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		DESPITE THE SORROWS AND SETBACKS SHE’D EXPERIENCED already in her twenty-four years, Cindy Reilly believed wholeheartedly in fairy tales. After all, she had a name about as close to Cinderella as a name could get. And while she didn’t have a wicked stepmother and two wicked stepsisters who forced her to wait on them hand and foot, waiting tables during a busy lunch rush felt an awful lot like it. More than once she’d wanted to snap at someone, “I’m your server, not your servant!”

		Her name and job aside, the number-one reason Cindy Reilly believed in fairy tales was the fact that she had her very own fairy-tale prince.

		And he was perfect …
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		1

		“I’M SURPRISED FILENE HASN’T MARRIED YOU OFF YET, FRANKLIN.”

		Franklin Cameron Fitz III threw a startled glance at his rearview mirror, where his eyes met the sharp, bright eyes of his passenger. “Married me off?” he said weakly.

		The vintage limousine—a 1949 Packard Custom that Franklin drove as often as he could wrestle the keys away from its equally vintage chauffeur—suddenly hit a bump, sending Miniver Macready’s reflection flying and Franklin’s eyes jumping back to the road.

		He gripped the wheel more firmly. A half mile of tricky curves and potholes lay between his aunt’s house on the hill overlooking Bellingrath Bay and the interstate below.

		“Toad Mountain Road is never this warty when I ride with Eustace, Franklin,” Miniver complained from the backseat. “If you were my chauffeur—well, you wouldn’t be for long, that’s all. And yes—married you off. You don’t think she’s going to leave it to chance, now, do you?”

		“Really, Aunt Min! You don’t think she’d go so far as to arrange my marriage!”

		“To keep you from choosing ‘imprudently,’ as she would say? I most certainly do.”

		For a moment, Franklin was silent. It was true that in his stepmother’s eyes, impropriety was practically the unforgivable sin. And Filene had very definite ideas about what was “proper.”

		“She is always going on about the daughter of this friend at the tennis club, or the niece of that friend on the opera board, or the granddaughter of some university president,” he admitted.

		“I’m sure she is.”

		Franklin thought it wise not to tell his aunt about the episode with Aubrey du Puy and her mother in Seattle last weekend. “We were in the neighborhood and thought we’d drop by,” Mrs. du Puy had said at the time. Even then, Franklin had wondered. Something about the knowing glances the women had tossed each other.

		To his relief, the glamorous Aubrey had made it clear from the moment she set foot in the historic Fitz family mansion in Washington Park that she was more interested in the newly redecorated French Renaissance drawing room than she was in Franklin. She “adored” the Louis XVI furniture and the antique Aubusson rug and the Sevres and Meissen porcelain. Noting that Franklin didn’t share her enthusiasm, she’d directed her comments to Filene, who of course found her enchanting.

		And why wouldn’t she? They were cut from the same high-society-maven mold, Filene and Aubrey. Two peas in a pod. Practically clones.

		“You might have made yourself a little more charming,” Filene had rebuked him after what seemed the longest hour of tea and chitchat he’d ever endured. “It’s time you started thinking seriously about a suitable match, Franklin. Aubrey du Puy has brains, beauty, money, and social status. What more could you ask for?”

		Originality, he would have answered if he’d thought Filene was really interested. Warmth. A sense of humor. A kind and caring heart.

		“I won’t let her do it, Aunt Min,” Franklin now said firmly. “I’m not the least bit interested in her cookie-cutter socialites.”

		“Of course you’re not! And the best defense is a good offense, Franklin.”

		“I beg your pardon?”

		“If you don’t want Filene arranging your love life,” Aunt Min said, “You’d better see to arranging it yourself.”

		He sighed. As Aunt Min knew, he hadn’t had much luck in the romance department. The trouble was, not many women appealed to him. The trouble was, no woman had ever captured his interest for longer than two or three dates.

		The trouble was, he wanted to feel about a woman the way his father had felt about his mother: As if his happiness depended on her smile, Franklin Cameron Fitz Jr. used to say about Molly Macready Fitz. As if his very life depended on her being there. As if they shared one heart.

		If that was love, so far Franklin hadn’t felt anything close to it.

		“If you need some help …” Aunt Min paused, clearly inviting Franklin’s eager acceptance of her assistance.

		“Oh no,” he groaned. “Don’t tell me—you know a girl.”

		Her face in the mirror looked peeved. “Yes, I do know a girl,” she huffed. “And it just so happens she would be perfect for you.” The annoyance in her voice increased as she muttered, “If only she weren’t so besotted with that boyfriend of hers …”

		Besotted or not, the girl in question, at the moment, had only one thing on her mind: how to get Gordie Wyatt out from under the table before the lunch rush started at the Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle Café. The pint-size redhead hadn’t taken well to his mother’s scolding; all he’d wanted to do was give his baby brother a hug.

		Or was Cindy Reilly being generous about the little rapscallion’s motives?

		Life was rarely dull in the Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle, where Cindy worked, in the little town of Pilchuck, Washington—a dozen miles north of Miniver Macready’s Bellingrath home. And it was never dull when Gordie Wyatt was around.

		Cindy could only sympathize with his mother, Priscilla; the carrot-haired, freckle-faced four-year-old was every inch an imp.

		On the other hand, it had to be hard after almost five years as the center of attention to have a squalling, red-faced monkey suddenly upstaging him at every turn. Cindy had been seven, already past the “cute” stage, when the twins were born; seventeen years later, she still remembered how it felt to play second fiddle.

		“Hey, Gordie,” she said in a stage whisper. She was on her hands and knees, her head poked between the stainless-steel legs of a chair.

		“Hey, Cindy-relly!” Gordie whispered back. His sudden grin was right off the cover of Mad magazine. “Is my mom after you too?!”

		Cindy laughed. “Not exactly,” she said, grinning back. “I just wanted to see what was so interesting down here.”

		“Gum.” Gordie opened his hand, proudly displaying several pieces of dried, chewed gum, obviously peeled from the underside of the table.

		“Ee-yew! You haven’t put any of that stuff in your mouth, have you?!”

		“It’s yucky,” he said, making a face.

		Cindy shuddered. “Come on out and we’ll get you a fresh piece from the gumball machine,” she coaxed.

		“My mom won’t let me.”

		“I think she will this time.”

		Priscilla Wyatt sighed as her son crawled out from under the table. “You’ve earned your tip a hundredfold today, Cindy,” she said. “If the twins have half your golden touch, KinderKottage is in good hands.” Cindy’s sisters, newly graduated from Pilchuck High School, were helping out at KinderKottage Preschool and Day Care Center for the summer.

		Cindy pulled a penny out of her pocket and scooted Gordie off to the gumball machine. She poked a finger at the infant in the carrier on the table, smiling when he grabbed it and held on. “Hello, Baby Gregor,” she cooed. Then, to Priscilla: “Robin and Rosie are having the time of their lives at KinderKottage. And so is Olga Pfefferkuchen, if I read her right. Doesn’t that beat all!”

		“Suzie’s doings,” Priscilla said. “Certainly not mine.”

		“The good Lord’s doings,” a voice corrected the redhead from over Cindy’s shoulder. Suzie Wyatt—no, make that Suzie Wyatt Hunt—slipped into the booth across from her sister-in-law and plunked down a white satin photo album on the table.

		“Hi, Cindy. Sorry I’m late, Pris,” Suzie said. “I stopped by the Foto-Mat to pick up our honeymoon pictures and got stuck behind Carl Peabody.” Carl, editor of the Pilchuck Post, was also the local weekly’s chief photographer. “And then they weren’t even ready.”

		“Murphy’s Law,” said Cindy.

		“Murphy’s Law,” Suzie agreed. “Anyway—Olga Pfefferkuchen. The good Lord’s doings. After all the fuss she made last fall about closing down KinderKottage, whoever would have guessed she’d volunteer to step in for me so Harrison and I could have a honeymoon? And for Pris until she’s ready to come back to work?”

		“Not me,” Priscilla said, shaking her head.

		“Like I said—the good Lord’s doings.”

		A sudden clatter from the direction of the front door interrupted their conversation. “Gordon Randall Wyatt!” Priscilla shrieked as bright-colored gumballs bounced across the black-and-white tiled floor and Gordie scrambled after them like—well, like a kid after candy.

		“Tell Biddy to send me the bill for the gumball machine, Cindy,” Priscilla said, her voice resigned. She slid from the booth and headed for Gordie.

		“Stuff and nonsense!” A plump, energetic woman in her fifties hurried from behind the counter with an empty bucket. Biddy Barton, along with her husband Buster, was Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle’s owner and Cindy’s boss. Her bouffant hairdo and rhinestone-studded cat’s-eye glasses were right out of a fifties high-school yearbook, and her cotton-print shirtwaist looked like something the Beaver’s mother might have worn.

		“The little mite just hit the jackpot, is all,” Biddy said cheerfully. “The durned thing does that once in a while.” She knelt to set the plastic container on the floor next to Gordie. “A penny for every gumball you get in the bucket, boy-o. After ’em, now!” Then, glancing up: “Cindy, I was just about to make rounds with the coffeepot—”

		“I’ve got it,” Cindy said, hurrying around the counter. Harley Burns, retired county extension agent, lifted his cup along with his bushy eyebrows as she rounded the corner. Harley was a stickler for service. There could have been an earthquake shaking the pictures off the wall, and Harley would want his coffee cup filled the instant it hit empty.

		When Gordie started popping gumballs in his mouth instead of the bucket, an exasperated Priscilla gave up on the whole idea of lunch. She told Suzie she’d catch her another time—possibly after Gordie was twenty-one—grabbed her baby carrier, her diaper bag, and her chipmunk-cheeked imp of a kid, and was out the door, looking none too happy.

		“Join us at the counter, Suzie,” Jonas Muncey urged the petite brunette who’d been abandoned in her booth. Jonas was a Saturday morning Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle regular who owned Strip Joint Furniture Refinishing and Drive-Through Espresso at the edge of town.

		Suzie did, hauling along her coffee cup and photo album.

		Cindy leaned her elbows on the counter. “That wouldn’t be your wedding pictures?” she asked, not hiding her eagerness.

		“The very same,” said Suzie, smiling. “Featuring a certain gown designed by the very-soon-to-be famous Cindy Reilly.”

		Cindy blushed. But she was already reaching for the book.

		Franklin Fitz, meanwhile, was getting an earful about Cindy Reilly. Whether he wanted to hear it or not. He sighed. When Aunt Min got a bee in her bonnet, she couldn’t be stopped.

		“It’s a shame she’s waiting tables,” his aunt was saying now. “With her talent. But it couldn’t be helped, her father dying just when she was set to go off to design school. Not that she needed schooling, mind you. That girl’s a natural. A wonder, Franklin. A whiz!”

		Franklin slowed the limo as he approached the stop sign at the bottom of the hill. “Oh?” he asked absently. “What kind of a whiz?”

		“Didn’t I just say she was set to go off to design school when her father died?” Aunt Min said irritably. “A design whiz, of course.”

		Franklin sighed. His aunt was never exactly sweet as honey, but this was ridiculous. It was that silly diet she put herself on every summer. Diets made her so snappish.

		Besides, she was built the way she was built, and no diet on earth was going to change that. In fact, she regularly occupied the backseat of the limousine not for the sake of propriety—which meant less than nothing to Aunt Min—but because her ample hips and sturdy piano legs required more room than the front seat afforded. It was unfortunate, but that’s the way it was.

		“I’m sure she’s very talented,” he soothed.

		“Of course she is! And such a love, Franklin. It really is too bad she’s so besotted with that boyfriend of hers.”

		“Aunt Min—please! You don’t think one matchmaker in my life is enough?”

		“I’m not Filene,” she snapped. “And believe me, Cindy Reilly’s no cookie-cutter socialite.”

		He sighed again. A good thing he was so easygoing, he told himself, or he’d be snapping right back at her. But he’d had plenty of practice dealing with snappishness, living with Filene for twenty-two years. By now, it was water off a duck’s back.

		“I’m sure she’s not, Aunt Min.”

		She didn’t say anything until he’d reached the interstate and safely merged into traffic on the freeway. When she did, her question was so unexpected he nearly lost his grip on the steering wheel.

		“Are you happy, Franklin?”

		He could literally feel his stomach sinking. “Happy? What do you mean?”

		“What do you mean, what do I mean?” she snapped. “Are you happy with your life, or aren’t you?”

		“Happy,” Franklin repeated helplessly. “It isn’t something I sit around thinking about, Aunt Min.”

		“Well maybe you should, Franklin. Molly and Fitzy, God rest their souls, would certainly want you to be happy.”

		Molly and Fitzy. Aunt Min’s sister and brother-in-law, Franklin’s mother and father. So he wasn’t the only one who had them on his mind today. If things had worked out differently, it would have been their twenty-seventh wedding anniversary.

		“Do you think they could have lived happily ever after, Aunt Min?”

		He didn’t especially want to talk about his parents, today of all days; just thinking about them brought a lump to his throat. But talking about them was better than talking about whether or not he was happy. Where in the world did his aunt come up with these things?

		“Or would they have ended up barely tolerating each other?” he prompted. “Like Father and Filene?”

		“Molly was as different from Filene as a ladybug is from a black widow spider,” Aunt Min said emphatically. “And as far as ‘happily ever after’ goes, I’d say your parents had a better chance than most. It was something rare and wonderful, Franklin, what the two of ’em had.”

		“Then whatever possessed Father to marry Filene?”

		“Filene may have her faults,” Aunt Min said. Then, correcting herself: “Filene does have her faults. But stupidity isn’t one of them, Franklin. After your mother died—well, she took advantage of your father’s grief, to put it plainly. Fitzy’s broken heart wanted mending, and Filene was on the spot, duct tape in hand.” She sighed extravagantly. “I expect she thought she had a right, being Fitzy’s exfiancée.”

		“What?” Franklin’s startled gaze once again met Miniver’s in the rearview mirror. “You mean before he married Mother? Father and Filene were engaged?”

		“They were. And when Filene saw her second chance at Fitzdom after Molly died, she grabbed it in a heartbeat, I can tell you.”

		Franklin shook his head in disbelief.

		“I wouldn’t find it in me to forgive her,” Aunt Min added, “except that in a way I do believe she saved your father’s life. Which needed saving”—her voice went suddenly and unexpectedly soft—“as he had a precious son who needed saving too.”

		Franklin squirmed in his seat. Precious was Aunt Min’s adjective of choice for her nephew, a fact that caused him no end of mortification. Such sentimental talk was by no means typical of his aunt either. She seemed to reserve it just for him.

		“Have you met my precious Franklin?” she would say to introduce him. Or meeting his friends for the first time, “So you’re a friend of Franklin’s. Isn’t he just precious?!” Linking her arm in his, or even, unbelievably—when she happened to catch him off guard—grabbing his cheeks and shaking his face like an old lady fussing over a baby.

		The very thought made him tug self-consciously at the bill of Eustace Phillips’s chauffeur’s cap. There wasn’t a soul on earth he adored the way he did Aunt Min—except for Cookie, of course—but he was twenty-six years old, for crying out loud!

		And Aunt Min might complain from time to time that she was over the hill—but an old lady? Hardly.

		So her hair was gray—it had been for as long as Franklin could remember. Besides, it was a stunning shade of gray. More silver, really, and falling in shiny waves to her shoulders in a very un-old-ladyish way. Her skin was smooth, and her dark eyes, framed by a pair of equally dark eyebrows, snapped with energy and didn’t miss anything.

		“You deserve to be happy, Franklin,” she was saying now.

		He sighed. How could he disagree?

		The problem was, as far as he could tell, happily-ever-after wasn’t the easiest trick to pull off.

	
		2

		PUSHING ASIDE THE BLUEBIRD-OF-HAPPINESS SALT-AND-PEPPER shakers, the glass-slipper sugar caddy, and the Minnie Mouse napkin holder on the counter, Cindy Reilly opened Suzie’s wedding album to the portrait on the first page.

		Her brown eyes went immediately misty. Suzie and Harrison Hunt positively glowed with happiness as they gazed at each other. Harrison looked dashing in his cutaway and satin-striped trousers and bowler hat. And Suzie—well, Suzie was a fairy-tale princess. No other description would do.

		“You and your mother outdid yourselves on that wedding gown, Cindy,” Biddy’s voice came from over her shoulder.

		“You did,” Suzie fervently agreed. “I’ve never felt so beautiful in all my life.”

		Cindy felt her face flush with satisfaction. We did, she thought. We really did.

		Cait Reilly had brought her daughter’s design to life in winter white silk peau de soie with pink and mocha ribbon-embroidery and tiny ribbon-rose appliqués that trailed across the fitted bodice, down the length, and around the hem of the full, floor-length skirt. It was even more beautiful than Cindy had imagined it.

		Creating Suzie’s wedding gown wasn’t the first time Cindy and her mother had collaborated. They made a great team, Cindy and Cait Reilly. Demand for their joint creations continued to grow.

		Cait was already something of a legend in Tillicum County. After all, she could look at a drawing or photograph of a dress, a suit, a coat, or a formal gown and reproduce it exactly, down to the last hook and eye.

		And Cindy—well, Cindy intended to be a legend even beyond Tillicum County. Someday.

		“Happy Chic!” the fashion magazine headlines would blare. “Designer Cindy Reilly Brings Smiles to the Runway with Glad Raggs Line! Angst Is Out, Fun Is In!”

		Yes, someday she was going to see her designs hanging on the racks of Bergdorf Goodman, Saks Fifth Avenue, Strawbridge & Fitz. She knew there was a market for her fanciful Glad Raggs party dresses—part Todd Oldham-whimsical, part Bob Mackie–outrageous, part Karl Lagerfeld–soigné, yet still one hundred percent Cindy Reilly–original.

		If only she could find some way to increase production! Selling her designs one dress at a time through Nadine’s Not-Your-Basic-Black-Dress Shop in the county seat at Bellingrath simply wasn’t going to make her name.

		Everything Cindy knew about fabric and draping and pattern-making and tailoring—the backbone of an apparel designer’s education—she’d learned from her mother. And a good thing, too, since her coveted scholarship to design school had had to go unused. The summer after high school was the summer her father died. The twins had been only ten. Her mother had needed her.

		So here she was, seven years later, still in Pilchuck and still working what was supposed to have been a one-summer job. Still dreaming and sketching and sewing. Waiting tables, biding time …

		Not that she minded waiting tables while she bided her time. Biddy and Buster, not to mention the Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle regulars who came in every day, were practically family by now. But seven years was still a long time to wait. And a very long time to wait tables.

		She leaned over Suzie’s album, her elbows on the counter, studying the wedding portrait dreamily. A wreath woven of roses, ribbon, and baby’s breath circled the bride’s head, while additional ribbons in pink, mocha, and white satin cascaded down her back. The overall effect was both playful, like Suzie, and deliciously romantic.

		“A fairy-tale princess,” Cindy repeated aloud, her expression rapturous.

		Suzie laughed. “I’ll go along with the fairy-tale part,” she said wryly. “Complete with seven dwarfs!” Leaning over the counter, she flipped several pages over to a picture of herself and Harrison surrounded by children. The girls wore pretty dresses with lace collars; the boys, miniature tuxedos.

		Suzie’s day-care charges—including her nephew Gordie. Cindy knew the band of rug rats well; Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle was a once-a-month lunchtime field trip for the KinderKottage crew.

		“Life was a little too much like a fairy tale for a while there,” Suzie added, “what with Olga Pfefferkuchen standing in for the wicked witch and Harrison for the poisoned apple.”

		Cindy knew the story, of course. In a little town like Pilchuck, word got around. In fact, the Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle Café was the second-best spot within the city limits to get the scoop on what was going on in Pilchuck: who did what to whom, and where and when, and mostly what everyone else was saying about it. Cindy never got all the details that True Marie Weatherby, down at the Belle o’ the Ball Beauty Salon, picked up, but a waitress in a busy diner overheard a lot in the course of a day. A lot.

		By this time—the middle of June—the romance between Suzie Wyatt and Harrison Hunt was practically Pilchuck legend. Everybody knew how one-time sourpuss Olga Pfefferkuchen had set out to close down Suzie’s preschool; how Harrison had fallen in love with Suzie and tried to hide the fact he’d been in on the plot to put her out of business; how Suzie, in an awe-inspiring display of temper right in the middle of Main Street, had reamed him up and down for his betrayal.

		But they’d worked it out. And here they were, home from their honeymoon, and Suzie as radiant as anyone had ever seen her.

		It was all so delectably romantic …

		Cindy Reilly sighed. Despite the sorrows and setbacks she’d experienced already in her twenty-four years, she believed wholeheartedly in fairy tales. After all, she had a name about as close to Cinderella as a name could get. And while she didn’t have a wicked stepmother and two wicked stepsisters who forced her to wait on them hand and foot, waiting tables during a busy lunch rush could feel an awful lot like it. More than once she’d wanted to snap at someone, “I’m your server, not your servant!”

		Her name and job aside, the number-one reason Cindy believed in fairy tales was the fact that she had her very own fairy-tale prince.

		And he was perfect.

		She clasped her hands to her chest, unconsciously fingering the simple promise ring she’d been wearing almost forever. She and Jonathan had been sweethearts since their junior year at Pilchuck High School. Eight years!

		She’d never forget the moment when Jonathan Crum—captain of the football team, president of the junior class, founder of the Pilchuck High School Sword of the Spirit Club, straight-A student, and star of every girl’s dreams—sat down next to her in the school cafeteria and told her she was the prettiest, smartest, most interesting girl in Pilchuck and would she go to the homecoming dance with him?

		They’d been inseparable ever since. Well, as inseparable as a couple could be when one of them lived in Pilchuck and the other a hundred miles and a world away in Seattle.

		It hadn’t been easy on either of them, Cindy staying behind in Pilchuck while Jonathan pursued his undergraduate and law degrees at Duwamish University. He came home on the weekends, of course. As often as he could—which hadn’t been often enough the last few months while he finished up his schooling.

		“Speaking of fairy tales,” Suzie said, as if reading Cindy’s mind, “how’s Jonathan?”

		“Oh, Suzie, he has just one more class this summer to get ready for the bar exam, and he’s all done!”

		Cindy was counting the days, too, because when Jonathan passed the Washington bar, he was coming home to Pilchuck to hang his shingle. And to marry her! No, she didn’t have a diamond yet, but it was understood between them. More than understood. They’d been talking about it for years.

		It would be just like Jonathan to officially propose on her birthday—just a month away, in mid-July. Jonathan Crum was a master of the romantic moment.

		They wouldn’t want a long engagement, after all the waiting they’d already done. Maybe they would marry at Christmas—Cindy did love Christmas. Then they’d move into a little house together, a place of their very own. Maybe one of those charming Tudor-style cottages on Hokanvander Street. The perfect setting for the rest of her personal fairy tale to unfold.

		It only got better, the farther into the future Cindy looked. When Jonathan’s practice got off the ground, she’d finally be able to quit her job at the Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle and concentrate all her energies on Glad Raggs. Someday in the foreseeable future her gowns would be parading down New York runways, draping elegant mannequins in upscale department stores, gliding effortlessly across dance floors at charity balls …

		And then when the time was right, after they had their respective careers off the ground, she and Jonathan would have a pair of beautiful, talented, well-behaved children. A boy first, and then a girl.

		And, of course, they’d all live happily ever after.

		Franklin absently pulled the Packard around a semi lumbering up the hill at the north end of Bellingrath, his mind in the past. When he hadn’t responded to Aunt Min’s last comment, she’d lapsed into silence, which was just as well, the mood she was in.

		His father’s relationship with his stepmother had always been a puzzle to Franklin. And how odd he’d never heard about that pre-Molly engagement!

		Then again, maybe not so odd …

		Filene, after all, would never tell a story that reflected badly on herself. And for a woman who still unabashedly believed in class distinctions, what could possibly reflect more poorly than being thrown over for a common shop girl?

		Pretty, perky Molly Macready, Miniver’s younger sister, had bought a one-way ticket out of Tillicum County the day after high-school graduation. Tillicum County wasn’t big enough for either of the Macready girls. By that time Miniver was studying piano on full scholarship at Julliard, getting ready to take on the world.

		Molly’s aspirations were more modest than her sister’s; she’d stepped off the bus ninety miles south of Bellingrath in Seattle, where she found a job as a men’s shoe clerk at the flagship Strawbridge & Fitz department store downtown.

		Franklin Cameron Fitz Jr.—“Fitzy” to those who knew him best—had been her last customer on her first day of work. She’d sold him a pair of Florsheim tan-and-oxblood saddle shoes, a pair of Sperry Topsiders, and one of the very first pairs of Birkenstocks ever made—not a pair of which he ever would have bought on his own. The rest, as they say, was history.

		At least, that was the story Franklin Cameron Fitz III remembered his mother telling him more than once in his first four years. The last time was the night of his parents’ five-year anniversary—their last anniversary, twenty-two years ago today. The fact that it was the last time he ever saw his mother alive made it the bedtime story he would never forget.

		By the time he was six years old, it was Filene tucking him into bed. Or, more likely, Cookie Simms, before she made her way across the garden to the cottage she shared with her husband, Clement, who ran the grounds of the Fitz estate as efficiently as Cookie ran the kitchen. Cookie had been more of a mother to Franklin than Filene had ever been.

		His father was as unlikely to have told Franklin about his history with Filene as was Filene herself. His father simply hadn’t talked about his second wife. He had talked about Molly, though, once in a while, when he and Franklin were alone. Enough for Franklin to know that what his parents had had between them was, as Aunt Min said, “something rare and wonderful.” Enough to ruin Franklin for a merely satisfactory relationship with a merely adequate mate.

		The only other thing Franklin could remember his father ever talking about was business. Pro forma projections, break-even analyses, inventory turnover, profit margins. And, of course, how proud he was of Franklin’s business aptitude. How much he counted on him. How pleased he was to have a son to carry on the Strawbridge & Fitz commitment to quality when he was gone.

		Whoever would have guessed how soon that would be?

		Before he could congratulate his son for graduating with honors from Duwamish University’s Graduate School of Finance and Business Administration.

		Before he could see Franklin settled into his very own cubicle in the accounting department at Strawbridge & Fitz, analyzing operating decisions, preparing financial statements, gaining a thorough understanding of the company’s bottom line. Preparing himself to take his place on the company’s board of directors and lead it confidently into the twenty-first century.

		But not before Franklin had made the mistake of telling his father he had his own dream.

		Out of the blue, as if she knew exactly what he was thinking, Aunt Min once again broke into the silence:

		“So tell me, Franklin—how’s work?”

		He swallowed. He was beginning to feel sorry he’d swiped the keys from Eustace this morning. Aunt Min was hitting every nerve.

		Maybe it wasn’t just her, he told himself. Maybe sharing his aunt’s diet fare this morning had made him overly sensitive. Cabbage soup and raw vegetables wasn’t exactly his stomach’s idea of a good time, especially for breakfast. If he’d known she’d started her summer regimen, he’d have stopped off at a grocery store on his way from Seattle to pick up a box of Rice Krispies and a quart of milk.

		“Work is work, Aunt Min,” he answered her question. “I’m doing my part to carry on the business, just the way Father wanted me to.”

		“Harrumph. Strawbridge & Fitz wouldn’t go under without you, you know.”

		He sighed, wishing, not for the first time, that he could make her understand. Aunt Min had always lived by her own rules. She was just too free a spirit to comprehend his sense of obligation to the Fitz family business—a duty even more weighty now that his father was gone.

		After all, the Fitzes who’d preceded Franklin III had made Strawbridge & Fitz a name that meant something. Quality, style, value, service. It was up to him to make sure the business continued to live up to its name. His father had certainly made that clear enough. Why, the last words Franklin had heard from his father’s lips were, I depend on you, Son.

		Sometimes he did envy Aunt Min’s independence though.

		“Duty is as duty does, Franklin. You really do deserve to be happy.”

		He stifled a groan. She was worse than a dog with a bone! “Did I tell you I got out my sousaphone last week?” he asked a little too brightly. Happy! A man had to do what a man had to do; “happy” didn’t come into it.

		“Your sousaphone!” Aunt Min cried, clearly delighted.

		Good—he’d derailed her!

		“Didn’t sound half bad either,” he said. “At least, according to Cookie.”

		“And what was the occasion?”

		“Believe it or not, Cookie’s talked me into joining the Leschi Senior Center John Philip Sousa Memorial Concert Band.”

		“A band!”

		“They lost their sousaphone player not long ago,” he added.

		Imagine—Sousa without a sousaphone! had been Cookie’s actual words. We might as well cash the whole thing in, Biscuit. Unless you could see your way to helping us out. At least for the summer.

		Biscuit, Franklin thought, tugging once again at the bill of Eustace’s cap. Between Cookie’s “Biscuit” and Aunt Min’s “Precious,” anyone who didn’t know better would think he was a babe in arms!

		But then, compared to the other members of the John Philip Sousa Memorial Concert Band, he was. A good two dozen musicians, and not a one of them under sixty-five. “We have a gig at the senior center on the Fourth of July,” he said, “and a couple more in August during Seafair. In the food court at Seattle Center, of all places.”

		Aunt Min clapped her hands. “What fun!”

		“Those old-timers do know how to have fun,” Franklin agreed, grinning as an image of Avery Farnsworth going wild on the snare drums flickered across his mind.

		“Speaking of old-timers,” Miniver said as Franklin crested the last hill before the Pilchuck exit, “you’ll find an interesting collection at the Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle Café in town. Eustace fits in at the Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle like a penguin at a nuns’ convention.”

		Anywhere Eustace Phillips fit in was bound to be interesting. Aunt Min’s chauffeur was almost as eccentric as Aunt Min. An old flame of Miniver Macready’s mother, he’d lost his chance with his sweetheart when he’d gone to work as a long-haul truck driver; she’d wanted hearth and home, he’d needed the open road.

		Eustace never had married, and he still loved to drive. Chauffeuring for the daughter of the woman he’d loved almost as much as he’d loved driving gave meaning to his sunset years, he said. He lived in the basement apartment of Aunt Min’s house, took care of the place the nine months out of twelve she was away on her concert tours, and catered to her every whim in the summer, when she was home. It was a most agreeable arrangement all around.

		Miniver pointed out the Kitsch ’n’ Caboodle Café as they passed it on their way through town. Franklin did a double take; a giant, inflatable Betty Boop was tethered to the roof.

		“The coffee’s Pretty Darn Good,” Aunt Min said.

		A

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			To Michael,
whose sense of humor
and sense of delight in the world
constantly renew my own.
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