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Charlotte Mannon’s Journal

January 1, 2011 - This is my first journal ever in my 60 years, do you believe that? I bought a laptop so I can just type things out instead of handwriting everything. It is supposed to be easier. Besides, I can have a password to get onto this thing so I know no one will be snooping! (And it’s easy to copy and paste so all of my first entries can be the same, without risking hand cramps.)

You see, I have a top secret project that I want to organize and writing this journal is going to help me do it. I made a New Year’s resolution - I am going to make sure that one by one my children get married this year. I just can’t leave it up to them anymore, they just don’t ever get it right. I can’t believe my children don’t know how to fall in love, stay in love or pick the right people.

From this point on, learning about my plan will be on a need to know basis only. I made a mistake in telling my dearest husband Ethan about my New Year’s resolution, his response was: Charlotte Mannon will you ever learn. Stay out of their lives. Harumph! He obviously doesn’t know our children very well! I’ll show him! One by one our five children will get married this year, I guarantee it. Now all I have to do is find suitable partners for all of them. I have ideas, but I still need to do a bit of research and double check my facts.

I sure hope I can find Olivia’s ex-boyfriend, Alex. She was so in love with him, and if you ask me, they broke up for the stupidest of reasons. She doesn’t think I know that reason, but I do. I’m the mom after all.

I have no idea where to begin, so I am just going to ask around and try not be too obvious about it. This should be interesting!

March 15. 2011 - I am horrible at this journal writing thing! As you can see by the amount of time that has passed since my last entry, things aren’t going well. I can’t find Alex anywhere! I still have a couple of leads, but I just am not sure if I can pull this off. I know how I’m going to get Mari and Graham together, but so far the plan for Olivia is a failure.

March 31, 2011 - I found Alex!!! And he is in the perfect place to enact my plan. In fact, all of the kids will be set up in the same time frame. We’re going to take a family cruise to Alaska, first and foremost to get Mari and Graham together, but guess where I found Alex? He is in Alaska, living in one of the ports we visit. And he runs a tourist business. Olivia is going to take a tour with her ex, and they will be putty in each other’s hands! You see, I figure if Alaska helped Ethan and I fall in love then it will also work its magic on the kids. I might just have to make mistakes with room arrangements, or tour arrangements, or something else like that. Romance on the high seas mixed with the beauty of Alaska! What could be better?

April 11, 2011 – Things are coming along great! I am going to announce the plans for the family cruise and then all I have to do is make reservations for Olivia to go on the tour hosted by Alex. It will be on me of course, I couldn’t count on her to go if she paid for it herself. If I pay, there is a built-in guilt factor, and she wouldn’t dare miss it. Being feared by your children can have advantages!

July 11, 2011 - Two days until D-day. Olivia and Alex aren’t going to know what hit them. Reservations are made and I am even getting a bit of help from Alex’s aunt and Eleanor. This is going to be one great trip! They’ll be mad at first, but someday, they will thank me. I’m sure of it.
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Alex Paige woke early because he had a lot of work to get done. Owning a business full time, and acting as a pilot three days a week, could sometimes be a daunting task, albeit not a dull one. He couldn’t imagine a better way to live his life. It wasn’t every day a twenty-six year old former so-called slacker owned and operated a successful floatplane tourist business with a fleet of five planes.

His two other pilots, Jason, and Mark were on duty so Alex could get caught up on the administrative tasks he considered his least favorite part of the job. But they were necessary so he wouldn’t complain too much, and the flying would more than make up for it. By Sunday he would be flying high.

With no time for a real breakfast, again, Alex grabbed a donut and some coffee on the way out of his cozy yellow cottage. It was a great old house in the quaint seaside community of Ketchikan, Alaska - picture perfect if a bit empty with only him living there.

Settling his tall, muscular frame into his truck, Alex turned the music up loud before pulling out onto the road. Today would be a windshield wiper kind of day, but then again what day in Ketchikan wasn’t? They received more than one-hundred-sixty-inches of rain a year.

The office was only a few miles away, and the drive there was always five minutes of solitude to help him prepare for the day ahead. This ‘office’ was actually just a little red building near where he kept his fleet of floatplanes. If it didn’t rain so much, he would forgo the building altogether and sit outside to work in his true element. But at least his uncle had made sure they could still see some of the beauty of the surrounding area by building a wall of picture windows along one side. 

It took him a long time, but Alex finally learned that if he had to stay cooped up inside a typical office every day he would wither away and die. He had tried to conform, he really had, but it just hadn’t worked for him. He went through twelve jobs in two years before his uncle passed away and left him the floatplane business. He had finally found his true calling.

Of course, his favorite days were the ones when he showed tourists the beauty of Alaska. Floatplane tours over Misty Fjords National Monument or private hiking and hunting expeditions, it didn’t matter. His airplane and the great outdoors were what made him happiest. In fact, he would take all of the company’s tours if he could, but there was just too much business for him to handle alone now. And that’s why he had two other pilots to help out.

As usual, his feisty white-haired assistant, Pearl, attacked as soon as he walked in the door. “Hey boss man, the supplier called about the update of The Living Doll. He needs you to call him as soon as possible.”

“Okay Pearl, thanks! I’ll call him now.” Alex was excited about being able to finish the update to his personal plane. He couldn’t wait to get back to work. At his desk, he picked up the phone to dial the now familiar number, and relief washed over him as he listened. His supplier just wanted to let him know that everything was ready, and the new interior pieces would be delivered that day. Thank goodness there were no more problems. Perhaps he could start working that afternoon. It was Friday, and if he started by noon he might have the job done by Sunday. He had a big smile on his face when he hung up the phone. It looked like he would be working overtime, but it would be so worth it.

“Alex, do you want to look over the reservations for next week?” Pearl asked in the southern twang that hadn’t diminished even a little bit in the twenty-five years she had lived in Alaska.

“Sure, I guess I should see what we’re up against.” He picked up the reservation sheet, and since the first day on his schedule was Sunday, he started there. There was only one reservation for him in the morning and three for Mark in the afternoon. The name on his sole flight tour made his body seize up and his heart fall to the floor – Olivia Mannon - Misty Fjords National Monument tour - reservation for four.

It couldn’t be her. She probably wouldn’t leave her pampered life for all of the treasure in the world. He had to believe it wasn’t her. He didn’t know what he would do if he ever saw her again. “Hey Pearl, I need more details on Sunday’s reservation. Where was it made from? Who paid for it, and how?”

“Okay kid, give me a few minutes.”

Olivia had been his first love, truthfully his only true love, but things had ended badly. They just hadn’t wanted the same things out of life. He had wanted peace and nature, and she had wanted success and power. No, he didn’t really think it would be her. She wouldn’t be caught dead in the great outdoors, but just to be safe he would ask Jason to take the run if he didn’t like the information Pearl offered him.

“Well that’s strange, Alex,” Pearl sounded puzzled and her brow crinkled. “The computer won’t give me the usual information. All it says is ‘Olivia Mannon reservation for four and the date’. No credit card info or any contact info.” She shook her head. “Very strange.”

“Okay, thanks Pearl.” Taking the run would be too much of a risk without additional information. He would call the software company and see if they could find out what was wrong with the reservation program, then he would ask his buddy to take his flight. As luck would have it Jason walked in the door right then to get his tour schedule for the day.

“Hey man, I have a favor to ask,” Alex queried.

“Anything boss! What is it?”

“I need you to take my run on Sunday. I’ll take a run for you on Monday.”

“Sure! You have a hot date or something?” Jason joked.

“Yeah right, that boy wouldn’t know a hot date if it bit him on the butt,” Pearl chimed in. She had been trying to find a woman for him for the two years he had lived there, and he just wouldn’t cooperate. He was stubborn, and he was still madly in love with his ex-girlfriend.

Alex just ignored her comment. If he didn’t love the old bat so much she would have been out of a job the day after he had inherited the business. Well maybe not, after all, she was his aunt, and his uncle had requested she be well taken care of. Besides, he kind of loved her.

“Actually Jason, I am hoping to avoid running into an old hot date,” Alex informed his best friend. He was looking right at Pearl when he said it, hoping to give her a hint. All he saw was a glint in her eyes. Uh oh, that could mean big trouble.

“Okay back to work slackers!” Alex replied in his grumpiest boss voice.

Jason and Pearl just laughed and did as he said.

* * *
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OLIVIA MANNON WOKE reeling from a dream. A dream that told her it was once again time to move on. It was actually two dreams, each a night apart, that always let her know it was time to make a change in her life. One was a nightmare that she could never remember, and the other was a dream about someone she used to know.

She sat up in bed. “Jeff, get up. It’s time for you to go.”

“I don’t have to be to work for another two hours,” he mumbled from underneath a pillow.

“No, I mean it’s time for you to go. For good,” she stressed. “I don’t think we should see each other anymore!” A little harsh, but sometimes that was how she had to do things to get her point across.

“Just like that? I thought things were good for us.” He was sitting up now too.

“Yeah well I’ve decided to turn over a new leaf after I get back from vacation, so bye-bye,” she said as she got out of bed.

Jeff grabbed his clothes from the previous day and quickly dressed. Gathering the few other belongings he had there, he threw them into his gym bag and made his way to the door. As he walked out of the bedroom he left Olivia with one final thought. “You know, everyone is right about you. You are a bitch!”

Several seconds later she heard the front door slam. Sighing, she put her bathrobe on and went to join her twin brother, Jackson, in the kitchen for coffee.

“You know, he’s right, you are a bitch,” Jackson echoed. His head was buried in a newspaper and his right hand was wrapped around a coffee mug.

“Yeah well at least I haven’t been acting like an over emotional twit for a week like you have,” she bit back.

Jackson threw his newspaper down and looked at his twin with hurt in his eyes. Standing up, he took his coffee mug to the sink and walked away from her. A few seconds later she heard his bedroom door slam.

Great, she had just hurt her greatest ally. Was she really that much of a bitch? Yeah, she probably was. She had been ever since...forget it. She was happy and successful, and that was all that mattered.

Olivia slumped into the nearest dining chair and dropped her head onto her arms. This morning was off to a great start. Hopefully, it would get better because a long, busy day lay ahead.

Just as she started to think about her family’s plans the phone rang, and she reluctantly got up to answer it. “Hello.”

“Hi sweetie”

“Hey, Mom. What’s up?” Olivia asked.

“I just wanted to let you know that we should be there in about forty-five minutes. Dad still has to pack the car, and then it takes about twenty minutes to get to your place.”

“Okay Mom, we’ll be ready.”

“Bye, darling.”

“Bye Mama.” She hurried to wash the coffee cups and pot before heading to her bedroom to get ready. She stopped in front of her brother’s door. “Jackson?” Her hand tapped lightly on the frame.

“Go away!” he yelled.

“I just want to let you know that Mom and Dad will be here in about thirty.”

“Okay,” he said, quieter this time.

“Jackson?” She put her hand gently on the door.

“What Olivia?” he asked.

“I’m sorry.”

“I forgive you.”

Olivia smiled and went to her room. This vacation was going to be fabulous. Her whole family would spend an entire week being pampered onboard a luxury cruise ship as they visited Alaska. Her parents, Charlotte and Ethan, had purchased tickets for the whole family for their annual vacation. She and Jackson would fly with their parents and the two other local Mannon children, Vanessa and Mari, to Vancouver where they would board the ship.

The last and oldest Mannon child, Abigail, would be flying in from New York City with her personal assistant, Sam. Abby was the family workaholic and wasn’t about to let something as trivial as an all-expenses-paid family vacation to get in the way of closing a big deal. Olivia missed her oldest sister a lot and couldn’t wait to see her again, but having her personal assistant there would sure make for an interesting trip. How he would survive the Mannon family would be a true test of his character.

Dressed in a blue and white flowered summer dress, Olivia took one last look at herself in the mirror. She hated to admit it, but people were right about her look. Since she had cut her long chestnut-colored hair, she looked like a pixie. Her five-foot-four frame combined with her short, feminine haircut and cute features made her look like a pixie from a children’s cartoon. She really couldn’t complain, though, her looks had been a real asset to her over the years. And today she looked pretty good if she did say so herself. There wasn’t a hair out of place and her face was fresh and glowing. Maybe she would meet someone on the cruise who would want to show her a good time. She grabbed condoms from her bathroom and put them in one of her suitcases, just in case.

Olivia grabbed a light sweater out of the closet and headed to the living room with her bags. The sweater was for the flight, she always froze on airplanes, but she felt like wearing it right then and there too. The thermostat had to be adjusted. “Hey Jackson, don’t forget to turn the a/c up to eighty degrees. It doesn’t need to be ten below in here while we’re gone,” she hollered to him as she went through the living room and kitchen making sure all lights and appliances were turned off.

“Already done,” he said as he walked up behind her, suitcases in hand. He set them down next to hers and sat on the couch to wait. He had that same old sad look on his face.

Everything about her tall, dark, and handsome brother – his piercing green eyes, the slump of his shoulders, his walk – said that something was wrong.

“Jackson, please tell me what’s going on with you,” she said as she sat down next to him. “I’m really starting to get worried.”

“Only if you tell me why you have a new boyfriend every month when you should be married to Alex by now,” he demanded, hoping the subject would get her to leave him alone. He walked to the window to look out at the street.

“Not fair, Jackson.” She had let Alex go three years before, and no one in her wonderful family would let her forget it. Of course, she had never talked much about why she and her first love had gone their separate ways, so maybe they just needed some sort of closure. “Okay, if you won’t tell me what’s going on, at least tell me one thing.”

“What?” he asked skeptically.

“Are you sick?” She walked over to stand near him.

He turned to her and gave her one of his famous bear hugs. “I’m fine Livia. I am perfectly healthy.” He was actually smiling now.

“Okay, I believe you. Now, let’s go wait outside for Mom and Dad. The sooner we get this vacation started, the better we’ll both feel!” And the sooner she got the vacation started, the sooner she would stop thinking about Alex. Damn her brother for bringing him up!

* * *
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JACKSON PUT THEIR CARRY-on bags in the overhead compartment and took his seat next to the window. Olivia sat in the middle seat right next to him, and there was no one in the aisle seat, which made her happy. She would have her brother all to herself for The Inquisition. “So, if I tell you more about why Alex and I broke up, will you really tell me what’s wrong with you?” she asked once they were leveling off.

“I can’t yet,” he stressed. “I have a lot to think about before I tell anyone. Please be patient, you’ll know soon enough.” He never thought Olivia would contemplate going through with talking about her ex, her lips were usually sealed when it came to Alex Paige.

“You can’t even tell your twin huh?” she questioned. “It must be something big.”

Jackson just nodded and turned to look sadly out the window. “How about you tell me about your break up with Alex now, and I’ll tell you my news before I tell the rest of the family,” he offered.

“I don’t know Jackson, is that fair?”

“Just an idea,” he mumbled, still looking out the window.

Olivia felt so bad for her brother, his heart was so heavy right now. Okay, she could do this, she could open up to him. After all, they were twins, as close as could be. She decided to tell him what he had wanted to know for three long years. “Alex and I broke up because of his lack of ambition. It just didn’t mesh well with the kind of life I wanted.” Olivia took a deep, steadying breath. It always sounded so awful when she heard it out loud. “Did you know that he had twelve jobs in two years? His grandfather even offered to lend him some money to buy a business in Henderson, but nothing ever seemed to satisfy him,” she confided.

“We all know more than you think, Livia.”

“You do?”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I just wanted to hear you say it out loud so you could realize how ridiculous it sounds.” 

“You jerk!”

“Did you love him?” Jackson looked pointedly at her.

“Yes. Very much,” she answered quietly. “I wanted to marry him.”

“Then why did the rest matter, Olivia?” he asked pained.

She sighed heavily. This was the exact response she had expected. No one ever understood. “It just did. He was camp outdoors, I was presidential suite at a five-star hotel.” She leaned her head back against the seat, thinking about her old love. “You don’t understand, do you? You know, that’s why I didn’t talk about it much.”

Jackson looked at his sister with something close to anger in his eyes. 

But Olivia spoke before he could. “I know, I’m a bitch right?”

Jackson just smirked and started to read the airline magazine. 

Olivia had her answer. Her best friend and twin truly did think she was a bitch. And in all actuality she was, but she couldn’t change that now. She put headphones on and closed her eyes. Thoughts of Alex and the first time they met flooded her mind.

She was nineteen years old and just days away from final exams for her sophomore year in college. It was so hot outside, the first hundred and ten degree day of the year, and it had come early. Olivia’s hands were full of books, she was sweaty, and her long straight hair was plastered to her face when a tall, black haired, brown eyed guy walked up beside her and relieved her of some of her burdens.

“Let me help you,” was all he said. A lock of his tousled black hair fell over his left eye and her heart skipped a beat or two. He was tall and well defined, he made her feel so small. And when he looked at her, his deep brown eyes saw everything. It was like they could read her every thought. She wasn’t the least bit scared of him, despite his size and piercing gaze he was somehow comfortable to be around. And he was such a life saver. 

She was too hot to even ask his name, the less energy she used the more likely she was to survive the heat. Especially since she had to drive twenty-five miles with a broken air conditioner.

Walking along in comfortable silence, they quickly reached her car and he handed the books back to her. He jogged away without a word, and Olivia didn’t even have a chance to ask his name or to say thank you.

That weekend, once finals were over and she was an official junior in the College of Hotel Administration, there was a big party at one of her friends’ houses. It was an annual bash to celebrate the end of yet another school year, and this would be Olivia’s second one. They were usually really fun, but for some reason, she wasn’t sure she was up to it this time. She came very close to staying home, but her best friend, Chloe, finally talked her into going. She decided she would give it one hour and then she would head home.

Forty-five minutes later Olivia was sitting there, nursing a beer, and wishing it was time to leave when she saw him – the handsome stranger who had helped her carry her books on that scorching day. Chickening out twice, she was finally able to approach him to thank him for his help. They ended up talking through the night.

Everything about him excited her, especially that stray lock of hair that kept falling over his eye. She could hardly wait to get to know him better. Right away she found out that he was a Liberal Arts major from Seattle, he was twenty-one years old, and his name was Alexander Timothy Paige Jr. The rest she would learn over the next few months and have one hell of a time doing it.

They had their first date the next day, and were together every day after that – they were inseparable. She went with him on his vacation to the coast of Oregon late that summer where they spent their days on the beach and their nights alone in his parent’s summer cottage making love.

When summer ended, Olivia was so incredibly sad to have to go back to school, to work, and to the suffocating heat that she cried for over an hour. He held her and kissed her until she quieted, and then he rushed into town, coming back with a single pink rose and a promise that anytime she was unhappy or hurt he would bring her one. He never broke that promise, not even once. A single pink rose had been delivered to her apartment the day after she broke up with him.

Olivia had been determined to live a life where she never wanted for anything, and Alex couldn’t help her achieve that life. He was never happy with his jobs, and he never tried to get more than an entry level position. So she ended it. No matter how much she loved him. No matter how much she grieved for the loss of the only person she had ever truly loved.

* * *
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ALEX WAS THRILLED. He had just finished the makeover of his personal plane, The Living Doll, well ahead of schedule. It took him four hours, that’s it. It wasn’t even dinner time yet! He couldn’t wait to take her up in the air again, and his next run would be Monday. She was his personal plane, but he used her for tour flights too, how could he not share the joy of The Living Doll with everyone! Hell, he wouldn’t wait until Monday, he had to take her up immediately. He did all of his preflight checks and before he knew it he was soaring again. What a rush it was to feel so free. Up here, he had no worries, he could be who he wanted to be.

As he flew his usual route through Misty Fjord he couldn’t help but wonder what Olivia would think of it if, in fact, she saw it on Sunday. She was such a classy girl, she would probably ooh and ah but not see the real beauty. When they had visited Seattle one time he thought for sure the beautiful scenery they had hiked through had finally broken through her uptight personality, but alas it hadn’t. She was the same old Olivia when they arrived home. Seattle didn’t hold all bad memories for him though. He would never forget one trip he took to Seattle.

He and Olivia had known each other for twenty-one fantastic days when he had to go to Seattle to visit his parents for a week. They had decided that the night before he left would be their first time together. They were both excited and nervous, but ready to take their relationship to the next step.

Olivia had wanted to take him out to dinner because she was a horrible cook, even though she was a management intern at a multi-star restaurant. But Alex had come up with a completely different plan. He had decided to cook her a gourmet meal. His intent had been to charm her and make her feel comfortable. He had even set the mood with candlelight, wine, and romantic music. 

By the time she had taken her last delicate bite, he’d wanted her so badly he couldn’t stand it. He started to clean up after dinner because he didn’t want to seem like he was rushing things, but she started to kiss him while he was standing at the sink. And when she whispered to him exactly what she wanted to do to him, he came completely unglued. They made it as far as the bathroom where they stopped to grab condoms. They had sex for the first time standing against the bathroom wall. It was the most thrilling thing either of them had ever experienced. No one else had ever made him lose his senses like that, and Olivia had claimed the same. Later that night after things had calmed down, and they were laying entwined together in bed, the words I love you were uttered for the first time. 

Alex didn’t usually let himself indulge in that memory. It was one of the few that was usually off limits. This time, though, he couldn’t help it. It made him ache with missing Olivia. But it was still too dangerous to chance seeing her. If in fact she was going to be in town on Sunday, he would lock himself in his house and not come out until all of the ships left the dock. And then he would call Jason and ask him to describe the mystery passenger and her guests. How could he not?
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Chapter 2
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Olivia was shaking and breathing hard. The dreams hit again, only this time both on the same night. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t remember the one that scared the daylights out of her. She just knew she was scared. She heard screaming and something that could have been swishing or splashing. It never really settled in enough to take on a true shape or meaning. 

The second dream, on the other hand, had the potential to leave her breathless. 

She started out walking down the main walkway at the University, heading past the performing arts center, the library, the alumni center, and the humanities building. It was like she was on one of those airport moving walkways. She assumed she was headed to the Student Union to look for Alex, but she couldn’t be sure about what her destination was because the walkway was always switching directions. It would stop moving long enough for her to catch a glimpse of Alex, and when she would venture toward him and call his name he would disappear. 

She would follow him into every building on the way back to her car, where she had begun her journey. The desperation to find him nearly blinded her. She would see a friend and ask if they had seen him. They would say yes and tell her where he was. She would go searching for him there. Eventually, she ended up back at her car and Alex would be sitting
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