Hygiene was critical, though not entirely manageable. I had three sets of identical clothing, each set to last six weeks before I felt too mucky in them. Then I ate breakfast, always the same, toast and raisins soaked in melted snow and the whole lot filling enough. Next, I made attempts at repairs needed in the hut, such as they were, usually by finding a better way to insulate the walls and floor. Not that I had much with me for the task. A lot of plastic sheeting, mainly, and duct tape. I had enough liquid fuel for another six months if I needed it. And always, always, checking the stove for fumes. My battery-powered CO2 monitor was top of the line.

I insisted on taking short walks when the weather was clear. It was unnerving at times when I switched off my headlamp, on a personal dare, for I could hear the stress cracking of the ice around me. Not to mention, on a glacier, detecting whether the next step could break through the snow into a crevasse was always a concern. I stayed on path.

Somehow, though, like the early explorers, I got used to the cold, and spent a lot of time wondering about humans in the Ice Age. Anyone living in the Upper Paleolithic time, the Last Glacial Maximum, lived in proximity to ice and snow, just like me. What did they think about it all? Did they think where they were was the totality of the universe? How did they navigate the cold? I kept wondering what it would be like if I could get back there and take some photos, be unseen so I didn’t frighten them, but get to see exactly how they lived, what they said, how they sounded, what they spent time doing, whether they had rituals of their own. They must have done. Rituals anchor us, for good or ill. I knew that well enough. I always felt a curious feeling of loss that I couldn’t see their world.

With the whiteout over at last, it was past time to get data from the location surrounding the canyon under Denman. The glacier itself was a mile thick. I hadn’t collected any new stats for six days because of the high winds. A couple of hours there and back, a few minutes studying the terrain, no worries. I had the odd thought it’d be nice to tell my retriever I’d be back soon, but of course, Lucas was enjoying life with temporary owners in a rainy city. Nerida had promised to visit and take him for walks.

In the headlamp, I could see a hundred feet in a wide radius and the clearly marked trail, which I would deviate from at my peril. The team that had helped me set up initially had scouted for dangerous ice and made sure I could always find the route to Denman by following the marker flags above the twelve-foot poles they’d secured in the ice every thirty yards. 

In the strange, unsettling deep blue and black night, it was difficult to keep worry away, even though I knew I was fine. So strange how two feelings could swirl inside me at the same time, even though they were opposites. It sapped my energy. Was I fine? Was I?

Halfway there, the unmistakable sound rang out. Metal on metal. The same banging I’d heard for weeks in the hut. Only this was much louder, and came from somewhere ahead of me. I felt my heart racing and the blood pounding in my ears. “Impossible,” I whispered, my breath coming fast and forming clouds in the air. I shut off the light, as if the darkness was an ally of some kind. Or did I think I wouldn’t be seen, like a child hiding behind a chair? Seen by what?

The silence returned.

I waited, my whole body tensed, ready to run if I had to, feeling in the still night something heavy, a weight pressing down upon the earth. Down upon me. My hands were trembling and I wanted desperately to turn around and go back. 

But what if something really was there? Wasn’t it my job to know, to find out, to report whatever I discovered? 

The silence continued. It was all right, my rational mind told me. More auditory illusion. The idea rushed in fast to back up the thought
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