IAN R. MACLEOD
HOME TIME

MORNINGS HERE ARE JUST as bad as mornings anywhere else. | sit up in my bunk and
scowl a the mirror. The celling feels close as a coffin over head, and if |

reach out either way, | can touch thewalls. We travelers need atight placeto

cal our own; aburrow to crawl into. Here at Epsilon Base, we call them torpedo

tubes.

It'smy turn to fix breekfast. The three of us chomp shriveled wafflesand
pseudo-bacon hunched around the little table in the kitchen area. Weve dl put
on weight during our stay; stress and boredom do that to you. Janey'sin jeans
that were tight three months ago when we started out and now ook smply
painful, the same T-shirt as yesterday and the day before. Figgis rereads one of
his old technica mags, aglob of butter hanging on the strands of the beard

he's grown over aface still neat with youth. No one says aword. Janey tosses
her greasy blonde hair. She sighs. As| didn't hear any deep-period ramblings
between their torpedo tubes, | guessI'm gitting in the chilly dipstream of a
lover'sargument.

My turn to clean up. Funny how often the rotaworks that way, but till | can't

be bothered to argue. Gives me something to do before we get ready for the final
lump. In anice domestic touch, Epsilon’'s Korean designer placed thetiny basin
beside aporthole so you can see out as you stand there. | plunge my handsinto
the warm recycled water.

Outside, the storm has died. My hands pause, aimlessfish swimming. Ice fursthe
rim of the porthole like the white spray that was used in shop windows at
Christmas back in England when | was akid. It's October, which meansthat the
sun here dances afire around the horizon. The high . winds of afew hours ago
have |eft Sregksin theice like the claw marks of some giant animd. The slorm
may have died, but faintly through thefiltered triple glass, | can till hear

thewind. In the Antarctic, it never stops.

By the same cosmic coincidence that made it my turn to cook and clear, it also
falsto meto check the outside of Epsilon before our next Jump. Thereésno
room for meto kit up in my outsuit in my torpedo tube, so | havetodoitin

the one corner of the cramped living pod that isn't strung with washing. Figgis
and Janey just St around and watch as| strip down to braand knickers. I'm
conscious of my wobbling marbled flesh and the stray bits of body hair, but of
course I'm just good old Doctor Woolley; she's past modesty and al that kind of

thing.

It fedds good to squeeze into the privacy of theinner hatch, to bang it shut

and watch thewarm air cloud to crystal as the frozen atmosphere gushesin.
There's no question that, barring the ocean floor, I'm facing the most hostile
amosphere on Earth. Nothing compared to 10 or Venus, of course, but astronauts



don't have to breathe the atmosphere or fiddle barehanded with bits of frozen
machinery that can ped the skin off your handslike arubber glove. And
astronauts have up-to-date equipment. And they're dl Taiwanese.

The outer hatch booms open. The shiny outsuit hisses and squedls asit adjusts
to the 60-degree drop in temperature. | climb out and down. The white hits my
eyes. My lungs go solid tight inside my chest. | glance back. Janey'sfaceisa
the porthole. She gives me asmile and awave, like someone moving off ona
train. | ssomp afew yards acrosstheice.

Epsilon is shaped like adumpy starfish. The central mound containsthe main
life support systems and the comms bay, with the kitchen, the torpedo tubes, the
living bay, the medica bay and snout of the canhopper fanning off. | can't say
that Epsilon actudly looks like a starfish because --in the one part of the

dedl that our collegeredly held out for--the whole of the outer body was
re-coated in military-grade camouflage paint before we left our hometime. Even
now, from what must be no more than twenty shuffling paces away, | haveto
squint hard to make it out as more than another frost ghost given momentary
redity by the wind. Janey's gone. Figgis, too. | could almost be dlone.

| pick my way around the drifts and hollows, checking for accidental debris,
anomaliesthat would amost certainly destroy us. The bitter wind pushes and
pullsat me like an argument. It roarsin my ears. | do adow circuit of
Epsilon, then another for luck. Thewind has dready raked avay my first
footsteps. | brush ice away from the canhopper's cockpit.

"Woolley!" Janey's voice suddenly crackles over thewind in my ears. "What are
you doing out there?'

"Won't belong,” | say, then pluck off agloveto reach insde my hood and
didodge the commswire. | don't need you, Janey, not out here. Woolley doesn't
need anyone.

| breethe the air. The wind snatches the frozen vapor from my lips and throwsiit
back in my face as grit. Overhead, the sky islace over blue oblivion. When |
was a child and my mother first told me stories about this place, | used to
imagine that there really was a pole up here, striped like a candy stick, around
which the planet revolved.

| squint, darkening the lenses of my goggles by acouple of notcheswith the
presspad insde my mittensas| re-ingpect the ground. But it makeslittle
difference. Pure Antarctic roars over my inadequate senses. I'm leaning twenty
degreesinto the wind just to stand up. Looking down a my feet, | seethe drift
iceracing. Nothing fed s ill. Snow hereisasrareasrainin adesart; all

that ever happensisthat the wind drivestheice, scooping it into high drifts,
baring the underlying sirata, destroying-- thank God--every trace of life. White
on white on white. | still haveto kegp reminding mysdlf that weareinthe Y ear
of Our Lord, 1890.

Gladgtoneis Prime Minigter in England. Zeta Tauri isgill adistant dar.



Etcetera, etcetera. Look at it thisway: if | fumed my back and walked out
acrosstheice away from Epsilon, if | crossed the Queen Maud Mountains and got
asfar asthe McMurdo Sound and came across awhaler lost amid the penguins and
icebergsfar fromitsnorma hunting ground, if those rough and stinking men

would take me aboard, | could visit Indiain the Rg, Imperial Saint Petersburg,
Venice before the flood. Chat with Marx or Freud, ride through Londonin a
hansom cab. The whole world--if my very presence didn't cause it to heaveinto
oblivion--would be mine.

My toes are dying off. | turn back. When | reach the porthole, | remember that
I've tom out my commswire. A tiny worm of panic boresa my spine. But theré's
no need to worry. Janey's seen Woolley through the porthole, and she lets
Woalley in. She and Figgis once again watch the show asthisugly butterfly
sripsfrom her chrysdlis out-quit, but by now | can't be bothered to fed any
irritation. Weve al got other things on our minds.

Itstimefor our find Jump up the line. We clamber through the interna hatch
to the communications bay. Figgisisin charge of this aspect of themisson, so
he gets the comfy chair in front of the console while Janey leans her rump
againgt amainframe that's so old it bearsan IBM logo. | have to stoop
awkwardly under aplastic strut.

Figgisdrums hisfingers. Janey chews her lips vigoroudy. Pushing strands of
graying mousy hair back from my face, | wonder what exactly it isthat | do that
getson their nerves. The numbers on the 2D screentick by in seconds. The
consoleisamess of the scribbled stickers that Figgis used to re-labdl the

original Korean han'gul script. Taped besideit isapostcard of Interlaken

where hetook apre-Epsilon break, blowing what little advance money the College
had been prepared to loan him. The plastic ski runs on the arid mountain dopes
look like spilled rolls of toilet paper.

Jumps are something | can never get used to. Thisisthe fifteenth if you count
the big power surge that first threw us back to 1565 and the vicinity of the
South Pole. From there we've moved up through the years --collecting data and
growing increasingly weary of each other--by a series of smaller Jumps powered
by our own interna batteries. Now at least we're that much closer to home.

Figgis gives up drumming hisfingers and beginsto stroke hisbeard, tugging it
asthough he's trying to pluck a chicken. The minutes plod by on the screen, and
each oneisjudt like any other. Busthistime of waiting is specid with worry.
Jumpsinvolve the orbit of the Earth around the Sun, the rotation and the
ever-outward drift of the Galaxy. And then you must add to that the flow of time
itself. What actudly happensisthat for adimensonlessmoment weexist in
severd times and places at once, hovering like amayfly over the waters of
redlity as Epsilon ca culates exactly where we should land. So far, the system
has worked perfectly....

That'swhat's happening now. We Jump and the porthole on our right fillswith
the soundless buzz of the Jump, which isamaost the way the old-fashioned TV
screens used to go between channels, but pushed back to three or possibly four



dimensions. A blizzard without color or sound, aglimpseinto the swirling
plughole of the non-universe, aplace wherethereisin fact nolight at all,

where the absence of everything means even an absence of nothing. We al know
that our eyes are smply tricking us when wetry to look. We know by now that
it's better not to.

The screen registers contact. Stocking ladders of data flutter and clear. Figgis
gtsback and rests his hands behind his neck. The chair creaks. | can smell his
swedt. | guess he can smell mine. We brace ourselves for something more. But
that'sit. ThisisMarch 14, 1912. Epsilon iswel within tolerance--even if

we're not. Figgis pulls harder at his beard. Janey draws another flake of skin
back across her lips.

"So what we have here)" Figgis says, "is 1912. Tell uswhat's happening,
Woolley."

Thisisour ritud. | half-close my eyes and recite that Asquithis Prime

Minigter in Britain, that the Titanic will soon be gtarting her maiden voyage

from Southampton. | describe how Nijinsky'swowing Paris, and explain that China
teasjust become aRepublic. | don't mention that Roald Amundsen has reached the
Pole amonth and a half ago, and that Captain Scott's men are still struggling

to get back to Cape Evans. That goes without saying.

"You see," Figgissaysto Janey, tipping her asmile, the beginningsof a
reconciliaion. "Woolley knows her stuff.”

"That'sme" | say. | grin and dap the strut I'm leaning on with one of my big
hammy hands. "Good old Doctor Woadlley...." Epsilon boomsfaintly. "Let's get

gang.

"You'retheboss," Janey smilesup at me. For aweird moment, | can amost see
why men find her attractive. And | wonder if I'd become alesbian if she turned
it on strongly enough using dl that stuff with the pressing titsand the

fluttering eyel ashes, the way she doeswith Figgis. Perhgpsthat would bethe
answer to dl Woolley's problems. Janey's smile widens. Woolley finds herself
blushing as she headsfor the ladder between the dangling knickersand Y -fronts.

JANEY PILOTSthe canhopper. Figgisand | squat on the rumbling sests over the
engineswith the stretcher | rack crammed behind. Watching Janey now, brushing
the control s as though they were bruised, the deeves of her outsuit rolled back
from those narrow wrists, | can't help but admire her ease and absorption. The
canhopper rocks dightly asthe eddy from an ice dune tucks under the fusdage
and her hand dides out to brush the boost control. The tone of the right engine
dtersafraction through my pelvis, then resumes.

Figgis has got the big Canon holocam balanced on hislap. He nods toward it and
saystome, "Did | tel you that Janey and | gavethisatria run afew weeks

ago in her torpedo tube?' He's grinning. Back in 1650, Janey and Figgis were at
maximum rut for each other. It didn't exactly keep them quiet, but it did keep
them more or less out of my way.



| force anod, and the skin of my outsuit crackles asif it sharesmy

discomfort. Janey's eyes are ill on the window. She doesn't even blink. She's
so wrapped up in piloting the canhopper that Figgisand | can talk about her as
though sheisn't here. Over her head on the consae isthe date and time. March
14, 1912. And the day isyet young; Epsilon's computers have thoughtfully
avoided any kind of Jump lag. It'still only 10:30 in the morning.

Trackless, unseen, undetected, we sail five meters above theice desert on an
electro-magnetic tide. | was expecting a storm, but everything looks clear and
sharp as awedding cake, the sun gold and midway down the sky now, well into the
polar autumn. Asaways, | looked for changes when wefirst crawled out onto the
shattered ice of this new era, but there was nothing. If it were safefor usto

Jump asfar 1950, it might be possible to pick out that hint grayish haze that

the jet pilots had started to report in the sky, but the red differencesin

this polar environment are being sniffed out by Epsilon's many sensors. More
methane, more nitrogen, more carbon dioxide. More of most things apart from
oxygen. Evenif the dictates of relative safety hadn't determined our choice,

the very Serility of the Antarctic would till have madeit anidedl placefor
monitoring the planet. But that's down to the datain the spectrometers that our
collegewill eventudly download and sdll to the highest bidder. All our poor
human senses can report is whiteness.

Janey clicks her lipsopen. "Thisisit, folks™" she says.

| lean forward to see out of the windscreen. She'sright; there are black specks
on the horizon. The canhopper sails quickly toward them.

Flags. Uptilted skis.
"For God's sake don't knock anything over...." Figgis murmurs.

But Janey'sin control. The engines sigh to ahat. The canhopper settlesits
smooth underside a safe distance away acrosstheice.

We bang elbows aswe sedl up the out-quits and the specialy wide and flat-soled
shoes. Figgis says he thinks Woolley should go first. Janey nods from underneath
her hoot and mask. | fedl aflood of gratitude, but as| unsed the hatch, |
wonder if they'redoing it thisway just so that Woolley'll get the blameif
anything goeswrong. Not that any of usredly need to worry about that.

And out. And down the steps. Thisredly doesfed like ahistoric moment. Even
if Scott isamonth gone from the Pole and Amundsen by longer, we're londly
travelers here, too. Amid these fragile signs of human presence, it feds asif
we've arrived somewhere at last. The wind pours over me. It fluttersthe
Norwegian and British flags. Thelittle tent Amundsen left behind is half-buried
indrift ice. Hes dready safely back at Framheim and preparing to report his
triumph to theworld, but Scott's tesm are till out there, with Petty Officer
Evans dready dead ant Captain Oates Sarting to limp badly....



Black shapes of tent and ski poles, the sun low and distant across the sparkling
ice. Thewhole scene belongs in some Edwardian painting, but it makes me fedl
incredibly nogtalgic for past times of my own, for the stories my mother used to
tell me on late afternoons after school by the lake in the park. Though she had
never been to the Arctic, shefilled my head with dreams of whiteness; a
once-upon-a-time continent that, at least until this last dreadful century,
remained dmost untouched by man. She told me about Shackleton, Amundsen,
Scott.... Their names grew sharp for me as pavement frost. | saw them as
slhouettesin the wild white dark, hopeless and determined, their ships crushed
by the ice, death walking besde them, struggling endleady back toward base
camp.

We have a picture show back at Epsilon when weve finished. We'redl unusualy
chatty. | don't know about Janey and Figgis, but for me the ordinary detailswe
found out there were the biggest shock. These men may be legends from my
childhood history, but here at the Pole they were just weary and afraid. They

left an inconsequentid litter behind them. God knowswhy, but one of those
narrow bicycle repair tinswas lying out on the rough ice. There were frozen dog
turds from the huskies, a Norwegian cigarette packet, a screwed-up wrapper of
Cadbury's chocolate. It dmost looked like the remains of apicnic. | longed to
touch.

We kept the holocam running al of the time, and that's what we're watching now.
Wedidn't redlize what we were doing at the time as we grouped self-consciousy
around the tent and the flag, but our pose mimicswith terrible clarity those

old shots of Amundsen's and Scott's teams doing the same thing. It's eerie. We
look almost astired and afraid.

Janey makes dinner for achange. She ransacksthe store for freeze dried plaice
and mushrooms, little balls of cardboardy rice. Shelooksat Figgisdl thetime
he eats. A peace offering, of course. He gets the message and rumbles mae
comments about how good it tastes. And there's some acidic Frascati she's
recongtituted to loosen us up. We keep the conversation safe, going over ground
aready worn smooth with repetition.

After coffee, | offer to clear up in the expectation that Janey and Figgiswill

beat a swift retreat to the torpedo tubes to discuss more urgent matters. But
something goes wrong behind my back and Janey storms off done, shouting Y ou
Never thisand Why Don't Y ou that, leaving Figgis drumming hisfingers on the
table and the cramped atmosphere colder than it is out there beyond the
porthole.

More than happy to stay out of it, | take ashower and give mysdlf agood
rubdown, marveling a the swelling blueveinsin my legs. Then | flop down
insde my Korean-sized torpedo tube baled up in my dressing gown. Faintly, |
can hear Janey till sobbing next door. | close my eyes. Relax, Woolley.
Tomorrow'sabig day. The biggest. | wish | could imagine--

Figgisrapson the haich. Hewantsto talk. | let himin.



"Thisdl isso ordinary,” he says, crouched between the little shelf and the
rim of the bunk. "Janey and | are arguing like kids. I wish | had your distance
from thiskind of thing, Woolley."

"Didn't the College psychologiststdll you what was going to happen when they
did the profiles?

He shakes his head, then nods. "Y eah, but | didn't believethem.” He pulls at
his beard. "What did they tdll you?"

"They told mel'd belondly.... They told me | wasused to it and that | would
cope.” | pause, but why not speak the truth for a change? " They told me that you
two squabbling and screwing would get on my nerves.”

He reaches out ahand. My veiny legisgticking out of my dressing gown asfar
asmy thigh. Hegivesit apat. "I'm sorry, Woolley."

"That'sokay," | say, shifting dightly to cover mysdlf. "Y ou read any truthful
account of thiskind of misson, it'sawaysthe same. Think of Thigh onthe

Bounty."

Figgisgrins. "And Captain Oatesis cursng Scott for hisincompetence at this
very moment.”

"That'sright,” | say.

He pauses. Janey's gone quiet next door. Probably listening to us, trying to
catch the words over Epsilon's plastic hum and the muffled scream of the wind.
"Can | ask you aquestion?”'

"Hreaway."
"Tell me how you fed about sex, Woolley. I've dways wondered.”
"Y ou mean, do ugly people have asex drivel And if so, what do we do with it?

He doesn't answer. He's down to shorts and a cutoff T-shirt that's ridden up
over histaut belly so that | can see the beginnings of his pubic hair. His

whole body is clear and sharp; no cause for shame. His eyes are sharp too, and
his breath smells sweet through that ridiculous beard: maybe he's drunk another
bottle of the wine. Y ou get used to seeing bits of people when you're adoctor.
But that isn't the same asthe whole.

"Yes" | say. "l do have asex drive. And I'm not avirgin, either. | was once
nineteen like everybody else. Y ou know what it used to belike at those parties
when the College was il taking regular admissons? When people paired off,
there was dways some lad drunk enough to do the ugly bitch in the corner a
favor. | went through al of that...that phase. But sex onitsownisa
disappointment, isn't it? It's everything that surroundsit that counts.”



Figgisseyesdont flicker. Hes watching me the way Janey watchesthe
instruments when she's piloting the canhopper. "Would you have liked to have
children?' heasks.

That's another question entirely, athough | understand from my own bitter
inward argumentstheat it follows on neatly enough. Isthat why I'm thinking
about my mother so much these days?

| take abreath. "I don't know," | say. "Thingswould just be different. |
probably wouldn't be here for agtart.”

"Yeah," hesayswith asigh, and | redize that I've been tactless. Heleans
forward. | like the way hisyoung muscles move, and for amoment | wonder if |
don't detect some sexua charge--or at least aneed for sharing--in this close
torpedo air. But he'sjudt trying to shift his arse on the uncomfortable rim of

the shelf. Figgis, he's at ease with Woolley. He could amost be on hisown. He
says, "Do you think Janey's adegp?’

"| doubt it."
"Wel maybe | should go see her. Clear theair.”
| smile. "You do that."

So Figgisworks hisway out of Woolley's torpedo tube and bangs the hatch shut,
leaving mewith hisfaint mannish odor, my own stde disgppointments. | dim the
lightsand lie back. | play music through my earset for awhile. I1t's Bill Evans

in concert, June 25, 1961, but even asthe basdine joinsthe piano for "My
Foolish Heart, " | can hear Janey and Figgis next door. Making up. He's
groaning, she'sgroaning. It'sno good. | turn the music off and wait for

slence. And it comes, it comes. With Epsilon humming and the faint gathering
storm, my fingers reach down and find the place, and touch. | redlizethat I'm
aroused anyway. Poor old Woolley gets off just on the sound of other people
doing it. My fingers circle and dance. The darkness moveswith them. For afew
moments, the sun breaks through the rainclouds and flickerswhite on alake
where laughing bodies dive and mingle, going deep to a place where there's
nothing but music, nothing but light.

My vision spins back. Thistorpedo tube. The sound of my heart. Eventually, |
deep, and | dream, as so often recently, about my mother. And with her face,
with her voice, comes an echo of trolley wheds squedling along a hospita
corridor, the bright wash of fluorescent light, theitchy fed of the stool on

which | had to sit and wait for her on that day she went to collect her test
results. The dream’s so familiar that part of me'sjust watching. As she comes
back through those swing doors and stoops toward me, somehow still managing to
keep asmile on her face- looking, in fact, dmost relieved--1 redlize that she
must have dready known that she had cancer. Mum was dso a doctor, after all.
And they always tend to expect the worst when their own hedlth's at stake. So
thiswould just be confirmation that she was dying.



Perhaps she brought me with her to the hospital for moral support; perhapsit
wasjust because it wasin the school holidays and she didn't know what elseto
dowith me. And | sat waiting for her on that seet in the corridor whilst the
nurse behind the desk gave me sweets that had gone sticky in their wrappers.

The face of thewoman | see coming out through those double doors--big jaw,
small mouth, big forehead, large, deep, close-set eyes--ismuch like the one

that stares back a me nowadays from the mirror, evenif | do sometimeswish |
could manage her smile. Mum said something to me as she bent down. Alwaysin
these dreams, | can see her lips move, but | can't quite understand. Not

exactly. It was something about making the most of time, love. Time. Love. Home.
Not Long...somethinglike that. And, as awaysin my dream--in memory, too--I
strain to catch her words. But | can never quite hear them.

MUM DIED WITHIN A YEAR. Shefumed gray and her skin faded off her big bones and
the pain that she was reluctant to take medication for often made her irritable.
Little Woolley was eleven by then, with most of her mother's ugly features, most
of her mother's gptitudes. Like Mum, | was already aloner, the giver and taker

of easy playground jokes. And, like Mum, | eventualy became adoctor. The only
thing about me, redlly, that's different--until recently, anyway, when even my

own biologica clock has given off the occasional pre-menopausa ping--isthat
I've never entertained thoughts of having children. Not that Mum took the usual
step of pairing off with a suitable man. Like me, | suppose, that course was
lessthan straightforward for her. She went instead to a sperm bank and had the
thing done coldly, methodicaly, without dl the lies and the fumbling, the

pretenses of passon. Thusit wasthat little Woolley, the product of anameless
and unknown father, findly entered the world. Thusit wasthat Woolley began a
lifethat has ended up herein the Antarctic of adifferent century asthe

product of geneswhich had, gppropriately enough, been frozen.

Two hours out from Epsilon on thetrail of the British Antarctic Expedition

under the command of Robert Falcon Scott. Janey pushes the canhopper hard across
theice plateau. She'sin control. Figgis drums hisfingers. Thetight air

inside the canhopper resonates as the engines drone. Whatever happened between
the two of them last night has | eft aresidue that lies somewhere between love,

lust, anger, despair; the Greeks probably had aword for it. It seemsto methat
they've both finaly redlized that thisrelationship isheading in the same

direction as every other relationship they've ever been involved in: that the
personality profileswereright. Thefact is, Janey and Figgis-—-despite their

good looks, their relative youth, their admirable if somewhat over-specific
intellects-are both congtitutionaly incapable of sustaining along-term

friendship, let donelove. At timeslikethis, | fed truly sorry for them, and

sense more easly the desperation that has driven them here. Both
double-divorcees, Janey and Figgis have been gected from the present at least
asthoroughly as poor old Woolley has. Perhaps they'd entertained thoughts of
staying together, of using the chat show and media spin-off feeswe're hoping to
get when our college goes public to buy a proper house in a Sony enclave and
recover custody of the children they've left in their turbulent wake....

Amazing, when you think about it, that we've lasted out thiswhole month



together. But we have--just about. The profileswere right about that, too. Me,
I'm smply glad that we're nearly at the end of it, and that the chances seem
reasonably high that well return to hometime.

"Your turnto drive, Woolley."
| blink my way back to the present.

"Okay, Woolley? You look like..." Janey glances back over her shoulder. The
canhopper ison hover and she's human again. She smilesahuman amile. "...I'd
better not say.”

Right, | think. Right.

| take the controls. All the dias are pointing toward the top--except for those
didsthat should bein the middle, which arein the middle, and those which

aren't working at al or have been disconnected, which are limp, or blank. |

ease the canhopper forward. Another couple of hours on the plateau for Janey to
rest before the difficult bit. Theice rushes by, not asfast as before athough
Woolley does her Woolley best. | search left and right for the tracks left by
Scott's men, but thereis nothing. Even assuming they kept a coursethis

graight on their return, the wind scours everything away.

The sun has dropped west, but | still need to keep the screen fairly dark. | can
make out the faint reflection of Figgisant Janey behind me. | watch Figgisrest
his hand on theinsde of Janey'sthigh. | concentrate on the driving.

Three Degree Depot flashes by acouple of hundred meters east. Flags and litter.

| circle once at distance, but we decide not to stop. We're too afraid by now,

too hurried, too eager. The sun dides closer to theice at our backs, throwing

huge shadows. Far ahead, something jagged bresks the flat horizon. The canhopper
races on. Saw serrations become teeth, teeth become mountains. The sun sinks
lower and reddens, daubing them with blood.

Janey yawns behind me. She says, "Move over, Woolley."

| dow the canhopper without argument. Janey settlesinto the pilot's seet.
Figgis scratches his beard.

The Transantarctic Mountains rise and rise, damming the glacier of the Polar
plateau. Theice startsto buckle into greet ridges. We're salling over the
wreckage of avast conflict. Janey hasto climb hard on manud to get over and
around the pressure faults. Looking out of the side window and down into the
blue chasmsisamost as bad as saring out of the porthole during a Jump. The
canhopper's engines hisswith effort and | lever my armsfor balance against the
bulkhead.

Everything ishuge...blood and shadow. Trying to ignore the part of my mind that
ingsts on trying to give meaning to the shapes, | crane my neck up toward the
mountain flanks where there are dashes of bare stone. Scott's men made specia



detours, just to take off their mittens and touch. In thisdesert of ice, | can
understand why.

We passinto mountain shadow. It can't be possible, but | fedl the chill. Then

out into aglare of light, too extreme for the screen’'s somewhat aged dimmersto
cope with. Janey dows abruptly as shewaitsfor the whiteout to settle. Were
moving through ajagged gouge; it'stoo rough to be called avaley. The shadow
blinks ovaus again. Bluishice tumblesinto squaresthat for agiddy instant

could be the size of sugar cubes of the blocks God hewed to make the universe.
Janey checks the readouts, draws back to atotal crawl. Now that the engines are
quietened, | can hear the patter of wind-driven ice striking the canhopper's
fusdage

Slow ahead. The canhopper crestsaridge. Theresaglimpse of afar horizon,
then another ridge, and my stomach drops into space beyond. Thewind tipsus
like akite but Janey's hands ate three places at once, taking usdown a
magnetic dide. The Beardmore Glacier isbelow us, animmensefan of iceand
moraine doping out from the mountains. The land ends here but the ice carries
on, the Great Shelf filling the bay of Ross Sea. My stomach settlesand for a
few moments| believe | can see the blue rim where the ocean finaly begins, but
that's 400 kilometers away and already the cloud directly below isthickening.

It closes over. We drift down the lce Falls...Ghost shipslean from the coiling
mist. There are cracks and chasms--it'sadevil's stairway. | keep telling

mysdf that five starving men have recently picked their way up and down this
glacier and beyond. | can't bdieveit' not even when Janey dowsto point out a
discarded glove lying closeto a crevasse. Figgis muses that maybe thisisthe
place where Petty Officer Evansfell and neatly lost hislife, evenif there are
grounds for supposing that the accident was dreamed up by Scott to provide an
excusefor Evanssdrift into insanity.

We pass the flags and the wreckage of Last Glacier Depot. | can sense
desperation in those remains as Janey doesadow circuit. Shreds of tom canvas.
Theice scuffed as though there was some kind of fight. A dented paraffin can
rests agood twenty meters away; it'sall too easy to imagineit being kicked or
thrown there in anger when they find out that the extreme cold had leeched its
precious contents away. And Evanswill be sulking and muttering to himself, ill
and getting iller. And Scott remains doof, perhaps aready sensang what lies
ahead; that hisdiary will be the only thing that matters. We're catching up on
them now, both in time and distance. They were here twenty days ago:
unbelievably, it'staken usjust haf aday in the canhopper to gain awhole
month on them.

Everything is so rea now. So close. Everything ese weve done; dl the

research, all the secrecy, al the back room dedls, dl the delays, the endless
planning, al the reassurances weve given oursaves that, despite the odd tiff

and hiccup, things have been going pretty well; they count for nothing.

Suddenly, we redlize that we're gpproaching the only moment in this journey that
ever mattered. Forget about fame and money and glory and science ant history.
Forget about the muffled argumentsin the torpedo tubes and park bench dreams of



whiteness, the endlesswastes of half adozen lost centuries. Forget about the
hope of what we might or might not bring back to hometime. We're smply very,
very arad.

Even dlowing for thefact that the universe, at least in mathematica terms,
seemsto function just aswell running backward asit doesforward, time travel
remains aparadox, amystery. In many ways, we know little more about it than
did the researchers who made that first tentative backward-nanosecond push a
quarter of acentury ago. Can you redly assassinate Hitler, Napoleon, give an
early warning to the resdents of Pompeli, Hiroshima, Liverpool? Thetruthis
that, in asense, we gtill don't know.

Of course, time-travel research wasingtantly ahot property. Imagine! A bomb
that arrives at itstarget beforeit'sbeen fired! A drategic early warning
computer that Jumps backward to give itsdf timeto issue commands! Better
dill, you can diminate the commanders of pesky military rivals before they've
been born! For awhile, the possibilities seemed endless. But they were not.

Thetimdinewe live within is somewhat eastic, and will seemingly accept the
disruptionsthat the very presence of something like Epsilon will cause, but it
isds0 extremey sengtive. Anything that might actualy change thingssmply
disappears with nothing more than aclap of returning air. That, a leadt, is
the generally accepted theory. As, by the nature of these things, any
time-disruptive Jumps have smply failed to return, and have left no mark on
history, there will dways be room for doubt. It may be that the stored-up
energy that the outraged meta-universe emits when confronted with an
irreconcilable kink in time seeds anew big bang. Or it may be, as some
optimists il assert, that those lost time-travel ers and recording devices are
il out there in some dternate re-run of our world. But even the optimists
have no answer to the question of how they can be deemed to have got there using
timetravel from a"future' that will no longer betheir own. And the optimists
haven't looked out of Epsilon's portholes during mid-Jump.

For dl our hunger for the past, it seemsthat we can only peer under itsvery
edges. And, for reasons that may have something to do with our penchant for
recording and studying history, or possibly even the anthropic cosmologica
principle, it remains especialy dangerous to tamper with the works of man. The
very universe, it seems, ressts. Thusit wasthat many internationd tregties

and protocols were agreed, to be policed by watchdogs at least as powerful as
those that oversaw the rampant proliferation of nuclear weaponsin the previous
century. The United Koreans, in particular, were more consistent in the breach
than the observance. In view of their spectacular military and indudtria

success, it may be that they succeeded where othersfailed. But even they "emto
havelogt interest now. Timetravel--at least in the sense that we once imagined
it--isitsdf in danger of becoming history.

FIGGISTAKES THE CONTROLS for awhile as the canhopper dides awvay from the
rubble of the glacier. Janey curls up in the seat beside me and snatches

reluctantly at deep. A storm blows up quickly, lying flat white acrossthe

screen one moment, then tunneling back and back the next. It looks unnervingly



like the empty buzz that comes when you Jump.

The clock above the screen says 2:30 P.M. Match 15, 1912. We have abig
margin--thereredly is no need to push this hard--but we are caught up in the
urgency of the chase, the need to get things done. Unbdlievably, the storm gets
worse. Janey takes over, and even she hasto use the scanners. The green images
flicker. | can seelips and faces, the star-skulls of Lovecraftian Old Ones.

Gothic shrinesto the wind. Facesin the playground shouting Stupid Ugly
Woolley. | close my eyes....

After school, at what was aso called home timein those days before the words
were purloined, the other kids would stop taunting me when they saw my mother
waiting on that bench beside the lake. In the winter, her big hands would be red
and blue from the cold, and in the summer there'd be rings of swest under her
arms, and her face would often be so wet that she looked asif she'd been
crying. I'd sit down beside her, and shed tell me about her day and then those
stories of the Antarctic and dl the other things | suppose most parentstell

their kids. Like how she'd sat here on thefirst afternoon after sheld been
inseminated at the clinic, and stared across the water and breathed the scents

of mesh-cut municipd grass, ice cream vanilla, litter bins...

Those were some of the last good seasons in England. Summers that brought decent
heat, autumns of mist where leavesfell from the living trees, winters of snow

and frogt. Thelast glimmers, asit fumed out, of our country's wedth and

glory. Acrossthelake on the hottest of days, ladsin cutoff jeans dived

laughing from the wooden pier. And, every year snce Mum could remember, the
cold undertow from the deep natural cavernswould draw one of them down, and a
body would be discovered days or weeks later bobbing in the lime pits on the far
sde of town. Mum being Mum, she sometimes tried to warn them of therisk they
were taking. But they dwaysjust kept on laughing. They'd never listen.

Eventualy, we'd make our way up the streets toward home. I'd hold Mum's hand
and shewastal above me, and I'd think of Shackleton climbing that last
mountain toward the whaling station, and of Scott, and of Captain Oates...

The biodetector at the bottom of the console gives agentle bleep. | blink awake
and lean forward. My spine goes cold. Thisis much too soon. Scott's men can't
be here. | can dmogt fed the outraged universe preparing to spit us out with

one simple cataclysmic heave. Then the rough shape of acam looms out of the
ice storm; across and theripple of aflag...

The canhopper circles and still the biodetector blegps, unable or at least
uncaibrated by its Korean makersto distinguish the frozen dead from the
near-frozen living.

"Must be Evans,” Figgis says. "Isn't anyone e seit could be.... Pity we cantt
get adecent picture.”

So thisisthe grave of Petty Officer Edgar Evans, who dreamed not of reaching
the unattainable, but of retirement and agood pension from agrateful



government, maybe enough cash to buy a pub down in some pretty part of Kent. His
decline could have had something to do with afall on the Beardmore Glacier, but
what medica evidence thereis makesthat unlikely. To Edwardians like Scott and
histeam, theinitid signs of menta ingtability in aman such as Evanswould

have been a source of puzzled embarrassment. They would try to find asmple
physica explanation. Scott had his own complex obsessions; he didn't redlize

that the smplest hopes are the ones that break most easily. And, dthough Evans
was easily the biggest of the team, he had to make do on the same Starvation

rations as the others as they manhauled their dedges acrosstheice.

Janey turnsthe canhopper back on their trail. In aquiet moment that is
probably the closest an old agnostic like me ever getsto prayer, | wonder how |
can ever complain about having to put up with her and Figgis when the four men
ahead of us have had to share Evansslast hours as he screamed and raved in
their tent. And then | wonder--1 smply can't help it--what death will fed

like; that last push when | crossthefina barrier. Will 1 know about it? Has

it dready happened?
Atlast.
We are close.

Janey is at the controls. Even she is keeping the speed down now. Were at the
buzzing edges of the storm, with snatches of clarity between the flurries.

Moving dow left and right over Scott's estimated course, she finds fresh dedge
tracks, the scuff of wounded feet. Shefollows, keeping low. On the map display
at her sde, our course now wavers the same drunken line followed by the four
men aheed.

It'sexactly 1:30 P.M., Friday March 15 local time, when the biodetector starts
to bleep. Therangeisjust over three kilometers. The air isjagged crystal now
as Janey pulls up the magnification on the detector's bearing. There are black
gpecks againgt the white. Stooped. They don't seem to be moving...yet they are.
Sowly. Janey matches the canhopper's motion to theirs, she increasesthe
meagnification again. The canhopper balances thair distance, moving forward an
agonized footstep at atime.

So that'sit. Contact. We dare not move closer for now even with the canhopper's
military camouflage. Janey clicksdl the controlsto Auto. Then her shoulders

sag and she drawss her hands over her face, rocking back and forth. Figgisis
pulling at hisbeard. | can hear the soft snap asit comes out by the roots.

The afternoon is endless. The canhopper movesforward intiny jerks. It's agony
watching theimage of Scott's men magnified againgt the whiteness, but none of

us can look away. Amundsen got to the Pole with skisand dogs, but the British
way had dways been manhauling. Sure, Scott brought along dogs, but no one had
been trained to use them. He brought ponies, which al died, much to the

distress of Cavary Captain Oates. He brought skis, which they didn't know how
to use. And he brought three snazzy mechanicd dedges, one of which fell

through the ice, whilst the others broke down. At the end of the day, every



British explorer knew that the Antarctic was about manhauling, aharnessand a
heavy dedgeto pull. Evenlooking a them, | can't believeit. They've dragged
themsdlves thisway across 3,000 kilometers of ice. As Janey and Figgisand |
gare out, the thought surely crossesal our mindsthat we should drift in

closer, turn on the canhopper's lights, beckon these men over, feed them, give
them warmth...This, | decide, must be how God feds: ooking down, knowing that
he cannot intervene,

With the engines amost at shutdown, | can hear the wind quicken, then decrease.
Ghostsrise up from the ice, white on white. I'm too tired to think, and again |

can see claws...ravenous eyes and teeth...faces pushed close and shouting...a
park bench...

One of the four men ahead is obvioudy in greater pain than the others. It's
difficult to watch any of them, but with Captain Oates, it actualy hurts. He

doesn't walk--it's an inhuman shuffle, something out of a monster comic book. He
falsbehind. After awhile, Scott, Bowers and Wilson droop their limbs and
loosen their harnesses as they wait for him to catch up. Eventualy, he does,

but soon hefdls behind again. Oatesis suffering from scurvy, which was il

the scourge of polar explorers a the start of the last century. One of the
diseasess many unpleasant characteristicsisthat it unknits old wounds. His

thigh was shattered by a sniper's bullet during the Boer War: by now, the scar
tissue will have dissolved.

| watch as hefalls behind once more. There can't be any doubt amongst them that
their chances of surviva are thinning by the hour. Scott has dready cdled
Oates"aterrible burden” in hisdiary. But not for much longer. For today is

March 15, 1912, when Captain Lawrence Edward Grace Oates finaly walks out of
history--and into legend.

Evening of asort. With Oates till shuffling far behind, the others begin to

put up the tent. It takes along time and there are fresh ice flurries coming

from the east. Clumsy fingers. Clumsy minds. None of them seem inclined to teke
apiss before they go in; they'll be dehydrated aswell. Or maybe they've given

up caring. They closethetent. Oatesfinally gets there too. There's an odd

sort of pantomime beforethey let himin.

Janey reststhe canhopper on theicefor an hour. None of usishungry, but we
edt, guessing that the men inside the tent are doing the same, sharing out the
frozen crumbs of their few remaining rations. We have hot soup, crackers, a
chocolate bar each. The wind howls. After an hour and no sign of further
activity, Janey starts up the canhopper again and driftsin much closer. Down
from two kilometersto one, then five hundred meters...four...three...two...one
hundred. Then fifty. She uses the screen projection and the biodetector to make
sense of the storm, but now that we are this close, the tent, the skis and the
dedges are dearly vishble through the streaming white. Janey killsthe
canhopper's engines. In the sudden silence | can hear the rattle of ice against
the fusdlage. ..and canvasfluttering...

Weadl dressawkwardly in our out-quits and move the litter of the journey away



from the canhopper's outer door in case anything should get blown out. It's
uncomfortablein dl thisthick padding, but we dare not be anything but fully
ready now. We wait. Wilson--the doctor in the party --has given Oates a heavy
dose of morphine. They al hoped without saying that it would finish him off.

The storm isunnerving graywhite atic. Any time now. Wewait. The sorm
quietensalittle. The midnight sun flickers gold. Just asthe drift ice begins

to sweep over again, the sde of the tent flutters oddly. For amoment, | think
it'sjust atwist of thewind, but then | seeit jerk again. There's no doubt

that the laces of the outer flap are being pulled. A head appears. We watch
without aword. Janey's gloved hand circles the canhopper's door release.

Oatesfalls out from the tent on hands and knees, his head down between his
shoulders. Behind him, thetiesjerk as someone pulls them shut again. He crawls
forward without looking up, makes an effort at sanding, fallsashisright leg
shoots out a an agonizing angle. He's dragging something behind him. | can't
exactly make it out through the storm, but | know from the records that he's
taken his degping bag and boots out there with him. Neither would be any useto
him, but at the very least it must have been plain to the others what Oates was
doing.

Stll, wewait. It could take severa hoursfor him to die, and it was decided

long ago that we should wait for him to get at least twenty meters from the

tent. But he'smoving so dowly. He keeps stlanding up...falling over. Helooks
drunk--maybe the morphine has affected him. After about twelve meters, | put up
the hood of my outsuit and say Let's Go in a shout that comes out as awhisper.
Janey pushestherelease. The Antarctic storm roarsin.

| climb down the steps from the canhopper. Swaying against thewind, | unclip
the syringe gun from my belt. My body is screaming hurry hurry, but the last
thing we dare risk isone of ussustaining an injury. | take my bearings as

Figgis and Janey back out with the stretcher. Oates till has his head down. The
screaming wind is masking whatever noise we are making. He till hasn't seen us
or the canhopper.

We push forward toward Oates and the tent. They've stacked their gear on the far
sdeto act as afeeble windbreak, so at least we don't have to worry about
tripping over adedge or damaging something. Figgis hasaflashlight on the
shoulder of hisout-quit. Theidiot turnsit on, and | sgna wildly to him

through the blizzard, too excited to think about using the comms set. The tunnd
of light, if it caught directly on the tent'sfilthy weave, would shine Sraight
through. Janey gets the message, and reaches to turn the thing off hersalf.

Still, Oatesis crawling, theties of the deeping bag looped around his

trailing injured foot, his hands wedged up inside the reindeer skin finnesko
bootsfor leverage. And the world is till here. Theties of the universe

haven't broken. And Oates hasn't seen us.

| push on into the sorm. Half my mind is<till on that tent and the three men
insdeit who belong, untouched by us, in history. Now, Oateslooks up, his
hands still pushed into the boots like clumsy mittens. I'm three metersfrom



him. | raise the syringe gun to quieten him, expecting himto yell or struggle;
seaing the three of us coming out of this storm must surely fed like onelast
nightmare on top of every other. Hisfaceis blotched red and whiteinsgde the
porthole of hisbdaclava, puffed beyond al norma expresson. Maybe it's that
or snowblindness, but | can sense no surprise. Reluctant to use the gun unless|
haveto, | bend forward, holding out my hand. | know it's absurd, but I'm
smiling under my mask. Hi, we're from the future. Please keep quiet. For God's
sake don't take us to your leader.

| get awhiff of him even through my mask and the storm. Gangrene. | grab a the
cloth covering his shoulders. It's half-rotten and startsto bresk up in my

hands, but Figgis and Janey have got the message and are moving quickly to the
left. Oateslooks straight up at me. Maybeit'sjust the pain, but | get acold
fedling of recognition. He moans something. It'sfar too quiet to be heard over
this storm, but to me it sounds like make the most of. Time. Home. Hurry.
Something like that. Now | give him the syringe gun. His body has no strength.
He goesloose ingtantly.

Janey and Figgislay the stretcher on the hissing ice. Thethree of usroll

Oates onto it. We can't take any risks. Figgis untangles the deeping bag before
we lift the stretcher up. He hasto use his bare hands, and Janey grabs one of
hisglovesjust before thewind spinsit off into the sorm.

Welift the stretcher, and, as we do o, the boot comes away from Oatess right
hand. Thistime, | remember the comms set.

"Remember,” my voice crackles|oud in my own head. "They found the degping bag
and theright boot.”

Figgis giveswhat could be athumbs up. Aswe back away toward the open door of
the canhopper, the boot and the loose degping bag start to tumble east, where

they will be discovered next spring by Surgeon Atkinson's party after they have
found Scott and the others dead in their tent just the few extra kilometersthey
managed to drag themsdves down thetrall.

It takesamillion timeslonger than it should for usto haul the tretcher up

insde the canhopper. | haveto keep telling mysdlf that what weredoingis

aready part of history. Oatesis safe. Nothing has changed. Thisisthe exactly
what aways happened, right down to that boot and that deeping bag tumbling off
in theterrible wind. The body of Captain Lawrence Oates was never found. Never
was and never will be. We were here. We took him. We've always been part of

history.

The door swingsin on silence. Theice swirls confetti, settleson the
canhopper's plagtic floor. It's il freezing in here and our breath is pluming
clouds, but aready the heaters are starting to whir, aready Janey isdiding
into the pilot seat, damming on the engines. Already we are on our way.

Figgis helps me settle the Stretcher into the supports behind our seets. Janey's
pushing the canhopper ridiculoudy bard. | rip off my mask and yell at her to



cool it. Steadying mysdlf with one hand, | tear the wrapper off asted and cut
through layers of hood and balaclava. | have to remind mysdlf that there redly
isahuman being underneath thismess.

| ease the boot away from hisleft arm. Oates has dit the reindeer skin down as
far asthetoes so that he can get it on and off his swollen foot. But something
elselooks odd about it. Thereisn't timeto think now, but my mind tellsme
anyway just as| drop the soggy weight to the floor. It'shisleft arm, but this
istheright boot. | glance back at Figgis and Janey. They aretoo busy for
anything right at this moment. | say nothing.

He needs oxygen. | turn up the supply and hold it above his face without
touching the seared flesh. One breath. Two. Easy now. Then | take awhiff
myself. The smell of Oates getsworse as| dice away morelayers. | haveto
keep the overhead heaters on full to bring his body temperature up fast and the
flesh and the rags-—-sometimesiit's hard to be quite sure which iswhich--are
darting to warm.

Oatess hands are swollen tight, the skin and nails peeled back like old paint

on afence. | drag my suddenly sweating body from the outsuit and work in
underwear--hardly sterile conditions, and God knows what Captain Oatesis going
to think if he wakes up now. But Oatesis barely aive. The shock of usand the
sretcher and the syringe gun can't have helped. The blood andlysisisup on the
screen. It tells me that Wilson gave Oates alot more morphine than anyone back
at our college had predicted. | can't imagine what power it was that moved him
acrosstheice.

| take another hit of oxygen before | start work on thelegs. Thisistheworst
bit. | dready know what I'll find from the smdll of rotting mest, but that
doesn't makeit any easer. Theright leggings are swollen taut from the thigh
to the feet. | tease gpart a seam and start to cut down and through. The flesh
iswhite...blue...red...black...green.... It spillsout like weak jdly. | cut
further. Bits of bonejut up. Just as | reach the knee, Captain Oatess eyes
snap open. | wonder if the morphine has somehow nullified my own injection
before | notice the screen and redize that thisisthe characteristic spasm

that begins seconds before the heart stops beating.

| jam open his mouth and dam the eectrodes onto his wasted chest. Bits of

flesh flake away and | snap some bonesin my hurry. I'm shouting for help and

even Janey must have sensed the sudden urgency because she's brought the
canhopper back to float. Figgis knows enough to hold the oxygen over Oates's
mouth end otherwise keep out of my way asthe body jerks and shudders with each
shock. After theinitia panic, | work smoothly. Apart from the mess Oatesis

in, it'stextbook stuff. But the body getslooser and harder and the moment
comesthat has nothing to do with clinical judgment or the flat traces on the

screen when | know thereisn't anything left to fight.

History wasright.

Captain Oatesdied in the Antarctic.



CLIMBING THROUGH RUINED CITES of theice pack and the Beardmore Glacier, thear
ingde the canhopper is gppaling. Theimprovised body bag isn't much help, and

the lowest temperature | can get Oates down tois 3 Celsius. Planning on

bringing alive passenger back to Epsilon, weleft dl the cryogenic stuff back

inthe medical bay. Hell keep, of course, but that isn't redlly the point.

Sothisisit. Theend, redly, of everything. Thewhole point of our journey

was this one big gamble, of doing what no one else had ever done and bringing a
live human being back to our hometime. Theideawas daring, perfect. Not only
that, but it would be Captain Oates! Our collegewould berich again! The
research grants would pour in! Wed get paid regularly! We could even gtart
taking in students! It wouldn't matter then that the loans for the project were
secured by dubious means, that we're breaking national law and international
treaty. The glory, the fame, would eclipse any problems. All of England, dl of
Britain--Europe, even, asawhole--would stir from its poverty. Fearful and
amazed Oriental eyeswould turn toward us once again.

Flags of ice and cloud drift over the golden peaks. Janey hogs the canhopper's
controls. Figgis breathes through hisfingers. No one says aword. No one needs
to; our failureistherein the blackened ruin fermenting behind us, it'sthere

in every sickening bresth. | can't deep, and find it hard to even close my

eyes. When | do, | get thefeding that the darkly reproachful ghost of the dead
Captain is standing besde me.

The sensorsfindly detect Epsilon up ahead. Janey makes an uncharacteristic
botch of docking the canhopper, giving the outer bay adent. She curses. Figgis
and | exchange hollow glances; therell be an inquest about that when we get
back to home time. Now that we're returning with a corpse, ther€lll be an
inquest about everything.

Inthe medica bay, | finish off doing the things | should have doneinside the
canhopper. No point in actudly tidying Captain Oates up, of course. Now that
he'sjust an archaeologicd rdlic, the specidistiswill squed if | do so much
aswipe hisdiarrhegtic arse. Looked at from this angle, old Doctor Woolley here
has dready done alot of damagetrying to save hislife. They'll want every

ounce of dirt, every drop of thefluid that is pattering through the stretcher

to thefloor. All of it will beworth something, and will help defray our costs.

But afew preparations are necessary before | freeze him.

I've got amask on, but the gas Oatesis giving off is till enough to sting my

eyes. Graywhite dashes of hisbody peek out through what my steels and the
Antarctic have doneto hisclothing. The flesh over the ribcage lookslikeit's
under suction, the arms belong on aburnt chicken. Only the penisand the bluish
scrotum look anything like they should, jutting with jaunty irrelevance from a

nest of hair. As| take acouple of blood samples (watery pink from the neck,
clotted purple from the shriveled buttocks) to determine the exact stage of

decay, Oates's narrow deepset eyes stare at me. His teeth are clenched, the wide
lips drawn back through the beard like agrin. This sort of thing never used to
bother Woolley when she did pathology, but that's many years off, and far awvay



from here,

Taking to the eyes of the cameras, | give him the necessary jabsto dow the
formation of damaging ice crystasin the cells, one for each portion of each
limb. Just like pricking aturkey for the oven, as my old pathology professor
used to say. Then | stretch out the protective film, lock in the pumps and the
cables. Thefilm shrivels over him like shrinkwrap on cheese, pushing the
bloated hands flat, smoothing the face and widening the eyes, catching the penis
a afunny angle, leaving it sticking up like atiny monument. | fed the cold
breath on my skin. Goodbye, Captain Oates. Theice got you after al.

Janey's torpedo tube is open and empty: Figgissisclosed. As| flop down
ingdemy own, | hear thefall of their voices over thefaint scream of the

wind. Sounds like Woolley thisand Woolley that, but that's probably my
paranoia. | did my best--1've been over it all athousand times aready. The one
question mark hangs over the syringe gun, and the College experts had agreed
that there was amargin of safety with Oatess probable level of morphine,

But I can't help wondering....

| see Oatess face staring out a me out from the balaclava. Hislips moved,
shaping wordsthat were like time, home, move, hurry, love; something like that.
Eventhen, | don't think | panicked. It just felt for amoment asif he
understood, asif he had gone out of the tent expecting to be rescued. But
that'simpossible. So no (I'll tell theinevitableinquiries), | don't think

Doctor Woolley panicked. No way.

When | awake in my torpedo tube, silence has frozen over Epsilon, settled soft
and heavy. | climb out and stumble around the plagtic floorsin plimsollsand an
old football jersey. | sow away the clean washing. | tidy up in the kitchen

area. | wipe down the floors with disinfectant that smellslike aforest of

plagtic Chrigmastrees. Everything isfaintly but sckeningly pervaded by the
amell of Oates, but | get childish satisfaction from putting things back where
they belong, asif I'm making some kind of point about the Sate of this
expedition. Stupid redlly, but I'd imagined that people would look a Woolley
differently after Epsilon. Y es, Woolley had been kidding hersdf, just like
Janey and Figgis. The only differencewas, | didn't even redlize | was doing 0.

Epsilon needsto be clean and tidy. | don't want people to get the impression
that we've let things dip when we Jump to hometime. In the comms bay, | ped
off Figgiss postcard of Interlaken. Beyond the portholes, | seethat snow is
fdling, rareasraninadesat. | amileas| look out, watching it flutter at

the glass, dancing in graceful drifts. Then, suddenly, it'sgone. Absolutely
nothing takesiits place.

Four hourslater, Janey and Figgisand | aretaking in that dow way that

finaly comeswhen your panic glandsrun dry. Theair indde Epsilonisgrowing
warmer and the smell of Oates seemsto be getting worse--or maybeit'sjust us.
They both thought Woolley had findly flipped when | hauled them out of their
torpedo tube. | got agrim kind of satisfaction out of showing them the empty



buzz beyond the portholes, but that soon passed as Janey started to hug herself
and say, So What Do We Do Now until the question became a meaningless sound.

She'scalm as any of usare now after thejab | gave her and sits at the kitchen
table with her arms folded tight. Emptiness surges at the triple glass behind

her back. We're no longer in the Antarctic. We're no longer anywhere. | wish we
could put some kind of curtain up over the porthole, but the idea seems
comicaly domedtic.

"There was no power surge, so this has nothing to do with Epsilon's own Jump
engines,”" says Figgis, walking hisfingerstoward us acrossthe table, then
walking them back again. "It looks as though some natura force had intervened
between us and, well, redity. Of course, " hisfingersreach up to his beard,

"1 could bewildly wrong."

Behind us, the buzz goes on and on. It seems both dense and fragile. Y ou keep
expecting it to roar. Thereisn't any sound.

| decideto tell them about the mix-up with Oates's |eft and right boots. For

once, they don't bother to argue. Any explanation is better than none at al.

That, or something el se we've overlooked, must have been enough for the universe
to rgject us asforeign matter.

It seems asif the non-state out thereis dowly esting away a Epsilon. The
electronic filtersin the porthole glass are weakening, and there are Sgnsthat
the outer coatings of camouflage are breaking up.

"There hasto be achance," Janey says asthe angry grayish

light-thati sn't-light flickers. "Otherwise we'd be dead dready. So if the
computer could work out a pattern, we could probably Jump back to home
time...maybe not to England, but at least to the Antarctic. Then, wejust get in
the canhopper and aim for the coast. Y ou know what it's like there. We'd soon
come acrossamine or arig or agarbage tanker.”

"Arethe sensorstill working?' | ask.
Figgis shrugs. "They're not broken. But there's nothing out there to record.
Thereisn't even avacuum.... | mean, if there was, Epsilon would smply have

burgt. But | think Janey's right. We have to Jump. What else can we do?"

Janey nods, the movement notched by the trembling of her head. "That hasto be
it"

"How can we Jump when we don't know where we are?"
"Do you have a better idea?’

"I haveasmpler one" | say. "We could just step outside.” Figgis and Janey
stare at me. Now they know I'm mad.



"Like Captain Oates,” | add.
"Jesus," Figgiswhispers, "you mean you're expecting to be rescued”

The sweat down my back feels colt even though the air is getting warmer by the
minute. Epsilon generates hegt--hest that it's designed to radiate into an
atmosphere. But now there is no atmosphere, and the outer skin is getting warmer
and warmer asit corrodes. We can't turn off the life supports, and even if we

tic, there would till be the heat the three of us are generating. | wonder how

long it will take for poor old Oates to thaw...but we'd al be long dead by

then.

"Look," Figgissays, "if you want to asphyxiate or fry or implode whatever ese
would happen outside, that's fine by me, Woolley, but don't expect usto follow.
If we can timethings right we might aswdl try adump..." Hisvoicetrails off
uncertanly. | think he genuingly haan't redlized until that moment thet we're
redlly not discussing means of escape, but ways of ending our lives.

"If you want to get back to hometimethat badly..." | say, "...and assuming
you'd recognize what you found.”

"It'shome." Janey grinsand shivers.

Out of thewindow, | think for amoment that | glimpse something. But it'sjust
Woolley's mind playing tricks, imposing order on chaos. It'sjust more Static
more nothingness. On and on. It'sa creepy sensation, like gazing into the eyes
of God. | haveto look away.

"Will you let mego? | ask.

But Janey and Figgis are staring at each other. Figgis has dready got the
impossible equations of the Jump blurring his eyes and Janey's white and eager.
They don't stand a chance, but then neither do |. That's our only hope.

| leave them and head for the medical bay, where afaint mist risesfrom the
famous Captain Oates. Death and freezing have smoothed th suffering from his
face. Under the grime and the beard, he's even faintly good-looking. The sort of
large, deep-set featuresthat look terrible on awoman, good on aman.

Theresno portholein here, but part of me can fed the emptiness outside
anyway: it'sthere at the back of my jaw like the pain of wisdom teeth and
beneath my fingernalls, it'sin the places where blood and bone corrode. The
lights are dimming as the life support struggles to keep up. How funny, after
the frozen Antarctic, that the most immediate threet to our livesisthis
increasing heet.

For now, Oatesis il solid asabrick, looking up a me with unwavering
pearly eyes. Even my old pathology professor would have to admit I've done a
good job on him; pity no one€sever going to seeit. Still, Woolley tells

hersdf, there's aways a chance. Everything you doin lifeisarace against



death and time, so why should this be any different”

| open afresh sted. Fortunately, Oates's legs are spread wide enough for meto
make arough incison in the perineum below the scrotum. Through thefilm, into
the frosty flesh. Crude stuff, but I'm not doing any damage to the cdlls that
matter. It takes another stedl to work my way up, avoiding theridge of the
pelvis. The sartorius, the vas deferens, the symphysis pubis...I'm swesting
rivers but my hands are cold and clumsy. | dice through the woven scrap of a
labdl. Burberry Mills--Empire Cotton--Size 34M.

The sted isblunting again. As| ped the scrotal sack away initsentirety,

the frozen penis snapslike...like, well, afrozen penis. | let thewholelot

clang into abucket. Contrary to popular belief, whilst sperm are manufactured
inthetesticles, the live ones are stored in the semind vesicle at the base of

the bladder prior to gjaculation. It'sthat and theicy pink stone of the

prostate below it that | eventualy extract.

| haveto be careful thawing the fluid, and even then | need to thin it out with
plasma Rather than chance the artificid stuff we havein sore, | centrifuge a
little out from my own blood, and then centrifuge the mixture again, to
concentrate what little there is of Captain Oates's semen. Everything takes an
age. Human reproduction isamessy process at the best of times, even when it
doesn't involve afrozen and malnourished corpse. Messy--and chancy. But Mother
Nature's profligate with her resources--even here, in thisno-place. | risk the
couple of extraminutesit takesto get aquick sample under the microscope, and
| can't help smiling as | watch the meager few tens of millions of living sperm

I've managed to filter jostle on the console screen. It's againgt dl the odds,

redly, to have got even thisfar.

So at least there's afaint chance. | know I've hurried the thaw, and I've

hardly stuck to professond clinical standards, but maybe if you break enough
rules the odds eventualy start to tumble back in your favor. | half expect

Janey and FWstowalk in just at the most embarrassing moment, but it doesn't
happen. The medica bay hatch staysglorioudy shut.

My hands are trembling and the syringe fedlsawholelot bigger than it should.
And cold; like most doctors, Woolley doesn't spare much thought for the patient,
least of dl whenit'shersdlf. | draw in ashivering breath. But, pushing the
gyringe, | fed nothing at dl. Not even londly or afraid.

I'm sure the textbooks would say that | should lie down now with some soothing
music. But evenif dl that were possible, I'm too keyed up. | just drop the

junk into the chute and fed the heet of Epsilon break over mein a sudden wave.

Y ou had it easy, Mum, wandering though the glass doors at whatever clinic it was
that you went to. The odds against conception must be phenomend. But then, they
aways are--and | want to take something with mewhen | step out from Epsilon.

Figgisand Janey are dtill in the comms bay. They're Sitting at the console, but
their eyes are on Woolley as she clambers through the hatch. The screen on the
right of Figgis glitterswith some weird kind of graph-doubtless something to



reassure them when they finally find the courage to Jump--but the one on the

left displays afisheye view of the medica bay, where Oatess body lieswith a
half-thawed hole where the genitals should be. Of course--the cameras. Woolley
was too busy worrying and watching the hatch to think straight. Should | need

it, the look on their facesis confirmation that they've seen everything.

Incredibly, | find mysdlf blushing. My dry throat clicks open and shut as| try
to pull out somewords. | give up with akind of shrug; | just don't know what

to say.

"What are you doing?" Janey finally asks, the buzz from the porthole behind her
face seeming to swarm in around us.

I'm still dressed inmy old footbal jersey and plimsolls. Worry and lack of

deep won't have done much to improve my looks either, and | get the impression
that if Woolley takestoo many steps toward Janey and Figgisthey'll cringe or
run away. Perhapsit wouldn't be such abad ideato chase them, get an idea of
how the dlien fet in dl those old movies set in placeslike this. Me and Mum,

we aways used to root for the mongter.

"Welre, er..." Figgis makes aclumsy wave toward his graph "We're working out
the probabilities. This can't be entirely nowhere. For astart, therésthe

erosion of Epsilon's outer surface. That's happening at ameasurable rate, which
meansthat it must be governed by the some sort of externd law. | think we've
got achance."

"Yeah," Janey nods. "We'vegot torisk it. You'renot dill thinking of, ah..."
She pauses and studies her ragged fingernailsfor amoment " Just going through
the hatch?'

Neither of them canlook at me. But | can fed their thoughts fluttering againgt
my face like hot bresth. They want meto go outsde. Evenif | didn't fed this
odd compulsion, their pressure might amost be enough. All it takesisafew
geps. | look longingly at the handle of theinner hatch, but some ingtinct

gtill holds me back. | have to say something...maybe words about time, hurry,
home, not much. That kind of thing.

| clear my throat. It comes out as a phlegmy bark. | wipe my lips. For amoment,
| thought 1'd finally got to those words that Mum spoke to me when she came
through the swing doors of that hospital corridor. But perhaps that's too much

to hopefor.

"I'm going outsdefor awhile" | croak. "1 may be sometime.”

It seemsfaintly illogica to go out dressed in adeep-stained football jersay,

but even moreillogica to use an out-quit. My feet carry me. Theinner hatch
swings back without my redlizing I've pushed the handle. Then it closes behind
me. No conscious action seems to be involved anymore, which isagood thing
because I'm not sure that | have the courage to go on. Silence buzzes beyond the
porthole. Oatesisagray wraith a my shoulder in thistight space between



ingde and out; it seemsasif it'shis hand that turns on theinner sed, even
though part of me knowsthat it's probably Figgis doing it on remote from the
comms bay, making sure that stupid ugly Woolley doesn't let the emptiness blast
in.

Without thinking, | brace myself for achill. But of courseit doesn't happen.
Asthe outer door swings out, it seemsto turn somekind of corner and | lose
sght of it entirely. The air stays put, neither drawn out nor compressed by
whatever lies beyond. | understand more clearly now that thereisno light out
there, theré's nothing that my senses can truly relateto. It'sabit like

standing over adrop, looking down from the high board at the swimming pool. And
thenit'slike nothing at dl. There are colorsthereif | want to see them,

shapes and sneering faces from the playground pushed close just before home
time. Stupid Ugly Woolley. Everything tiltsup and | fed mysdf diding. Oates
isablack migt that curls around me, some sort of atmospheric effect. | draw in
onelast breath. Then | let go.

| fed arush, sparksin my eyes. It redly islike the swimming poal, like

diving, likefaling adeep. | can hardly believethat it takesthislong for my
brainto dissolve; that | till have time for this particular thought. Then that

| havetimefor thisnext one. Theclinica part of meisamazed. Theréseven
dill afaint sensation of faling. Who'd have ever thought that desth would be
thisinteresting? Woolley should have done it instead of Osteoporosis Fractures
for her thesis. But it'stoo late for al that now.

Thentherésajolt of pain. It'slocdized, my right leg. Fedslike
griking...something solid. | wait for the pain to spread. Bang. My other leg.
Jesus, it hurts the way it does when you walk into something, a sharp reminder
from your body to look where you're going. Then the pams of my hand dide
across something sharp, they go hot and wet. Blood. Fingers to my mouth taste
sdt, my tongue touches...grave. | pull in a breath that fillswith the scent

of litter bins and water, of fresh-cut municipa grass. For amoment, it feels
asthough hands other than my own are helping me up. But then they are gone. |
open my eyesaone.

Hauling mysdlf onto the bench, | look around through the green blotchesin my
eyes. It'sahot day. People areflirting with abenign sun. Theresalittle

girl down the path staring, aMr. Whippy ice cream dripping down her knuckles.
Her mother takes onelook at me and pulls her away. Woolley's ill in this
dtained footbal jersey, but at least it's summer. People will just think I'm

one of thelocal nutters.

Acrossthe squinting water, ladsin Snglets are splashing and diving into the

lake from the short wooden pier. It's o hot, | dmost want to join them. And
theré's another part of me wantsto go over and shout, wag my finger, tell them
about the boys from other summerswho drowned, were drawn down by the cold
undertow to re-emerge in the lime pits miles outsde town. But | just watch them
and smile. And | fed thishoneyed sunlight. Eventudly, it'shometime, when

the younger children break out from school. They glance uneesily at this
funny-looking woman as they run and chatter on their way to their old TVsand



ther dinnersand their future lives. | amile, frightening them by doing so.

Evening startsto grow. Streetlight trickles acrossthe water. The park keeper
dares. | redizethat | must have been sitting herefor along time; relaxing,
doing dmost what the fertility manuas would recommend. But conception'sa
tricky process. It could still be hours ahead--or never. That'sachance I'll
haveto take.

As| wak up the gtreetstoward my home, | start to wonder if | ever redlly left

it that morning. After dl, there are ill agreat many thingsthat | don't
understand. Of course, there's hope now theréstime, there's time now there's
hope. At least twelve happy years lie between me and that morning at the
hospital, coming through the swing doors with the results of the biopsy buzzing
inmy head to find little Woolley swinging her legson that itchy seet, looking
happy, bored, uncertain as she waits for her mother. I'll haveto talk to her,
express something about hope, love, home, time, make the most; something like
that. | have no ideawhat it is. But when the time comes, | think I'll know what

to say.



