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6 UNDER STORY

A giant red vehicle trundles towards them; 'IVAN'THE TERRA

BUS is painted on one side. Ivan's driver, a cheerful man in
a balaciava, tells them that the bus weighs seventy thousand

pounds" Laurel takes a seat beside the woman u'ho sat across from

her on the piane, After fifteen minutes, the driver announces

that they've crossed the transition point where ice gives way to

solid rock, and Laurel's hands unclench. Soon she sees the drab

mid-century buildings that make up McMurdo Station.

The woman sitting next to Laurel snorts. 'l didn't think
Antarctica would look like February in Wisconsin"

Laurel smiles. 'Crusty slushl Check. Giant Caterpillar machines)'
'Checl<.' The woman pushes her sunglasses on top of her

head and holds out a hand. 'Chatlie Morrison, from Milwaukee''

'Laurel Salter, from Madison.'
'We could have carpooled to O'Hare.'

'should have. I'd have been a lot less nervous,' says Laurel. 'Is

it your first time, too)'
Charlie nods. She looks to be near Laurel's age, thirty-six'

Her eyes are perceptive, and her broad cheekbones taper to a

delicate chin,

They walk together as the experts lead the newbies to the

dorms. Laurel doesn't ask what brought Charlie to McMurdo,

and Charlie doesn't ask her. Beyond the dirt roads of the base,

the landscape is cratered, white, and endless. Paie yellow ribbons

weave between clouds; mist swirls with the body of dust.

Laurel's tendency is to observe. When foraging for fungi, she

looks for aberration: fleshy folds against wood, roundness amid

angles. Here, something interrupts the line of the horizon. A
small dome of light appears to sit over the ocean. It reminds

Laurel of a bubble cut in two: faintly pink and translucent, with
an iridescent skin.

The sight pulls her. It looks not of this wor1d. Even from miles

away, it seems to make a sound: a crackle, low but generative,

constant.

But when she blinks
'Did you see that) L=

sky looks innocuous, iii
'See whatl' asks Cha:
Laurel shakes her l-e

hours. I think I'm losin:
'You wouldn't be the ,:

around herel "When vo-,

oddballs fa1l to the bot:c

It was Laurel's mother
Antarctica. In fuly, Lar,:.
how she moved robotic:
miracles were stripped :

on her wrist.
'Do you know,' she sa

favurek is living at the ::
'fules)'asked Laure-.

backyard, She hadn't s:
neighbour, in fifteen vea

'Guess,' said Clare,

Laurel had always thou.
During Laurel's childhoc
until the entire kitchen i_

pruned. In older age, tho.
aggravated Laurel, if onli
fore seerned related to - :

'l don't know,' said La-
'Chicago!' Clare laughe
Laurel had brought a:

and now she put it beh-
doing therel'

'Washing dishes, appa:



se^a Jr{s '}eq1 aroJeg, 'arel3 pres ,,{llua.redde 
.saqsrp Bulqse41,

,iarar1+ Surop
er{s s,+Eqr1\ (B)rlrre+uv, "{rau Jar{ putrlaq 11 1nd ar{s .^aou pue
'+eaq aq+ Jatrunol o+ 'aprslno qred a:r ue lq8rLo.rcl pEq Iarnef
.'e)r]f,reluv'qlnos rarluru 3l++il E .o5i, 'paqSnel r.rEIf, ,1o8elrq3,

,go8e:rq3, 'laJne.I pres ,,,u,ou>1 +,uop L
'IaIIIBJ s.le.rnE'l 'ra+lEs 31ad Jo g+eap eql - o+ palel3r peuaas eroJ
-rrer{+ Pue - re+JE aruof peQ 1l esnBteq,(1uoI ,1arne1 pa1e.,rer88e

+Er{} sseuln;deld e paldope pEq aLIS 'q8noql ,a8e raplo u1 .paun_rd

aarl aldde +sEI arl] ro 'prueal) uarq perl ueqrlr{ arrlua aq+ Ir}un
trs o1Jlasraq pe,{aollp +ou ppr{ arB[J 'poor{pllqr s.larne-I Buunq
'1e:r1:e;d (1ssa1q+nr sE rerlloru lar{Jo +qBnoq} s,{e,n1e peq larne.l

'aJei) pres ,'ssang,
,;a;a[I\, 's.rea( u3a+JU ur 'rnoqq8rau

poor{plrql raq '>1alna,ef saln{ o1 ua>1ods },upEr{ aqg .ple,(ryec1

s.larnel ur srrer{f, 3u1p1og ur +ES daql 'lsrnE1 pr{se ,gsa1n{,

,iluaurour arll 1e 8urru1 sr >1a.rn,,ref

arln[ a-raqu, 'pa1e1ar eJa,/y\ sn{l Jr sE ,pres aq-< ,,ru,ou>1 no.( oq,
']srr^a .raq uo

pueq E ind a.re13 uar{.u - aA\E 3:o '.raq tol .paddu+s eJa./y\ srlf,EJrur
s,eJnleu ualr ilaor{ ls>1se1 q8no.rq+ ,(11e:r1oqo.r palout JrIs ,^ oq

- {ro,{a +e alclnor} "raq Surqr.r:sap se.^a larne"I 
,.{1n{ u1 .Err+rre}uv

uy qo[ aq+ +noqe raq piol oq,u 'arel) 'rrr{+our s,larnE-l se/y\ }l

ru 

,,,'urouoq ei{r 01 IIEJ sreqppo
aIIl,,, 'sdes Erireq) ,,,'plro.^^ aq+ e1eqs no( uaq41, (r:aq punore
,{es Laq+ +Er{1K prEaq r-Lod a,teg 'auo dluo aq+ aq }.uplno^\ no ,

,'puru dur 8urso1 ru,l {uril+ I .srnorl

+q8ra-ft;o; ur IIe.^a 1da1s l,uareq L .peari raq se{Ei{s la"rne.I
'rrlrer{f sISe ,i+eq.^a aas,

'de1d e ra+Je aJlear{} e r{li ,snonlouur s>1oo1 d4s
eLI+ 'aJuasqe Er ul '8uiddo1s 's{se larne-J ,i}Er_ll aas no,( prq,

's:eaddesrp ll 's{ullq eqs uaq.u lng

Nit^ivINgfl goTHf

'alqe.rauat lng rtaol 'a1ax

salru tuou ue^I 'PIIo.s, sI

rl+l^['+ue)nlsuEr+ PUE Ttn
sPurruar 1I 'ueef,o ew Ia

v 'uozuoq aI{} Jo aurl a{

prtue ssaupunor 'pooa 1s

aqs'rtunJ ;o; 8urte-rog u;
.+snp 

Jo {poq ag+ q

suoqqu rrrollad elEd 'ssalP

'esEq aql Jo sPEor ulP aE

'oprn14p1A1 o1 alrrerl3 l#
eql ol sarcy$eu aq+ PeaI

e o1 radel seuoq{eeq) pl
'xrs-d1.rrq1 'ate s.1arnr1 :

sl, 'larne'l sdEs ,'snoa:au,

,':

,'aa{nErall}\l urorJ'uosur
rar{ Jo do1 uo sasseltrm

. i saurqleru rEIIrdJa+e) ilrEr

,'UISUO)SI/['

{uF{+ +,uPIP L 'suous I
'uollE+s oPrny{f}

qerP aq+ saas 3gs uoos 'r
o1 .(ervr sa,r.8 a:r eral{,u tr
se)unouue IoAIIP aql 'se

ruorJ ssolf,E les oq/$ uEurc

PuEsnoq+ dluaaas sqEra,r

ur uEur InJraer{l e taru
yUUIJ flHLNVA1, luraq



8 UNDER STORY

bartending in Buenos Aires. I suppose she's some kind of pro-

fessional traveller.'

That night, unable to sleep, Laurel Googled 'dishwasher

Antarctica'. The correct term, she learnt, was kitchen steward.

steward.s at McMurdo Station were tasked with cooking and

cleaning for the base's eclectic group of residents: scientists,

construction workers, engineers, ianitors, firefighters, adminis-

trators, employees at the world's southernmost post office" On

shift six days per week, she would have litt1e time to think. It

was work she could do, might even enjoy doing - manualwork,

meditative in its way, and useful. Researchers on base studied

solar physics and ocean systems, climate change and geology'

She could support these efforts, even if she wasn't working as

a scientist herself.

At three in the morning, she put the computer away' Ctazy,

she told herself.

But the next day, Laurel thought of Antarctica again' The

landscape was nothing like the one she knew; she would trade

Wisconsin's pastures and fertile prairie for volcanic rock and ice'

There would be almost none ol the fungi she studied, which

associated with plant roots, Children weren't allowed on base'

Even the light - six months of sun followed by six months of

darkness - would fool her, make her think she was living someone

else's life.

She found an old email address for fu1es. One month later,

fules replied with the name of a recruiter to contact in the States'

The tone of the email was friendly, but fules asked no questions.

Maybe she knew what had happened, and this was a gesture

of kindness - a mercy, not making Laurel explain' Or maybe

fules was surrounded by the people Clare had described, these

professional travellers. Maybe she wasn't surprised to hear from

someone who wanted to escaPe.

Laurel told no one she was applying. It was a lark, a double life

she was only fantasising about - r-rntil she received a call from the

recruiter. He was intrig,.;r
ting to be a dishwasher,

Laurel shut the door to :

of a break. He asked ii
communally. The conve:s

tossing her r6sum6 in f:.,

rant experience, young :
'The truth is,' she sa-c

Two days later, she rece

There was no guarantee

contracts - but Laurel sit

possible. There was a m€

recruiter wrote again: ii
could be cleared for the .,,

shrank and healthcare \\'

bladder ultrasound, Her c

next day - drifting on or
cell phone rang. A steu'a-

Laurel could fly out in Oc:,

It was surprisingly eas,

leave of absence from :,

dependents, She had ai:
house, which was too br,

Realtor called with an o:

professorships. Negotiai-

herself packing the res:

suitcases she was allorrer

She sent three emails:

O'Brien, her best frienc
graduate school advisor ',

morning, she found a p:

penguin-patterned paper

For some reason, I feel th'd

my mother, Olga, and ket
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10 UNDER STORY

Laurel uncovered a fur hat, Soviet in style, with ear flaps that

could be fastened at the crown or the chin, The golden fur was

impossibly soft, and the leather felt like butter. As she packed it
in her duffel, her mother called twice.

'Laurel)' Clare said, in the breathless tone she used when

talking about Walter. 'I just wanted to tel1 you that Walter will
be joining us for dinner.'

Clare had met Walter three months earlier on Our Time, a

dating rnebsite for seniors. Since then, she had talked of little else,

Almost everything teminded her of him: elevator music ('Waiter

works for the orchestra'), the nonfiction book on Laurel's couch

('Walter prefers novels'), even a parked Mini Cooper ('Walter -'
over six feet - 'would never fit'). Laurel felt as though her mother

were progressing in reverse - as though she'd become a teenager

after seventy years on Earth"

Now she rn'edged the phone between her ear and shoulder.

'But tiris is the last time we'll see each other.'

'l know, But you still haven't met him, and we don't know how

iong yorr'li be gone. What if he asks me to rnarty himl'
'l'11 be back by summer at the latest. Surely you won't be

engaged by then.'
'You act like we have all the time in the world,' Clare said.

At Walter's favourite Italian restaurant, he and Clare were

giddy. Laurel chastised herself: she was hnppy for her mother,

and Walter seemed kind. Itwasn't his fault that he wasn't Laurel's

father.

Maisie helped Laurel to transfer her belongings into storage.

On her last night, they ate Chinese food on the {loor of the empty

living room, Laurel leant her head against Maisie's shoulder, the

way she had in high school, Maisie's body was profoundly familiar:

her freckles and slender fingers; her thick, copper-coloured hair.

Laurel had no sibiings, but Maisie came ck:se. Even now, when

something notable happened, they had the same instinct they did

as teenagers: to grab each other and hold on, It was impossible

c

to re-create that physica

met in adulthood. Befor'

after - Laurel and Maisi
'l don't want to be so

'We11,' said Maisie, pr

going to the one place w

Only staff at research

continent.
'You could take a crr

thousand dollars.'
'Sold!' said Maisie, gi1

Laurel hadn't liked lir
agement. ('No*, listen to
You can live in your ba

Even after Eli moved out,

painted yellow; in the dre

in the apple trees that gre
with the first, a Prairie S

a sheet on top and tied a
outside with his hands c

she laughed, both in del
he hadn't known that tl
varieties, cro ss-pollinated

nursery, where she foun<

Now Laurei put her r

spend the night at Maisie

Quickly she picked the r
'Prairie Spies,' Laurel

to the porch. 'Your favou
'Oh, Laurel,' said BetL

stayed, but I understand.
Beth, an elementary sc

than Laurel. She lived wit
been diagnosed with can
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1,2 UNDER STORY

'How are you doingi' asked Laurel,

'Coping, I guess. It's funny: Mum turns eighty'eight next

week, but that still doesn't feel like enough time.' Reversing,

Beth covered her mouth. 'Forgive me. I'm being greedy. She's

lived a good, long life.'

The scene at the dorm reminds Laurei of college rlove-in day.

Residents leave their doors open, and every few rninutes, she

hears a shriek of recognition. Duf{bl bags slump in the doorways;

cross-country skis lean against the wa1ls. Laurel sees rnore than

a handful of musical instruments, protected inside latched and

shapeiy cases.

She has two roommates. Charlie is the first; the second is

Nita Choudhury, a marine biologist who studies octopuses in the

Southern Ocean. This is Nita's sixth summer at McMurdo, 'and

no,' she says, helping to lug their suitcases over the threshold, 'l
still don't have a single, but neither does anyone else. I've been

w'aiting for the two of yorr all day"'

Nita is tall, her thick hair secured in a silver clip, She wears a

purple zip-ttp sweater with jeans and knitted slippers. A pendant

necklace, also silver, hangs between her collarbones, and the room

smells like her gardenia perfume. There are two bunlt beds and

a singie; the desk and closet are shared. Nita maintains a steady

stream of chatter ('We're lucky t<l be in the same building as

the galley; most people have to gear up just to get their morning

coffee') while Laurel and Charlie unpack, They take the bunk

beds out of respect for her seniority. It's hard not to feel that

Laurel has regressed. In Madison, her house wasn't large, but

all of it was hers.

Nita gives them a tour, 'There's a landline in every room for

calls on base - cell phones don't work, but you'llknow that already.

Don't bother with the television unless you want to watch the

military satellite feed or you brought a video game hookup, which,
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14 L]NDER STORY

expedition glimpsed the Antarctic coast, but ninety years passed

before Roald Amundsen's team reached the pole,

A map appears on the projector. Research stations from thirty-

seven countries are scattered on either side ofthe Transantarctic

Mountains that divide West Antarctica from East, The outposts

on Maudlandia, the eastern continental coast, include China's

Zhongshan Station, India's Bharati Station, and the American

Amundsen-Scott Station, located in the bul1's-eye of the South

Pole, To the west, bases for Korea, Spain, Ukraine, Great Britain,

Argentina, Chile, and the Czech Republic climb the Antarctic

Peninsula. Belowthat, between Russia's Russkaya Station and New

Zealand's Scott Base, McMurdo sprawls across volcanic Ross Island,

The administrator gestures to the flags. These countries have

one thing in common: they all signed the Antarctic Treaty of
r959, which suspended territorial claims. Military activity, nuclear

activity, and extraction are forbidden. Antarctica, the only conti-

nent without an Indigenous population, is to be used solely for

scientific inquiry. Though they can study polar wildlife, human

beings cannot interfere with their lives - or, if it happens, their

deaths. Observations are to be shared freely with other countries,

and ail research stations are closed to the public' To Laurel,

Antarctica seems to be the most functional place on Earth.

Nita was right: afterwards, they are starving. Disoriented, too,

u,ith no sense of how to find their way back to Building r55. They

ask for directions from a woman standing under a streetlamp,

smoking a cigarette in scuba gear. When they arrive, it's nine

o'c1ock.

'There you are,' Nita sits at a round table with knitting in
her iap, 'Don't worry about getting the lay of the land; iust scarf

something that looks decent and we'l1 get you to sleep' There's

to-go food in the deli, but beware the pastramr - Louis!'

A furtive-looking man by the toaster oven falters, and a ro11

of bread drops dully to the floor.
'|esus, Nita. I thought you w'ere Waldrup,'

C

Nita sets her knitting
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'l haven't slept in thirt)
But his tone is fond,

affection.
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