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Please keep in mind as you read this story that it takes place in the 1960’s when times were much different. You might notice that language and attitudes are quite different. (For example in the sixties the word ‘dude’ didn’t have the same meaning as it does today. It was kind of on par with the word jerk back then.) We truly hope you enjoy this blast from the past!
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CHARLOTTE MANNON’S JOURNAL

MARCH 15, 2011

This is my first, well I guess technically it is my second, journal in my life. I will turn sixty this year. I started writing one to keep track of the plans I have for my kids. They are so horrible at this love thing. They don’t have it as easy as their father and I did. So, I think I will help them find their true happiness...and true love. I don’t know what the hell happened to my family, but somewhere along the way, they all became miserable human beings. And if it’s my fault, then I know I must fix it.

The plan for the first of the kids, Marjorie, started to come together in my head today. I decided she and her true love, Graham, need to be stuck out on the ocean together so they can get over themselves and have their happily ever after. I think I’m going to send them on a cruise. Hell, maybe we should make it a family reunion trip. I wonder how many other ‘mates’ that I could find for my kids and make sure were on the cruise. I guess I had better get busy. Alaska!!! Oh my goodness, that’s it. I found the love of my life in Alaska, and I am positive that Mari will re-find hers there. (And maybe some, or all of the other kids will too!) Cruise to Alaska, here we come!

April 1, 2011

Well, it looks like my plans are coming along nicely. It seems that all of my kids will be paired up on or near the cruise. All of the talk and planning for a trip to Alaska has brought back so many memories of when I got together with the love of my life. (Although our love began ten years before that fateful summer.) June through August of 1969 was the summer of the original Four Musketeers – Ethan, Charli (me), Jackson and Francesca.

All of the emotions I cycled through in that short three month period have come flooding back! I clearly remember the excitement of the first time we saw each other again, and how I could barely stand the thought of not being able to spend time with him. The devastation I felt when he acted like he wasn’t interested and when I realized he really didn’t want the hassle of a girlfriend, brings tears to my eyes even now. I wouldn’t trade my dear husband and our five wonderful kids for the world. 

That time in Alaska and the first few months after was filled with so much joy and fear, and even sadness. That is what I want my kids to experience. It may sound mean that I want them to experience the bad stuff too, but I truly believe that is what makes a relationship work. You have to mix the fear and excitement of being intimate for the first time, with the heartbreak of fights and near breakups to round things out, to make them complete.

Boy oh boy, did we go through a lot of those ups and downs that first six months of our relationship. The downs are what I seem to be focusing on right now and my heart feels heavy. I know I should probably write it out, but at the moment I can barely see beyond the tears I’m crying - for my kids and what they will go through, and for me and what I gained and lost, forty-two years ago.

I still have many of the letters that Ethan and I wrote to each other as kids. I also remember many of the phone calls over the years. Especially the ones around our birthdays and the final one. This correspondence truly shows how our relationship evolved over the years – with only ever seeing each other once. 

August 1, 1959

Hi Rich Girl! How are you? I still can’t believe you kissed me in Alaska! I might forgive you cause you’re just a silly ol girl. I have to go now. Mama and Papa want to take us into town to get stuff for school. Yuck! Bye for now.

Stick

August 12, 1959

Hi stick! I AM NOT a silly ol girl! I only kissed you cause Francesca dared me to. I didn’t really want to, you’re just a stinky ol boy. I can’t wait for school to start. I can’t believe you said yuck about it, you’re such a weirdo. Bye for now.

Your friend, Rich girl

P.S. I kinda liked the kiss. I bet you did too. Someday you’re going to ask me to marry you and I’m going to say yes...I promise.

August 29, 1959

Hi Rich Girl. You’re the stinky one! I don’t like school much and you can’t make me. I DID NOT like the kiss and I will not ever, ever, ever, ever, ask you to marry me.

Your friend (and only a friend), Stick

September 10, 1959

Hi Stick! You’ll see...Here comes the bride... And you did too like the kiss. How is school going? Do you like it any better? I’m having fun. I got Miss Peters for a teacher and she is so much fun. How is your sister? Tell her I will write to her soon. I think she and Eleanor have been writing some. 

Love, Rich Girl

September 25, 1959

Hi Rich Girl! How are you? I hope school is still good. I really like it this year. I got Mr. Heppler and he doesn’t treat us like dumb kids. He’s my favorite so far. Evelyn is fine. She said she was writing to you so you should have it by now. Tell Eleanor I said hi. Have you heard from Francesca? Last I heard she was doing good. Talk to ya soon!

Love, Stick

April 5, 1960

Hi Rich Girl. 

I really hope you get this letter by your birthday. And I’m sorry I haven’t replied to the birthday letter you sent me, until now. The snow is pretty much melted so we’ve been hiking and camping a lot. How are you doing? I hope you have a good birthday. Mine was so much fun. I sure wish it could have been your pigtails I pulled at the party instead of Evie’s. You only kiss me (still yuck), but she kicked me hard in my leg. I could barely walk! Anyway, write me soon.

Love, Stick

April 25, 1960

Hey Stick!

I got your letter before the tenth. I’m glad you had a good birthday. I laughed so hard when I read the part about Evie kicking you. I would probably kick you too unless you wanted to let me kiss you again. (It’s not that yuck, no matter what you say.) 

Love, Rich Girl

April 5, 1961

Dear Rich Girl

Hello my ten-year-old friend. Everyone said being ten would be great, but I haven’t noticed yet. Have you? And no, I didn’t get kicked this year. Mary Dale chased me and when I tripped she bent down and kissed me. Yuck. Her lips were icky and she slobbered on me. I’m glad you didn’t do that. It was GROSS!!! I hope you aren’t mad, but I told her not to kiss me anymore because I have a girlfriend named Charlotte in Nevada. Now she won’t even talk to me. Yay!

Love, Stick

April 24, 1961

Hi Stick!

Ooh, I wish we could visit so I could slap that Mary Dale. I can’t believe she chased you then kissed you. And slobbers? Double yuck. I’m not mad about the girlfriend thing because I told Timmy York that you were my boyfriend when he kept giving me googly eyes. Maybe we should just be boyfriend and girlfriend so people don’t bother us anymore. What do you think? 

Love, Rich Girl

May 1, 1961

Hi Rich Girl

Yeah, we can be boyfriend and girlfriend for now. Heading to Alaska, I’ll write when I get back.

Love, Stick

March 6, 1962

Hi Stick.

Happy birthday! I hope it’s a good one. I hope this letter gets there by the eleventh so it’s not late again this year. Sorry I haven’t written in a while, but my grandma died. We had to go to Washington for a while. She used to call me every week and now she doesn’t. I miss her so much. I wish I could see you and get a hug. I know you think girls are icky, but you are my boyfriend. (I’m giggling writing this.) I mean I have Mama, Daddy, Penny and Ellie, but I hug them all of the time.

I’m enclosing a picture that Daddy took of me in Washington. Can you send me one too? I haven’t seen you in a long time.

Love you Rich Girl

April 1, 1962

Hi Rich Girl

I’m sorry about your grandma. I would give you a hug if you wanted one. Girls aren’t as icky as they used to be. Especially you because you are nice to me. And Mama and Evie said you’re pretty. I guess you are. You aren’t ugly, that’s for sure. I like that you don’t wear your hair in pigtails anymore.

Here is a picture of me. My legs are kind of cut off but that’s because I’m so tall. Did you write ‘Love you’ then cross the ‘you’ part out? I guess I love you too, you are one of my best friends.

Love you,

Stick

April 10, 1963, 8:00 p.m. PST

Goldstein Residence

Boulder City, Nevada

The phone rings. 

“Hello?” Charlotte answered the phone. 

“May I speak to Charlotte, please?”

“This is she, who is this?”

The young man cleared his throat. “Umm, this is, um, this is Ethan.”

“Ethan!” Charli squealed as she looked over at her parents. Harlan took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow.

“Hi. Mama finally gave me permission to call you sometimes. I have a paper route to help pay the phone bills.”

“I’m so glad,” Charlotte giggled. “This is so much better than writing and waiting weeks for the next letter.”

“Happy Birthday,” he said, quietly. “How are you?”

“Thank you,” she murmured. “I’m good. How are you?”

“Good. We just got home from fishing.”

“You didn’t go on a boat did you?” she asked, her voice trembling. 

Ethan laughed. “Yeah, we did. I wish you could come up and go with us.”

“What, you want me to throw up at your feet again?” she asked with a chuckle.

“Didn’t bother me. I always figured you would do it again someday anyway. I don’t think your stomach is that strong.”

Charlotte laughed. “Well, maybe I will someday. If we even still know each other.”

“I hope we will, I never really thought about not knowing you anymore.”

“Me either. Are we still...you know,” she asked, tossing a glance at her parents. 

“Boyfriend and girlfriend?” he asked with a smile he was glad she couldn’t see.

“Yeah, I mean there is no one here worth anything, they are all annoying brats.”

“There is no one good here either, so I guess we can be, if you want to.”

“I do!” she said a bit too enthusiastically. “I mean since there’s no one else.”

“I need a new picture,” he said quietly. “I haven’t seen you in a year.”

“Okay, I’ll send one. I need a new one too.”

“I’ll send it with my next letter. Hey, Mom is calling for shower time. I’ve gotta go.”

“Okay. Thanks for calling.”

“Do you think...I mean, would your parents be okay if we call each other every week?”

“Yeah, I’m sure they’ll let me. I’ll call you in a couple of days.”

“Bye Charlotte.’

“Bye Ethan.”

March 11, 1964 8:00 p.m MST

The Mannon Residence

Harper’s Rock Wyoming

The phone rings. 

“Hello.”

“Hi, Ethan. Happy birthday!”

“Thanks, Charli.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t home for your call the other day. Penelope had a concert and Mama made me go.”

“That’s okay,” he chuckled. “We talk twice a week. I don’t think missing one time will really hurt.”

“I know,” she agreed. “So how are you?”

“I’m good. It’s been really boring here. I can’t wait until we go to Alaska in June. It will be just me and my dad this time.

“That sounds fun! We are going to Crater Lake again. I wish we could come to Harper’s Rock or you could come here.”

“Me too. I want to give you a kiss and see if I still like it,” he said softly. 

“Ah ha! I told you, you liked that kiss.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he mumbled. “Evie kissed Cole the other day and now she’s all gaga. She says it’s better at thirteen.”

“That’s what Penny said too,” Charli giggled. “It might be nice to find out.”

“Yeah,” he murmured. “Anyway, did you get my picture I sent?”

“Yeah, I just sent mine yesterday. How tall are you now?”

“Almost six feet. Mama says I may never stop growing.”

Charlotte chuckled. “I thought the same thing. You are almost a foot taller than me now.”

“Maybe I should have nicknamed you Short Stuff instead of Rich Girl,” he joked. 

“And you’re still a stick,” she chuckled. 

“Yeah, I really am.”

“I have to go now. I’ll talk to you next week.”

“Okay, take care Charli.”

“I will. Oh, and Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

“Kisses.”

April 10, 1965, 9:00 p.m. PST

Goldstein Residence

Boulder City, Nevada

The phone rings

“Hello.”

“Hey, Charli. Happy Birthday.”

“Hi, Ethan. How are you?”

“I’m okay I guess,” he said softly, sadness coloring his voice.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’m just a little bit jealous of Evie, that’s all.” He sighed heavily and leaned back in the dining chair.

“I’m sorry. Why are you jealous?” she asked. She didn’t like the sound of his voice. He was usually the happy one.

“She has Cole right here. She can hug him, kiss him or hold his hand anytime she wants. She even took him to the freshman dance. My girlfriend is a voice on the phone and a picture on my wall. I really wish we could see each other.”

“Me too,” she whispered. “We can break up if you want. You should find someone in Harper’s Rock.”

“No!” he exclaimed. “That’s the problem. I don’t want anyone in town. I want you, here with me.”

“I feel the same way, you know,” she stated in a low voice. “I went to the movies with Eleanor on the night of my freshman dance.”

“I’m sorry. Hey, I had better go. I have some chores to do.”

“Okay. Kisses Ethan.”

“Kisses Charli.”

March 11, 1966 9:00 p.m. MST

Mannon Residence

Harper’s Rock, Wyoming

The phone rings

“Hello.”

“Happy Birthday Ethan!”

“Thank you, Charli.”

“How are you,” she asked, the joy evident in her voice. 

“Really good. You?”

“Fantastic. Daddy got me my own phone line so we don’t always have to watch what we say.”

“Oh, that’s good. I’m glad my parents go to bed so early and Evie reads all night in her room.”

“I’m just glad Penny didn’t tell Mama what she heard us talking about last time. I’d probably never be able to call or write to you again.”

“Yeah. I don’t’ think I could handle that. I’d miss you too much.”

“Me too,” she whispered. “I can’t stay on long, I just called to say Happy Birthday and to tell you something.”

After a few moments of silence, Ethan had to prompt her to continue. “What is it, Charli?”

“I...I love you, Ethan.”

“I love you too, Charli.”

April 10, 1967 9:30 p.m PST

Goldstein Residence – Charlotte’s bedroom

Boulder City, NV

The phone rings

“Hello.”

“Happy Birthday Charlotte.”

“Thank you, Ethan. Can you believe we’re sixteen already? We are double the age of when we first met.”

“I know. Time sure goes by fast when you write to each other every couple of weeks and talk on the phone twice a week.”

“Three times lately,” she chuckled. “But don’t tell my parent’s. I’m just lucky they don’t pay much attention to the phone bill.”

“True. Hey, I have some good news!” he said excitedly, unable to hold it in any longer.

“Oh? What?”

“Guess who is coming to Vegas this summer, and guess who gets to go to Boulder City and see his girlfriend for the first time in eight years?”

“Oh my God! Finally!” she cried. “And you’ll finally get a real kiss.”

“Yeah. Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited for this?”

“About the same amount of time I have,” she laughed. “I’m so happy Ethan.”

“Me too. Hey, Charli?”

“Yeah?”

“What would you say if I said I think I’m going to have a hard time stopping at one kiss?”

“I’d say I think I feel the same way.”

“We shouldn’t do anything else you know,” he sighed. 

“Yeah, I know,” she agreed. “But...”

“But what?”

“When we talk about it...”

“I know,” he murmured, interrupting her. “I want to marry you someday Charli.”

“But you don’t know me. I mean you do, better than almost anyone, but we haven’t seen each other in eight years.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “But I can’t help how I feel. Mark my words, I’m going to ask you to marry me when we are eighteen.”

“You mark my words,” Charli said softly. “I’m going to say yes.”

“I’ve got to go now. I love you.”

“I love you too, Ethan.”

JULY 3, 1967 3:30 p.m. MST 

Mannon Residence

Harper’s Rock, WY

The phone rings.

“Hello.”

“Ethan, oh Ethan, I heard about your father. I’m so very sorry.”

“Thanks,” his voice cracked. “There was an accident at the mine he managed. He tried to save people,” he sobbed. 

“I’m so sorry,” Charli whispered. She had never heard him cry before and it was breaking her heart. 

“Mama said I could come see you if you need me to,” she offered. 

Ethan sat down hard on the dining room chair. “There’s so much going on. I don’t know...” His breathing increased and she heard the phone drop.

“Ethan! Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Charlotte. Ummm, you know what, I need to concentrate on my family right now. I don’t think we should talk anymore.”

Charlotte bolted up in bed and swung her legs over the side. “Ever? Are we still going to be friends?”

Ethan was practically gasping for breath. “I can’t deal with this. I... I just think we should say goodbye. Mama’s having a hard time and she needs me. I don’t have time for other stuff.”

“Wow,” Charlotte whispered. “If that’s what you want. I guess I have no choice.” She couldn’t keep the tears at bay any longer. “Goodbye, Ethan. I’ll always love you.” She hung up the phone and cried herself to sleep. 
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Chapter 1
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JUNE 3, 1969

Dear Rich Girl, (Haven’t called you that in a while)

I hope you have been well. For some strange reason, I just can’t seem to get you out of my head. I thought maybe if I wrote to you one last time and apologized for how I treated you, I could finally move on. I really am truly sorry for what happened, and I genuinely hope you don’t hate me. With my father’s death and all of the crap my mother was going through, I just felt way too scattered in way too many directions. I needed to rein things in and concentrate on my family. I just want to let you know that I hope you have a wonderful life and that you get everything you have ever wanted.

Stick

JUNE 4, 1969

Ethan Mannon woke with a horrific headache because he had stayed out late partying with his best friends, Charles Collidge and James Younger. And when he had finally gone to sleep, dreams of her plagued him - again. His buddies were both getting ready to ship off to basic training, and he was headed as far away from memories and home as he could get. “Man, what was I thinking?” he mumbled to himself. “I’ve got at least a nine-hour day ahead of me just to get to the lodge.”

Dragging his exhausted butt out of bed, Ethan prepared to face the day. In under two hours, he would be off to spend the summer working —and hopefully playing —in gorgeous Alaska. A summer job at the Heart of Alaska Lodge, with access to the beautiful wilderness of Mt. McKinley State Park, was all he wanted. But first, he had to manage somehow to survive long enough to get there in one piece. And hopefully, the memories he had of Ketchikan, Alaska, wouldn’t follow him all the way up to McKinley.

As he made his way down the hall and into the washroom to clean up, he could barely see the walls surrounding him. The headache from Hell felt like it would torture him for the rest of his damn life. Sighing heavily, he undressed and stepped blindly into the shower stall, reaching out to turn the water on. An ice-cold spray of liquid suddenly hit his warm, aching body, making him jump. “Holy fuck, who used up the hot water?” he yelled to no one in particular.

Despite the shock, Ethan finished up his freezing shower because, in the end, it seemed to help his aching head. He actually started to feel a bit human again. Quickly dressing, he headed down the stairs to the kitchen, where a full moon greeted him as he entered the room. “Oh damn it, Evelyn! Put some shorts on, will ya?”

“Ah, poor baby,” she laughed, straightening up from her bent-over position in front of the stove. “The future doctor is afraid of a half-naked butt.”

“I followed that butt out of the womb, and I just can’t keep from running into it everywhere I go,” he replied. “I have no problem with any other girl’s ass, but my twin sister’s butt... yuck!

“Like you’ll ever get any ass,” she smirked. “I’ll be a virgin until marriage by choice.”

“So you got married what... hmmm, three or four years ago then?” He knew precisely what his twin and her boyfriend, Cole Harper, did when no one was home.

Evelyn shot him an evil glare from across the room. “At least I’m not pining over Charlotte... still.” 

Good Lord, how did she end up in the conversation? “Come on, sis, you know I was joking,” Ethan teased to change the subject quickly. “After all, it’s my job to give you grief – younger twin brother and all that.” Sometimes his biggest pleasure in life was teasing his sibling, but when it came right down to it, he adored his one and only sister.

“That wasn’t very funny, dude,” she admonished. “You know that everyone knows everybody’s business in Harper’s Rock, Wyoming. That’s how I know about your misfire with Kathy two nights ago.”

“Oh shit! Did she tell you? Goodness gracious, she knows that was embarrassing as hell.” At this rate, it would be all over town before he set foot on the plane. Hopefully, the memory would die down while he was gone because being known as ‘quick shot’ for the rest of his life was not something he looked forward to.

“She didn’t tell me, you just did,” Evelyn laughed loudly. “It was nothing but a rumor... until now.”

“You... you,” Ethan stammered. His dear sister had tricked him, once again, and he didn’t like it one bit.

“What are you kids talking about?” an attractive older woman asked as she entered the kitchen for coffee. Olive Mannon had her usual frown plastered on her face.

“I was just asking brother dear how he wanted his eggs this morning, Mama,” Evelyn quickly answered. “So, sunny-side up or over easy?”

“Scrambled,” Ethan answered, glaring at his sister. “I want them scrambled.”

“That wasn’t a choice your sister gave you,” Olive snarled. “Pick one of the types she offered.”

Ethan thumped down into a chair and sighed. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll have over easy, please, Evie.” His mother sure had been a drag since his dad passed away. He and Evelyn couldn’t have fun anymore.

“That’s better, some manners at last,” she said as she headed out of the room. “Good to see you finally cut your hair, boy. It made you look like a girl.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised if Dad offed himself and it wasn’t an accident when he died,” Ethan mumbled.

“At least you’re getting away for the summer – thousands of miles away in Alaska,” Evelyn whispered as she started cooking. “Oh crap, I messed up the eggs. Looks like they will be scrambled after all, brother dear.”

“Thanks, sis,” he smiled, knowing she had messed up on purpose. “Guess now is when I should tell you that I’m going to school in Nevada, so I’ll be gone longer than just the summer.”

“Nevada!” Evelyn screeched.

“Keep your voice down! Damn, sis.”

“What’s going on in here?” Olive demanded as she re-entered the room. “You know, Nevada is nothing but a whore-filled den of decadence. Plus, that girl Ethan is pining over lives there!”

“Now I know why you’re going there,” Evelyn mumbled jokingly to her brother.

“What did you say, young lady?”

“Just agreeing with you about the whores, Mother,” she replied with a smile. “Wonder if that’s why Dad used to go there all the time.”

“How dare... how dare you! Never, and I mean never, speak of him like that!”

“Dad would never have done that, sis,” Ethan jumped in. “I, on the other hand...” His head snapped to the left as Olive’s hand connected across his cheek.

“Oh my God!” she wailed, crumpling into a nearby chair. “I’m so sorry, son.”

“It’s okay, Mama,” Ethan said, rubbing his cheek. “I’m just glad you didn’t use your fist.” Damn, that woman had a hell of a swing; his face burned like fire.

Just then, the screen door swung open and in walked Cole Harper and his mother, Marguerite. “Hey, you ready to hit the road, Stick?” he asked Ethan as he went to Evelyn and planted a kiss on her cheek.

“Just about to have breakfast,” Evie answered. “And you know I hate it when you call him Stick. It reminds him of Charlotte and makes him sad.”

“Oh my God, can we not talk about her. I haven’t heard from her in two years!”

“Ethan, I apologize,” Cole said with a wink. “What the hel... heck happened to your face?

“I slipped in the shower and hit it if you must know, he replied. “Keep winking at me, and my sister will find out about us.”

“Soup’s on,” Evelyn called as she set the food on the table. “Just let me grab some more plates. And I already know all about your tawdry affair,” she joked. Her brother and Cole had been friends for most of their lives, always teasing each other and her.

As the two families sat down and began to eat, Cole caught Ethan’s eye. He made a slight nod in the direction of his future mother-in-law and raised his eyebrows. Ethan responded with a shake of his head and mouthed ‘forget about it’.

“We’ll talk on the road,” Cole mouthed back.

When the men finished eating, Ethan picked up his dishes and put them in the sink. “Take care, Mama, I’ll see you in August,” he said as he kissed her cheek. He sure loved her; he just hadn’t liked her much over the last couple of years.

“Come on, Olive, let’s go to the parlor,” Marguerite said to distract her friend. “The boys need to get going, and we have planning to do.”

“All right, Ethan, time to beat feet,” Cole proclaimed. “It’s a long ride to Casper.”

“Almost as long as the ride I got last night,” Evelyn muttered with a sly grin.

“Oh God!” Ethan said, rolling his eyes. “Let’s just go.” His sister was just way too open about some things. “And don’t forget to mail that letter!”

* * *
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JUNE 3, 1969

Dear Stick,

I know I promised you I wouldn’t write to you again, but I just had to do this one last time. Even though it’s been two years, I still miss you deeply. We had something good going. Remember all of the letters with our hopes, dreams, and fantasies in them? And all of the phone calls where it felt like you were really there? Do you remember the one where we first said I love you? I sure do because I think you really meant it. I still have some feelings for you. I’m not sure what they are, but I would really like to explore them further. Nothing serious, although that would be great. I want to be pen pals again, at least. Please write to me and let me know your thoughts, one way or the other. Please take the time to read our last ten or so letters and remember those last few phone calls. I think you’ll see where we were headed. Give your family my love.

Love always, Rich Girl (I really don’t miss this nickname) 

The phone rang in Charli Goldstein’s bedroom, waking her from an intense dream. Sometimes she wished her daddy didn’t spoil her so much. The ring of her own personal phone was shrill and annoying, especially at 5 a.m. It was a good thing she loved her best friend, Eleanor Buchanan, or she would have been angry at the intrusion. She hadn’t dreamed of Ethan in months and hated to lose it all now.

“Do you know what time it is?” Charlotte answered groggily.

“Of course, I do, silly,” Eleanor giggled. “I’m just too excited about your adventure to sleep anymore.”

“Well, I could sleep for another two hours,” she grumbled. Or three, or four if she didn’t have a plane to catch.

“Nope, I’m coming over so we can say goodbye in person. Make sure you’re at the door when I get there so I don’t wake your parents.”

Before Charlotte could say another word, the line went dead. She jumped out of bed, grabbed her robe, and rushed down the winding staircase of the grandiose home she shared with her parents. Eleanor lived half a block away and would be at the door within minutes.

A quiet knock sounded a moment after Charli reached the entry. She pulled the ornate oak door open and ushered her lifelong best friend inside. Both girls heard the squeak of the fifth step from the landing and turned to see Violet Goldstein, the woman of the house, coming down to the first floor.

“A bit early, Eleanor dear,” Violet said quietly.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Eleanor smiled. “I was just too excited.”

“Okay, love. You two keep it quiet. Dad was at the casino until one this morning because of the protests.”

Eleanor kissed her ‘honorary’ mother on the cheek before Charlotte pulled her along to the large, comfortable kitchen. Both girls set about making coffee for the household before sitting down with their own cups.

“You go first,” Charli said, reluctant to try the strong brew for the first time. Her parents had given her their permission to start drinking coffee when she turned eighteen, but she wasn’t so sure she really wanted to take the leap.

“No way. You try it first. You’re the one who needs to wake up,” Eleanor challenged

Charli sighed. “Fine.” Someone had to do it; might as well be her. She lifted the cup to her lips and took a tentative sip. “Oh God! How can people stand this stuff? It’s gross!”

“My mama always puts milk and sugar in hers,” Eleanor said, reaching across the counter to the serving tray they’d filled earlier. “Maybe that will make it taste better.”

Charlotte put some milk and three sugar cubes in her cup before tasting it again. “Not too bad,” she murmured, relieved. “Your turn.” She actually felt a little bit grown-up now. Like spending the summer alone in a strange place wasn’t grown-up enough.

Eleanor prepared her drink the same way her best friend had, and they sat together to enjoy their discovery. “I’m going to miss you,” she whispered. “You’re going to be in Alaska for the whole summer.”

“Hey, you’ll have plenty to do. Harold asked you out for tomorrow night, and I have a feeling he will have replaced me by the time I get home.” The pair had been flirting for years, so something was bound to happen eventually.

“Never,” Eleanor smiled. “Boyfriends and husbands are nothing compared to best friends. Besides, I’m not sure if I really like Harold.”

“Oh come on, Ellie, what’s not to like? He’s gorgeous, he’s funny, he’s kind to kids and animals, and he likes you! You two had better be a couple by the time I get home.”

Eleanor smiled but didn’t say anything because the kitchen door banged open as the oldest Goldstein child, Penelope, walked in, carrying her nearly two-year-old daughter, Sunshine. 

“Hot out there already?” Charli asked despite knowing the answer.

“When isn’t it hot as Hell in Boulder City, Nevada?” Penny replied, handing the baby to her aunt so she could grab a cup of coffee.

“True,” Charli agreed. “Why are you here so early, and where is the hubby?”

“Little Miss Sunshine decided to get up before the sun,” she chuckled. “And the hubby is still asleep; he worked late.”

“I told you, you should have named this little pixie Eleanor,” Charlotte joked, winking at her best friend. “They both rise before the sun.”

“Is this a girls-only party?” Harlan Goldstein boomed as he walked into the kitchen.

“Oops,” Eleanor mumbled. “I’m sorry if we woke you up, sir,” she said to the man who was like a second father to her.

“Nonsense,” he smiled. “I work in the city that never sleeps, therefore I don’t either. Casinos don’t run themselves.”

“I still feel bad,” she fretted. “I’ll cook breakfast to make up for my early arrival.”

“I never turn down help,” Violet said, walking into the kitchen. “Charli, go get dressed. The rest of you go to the living room and get out of our hair.”

* * *
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THE GOLDSTEIN FAMILY, plus Eleanor, sat down in the formal dining room for their last breakfast with Charlotte for two and a half months. She had lucked into a seasonal job at the Heart of Alaska Lodge, about a half-hour outside of McKinley State Park. They all took turns speculating as to what her summer away would be like. The one thing they could all agree on was that it would be the opportunity of a lifetime.

Charli Goldstein knew all about hard work. Her casino executive father ensured she understood the importance of doing her best in everything she did, including being a parent, a wife, a daughter, a sibling, or an employee.

“So, baby girl, I have to be leaving soon,” Harlan said reluctantly as he stood. “Come over here.”

Charli left her seat to give her father a big goodbye hug. “Don’t worry about me, Daddy.” She didn’t like the thought of anyone worrying about her.

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t fret too much,” her mother promised

“Thank you, Mama,” Charli said.

“You know it can’t be helped, my sweet daughter. But you’re a good girl with your head screwed on straight. I trust you.”

“Thank you, Daddy,” she smiled, pulling away to look up at the man she adored. Hopefully, his expectations weren’t too high. There was so much out there that she wanted to try, much of which he wouldn’t approve of.

“Just keep your wits about you, baby girl, and you’ll do just fine. And use the peace and quiet up there in Alaska to figure out what you want to do with your life. Remember, you can do anything you want.” 

Charli had a feeling he was actually telling her to forget about the boy she’d met ten years before. “I know, Dad,” she murmured with tears clouding her vision and hugged him one more time before walking back to her seat.

Harlan kissed his wife, waved at everyone else, and left the dining room.

The women chatted through the remainder of breakfast until Violet finally stood. “Charli and Eleanor, why don’t you go get the luggage and say your goodbyes?” she sighed. “It’s about time to hit the road.”

The best friends walked up the stairs, arm in arm, to collect their baggage. “Hey Ellie, could you mail a letter for me? I don’t want Mama or Daddy to see it.”

“Sure, you know I’d do anything for you.”

“Thanks,” she said, hugging her friend. “I owe you one.”
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Chapter 2
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JUNE 4, 1969

Just as the sun began to crest, Cole started the truck’s engine and pulled out of the drive. “Ready to start your adventure?” he asked.

“More than you can imagine,” Ethan said with a smile. “For three years I’ve wanted to go back to Alaska.” He hadn’t been since the summer before his father passed away.

“I bet you miss those trips with your old man,” Cole said quietly. “I was always so jealous of you when you went.”

“Sure you were,” Ethan said with a wink. “I know you had your own mountains to explore, well, hills at least, in those days. Too bad you couldn’t explore the caves, too, huh?”

Cole burst out laughing. “Took several years to get up the nerve to explore those. Your dad scared the shit out of me.”

“Come on, he was a teddy bear.” Donald Mannon was a burly son of a bitch, but was gentle as could be with his family and friends.

“Only Teddy I know that was as strong as a grizzly,” Cole stated.

“Spending all those years as a fireman for the railroad, then as a coal miner, what would you expect?” Ethan said with a laugh. “Remember how we found out just how strong he truly was?”

“I sure as hell do,” Cole said with a whistle. “Me, the quarterback, and you, the kicker, held down with nothing but the strength of his two arms.”

“Yeah, those were the days.”

“You miss him,” Cole said. “And Charlotte, too. You guys stopped talking at the same time you lost him.”

“I don’t miss her!” he insisted through clenched teeth. “But yes, I miss Dad very much.” It was times like this, when his life was changing, that he missed his father the most. There had never been a time when he hadn’t felt buoyed by the older man.

They drove for a couple of hours, reminiscing about safer subjects and enjoying the empty, wide-open road until they reached Casper. Cole slowed to a much more reasonable speed as soon as they entered town, and shortly thereafter, they pulled up to the airport curb.

“Thanks for the ride, man,” Ethan said, shaking his friend’s hand. “I don’t know how else this trip would have been possible.”

“You’re welcome. I was headed here anyway. Plus, helping you out makes your sister extremely happy,” Cole replied with a smile. “Now, before you go, tell me what you did to make Olive go ape on you.”

Ethan sighed. “Evelyn said something negative about Dad, so I deflected Mom’s attention. I’m the one leaving, so it was the least I could do.”

“Just for the summer, after that, you’re headed to Laramie, which isn’t that far away.”

“Actually, I just got a full ride to UNLV, so I’m going there,” Ethan replied. “Don’t tell anyone else yet, though. Evelyn is the only one who knows.”

“Will do
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