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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 hand writing 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!  

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 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 think I’ll start with Mari, she should be easiest. All I have to do is make sure she and her husband of convenience realize how much they really do love each other. After all, his mother Eleanor has been my best friend for fifty-three years. We will work together. So it is official now, Mari and Graham will be my first ‘victims’.

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. Eleanor and I must be slipping in our old age, we can’t seem to come up with a plan to get Mari and Graham together for real. The kids are driving us nuts. They love each other, they want each other, so what’s the problem?

If it were up to me, I would put them on a boat together and leave them at sea for a week. They would come back a real couple, I guarantee it. Oh wow! That gives me an idea. Gotta go for now. I’ll write more later.

March 31, 2011 - I found a great way to get Marjorie and Graham together - and maybe get the rest of the group married off too. We’re going to take a family cruise to Alaska. Of course, Eleanor, Graham, and Sarah will come too. 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 a mistake with the room arrangements or something. Romance on the high seas mixed with the beauty of Alaska! What could be better?

––––––––
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April 11, 2011 - I was two days away from revealing the family cruise to everyone when I found out that Graham and Mari have decided that being married is no longer necessary. Eleanor and I talked for two hours trying to decide what to do. Those kids wouldn’t go on the same vacation now if you paid them to. So, we’ve decided to trick them. Graham and Mari will see each other on this vacation if it kills their poor old mothers. 

Gotta go, I have to write in the journals I am keeping on my plans for the other kids. Can you believe I have found mates for all of them now? And everyone is going to be on the cruise and or in Alaska already! 

July 11, 2011 - Two days until D-day. Mari and Graham aren’t going to know what hit them. They’ll be mad at first, but someday, they will thank us. I’m sure of it.
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Chapter 1
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Mari Mannon walked across the gangplank onto the luxury cruise liner, The Sunset Destiny. “Oh, this is going to be heaven,” she exclaimed breathlessly as she had her first look at the inside of the ship. What a great place to spend the next week. The wood banisters and casings looked like someone spent an entire week shining them. Brass fixtures and moldings were also polished to a high shine, without a fingerprint in sight. The lush, colorful carpets added to the luxurious yet completely comfortable atmosphere surrounding her. What a fantastic place to just...be.

Mari felt a familiar ache in her heart. She just knew this would be the best place in the world to spend time with a sexy twenty-eight-year-old firefighter. Days exploring the ship or beautiful ports of call and nights exploring each other. Hmmm. Yeah, unfortunately, the sexy firefighter she had in mind was thousands of miles away and had absolutely no interest in spending time with her. He was her soon to be ex-husband of convenience - quite a mouthful that is - the man she had loved since she was a teen. A smile actually came to her lips as she was looking through her boarding packet for her room number. Too bad for Graham Blake, he would never know what he had missed.

“Okay everyone, our rooms are on deck six,” Mari’s father Ethan announced. “We should probably head up there, it’s almost time to set sail. The safety drill starts soon.” Mari came out of her reverie to join in on the chorus of ‘yes dad’ and ‘okay’ as everyone headed to the elevators. At this very moment, she was just wishing they hadn’t gone sightseeing before heading to the ship. Sitting down for a few minutes before being drilled about safety and evacuation would do her a world of good, but there just wasn’t any time.

The family: Mari’s mom and dad Charlotte and Ethan, her sisters Abigail, Olivia, and Vanessa, and her only brother Jackson filled up the entire elevator car making her feel claustrophobic. As soon as the doors began to close, she stepped off. 

Oh, she could breathe again! The not so crowded second car was calling her name so she stepped on and turned around to lean her back against the wall. Standing right there, not five feet away, was Graham. All six- feet-five-inches of black-haired, brown-eyed deliciousness. Or maybe it was just someone who looked an awful lot like him? He wasn’t completely facing her after all. 

Her heart started to beat wildly and her legs felt shaky. When the doors slid shut and she could finally think somewhat rationally again, she told herself that there was no way it could have been him.

Everything was happening so fast. She must have been seeing things, you know, wishful thinking on her part. Or maybe exhaustion was clouding her vision. Graham Blake was safely thousands of miles away at home with his beautiful seven-year-old daughter, Sarah. 

Mari quietly cursed herself for giving in to her need for the man who broke her heart more than once in her life. And when the four other people in the elevator looked at her strangely, she couldn’t help but laugh. She would have to be careful with that. Her secret plan for this vacation could never work if everyone thought she was a crazy woman who talked to herself.

By the time she saw Vanessa and Olivia in front of the room they were to share, her pulse was back to normal, and her legs were strong again. There was almost no trace of the near heart-stopping moment that she had just experienced. “Where did you go?” Vanessa called out as she saw Mari approaching.

“I just needed some air, you guys were sucking the life out of me.”

“Ha ha, very funny. I thought maybe you were going after that hot guy on the other elevator,” Vanessa said jokingly. Mari just laughed softly. She hadn’t even noticed the guy because she was too busy dwelling on the past; a bad habit that would have to change so she wouldn’t miss out on something worthwhile for her future.

“You know, there really are a lot of hot guys here Sis, you should grab one.” Olivia was dead serious as she unlocked their room. “Nothing better for forgetting Mr. Blake than to go out for dinner and drinks with another man.”

“We’ll see,” Mari replied, lowering her gaze. If her sisters only knew what she had planned. It was something close to what Olivia had suggested but not exactly... “Come on, grab a life jacket, we need to get up on deck for the safety drill.” It was better to change the subject now before she revealed too much.

* * *
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People watching was one of Mari’s favorite things to do, and the evacuation station was the perfect place to do it. People from every walk of life swarmed the deck. A young attractive couple, obviously on their honeymoon, were hugging and kissing and whispering to each other. Hadn’t she once had a dream of honeymooning on a ship? Yeah, a long time ago when she was an idealistic child maybe. She couldn’t help but laugh bitterly. It was sad how things changed when adulthood descended and let the big bad world in to trample your dreams. 

During her brief bitter moment, she wondered why she had ever let her mother talk her into this trip. She could have been at home, in her pink hospital scrubs, working hard to save lives in the ER. She didn’t have to be here in these beautiful surroundings, headed to one of the most beautiful places on earth, being reminded of Graham at every turn. God, she really hoped she wouldn’t regret the next week. Family vacations were overrated anyway, weren’t they? 

She sighed and looked back at the sweet honeymoon couple. A smile spread wide across her face. Her bitter moment was gone with the ocean breeze. She had a secret plan to execute that would change her life, hopefully for the better. Slipping back into excitement mode was easy then. 

People watching moved to the other side of her group. This time, she was determined to find someone that didn’t remind her of the past. But of course, that was a big fat failure. Not fifteen feet away was Sarah Blake - adorable upturned nose, long curly black hair and all. Mari’s heart pounded and she once again felt shaky from the adrenaline coursing through her. She steadied herself on the deck chairs stacked nearby. It just couldn’t be the girl she had come to love as a daughter. She had to be hallucinating. This situation called for closed eyes and a refocus, and when she looked again the little girl was nowhere to be seen. “Okay Mari, Graham is history and a few hot nights await. Get a grip!” she mumbled to herself. Five minutes later the safety drill was thankfully over.

* * *
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Graham Blake felt his mother Eleanor shiver as they walked into the heart of The Sunset Destiny. “Are you okay ma?” Her heart problem always worried him, even though she’d been given a clean bill of health just the week before. He didn’t know if he could handle another loss.

“Yes son,” she said with a strange grin. I’ve never been better.” 

Uh oh, the only time his mother grinned like that was when she was up to something. But what in the world could she be up to on a ship full of strangers? He just wanted to be on his way to Alaska, and it hurt his head to put too much thought into his mom’s facial expressions. He would have to figure it out later after he rested and his mind decided if it was truly worth worrying about. Hell, he had probably imagined it all anyway. Exhaustion does crazy things to a man.

Graham briefly noticed how amazing the inside of the ship was. But he didn’t have much time to dwell on it because they were announcing that the safety drill would start in ten minutes. 

Hurry, hurry, hurry is what he’d done all day. Obviously, sightseeing around Vancouver had been a bad idea. He wouldn’t be able to rest now until afterward if he didn’t fall over first. What a hellish day it had been, and obviously, the hell wasn’t over yet. But soon, he hoped he could rest and take stock of the week to come. 

He rushed to the elevators so they could quickly get to deck eight and grab their life jackets from their suites. Damn, they were going to miss the car and would have to wait for another. As Graham came to a stop, Mari’s enchanting face appeared before him. Standing just inside the closing elevator was the bane of his existence. He stood stock still, with his mouth open, until his brain started working again. It finally dawned on him that it couldn’t be his soon to be ex-wife because in all reality, what would the chances be? She was probably at the hospital working her shift like always.

“Come on Sarah, Ma, the elevator will be here soon,” he called from across the receiving area to them. They were going to have to keep up or they might get left behind.

When the elevator didn’t show up right away, Graham relented and took a look around him. What a great time he could have with Mari here: days enjoying swift moving rivers and mountain vistas, evenings standing on the deck enjoying cool ocean breezes and stolen kisses, and late nights dancing and having sex hot enough to burn away his fears. Wishful thinking of course. He cursed himself for letting his mind wander there. This had to be the last time he thought of her this trip. This had to be the last time he thought of making love to her... ever. 

When the doors to the second elevator car finally opened, he practically dragged Eleanor and Sarah inside. They arrived at their suites with just enough time to grab their life jackets and then it was on to face the crowds at the safety drill. At this rate, he wouldn’t be in a good mood for the rest of the trip. Was it too late for him to go home?

On deck, Eleanor and Sarah were busy talking to each other and leaving him alone. The less he had to deal with other people, including family, the better it would be for everyone right now. But of course, it wouldn’t last. Sarah suddenly broke into his private thoughts with her high-pitched girlish squeal. “Dad, Dad, I saw Mari!”

What? “Whoa, wait a minute squirt!” Graham said. His heart skipped several beats before beginning to pound in his ears. “You couldn’t have seen Mari, she’s probably working her shift at the hospital right now.”

“But Dad, I know it was her!”

“It’s not possible Sarah,” he said firmly. “Now I don’t want to hear another word about it.” His heartbeat was finally returning to normal and he just couldn’t take any more. The memory of this smart, sweet, sexy woman kept haunting him, even from thousands of miles away. Enough was enough!

Graham breathed a sigh of relief when for once Sarah seemed to listen to what he said the first time. She went back to talking to her Grandmother about some trivial young girl thing. Smart kid, she was! As it was, he was about to start screaming at the top of his lungs if he couldn’t get out of the evacuation stations quickly. He absolutely hated crowds and didn’t want to go nuts and get thrown off the ship. Or did he? No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than the drill was over and they were free to go. 

“Are you having fun, son?” Eleanor asked, interrupting his thoughts. She hoped he wouldn’t be too upset by the news she was about to give him. In the end, he just might thank her.

“Yeah ma, once we get settled in, I’ll be even better.” He smiled brightly for the first time that day. “I can’t wait to see Alaska again. And I can’t wait for you and Sarah to see it too. I guarantee you won’t ever see any place more beautiful in your lives.” 

Mari would love Alaska too, and it actually made his heart ache that he would never get the chance to share it with her. Dwelling on that now would not do anyone any good though. He had to shake it off and move on.

“I’m sure we’ll all have fun. With Sarah out of your hair you can do anything you want in the evenings,” she said with a bit too much excitement.

“Yeah, I guess so.” Hold on, what in the world was she talking about? “What do you mean mother? How will Sarah be out of my hair in the evenings?” By the way, she was talking, it sounded as though she really was up to something, but again, what mischief was there to get up to on a ship full of strangers. He would definitely give it a thought later, but now he just wanted to rest.

“She and I are sharing a room so I will be able to keep an eye on her and you will be able to experience the nightlife,” she stressed. “It’s about time you got out and about again. You’ve been mooning over Mari for too long.”

“Now hold on just one minute, Mother. I am not mooning over Mari. Remember, I am the one who cut off all ties with her,” he ground out. “And it is definitely not a good idea to make you take care of my child. You paid for a single occupancy room and you deserve your own space. Sarah can stay with me as planned.” Graham was seething now. His mother knew he had vowed never to love again and here she was rubbing Mari’s pain, and his, in his face.

“No, you hold on just one minute, young man. You might be grown but I am still your mother, and I don’t appreciate your tone,” she stated with well-controlled anger. “You’re single, no matter whose choice it was, and you need to get your bearings. I think this is the best way. Besides, it’s already been settled, right Sarah?”

“Yeah Daddy, I can’t wait. Grandma and I don’t get to spend a lot of time together, just the two of us!” she squealed excitedly. “Besides, I’m with you every day. Please Daddy, just this once.”

Graham knew when he’d been beaten. He could rarely say no to his daughter, so he just smiled and agreed. He sure hoped he wouldn’t regret it. That nagging feeling that his mom was up to something just wouldn’t leave him. 

The ship was about to depart so Graham said goodbye to Sarah and Eleanor as they headed topside to watch the dock disappear in the distance. He went back to his suite to rest awhile, and hopefully not do something stupid like fall asleep and dream of the enchantress that had haunted his sleep since he was a kid.

* * *
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Mari, Vanessa, and Olivia returned their life jackets to their cabin before looping arms and walking up the four flights of stairs to deck ten where they could watch the ship leave Vancouver. They headed the opposite direction of almost everyone else in an effort to avoid the crowds. It was time for some sisterly bonding. Three of the four lived in the same area but didn’t get to see each other as much as they wanted. And Abigail, the one who lived across the country and hadn’t been seen in two years, had room assignment problems to iron out and couldn’t join them right then. 

“Oh wow! Look at what we have here,” Vanessa sighed, looking over the railing at the crew working to get the ship underway. Ropes were being pulled and coiled by men with bulging muscles that strained their work jumpsuits

“Oh yeah!” Mari said excitedly. “I wonder if they stay here on the ship. One of them would be just perfect for my plan.” A flash of guilt that she was thinking of doing something with someone other than Graham came and went. It left only a tiny bit of regret in her heart. But that was easy enough to push aside.

“What plan?” Vanessa and Olivia asked at the same time. Mari smiled at her sisters, the tall voluptuous redhead and the short pixyish brunette. At that moment she decided she absolutely had to share her plan with someone, no matter how much she had wanted to keep it a secret. The excitement of it was eating her alive.

“Do you promise not to tell anyone?”

“Of course, my goodness you’re blushing!” Vanessa squealed. 

“Shh,” Mari whispered loudly, reaching up to press her nervous, cold hands to her flaming cheeks.

“Sorry,” Vanessa said impatiently.

“I promise too Mari, now spill it!” Olivia ordered.

The plan came flooding out. She had spent years feeling like she was losing her spark. And months feeling like she was losing her usefulness as a woman. She had basically been a roommate to the man she loved and a caretaker to his child. Somewhere along the way, she had lost herself. 

She wanted to be a wife and a mom in the true sense of the words, not just in theory. Graham’s warped vow to never love anyone just messed everything up. So now, thanks to some advice from Vanessa, she was going to change all that and become the strong independent woman she once was. 

Having sex with someone on the ship was the best way she could think of to do that. Not only were a couple of hot sexy nights exactly what the doctor ordered, but it was time to put the burden of being a twenty-six- year-old virgin behind her. Absolutely nothing was going to stop her. This could be the start of a new chapter in her life. If Graham couldn’t give her what she wanted, she was going to get it elsewhere; at least the reckless passion part. The part about love she would have to shelve for now in favor of hot, naked, sweaty sex. 

Olivia turned away to think about the bombshell her sister had just dropped on them, and Vanessa stood there with her mouth wide open for what seemed like ten full minutes. She didn’t quite know what to say. Her very cautious, very practical sister would normally never think about such a reckless plan, let alone want to do it. At least not anymore. The wild and crazy Mari had died years ago, about the time Graham married his first wife. And as for the virginity thing, well, that was almost as much of a shock. Mari was gorgeous; five-feet-five-inches tall, long curly chestnut colored hair, brilliant green eyes, and a body every man dreamed of. 

Who had ever heard of a twenty-six-year-old virgin in this day and age? Hadn’t Mari and her college boyfriend Peter been intimate? They were a couple for three years! Well, there would be plenty of time for details on all of the other stuff later. And she definitely aimed to make her sister talk... eventually. But right now thea only talking she wanted to do was to talk some sense into her newly insane sister. What exactly to say to her was the question of the day.

Olivia found the words first, harsh as they were. “Okay, let me get this straight,” she whispered. “You’re a virgin and you’re going to have sex with a stranger to try to forget Graham? What on earth are you thinking? That’s just stupid, Sis!” She paused to take a deep breath. “This could be the biggest mistake you ever make, Mar.”

Vanessa grabbed Mari by the arms and made eye contact. “You need to think about this a little more. Or maybe wait until you go out with my teacher friend for a while. At least then you would have my word that he’s a good guy. This whole stranger thing sounds too...dangerous!”

“Don’t worry guys, I’m a big girl and I’ve already thought about it a lot. What better way to get on with my life than to do something reckless and fun?” Mari was adamant. “Isn’t that your motto, Vanessa? Be reckless and have fun!” The more she talked about it, the more excited she got. In her mind, this was the absolute best thing to do. Getting on with her life was paramount and there was no other way to do it. No more living in the past.

“Oh God! What have you done with my sister?” Vanessa practically wailed. “And since when do you follow my advice or my motto? This isn’t exactly what I had in mind, Mari! I wanted you to date and have fun without Graham, not... not risk your morals!”

Mari just chuckled.

After thinking about the whole mess for a few minutes, Olivia cautioned, “If you insist on doing this, please be very careful. You could be hurt, emotionally or physically. If we can’t change your mind, remind me to give you some of my stash of condoms when we get to the cabin.”

“No, you definitely can’t change my mind,” she exclaimed adamantly. “And, I already took some of Vanessa’s stash from the bathroom at home. I have them in my purse. Besides, there is no way I can be hurt any more than I already am,” came a low whisper as she turned to look out at the people on the pavement below who were waiting for the ship to leave. 

After a minute, Mari couldn’t help but tease her sister. “Olivia, why did you bring condoms on the cruise? Are you planning on having sex with a stranger too? It’s about time for a new man in your life, isn’t it? You’ve had the latest one for a while now.”

Olivia’s perfect complexion turned bright red and just as she was about to explain that she had broken up with her latest boy toy just that morning, the warning Klaxon sounded from above making them all jump. They collapsed into giggles and when they regained their composure, the ship was backing away from the dock. Mari was so happy to finally be sailing away from her troubles, at least for a week. Let the fun begin!

* * *
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Graham lay face down on the queen sized bed without even bothering to unpack. His head hit the pillow and he was out instantly. He didn’t even feel the ship pull away from the dock. Unfortunately, his sleep wasn’t free of dreams as he had hoped. He dreamed of Mari again.

It was their regular Tuesday night dinner at Isabella’s, their favorite Italian place when they were married. She had just let it slip that she was in love with him. And instead of ending the marriage as he’ had actually done, he took her home to his bedroom. She was wearing the sexy little piece of satin and lace that he had seen her admiring one day in a store display. He remembered teasing her about it for weeks. And now he knew why she had liked it. She looked like a beautiful slice of heaven wearing that thing! 

Sitting on the edge of the bed she rolled the stockings down her beautiful legs, letting them drop one by one, to the floor. Oh God! She was as perfect as he always imagined her to be. She motioned for him to come closer and stood up from the bed. The white lace bra slipped away from her body and he didn’t think he would ever be able to breathe again. He reached out to satisfy the ache he always had to touch her, and just as his finger grazed her perfect puckered nipple...
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Chapter 2
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Another piece of clothing went flying onto the chair. “I really didn’t have time to think this through,” Mari groaned. “I can’t seduce a man with the crap in my suitcase.” Turtlenecks, T-shirts, sweats, and work slacks just weren’t going to work. She sat down in front of the closet and put her head in her hands. The thought of not going through with her plan made her want to cry, but what else could she do? She absolutely had to change her look and boost her confidence for it to work. But with what she had, it just didn’t seem possible.

“Well, you didn’t make this plan of yours until this morning so of course you didn’t have time to pack for the occasion,” Vanessa encouraged. “Just relax, between the three of us we can come up with something for you to wear.” 

“Everything will be okay,” Olivia promised as she pulled Mari to a standing position “You go shower, and Vanessa and I will find you something to wear. You and I are the same size, it’ll be easy.”

“Remember Livia, I want sexy and classic not borderline obscene,” Mari said innocently.

“How nice to know what you think of my wardrobe, Sis,” Olivia returned.

“I’m sorry Livia, that’s not what I meant. We just have such different...”

“I know what you meant, now go, we don’t have a lot of time,” she said with a gentle push in the direction of the bathroom. 

Mari hoped she could trust her sisters dressing her as much as she could trust them to be there for her in times of need. Somehow she wasn’t so sure about that one.

The warm spray of the shower felt good on her tight muscles. Unfortunately, when her body relaxed, her mind started to work... sometimes in overdrive. The execution of her plan started to worry her, although she was still very excited about the plan itself. How would she know which guy was the right one? He had to be interested, willing, and not looking for a relationship. A place to go would be a benefit too because she absolutely would not bring a guy back here as long as she was sharing a room with her sisters. Then there was the approach. She had never really seduced anyone before. Although, she was an avid reader of romance novels, which meant she would probably do something corny or ridiculous, ultimately resulting in embarrassment. 

Mari turned away from the warm spray on her face and rested her head on the shower stall. And of course, there were a couple of serious questions she had to ask herself. Would she tell her seduction about the plan or even about her virginity? Would she scare a potential victim off if she did? If only she had developed this plan the day her mom had announced the trip, instead of the day they left. She would’ve had a couple of months to prepare, and not just a couple of hours.

What had happened to the days when she was the most adventurous, spontaneous person in her group of friends? None of this should be bothering her. She was the one who had created, planned, and executed the Senior Skinny Dip in Lake Mead on grad night - with no notice. They still did that every year because of her. Could she go back to that though? It seemed like once high school ended she had lost her true self. 

Mari sighed and moved to stand under the warm water again. Obviously, there could only be one answer. She absolutely would be spontaneous again because she had no other choice. She wanted, no, she needed that to happen so she could move on with her life. Her new life without Graham Blake anywhere in it.

Now that most of the kinks were worked out of her body, she turned the water off and stepped out of the shower. She immediately grieved the loss of the warmth.

The outfit her sisters picked out for her waited on the counter: black skinny jeans, black knit sweater with a plunging neckline, and black knee high boots. Mari loved it instantly, but she couldn’t help to wonder how much of her ample cleavage would be exposed. She wasn’t much of an exhibitionist, but if she wanted to get the man she knew she had to be willing to show what God gave her. 

Now to see what the masses thought, or at least her sisters. She quickly dried her hair and put on some mascara and lipstick before walking out of the bathroom. She was prepared for the worst.

“Wow, you look great!” Vanessa gushed at her big sister. “I always wondered why you never show off those glorious boobies.”

Mari blushed and moaned. “Oh God, I knew it was too much!” She was near panic. “Find me something else quick!” 

“Not a chance, sister!” Olivia interrupted. “You look perfect and we’re going to leave now before you overthink this too much.” 

Before Mari could try to object, the door was opened and they were halfway to the elevator.

“Now, the first attractive guy you see, pounce on him and take him down,” Vanessa said, only half kidding. Mari laughed at her baby sister and wondered what her love life must be like. But then again, if rumors were true, she really didn’t want to know.

“I think I’ve got this one, baby sister. I’ll let you know if I need any help.” 

Vanessa’s look said she was part insulted and part amused. Obviously, she didn’t trust Mari to be able to do this. But of course, that would make her try even harder.

* * *
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Graham woke with the bed covers clenched in his fists, and a very painful condition south of his belt buckle. He was in a cold sweat and breathing
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