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High Summer at the Bottom of the World

Susan Starbird

It’s boiling hot on December 25th, 36˚F, and Hal 
has dug out his Christmas cutoffs. His skinny 

white legs look like knobby tree trunks coming out 
the tops of the gigantic blue rubberized boots we all 
wear. Gail wears a headband with felt reindeer ant-
lers, and every time she moves her head, a little bell 
at the end of each antler gives a jingle. The mood is 
like it would be at any family gathering, festive and 
vaguely annoying.

On my third Christmas in Ant-fucking-arctica, 
our little family-of-convenience has gathered out-
doors around Hal’s aluminum “tree,” determined to 
celebrate. But for our standard government-issue 
snow boots we are a study in contrasts, two women 
and a guy. Diminutive Gail, who I call Tinkerbelle, 
has dressed up her coveralls with that ridiculous 
holiday headband. I’m wearing my special-occasion 
Winnie the Pooh t-shirt over my everyday extra 40 
lbs. And there’s Hal, whose salt-and-pepper beard 
droops to his sternum. The faraway look in his eyes 
reveals that after 17 years on The Ice, he is, as they 
say down here, toasted. Because he winters over and 


