
  
    [image: In for the Long Haul]
  


  
    
      In for the Long Haul

      an Antarctic Ice Fliers romance story

    

    
      
        M. L. Buchman

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Buchmann Bookworks, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sign up for M. L. Buchman’s newsletter today

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        and receive:

        Release News

        Free Short Stories

        a Free Book

      

        

      
        Get your free book today. Do it now.

        free-book.mlbuchman.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Title

          

        

      

    

    
      Clara “Sailor” Poole strode into the McMurdo Station, Antarctica heavy-equipment shop like she owned it. Finding the nerve to step into her pending wedding? Impossible.

      Michel “Frenchy” Charbonneau, the self-declared Québécois hero of the ice, finally landed the great adventure: SPoT. The South Pole Traverse — the ultimate drive — from McMurdo to the South Pole. The annual thousand-mile haul to deliver two-thirds of the year’s supplies to the heart of the continent.

      Except Michel faces an unanticipated problem. His wedding date is fixed, but The Ice rarely cooperates with mere human plans.
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      Michel spotted Clara easily. Even with her back turned and the hood of her Big Red US Antarctic Program parka up, he’d know Clara Poole anywhere—she was just that gloriously herself. The shorter figure by her side would be her best friend Priya.

      They were also the only two out on the ice this morning who weren’t in motion. The South Pole Traverse convoy was leaving McMurdo Station in about five minutes and a lot of last-minute items were being checked over.

      They both shoved back their hoods for the warm spring weather. Clara’s black hair fluttered about her shoulders. So lovely to play with—it was one of his hundred or so most favorite things about her.

      Michel wasn’t quite sure why Priya was here but he suspected that it was important, if only he could figure it out.

      He heard them talking as he came up from behind.

      Clara’s voice was deep and New England curt, “You better stay my best friend even after we leave The Ice. If you don’t, I’ll die.”

      Priya laughed. “I didn’t think anything could kill a Gloucesterwoman. Isn’t that what you told me the first time we met?”

      “I lied. With the wedding coming, I’m rattled down to my boots.”

      “How is it that you’re marrying a man with a girl’s name?” Priya began singing the inevitable Beatles’ song, Michelle, my belle.

      “He’s Québécois French, he can’t help it.” Clara crossed her hands over her chest. “I think my heart is going to explode.”

      “Eww! Don’t get any on me.” Priya shuffled away across the hard-packed snow.

      Clara snagged her by the loose end of her scarf and hauled her back to which Priya made a show of choking and gasping desperately, drawing everyone’s attention.

      Michel felt Clara’s shiver as he wrapped his arms around her from behind.

      It was already up in the twenties though it was still early October. Yet despite the warm day, she shivered even as she leaned back into him. She knew him as easily as he knew her. Their connection was without question. Priya always accused them of being a “penguin couple,” able to find each other without fail in a million-bird colony.

      It definitely wasn’t the cold. Clara and Priya were not alone in easing their heavy winter clothes. All of the winterovers and many of the summerfolk here for their “life’s great adventure” at MacTown were walking around with their parkas open and hoods thrown back like it was time to hit the water slides at Village Vacances Valcartier back in Québec.

      A spring this warm said they could have whole record-breaking days above freezing by Christmas at McMurdo Station. Priya, being a marine biologist, was already freaking out about shifting food vectors and the potential for massive die-offs. Though she covered that with a sharp sense of humor.

      For being a “beaker”—an Antarctic scientist—she was actually a lot of fun.

      Clara turned inside the curve of his arms, snuggled inside his open parka, and buried her face against his shoulder. He held her tight but addressed Priya.

      “How’s the maid of honor today?”

      “How’s the chief lummox?”

      “I’m not a lemming,” he purposely misunderstood her.

      “Sure you are, you’re rushing out onto the sea.” She waved her hand to indicate the vast sweep the Antarctic continent. “Just warning you. You hurt my friend, I’m going to stuff you down a crevasse.”

      Clara shivered again, which wasn’t like her at all.

      He rested his cheek against her temple.

      “Hey, Sailor.”

      “Hey, Jean Pierre.”

      Since the day they’d met, she’d never called him by the same name twice—ever. She’d also had never used his real name, Michel Charbonneau, or his nickname of Frenchy.

      Maybe it really was pre-wedding nerves rather than the cold making her shiver. He glanced at Priya again. Moral support. Yeah, that fit.

      The weather was an issue but not a cold one.

      The sun had first risen two months ago.

      After tonight, when it dipped below the horizon ever so briefly, it wouldn’t set again for four months.

      But the reason Clara was shivering loomed in front of them: a convoy of huge tractors.

      The SPoT convoy was departing McMurdo in minutes. And he was one of the drivers.

      A third of the fuel and supplies for the South Pole Station were flown in from McMurdo by a series of seventy-six flights. The LC-130 Skibirds of the New York Air National Guard 109th Airlift Wing would start flitting south in a few weeks when the South Pole was warm enough that the plane engines didn’t freeze on landing.

      But now was the time for the land-crawling SPoT to get a move on. The tractor convoy delivered the remaining two-thirds of the supplies by dragging them over the ice and snow of the one thousand-and-thirty-five-mile McMurdo-South Pole Highway, more commonly known as the South Pole Traverse—SPoT. There was time for three trips a season, as long as they hustled.

      “How did I fall in love with a man named like a girl?” Clara sounded a little more like herself. It was also as close as she ever came to using his real name.

      “Because you had the good sense to fall for the dashing Québécois hero of Antarctica.” He kissed her on the ear.

      “Tell me how falling for a Frenchman makes any sense. No, don’t.” She kept her head on his shoulder. “You’ll somehow make it sound wicked sensible, like when you proposed.”

      “I thought you proposed to me. Either way, I am pretty irresistible. I have that on the best authority.”

      “I should never have mentioned that.” She hugged him harder inside his Big Red which had cocooned around them.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be back in plenty of time for the wedding.”

      “You better be.” She thumped a fist against his ribs.

      He caught her hand before she could get serious about it, because Clara was strong. He pinned it over his heart. “I’m wearing your sweater.”

      “You’d better. I took a mad risk making that for you.” She’d told him there was a knitters’ myth—she called it a truth—that when you spent all of the effort to knit a sweater for a boyfriend, that would invariably end the relationship. She’d done it anyway because it was Clara who never quite followed the rules.

      That he’d misinterpreted the elaborate colorwork of the beautiful Fair Isle knit gift as a proposal had earned him one of her electric smiles and a splendid tussle as she peeled him back out of it. Saying “yes” when he’d thought it was a proposal was so obvious that he hadn’t hesitated. Something that had made him shiver a time or two since. How had it been so ridiculously easy to agree to marry a woman including that death-do-us-part bit?

      Right now, she was the one who was all nerves—which actually made him feel a little calmer. They were weird that way and it often made them laugh. Not today.

      “Three weeks out, a five-day layover, and three weeks back. We’re good for the wedding with a week to spare.” The window between the first and second traverse was very narrow, but he didn’t point that out. For the next four months, he’d be spending all but turn-around weeks driving back and forth across half the continent.

      She kept her face buried against his shoulder.

      “Maybe you two should just elope,” Priya chimed in.

      “Great idea. Let’s go.” Michel spun Clara free of his arms and grabbed her hand because, at this rate, he’d never be able to let go of her. Her hugs should come with a license. Actually they did, a marriage license. Now he was the one feeling all the nerves.

      To mask them, he took one step as if to lead off.

      “Wait, where are we eloping to?”

      Clara gave him the laugh he wanted.

      “The Kiwis?” Priya suggested.

      “I don’t know. Scott Base is only three kilometers away. Not much of an elopement. You know us Québécois heroes, if we do something, we do it with style. What do you say, my love, do we wait it out or throw ourselves on our New Zealand compatriots?”

      Clara sighed. “We wait.”

      In eight weeks, her South Carolina grandparents would be visiting her parents in Gloucester. Her big brother and little sister had agreed to come up from New York and Washington, DC. Michel’s parents and brother were driving down from Québec so that the two families could finally meet. And then they were all going to be together to video conference in for the “big wedding.”

      A wedding on The Ice would also be an excuse for a grand party on their end as well. Any excuse for a party was embraced here, but this one was going to be all out of proportion with McMurdo humming at summerfolk volumes and a wedding to celebrate.

      Everything was all arranged. Except Clara would be here doing her job at McMurdo while Michel drove a tractor across a thousand miles of ice to the South Pole and back.

      The first tractor engine roared to life.

      “That’s my cue to kiss the woman I love—”

      “—and then leave her standing flatfooted on the snow.” Priya jumped in.

      “Mais oui!” Then he kissed Clara hard and whispered seriously in her ear. “I’ll be careful, and safe, and back before you know it, Sailor. I love you more permanently than all the ice in the world,” Clara’s catchphrase after they’d become engaged. You couldn’t be in Antarctica and not firmly believe in global warming.

      Rico, the Manager of Traverse Operations, yelled his name and he turned for his tractor.

      He glanced back to see Priya slip an arm around Clara’s waist. She spoke loudly enough for Michel to easily hear her despite the rumbling tractors, “That man did not just whisper a sweet nothing in your ear.”

      “He absolutely did.”

      He bent down to check his boot laces at the edge of hearing, because she wasn’t hurting his ego at all.

      “Damn it! One good man on the planet and you get him. How is that even possible?”

      “Well, I have you for a best friend, so I must be doing something right.”

      “Which means, since you got the man, I must be doing everything wrong. So having you as a bestie just makes me a sad sack.”

      “It does,” Michel pushed to his feet and called back.

      Priya flicked him the finger and laughed, but Clara just looked sad.

      He returned Priya’s salute, but he was out of time to do anything about the latter.
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