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“Are you sure about this?” asked Myrna.

“Don’t worry, everything will be fine,” Colton responded. “My mother will love you. Besides, I already laid the groundwork. I told her everything about you. The orphanage, the abuse, getting back up on your feet when you’re knocked down, and especially putting up with me.” Myrna smiled and pushed her long, curly, red hair back over her shoulders. She smiled and gave him a friendly fist bump on his shoulder. Colton smiled, glanced over to her, and then looked back at the road. “I think that’s what she likes about you the best. You don’t put up with my crap.”

Myrna smiled and glanced over at Colton and smiled. She couldn’t get over that a plain-looking woman like her would attract a handsome man like Colton. Especially, coming from a wealthy family like his. She glanced over again at his thick jet-black hair. He had it parted on the side and combed back over his ears. His hair hung over his collar a little. He had a well-defined jawline and kept himself clean-shaven. Colton’s hair was so thick that he could get it cut and styled and it would look the same as before he went. Myrna laughed at the thought of her Cinderella story with Colton as her Knight. 

“What’s so funny?” Colton asked.

Myrna shook her head and laughed. “I was just thinking about how this is like Cinderella.” She leaned over and lightly kissed his smooth cheek.

“Well believe it, it’s true. And the reason I didn’t tell you everything is because I don’t want someone to marry me just for the money.” 

Myrna smiled at Colton again and ran her hand through Colton’s hair along the side of his head. “I thought you said that you’d get your haircut before you saw your mother.”

“I did,” Colton replied. He knew Myrna was teasing and smirked at her.

Myrna gazed out over the Maine seascape. It was breath-taking. The two-lane highway hugged the steep Cliffside as it made several bends. “Oh, wait. This is the best part of the drive. Take a deep breath.” Colton pressed a button and the sunroof opened. Colton left it about a third open, just enough for effect. Myrna took a deep breath.

The pungent salty air filled her lungs. She took another breath as the wind whipped her hair around. The salt seemed to lay on her face and Myrna licked her lips. Although the air was strong, it was not overbearing. “I think I can taste the salt,” Myrna said.

“Just wait,” Colton replied. “I’ll take you to a place where the waves crash so hard into the rocks that over the years, it wears the sharpness of the rocks away. A fine mist is lifted up to the walkways. Before you notice, your clothes have a dampness to it.”

“In other words, don’t do anything with my hair that day,” she chuckled. Myrna took one more deep breath and held it for a few seconds. “Wow, you don’t get that in the city.” She took another and exhaled. They drove a little further and Colton stopped at an overlook. 

“Come on, you don’t get this in the city either.” He led her to the railing. They watched for a few minutes as the ocean waves smashed into the rocks. Myrna was amazed at the force of the waves as they made a thunderous sound. A cool mist of saltwater drifted up to them making their hair and faces damp. “Exhilarating, isn’t it?”

Myrna nodded. She had never experienced anything so beautiful and yet so deadly in her life. She was hypnotized by the tremendous force of the waves colliding with the rocks, the mixture of blues and greens of the sea, and the white foam and mist it produced. Powerful, beautiful, and fatal all in one. 

Others had now pulled over and took pictures. Myrna walked along the inner railing. Even the railing was cold, and she had to take her hand off. She looked out at some rock formations sticking out of the water. It was as though they defied the ocean and its pounding, and she thought of herself at the orphanage. She could identify with that lone rock. Every day taking a beating from the others and every day standing tall against them.

“Come on, let’s go before you lose all the curls in your hair. Then again, my mother will know why.” 

They drove in silence for what Myrna thought was forever. It was that feeling of anticipation of getting nowhere fast. She chuckled to herself as she thought of commercials with children in the back asking every two seconds “Are we there yet?” It always felt so long.  Myrna finally turned the radio on soft music just for background noise and to pass the time. They continued along the back roads for twenty more minutes and came upon a large gate. Colton waved at the hidden camera, punched in the security code on the box and the gates opened. 

Myrna was amazed at the green-manicured landscape. A lone staff member waved at them and pointed to the two-story French chateau. No sooner than they pulled up that more servants came out and assisted with the luggage.

“I can do that,” Myrna said.

“Nonsense,” a strong voice from the house rebuffed.

“It’s alright Myrna,” Colton said. He waved to the tall figure in the doorway. “Good to see you mother.” Colton held Myrna’s hand and walked her to the side of the large double wood door. He introduced Myrna and hugged his mother.

“Oh, call me Mom or Lois, it doesn’t matter,” Lois said and hugged Myrna. “Come in, come, let me show you around and get to know you better.” Lois waved to more staff and pointed. “Coffee. We’ll have it in the living room.” She interlocked Myrna’s arm and drew her along. “Colton has told me everything about you. I feel as though I’ve known you for years, but I want to hear stories from you.”

“There’s not much to tell,” Myrna said as she was led to a leather sofa. As Myrna sat down the female servant wheeled in a cart complete with pastries, small sandwiches, and coffee. The servant poured coffee into a mug.

“You drink yours straight, right? No sugar, no milk, nothing,” Lois said.

“Right. Living at the orphanage you get the basics. Had to save the sugar for other things. I just developed an acquired taste for black coffee.” Myrna gazed about the room. A built-in bookcase lined one wall. The other wall had what appeared to be a large aquarium with floor-to-ceiling glass. Small fluorescent fish darted about the larger ones; a large rock lay in the middle surrounded by seaweed. Large fern-like plants waved back and forth with the current. A treasure chest was off to the far side. Air bubbles came from a deep-sea diver. The long hose ran upward from the round mask. 

“Oh, I see you’re fixated on our little hobby,” Lois said.

“Hobby?”

“Well, it’s more than a hobby. You see Myrna, although we’re industrialists, we also care about the environment. There is so much life in the sea, we must do our best to preserve it. Water is essential to life. Ninety- seven percent of our bodies are made of water. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to lecture you, but it’s been a passion of the family for years.”

“You’re not lecturing. It’s a bit interesting. I just didn’t expect to see an aquarium in the house.”

“It’s more than an aquarium, Myrna. It’s what sustains the planet. We must have balance, and I like the peace and serenity it brings. Despite what you see, it gets very chaotic here. All our business ventures are run out of the house from the west wing. We have people watching the stock market, acquiring properties and businesses, and looking to sell existing things, It’s dog-eat-dog sometimes and it’s refreshing to come in here with no noise, no phones ringing, drink some coffee, and watch the fish swim back and forth.”

“Sometimes it’s the simple things in life,” Myrna said.

“I knew I’d like you even more, once I got to meet you,” Lois replied. She reached over and squeezed Myrna’s hand. “Come with me. Let me show you the rest of the aquarium. I enjoyed this one so much that I had it extended all over the house.”

“Every room?”

“Not every room, the major rooms, and to the outdoor patio.”

Over the next forty-five minutes, Lois gave Myrna a tour of the mansion. Long tubes connected the aquarium tanks in the study, library, dining room, and patio. She was amazed at the different varieties of sea life each tank displayed. One setting in the library had skeletons sitting around a table playing cards. Another had an old car where fish swim in and out and still another tank displayed a cave. She noticed a squid jet by, and an octopus floated along the bottom and went into a cave. A few crabs in seashells crept by.

Myrna was mesmerized by the site. She could have watched the life of the sea for hours.

“I see that you’re captivated by it. So am I,” Lois said. 

They made their way to the flagstone patio. Large irregular stones of blues, reds, and greys made the floor. Somehow, the patterns blended together and created an intricate design. A four-foot boulder wall overlooked the bay leading to the ocean. Acres of lush forest were on both sides of the mansion camouflaging any adjacent house of servant’s quarters. The tank lay open to the elements and was three feet above the ground. The other five feet were below ground. A long wood bench surrounded the rectangular tank and lights near the top made an effect that an artist or photographer would love to capture. 

“There are no words to describe this,” Myrna said. She took in the air. It was a mixture of pine from the nearby forest and the wind blowing in from the sea. Her lungs expanded several times. “This is like heaven.”

“I’m glad you approve,” Lois laughed. “Come and sit here for a minute. Let’s enjoy heaven for a bit longer.” As they took in the sunset, the air gradually got colder. “Before I forget Myrna, dear, I forgot to ask you what you may be interested in doing. Any hobbies, or passions you’d like to explore?”

“I don’t know,” Myrna answered. “For the longest time, I just wanted to survive and get out of the orphanage. I bounced around with different jobs to eat and live off, but nothing really jumps out at me.”

“Take your time Myrna. Think about it. Did Colton mention that he’d have to be spending much time here?”

“No.”

“It’s the nature of the family business. It all comes from the west wing.”

“So, he’ll be leaving the investment company in Boston?”

“Sweetheart, we own the investment company in Boston,” Lois laughed. 

“But my job there...”

“We’ll call a temp agency, don’t worry about it. You’ll be here with us.” Lois patted her hand. “That’s why I asked you about hobbies or interests. Is there something you’d like to get involved in? Do you want to build a homeless shelter or a wing to a children’s hospital? Maybe make a movie? Whatever you want to do, we’ll help.”

“I’ll give it some thought.”

“You see we make a lot of money, but we also donate a lot of money.”

“I’m beginning to see that,” Myrna said. 

Myrna looked up to see a scrawny-looking woman. Her hair was combed but large dark strands had fallen out. They hung on her face and shoulder. Myrna thought the woman looked like a ghost or someone on the run. Something like she did on several of her escape attempts from the orphanage. A male staff member ran out onto the patio and stood behind her followed by a young woman about Myrna’s age.

“Sorry Mum, the male worker said. “She asked for something to drink and when I turned...”

Lois held up her hand to stop the apology. The man complied without hesitation. Lois stood. Myrna was amazed at the power this woman had. She watched as Lois slowly made her way to the escapee. Her tall stature complimented her power. The dark suit and blouse made her an ominous and foreboding figure. Myrna was intrigued. She had seen this power on display at the orphanage by the supervisors. To wield so much power with a simple gesture of her hand.

“No apology necessary, Karl. It worked out well. Introductions are in order. Myrna, this is Emma.” Lois moved, standing sideways between them. “Emma, this is Myrna, your future sister-in-law.” When Myrna stood, Emma backed away, right into the hands of Karl. He took a firm grip of her arm. His female assistant took hold of the other arm. “I can see Emma is a little shy tonight. That’s alright. Karl, why don’t you get Emma her evening medication a little early tonight? It looks like she is upset about something.” Without any more words being spoken, Emma was gone. Lois sat down next to Myrna and explained. “I’m sure Colton explained Emma to you.”

“He didn’t go into much detail,” Myrna said.

“The poor girl is married to my other son, James. The poor girl had three miscarriages that were girls. The fourth miscarriage was very difficult and did not survive. It was too much for her. After a brief hospitalization, we decided to bring her home. We make her as comfortable as possible. Being around family and surroundings that she knows is better for her. I couldn’t stand the thought of having her locked up in some asylum. Do you agree?”

“Of course,” Myrna answered. “I can’t even begin to imagine the impact of four miscarriages. It’s terrible.”

They were interrupted by a familiar voice. “So here you are,” Colton said. 

“Did you see your father?” asked Lois.

“Yes, we got some papers signed.”

“It’s difficult for him. He’s taken a turn for the worse,” Lois said addressing Myrna. 

“I’m sorry to hear it. When will I meet him?”

“It’s hard to say,” Lois explained. “Part of the problem is his memory and the other...the other problem is that he was inflicted with this terrible disease. He doesn’t like people to see him in this way.”

Colton interjected, “He had done an extensive amount of traveling when he was younger and caught some rare muscle-wasting disease while in the jungles of Southeast Asia.”

“Or it could have been a combination of things,” Lois added. “He could have contracted Agent Orange while in Vietnam along with some bug, the doctors are baffled by it.”

“At any rate, he’s been slowly decompensating and is basically bed-ridden. He takes his meals in his room, whenever he is able to eat, but usually, it’s an IV and a bag of fluids and meds to stop the pain.”

“I’m so sorry. Colton, why didn’t you ever tell me?” asked Myrna.

“You had your own things that you were dealing with. And that’s why I brought you here. I wanted you to hear the family history and to let you know that no one is immune. You had your difficulties and even though we have money, we have our problems too.” Colton sat down beside her. “Which is why I also brought you here. I’d like to get married as soon as possible so Dad can rest in peace.”

“The wedding will be video-taped in case Dad is unable to attend the ceremony. He can watch live right in his room. Everything he needs is there, a big screen TV, and if feels up to it, we can get him in a wheelchair and move him right onto the balcony.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Myrna exclaimed.

“Oh, do say yes. This family needs a good wedding and a celebration,” Lois said placing her hand on top of Myrna’s hand.

“Okay, yes. When do you want to get married?”

“How about in two weeks, right here.” Colton shrugged his shoulders as he tossed out the time.

“Two weeks?” asked Myrna.

“We could do it in one week if that’s too long to wait,” Lois added. “It would be a tough task, but we could do it.”

“Two weeks is fine. I was just thinking...”

“Yes, dear?” Lois leaned in closer.

“Never mind. I have no family, and I really don’t have any work friends. When I was fired at the coffee shop, no one called me or did anything to help.”

“Oh, do save that story for dinner,” Lois said.

An hour later they were all seated at the dinner table. Emma was not in attendance. Although noticed, Myrna did not mention it. She surmised that Emma had taken her medication and had gone to sleep like she had seen so many times at the orphanage. Drugs were a restraint, give them meds early, and they got tired and went to bed. 

Myrna sat with her back to the fish tank. She heard the low hum of a generator among the clanking of dishes and silverware. James was a late addition. He apologized saying he was checking on Emma who was resting in her room. Lois introduced Myrna and summarized James’s role in the family business. 

He was responsible for research when they wanted to acquire a new business. He had the same sandy blond and sharp jawline as Lois. He also had her thin frame and spoke with authority.

“Welcome to the family,” he said sitting and placing his white cloth napkin down.

“Myrna, please tell us the story of how you and Colton met,” Lois said.

“Please don’t embarrass her, mother,” Colton responded. 

“It takes a lot to embarrass me,” Myrna responded with a smile. “Actually, it’s very much like a storybook.”

“Please,” James said. “His stories are so...so dull. What was it, mother? ‘I met this girl, and I want to marry her’”.

Everyone laughed except Colton.

“Here’s what happened,” Myrna explained. “I was working at this coffee shop in downtown Boston. It was close to Colton’s job. He’d stop in several times a day. Starting at 7 a.m. Then around noon and sometimes around three and again at six.” 

“Shirking your job? Spending way too much time drinking coffee,” James laughed.

“One day, this guy comes in and says in a foreign accent ‘coffee,’ so I get him one. Well, he starts counting some change and crumpled up bills and he’s short. So being a sympathetic person, I cover his cost and buy the drink. Well, he does this the next day and the next. So, one day I follow this guy.”

“And it led too?” asked James.

“He walks into a Human Service Center. I wait for a minute and go inside. I didn’t see him, so I asked the receptionist. I tell her I’m supposed to meet someone, but I forgot his name, so, I describe what he’s wearing and what he looks like, and he speaks with a European accent. The woman says ‘Oh that’s Sergei, he’s a supervisor here. Do you want me to call him?”

James laughed, “You got to be kidding.”

“Oh wait, it gets better,” Colton added.

“So, I’m waiting for him the next day. Sure enough, he comes in, starts speaking Russian or something, and starts pulling out quarters. As usual, he’s almost two dollars short. So, I’m just staring at him. He’s rambling on and pointing. Finally, I said ‘Cut the crap Sergei, I know you can afford the coffee on your supervisor’s salary.’ You should have seen the look on his face.”

“Now, I’m watching all this too,” Colton said. 

“He starts yelling that he wants to talk to my manager saying I’m rude to him. So, I dropped the ‘f-bomb’ and told the manager where he works and he’s trying to get some free coffee. He does this every day.”

“And the manager fired her.”

“What?” James exclaimed.

“He told me to apologize to the guy and give him a free cup of coffee. I refused. He fired me, so I dropped the ‘f-bomb on both of them, took my apron off, and threw it at the manager. Told him he had no... well I told him that he was neutered.”

“That is great,” James said.

“As soon as I heard the story, I immediately fell in love with her,” Lois stated picking up her wine.

“I couldn’t let it end like that,” Colton remarked. “I followed her out and offered her a job at the company.”

“A happy ending for all,” James said.

“Not quite. She thought I was trying to pick her up and she walked away.”

James burst out in laughter as did Lois and Myrna. Even the serving staff snickered as they picked up dishes and set down the dessert. 

“I really thought that,” Myrna added. “It was like what else could happen today? I got fired for doing the right thing and this guy is trying to pick me up.”

“So, what happened?” asked James.

“I went back to the coffee shop and got her name. I had human resources call her for a job. They told her they saw her resume on some internet site. I let her get accustomed to her job and two weeks later I went to the copy room and...”

Myrna finished off the sentence, “The rest is history.”

“And oh, by the way, you know how I am James. I couldn’t let it go. I did some research and did a competing coffee shop two doors down. Ours is still there, theirs is not.”

“It was our unofficial second date. It was lunchtime and Colton
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