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			for cousins olivia & chloe,


			and michigan summers


			—k.h.


			


			for mom, dad, christopher, and bill


			and for the baukol cousins, who love a good wedding


			—b.b.h.
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					Flower Girls

				

					

					

						Willow Sweeney,


						niece of the bride

					

					


					

						Delia Dees,


						niece of the bride

					

				

			


			

					

					Junior Bridesmaids

				

					

					

						Violet Sweeney, 


						niece of the bride

					

					


					

						Darlene Dees, 


						niece of the bride

					

				

			


			

					

					Ring Bearer

				

					

					

						Sweet William Sweeney, 


						nephew of the bride

					

				

			


			

					

					Matrons of Honor

				

					

					

						Agapanthus Bumpus Sweeney, 


						sister of the bride

					

					


					

						Gardenia Bumpus Dees,


						sister of the bride

					

				

			


			

					

					Groomsmen

				

					

					

						Liam Sweeney, 


						brother-in-law of the bride

					

					


					

						Delvan Dees, 


						brother-in-law of the bride

					

				

			


			

					

					Best Men

				

					

					

						Peter Baxter, 


						brother of the groom

					

					


					

						Kevin Baxter, 


						brother of the groom
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				Willow scowled at the flower-girl dress like it was growing in a patch of poison ivy. Every time she looked at it, she had the same thoughts.

			


			That it was pink.


			That it was awful.


			That it should not come anywhere close to her skin.


			“You must be so excited for Aunt Rosie’s wedding,” her mom said as she stuffed more clothes into an already overflowing suitcase.


			Willow was sitting on her parents’ bed in a silent standoff with the pink gown. Sandwiched between pieces of oversized luggage, she glared at the wedding outfit draped over the chair across from her. 


			Her bubble gum–bright dress glared right back. 


			“This year’s vacation is going to be so special,” her mom continued, giving Willow’s head a quick pat as she transferred swimming trunks from one suitcase to the other. “I can just feel it in my bones. Extra special.”


			Willow loved her aunt Rosie. And she loved their summer vacations to Michigan. But the thought of having to be a flower girl and wear that awful pink gown made her skin break out in blotchy hives.


			“And Delia will look so adorable in her dress, too,” her mother added with a pause that Willow considered a bit dramatic. “Just thinking of you girls leading the way down the aisle together…” Her voice trailed off. 


			Willow imagined her cousin Delia in the same poufy dress. At least Delia, with her black hair and dark brown skin, could wear the color. But pink clothes on freckle-faced, copper-haired Willow just made her look sunburned. And even if they could dye those frilly gowns green, nothing would change how babyish they were. 
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			“Preschoolers would look better in these baby dresses than two fourth graders,” Delia had grumbled when they talked on the phone. 


			Fourth-grade flower girls? 


			It was too much for Willow to bear. 


			Maybe Aunt Rosie thought the gowns came packaged with the cute little toddlers in the catalog pictures. Since Willow’s family lived in Chicago and Delia’s was in Detroit, Aunt Rosie had done the dress shopping on her own—picking the flower-girl gowns from a magazine without seeing how they looked on the actual flower girls themselves.


			“I’ll go finish my packing,” Willow announced, suddenly eager to get away from the dress. She dashed down the hall and over the body of Bernice, their 117-pound Bernese mountain dog, who was delicately chewing the shoelaces of a blue sneaker like she was eating spaghetti. “You can help me, Bernice,” she whispered.
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			Willow pushed a pile of clothes off her bed and into her open suitcase, making room for Bernice and the sneaker. Plopping onto a pillow beside them, she knocked the suitcase shut with a “Humph.” Why couldn’t she and Delia be junior bridesmaids and wear purple dresses like Violet and Darlene? Their sisters were only a few years older, but they were being treated like big shots, while Willow and Delia were stuck with frilly princess gowns, neon-pink shoes that could be seen from outer space, and flowery baskets for tossing rose petals. 


			“And Willow,” her mom called down the hall, “bring me your pink ballet flats and that sweet little rosebud basket. They’re the last things on my checklist for the wedding.”


			Willow’s mom was a school librarian, which meant she thrived on order. And it meant she was never without a checklist.


			“I don’t mean to rub it in,” chuckled Violet, who was standing in Willow’s doorway now and clearly rubbing it in, “but your dress is pink like a dog’s tongue. No offense to Bernice.”


			Bernice raised a furry black ear in Willow’s direction, as if she couldn’t believe the things Violet said these days either. Then, letting the slobbery sneaker drop, Bernice licked Willow’s knee, and they both stared across at Violet until she got the hint to leave.


			“Well, I’m out of here,” Violet announced, snapping her gum and heading down the hallway to deposit her gown with their mom. “Hurry up and finish packing, by the way. Dad is already loading the car.” 


			Willow tried not to focus on the bubble gum Violet was chewing. But it was hard to miss—blindingly pink, just like the flower-girl dresses. She and Delia had been fighting the gowns since July, when they had arrived in the mail. 


			“No way. Never. Uh-uh,” they had repeated. 


			They’d already considered putting the dresses in the washing machine to shrink them so they wouldn’t fit. Or leaving them outside to bake in the hot sun so the color might fade. They’d even plotted sending them to zoo camp with Delia and letting the penguins use them for nests.


			But their moms had told them the same thing every time—that this was Aunt Rosie’s wedding, so Aunt Rosie was the boss. “When you get married, girls, then you get to make all the decisions.”


			Get married? That thought made Willow itchy all over again. 


			“I’m still waiting, Willow,” her mom called again from the suitcases. “I want to check those things off my list.”


			Willow wished she could feed that checklist to Bernice.


			Flopping onto her stomach and sliding underneath the bed, all the way to the back corner, Willow dug out the neon-pink wedding shoes. “I’ll surrender these,” she told Bernice, “but I draw the line at the goofy basket.”


			Willow tossed the wedding shoes onto her mom’s bed next to Violet’s purple gown and bounced her suitcase down the stairs. Then she gathered up the last of her vacation essentials—her tattered notebook full of recipes, her favorite blue sun hat, and a lucky penny—and tucked them into her polka-dotted messenger bag. Throwing the strap over her shoulder, she headed with Bernice for the car.


			“Now give it back,” Violet was saying as Willow climbed into the backseat between her sister and their little brother, Sweet William. “I said you could wear my medal for a minute, and that’s what I meant. Sixty seconds!”


			“You count too fast,” Sweet William complained. But he finally relented and passed the red-white-and-blue ribbon back to Violet. A gold medal the size of a pancake dangled in front of Willow’s face for a few moments as it transferred from her brother’s pudgy hand to her sister’s long and graceful one.


			“Why are you bringing your swimming medals to the beach house?” Willow asked, trying to hide her annoyance. She had been looking forward to a vacation from her sister’s latest triumphs.


			“Mom wants me to show Grandma, Grandpa, and everybody what I’ve won this summer,” Violet said. Then she added, “I’m only bringing a few, since it would take practically a whole suitcase to carry all of them.”


			Willow reached into her bag and pulled out the lucky penny. It suddenly looked very small.


			“What ya got there, Willow?” asked Sweet William, wriggling into his booster seat and hooking the straps.


			“It’s called a wheat penny,” she said. “I picked it up off the sidewalk by the dojo just before karate class yesterday. I think it’s extra lucky.”


			“A sweet penny?” gushed her brother, who was always mixing up his words. “It’s named for me! Can I have it?”


			“Wheat, not sweet,” Violet said irritably. “You’ve got to listen better, Sweet William.”
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			Willow patiently ran her finger over the etching on the face of the copper coin to help him understand. “This penny has stalks of wheat on it. It’s really rare. So I think that makes it really lucky, too.”


			The back hatch to the station wagon was open, and their parents were hovering behind them, arranging the suitcases and the plastic bags that held all the wedding outfits. Willow rubbed the lucky wheat penny with her thumb and made a wish that Bernice would gnaw an enormous hole in her flower-girl gown during the two-hour drive to Michigan.


			“Pennies are basically worthless,” declared Violet, who as a sixth-grader was starting middle school and therefore always setting Willow straight. “And would you please strap in? We can’t head for Saugatuck until you’ve clicked.”


			Saugatuck. Willow looked out the window as the car pulled away from the curb and imagined they were already there, beneath the thick canopy of trees and gazing back across Lake Michigan toward Chicago. She loved everything about the place, even how the name sounded on her tongue. 


			SAW-gah-tuck. 


			The word itself was summertime: cousins and grandparents, aunts and uncles, everybody sleeping all together in the old white house called Whispering Pines. They’d been renting there for so many summers that even the owner, Henry Rickles, was like family. 


			In her mind, Willow made her own checklist of how she would spend the week with Delia. Picking peaches at the orchards, boogie-boarding in the lake, catching fireflies in the moonlight. And just like last summer, they’d make pancakes every morning and desserts every night. Side by side with Delia in the Whispering Pines kitchen—that was probably her favorite place to be. Though baking cakes with her dad in Chicago, whisks in hand, ran a close second. 


			Or maybe it was the other way around. Willow couldn’t decide.


			“Great whoopee pies yesterday, Willow,” her dad said, grinning and readjusting the rearview mirror so he could see her in the backseat. “That buttermilk trick worked, didn’t it?”


			“It was amazing,” Willow agreed. “How did you know that mixing lemon juice and milk would be a good thing?”


			Willow’s mom said she had never heard of using sour milk in place of buttermilk in a recipe. “But then again, your dad would know. He’s the family chef around here.”


			“Willow, too,” he said with a wink. “We both are. She knows about as much as I do by now.”


			Willow grinned, turning that thought around in her head. Chef Willow Sweeney. She winked back at her dad in the mirror, careful not to whisper the words out loud. If she did, she’d never hear the end of it from Violet.


			“I hope she knows not to add peppermint extract to the scrambled eggs anymore,” Violet announced, shuddering at the memory. “That was a hard lesson—for all of us.”


			Willow gazed out the window at the passing billboards. “You never know how something will turn out until you give it a try,” she said softly.


			“Well, try again on that yellow cake you baked last week. Did anyone taste that thing?” Violet made a gagging sound and dropped her head to the side like she was dying. “Dreadful!” 


			Willow did her best to ignore her older sister. Again. But lately Violet and her comments were getting harder to brush off. Willow sank lower in her seat, fighting the urge to climb into the very back and ride all the way to Saugatuck with Bernice.


			

				Willow Sweeney’s Practically Perfect Whoopee Pies


				

					Ingredients:


					

							
2 cups all-purpose flour


							
½ cup unsweetened cocoa powder


							
2 teaspoons baking powder


							
½ teaspoon salt


							
12 tablespoons (1½ sticks) unsalted butter, softened but not melted


							
1 cup sugar


							
1 egg


							
1 teaspoon vanilla extract


							
½ cup buttermilk or sour milk*



					


				


				

					

							* To make the sour milk, pour 1 tablespoon lemon juice in a measuring cup, then add enough nonfat or low-fat milk to equal 1 cup liquid.


					


				


				

					For the filling:


					

							
8 ounces (1 brick) cream cheese


							
8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter, softened but not melted


							
1 teaspoon vanilla


							
2 cups powdered sugar


					


				


				

					Directions:


					

							1. Make sure you have an adult’s help.


							2. Heat the oven to 400 degrees. Mix the flour, cocoa powder, baking powder, and salt in one bowl.


							3. Using an electric mixer in a second bowl, beat together the butter and sugar until light and fluffy. Slowly pour in the dry ingredients from the first bowl. Add the egg, vanilla, and buttermilk or sour milk. Beat until it’s all combined.


							4. Drop the batter, about 2 tablespoons at a time, onto two baking sheets lined with parchment paper. Make about 24 cookie-size cakes. Smooth and flatten slightly. Bake about 10 minutes. Cool about 10 minutes.


							5. Filling: With an electric mixer, beat the cream cheese, softened butter, and vanilla, slowly adding the powdered sugar. Beat on high until smooth and creamy. Add more sugar to taste.


							6. While the cookies are cooling, refrigerate the filling for about a half hour.


							7. Gently spread the filling across a cooled cookie-cake. Then put another cookie-cake on top, sandwiching the filling. Repeat until there aren’t any cakes left.


					


					

				


				Makes a dozen whoopee pies.
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				short while later came the shout Willow was waiting for. “Look sharp, everybody!” her dad called. “This is the turnoff for Whispering Pines!”

			


			By the time the car reached the final curve, Willow was too excited for their vacation to stay annoyed. She squeezed Sweet William’s knee in anticipation and rolled down his window to breathe in the August air.


			“Don’t crush my crickets,” he giggled, pushing her hand away from the pocket of his shorts. “They’re on vacation, too.”


			Willow’s dad honked the horn as the car bounced its way down the long, tree-lined drive. A dusty smell wafted in from the gravel crunching underneath the wheels. Willow scooted up in her seat, leaning between her parents’ headrests to get a good look at the three-story house as it appeared through the thick pine trees. 


			She loved this moment, the way the pebbly driveway stretched out before them like a promise. It was always these seconds—just when the tall white Victorian came into view, the blue water of Lake Michigan fanning out behind it—that Willow replayed again and again in her head like a movie throughout the long school year. 


			She squeezed her penny and made a wish that they could stay forever.


			“Aggie’s here,” came Grandma’s shout from the porch. And Willow saw her grandmother waving at the car, both hands covered in bright green gardening gloves.


			Violet flung her door open, and the girls were clambering out of the car before their dad had even turned off the engine. Their mom was already out of her seat belt too, dashing across the yard toward her two squealing sisters, Aunt Rosie and Aunt Deenie. Only Grandpa called the three of them by their real names, Agapanthus, Rose, and Gardenia. “By any other name,” he liked to say, “my three flowers wouldn’t smell half as sweet.”


			Thwack! 


			Willow smiled at the familiar smack of the screen door off the side of the house. It sounded like a cap gun announcing the start of a race. The best part of summer vacation was finally beginning. 


			Sweet William began pushing his way through the crowd of relatives toward Grandpa and Grandma, whose straw hats made them easy to find. Grandma’s wide, floppy brim was ringed with sunflowers. 


			Bernice followed closely at Sweet William’s heels, and Willow could hear her brother issuing noisy complaints about too many knees blocking his route. Willow felt herself pulled into the friendly chaos too, weaving her way through dozens of family members who were busy kissing cheeks and patting backs. Some of the faces were unfamiliar.


			“Sweet William,” Grandma said with a hug, “I’d like you to meet some of the groom’s family.”


			Willow slipped past them, deciding to circle back later for her own introduction. Because just then, there was one person she wanted to find more than anyone else in the world.


			Where was Delia?


			She heard the shout first. “Willooooow!”


			Then she saw a flash of black braids and brown arms just before she felt the impact.


			“Delia!” Willow coughed. “I’m so happy—” And that’s all she could get out as both girls tumbled onto the lawn, choking with laughter and flopping about like a couple of rainbow trout. Bernice raced over and began to bark and circle the two of them, licking Delia’s face whenever she saw an opening.
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			“See what I have to live with?” complained Violet, who had already paired off with Delia’s seventh-grade sister, Darlene. “It’s like we have two five-year-olds in the family instead of just one.”


			Sweet William stepped over, seeming unsure whether to be insulted or not.


			“There is a reason,” said Darlene, sliding her sunglasses down her nose, “why you are flower girls and we are junior bridesmaids.”


			Willow got to her feet, then reached a hand out to help Delia up. They draped their arms around each other’s shoulders and wandered toward the house, Delia tugging clumps of green clover from Willow’s curls.


			“Darlene is about as fun as a mosquito bite,” she said. “Don’t listen to her.”


			“Violet is the same,” Willow agreed, glancing back at their sisters. “Like she’s so mature and I’m a little pest or something.”


			“They won’t treat us like babies after this week,” Delia said. “Once we get out of the flower-girl jobs and do something better, Darlene and Violet will be so jealous.”


			“And we have good luck to make it happen.” Willow smiled, pulling the wheat penny from her pocket. “It’s even more powerful than a regular lucky penny.”


			Delia was just giving the wheat penny a kiss when Aunt Rosie appeared. 


			“How are my darling flower girls?” she squealed. “I am so excited to see you in those pink dresses. Don’t you just love them?”


			Delia elbowed Willow.


			Willow elbowed back.


			Delia tugged on her two braids, then began chewing on the tip of one of them. Willow was left to fill the awkward silence.


			She wasn’t sure where to start. For the past month, she and Delia had been searching for ways to get out of the flower-girl jobs. They had tried to take Sweet William’s role as ring bearer, but he’d hidden the fancy pillow and wouldn’t tell them where it was. They’d even taught themselves how to play a mushy wedding song with Willow on the violin and Delia on the flute. But that hadn’t sounded so good. 


			Finally, Willow and Delia had decided that if Aunt Rosie knew how amazing they were in the kitchen, she would beg them to trade those ugly pink gowns for white aprons. “She just needs to taste our food. Just one little lemon tart,” the cousins had conspired. “Then she’ll realize that all our talents are being wasted.”


			But here was Aunt Rosie, standing right in front of them, waiting for an answer. And Willow was speechless.


			“The dresses really are…something,” Willow began.


			She wanted to be honest. But Willow knew she couldn’t say how truly ugly they were without hurting Aunt Rosie’s feelings. First there was the little flap of material at the neck that her mom called a Peter Pan collar. (Willow never understood why Peter didn’t want to grow up.) Then there were the big pink roses sewn around the waist. Not to mention those long, silky ribbons—Willow and Delia were going to look like kites instead of kids!


			Willow saw her aunt’s eager expression and tried again. 


			“You know, Aunt Rosie, Delia and I are nearly ten now…Delia is already nine and ten-twelfths, which is really five-sixths…”


			Aunt Rosie tilted her head to the side, looking a little puzzled. 


			“Go on,” she said.


			Willow felt stuck.


			“We’re much too…”


			How could she tell Aunt Rosie they weren’t little kids anymore? How could she explain that flower-girl duties were for kindergartners—for five-year-olds like Sweet William? Not for girls who were practically in middle school and just about ready to start driving a car.


			“We want to talk to you about the wedding,” Delia finally said, plucking the braid from her mouth and using her clear, calm crossing-guard voice. Not only was Delia good at walking kids safely through traffic, she was great at getting a grown-up’s undivided attention. “Willow and I would rather make a—”


			“Cupcake, where have you been? Stolen away by the flower girls, I see.”


			Aunt Rosie’s fiancé, Jonathan Baxter, suddenly appeared, beaming at Delia and Willow with his dimpled smile. Jonathan had won them both over last Thanksgiving, after he’d taught them how to juggle dinner rolls. And he had been the only one at the table to ask for a second helping of their pumpkin-cheesecake tarts, graciously overlooking how they’d left out the cream cheese.


			“Great to see you, Uncle Jonathan,” Willow said with a bouncy grin. 
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			“Not uncle yet,” Delia corrected. “Technically, there are still five more days.”


			“Four days, twenty-two hours, and thirty-one minutes,” Jonathan said with a shy smile. Willow noticed his grin was slightly crooked, and she decided that was another quality she liked about Jonathan. “Now if you’ll excuse us, ladies, it looks as if our beautiful bride-to-be is wanted on the porch for a toast.”


			Before they stepped away, Jonathan added, “I hope you two brought your cookbooks. I’m hungry for more tarts!”


			Aunt Rosie gave them each a peck on the cheek.


			“Do you still play in the kitchen, girls?” she asked. “You both have so many activities and interests. It’s just adorable!” 


			And then Aunt Rosie and Jonathan were gone, their heads bobbing in the waves of relatives flowing onto the porch and around to the back of the house, where they had clear views of Lake Michigan.


			“Play?” Delia asked, her eyes staring after them.


			“Adorable?” Willow echoed. “She thinks we’re still five years old, doesn’t she?”
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