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				To Peter, aka “Honey” and “Daddy.”

				You make every day sweeter and fill our hearts with love.
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				The minute Lexi Poole’s laptop sang out “You’ve got mail!” she dropped her sketchbook and colored pencils, and raced over to her desk to check her messages.

				She hoped it was an email from one of her friends saying they’d arrived home from summer break. But no such luck. It was just an ad for a back-to-school supplies sale at New Fairfield Stationery. “Ugh!” she moaned.

				Most kids loved summer vacation: sun, fun, and no homework! But Lexi missed Blakely Elementary School. She missed her teachers. She missed art class. And she especially missed Peace, Love, and Cupcakes, the cupcake club that had grown to mean so much to her in fourth grade. It was where she had learned to pipe beautiful designs in frosting and sculpt fancy flowers and figures out of gum paste and chocolate. But most importantly, it was where she had met her three BFFs: Kylie Carson, Jenna Medina, and Sadie Harris.

				At first, none of them were eager to join Kylie’s baking club—it sounded a little lame. But then, something magical happened. Though they were all very different people, they came together to form an awesome, unbreakable team! In just a few short months, everyone wanted to hire them to bake cupcakes. Mr. Ludwig, owner of the Golden Spoon Gourmet Shop in Greenwich, Connecticut, even placed a weekly order of 300 cupcakes!

				But for Lexi, being in the cupcake club wasn’t about being popular or even making money. It was about belonging. Just knowing that she had Kylie, Jenna, and Sadie by her side made her feel less shy. No matter what happened, she wasn’t alone. Yes, there had been some crazy adventures (like the time their Leaning Tower of Pisa 3,000-cupcake display toppled to the floor!), but it was the best year of Lexi’s life!

				When Juliette Dubois, the club’s adviser and Blakely’s drama teacher, suggested they shut down the club for the summer, Lexi was devastated.

				“I think it would be wise to take a break, recharge our batteries over the summer,” Juliette had said. “You girls are going your separate ways for a few months, and there’s no PLC if there’s none of you here.”

				“But I’m here!” Lexi piped up. She had no plans to go to camp or on vacation with her family. Both her parents had to work.

				“You can’t run the entire business by yourself,” Kylie said. “Even Mr. Ludwig said he goes to Paris in July and closes down the Golden Spoon. We’ll start up again at the end of August, just in time for the back-to-school rush!”

				Sadie and Jenna thought this was a good idea. But Lexi was silent. She couldn’t imagine a week without baking cupcakes—and without her friends.

				“You okay, Lex?” Kylie read her mind.

				“I guess. Just sad that PLC is over.”

				“It’s not over!” Jenna insisted. “We’ll be back, bigger and better than ever! I’m going to get my abuela to give me all her recipes. You know she makes a cuatro leches cake instead of tres leches? Can you just imagine a four-milk cupcake? Yum!”

				“And we’ll write to each other all summer,” offered Sadie. “Every week! It’ll be like we’re all still together.”

				Lexi shrugged. So that was it: PLC would be on break till September. Sadie was off to a basketball camp in North Carolina, Jenna was visiting her grandparents in Ecuador, and Kylie was going to sleepaway camp for the first time in Massachusetts. That left Lexi all alone in New Fairfield, Connecticut.

				• • •

				“You could go to Camp Echo Pond with your sister, Ava,” Lexi’s dad pointed out one night at the dinner table. “You’d have a great time.”

				Lexi shook her head. “I hate bugs and I can barely doggie paddle.”

				She remembered last summer, when her parents had enrolled her in Hallard Day Camp—and she came in absolute last place in the swimming relay. Everyone was already out of the pool, drying off, and she still had one lap to go.

				“Come on, slow poke!” her counselor Gabby teased. “Stroke! Stroke! Kick! Kick! Big arms!”

				Lexi tried her best, but the water stung her eyes and shot up her nose and she was sure she swallowed half the pool. 

				Everyone in her group had gone back to their bunk when Gabby finally fished her out of the water and handed her a towel. Lexi felt like a prune. Even worse, a pathetic loser prune.

				“Nice try,” her counselor said. “You gave it your best shot.”

				But Lexi was completely humiliated. Even the preschool group could swim faster than she could. No matter how hard she kicked and paddled her arms, she seemed to get nowhere. She sunk like a rock to the bottom of the pool. Once the swim teacher made her go into the deep end to try to tread water. As the rest of her group watched and whispered (she was sure about her!), Lexi clung to the edge of the pool, terrified to let go. 

				The lifeguard jumped off his tower and kneeled over her. “You okay down there?” he asked, ready to dive in and rescue her.

				“Um, yes,” she replied, mortified. “Just hangin’ out.” 

				“You want a kickboard?” 

				Lexi glanced at the shallow end where all the little kids in swim diapers were using kickboards. 

				“No thanks…” she began. But it was too late. The lifeguard handed her a bright pink Dora the Explorer kickboard. “Just hang on and make your way back to four feet.”

				After that near-drowning Dora disaster, there was no way, no how, she was going to go to Camp Echo Pond!

				“Well, they’d teach you to be a good swimmer,” Ava assured her. “There’s a zip line and canoeing—and Color War is awesome.” Lexi remembered the photos Ava had showed her from last summer, her face striped with green war paint. She looked ridiculous.

				“I think I’ll just stay here and paint pictures—not my face,” Lexi said quietly.

				Then her mom found out that the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City was offering an art intensive program for kids ten and up. This was the first year Lexi was old enough to go. It did sound pretty cool, studying with museum curators and learning the techniques of famous artists for a month in the Big Apple.

				“Lexi could stay with my sister, Deanna—she lives a few blocks from the Met,” her mom suggested. Dad groaned. Aunt Dee was what he called “a wild card.” She was nearly thirty years old and still taking college classes. Last year, she was going to be an accountant (not a good idea, since she was always asking her mom to lend her money!). But this year, she had decided Japanese would be a “way cooler” major—and she might even get to travel.

				“She’s probably waitressing at night, so that won’t work,” her dad protested. He was a lawyer and had wanted to be one since he was six, just like his dad and grandpa before him. He couldn’t understand anyone who “lacked focus and direction.”

				“Nope. I checked. Deanna’s taking the summer off to work on her thesis,” replied her mom. “So it’s perfect. She can watch over Lexi for the four weeks.”

				Her dad finally gave in, although he suspected that Lexi would be watching over Aunt Dee and not vice versa. Her mom’s kid sister was colorful and spontaneous—everything Lexi secretly wished she could be. She wore funny, floppy hats and owned a pair of clogs in every color of the rainbow. She ate cold pizza for breakfast and packed pickle chips in her purse. She was never embarrassed, never sorry, and never too shy to speak her mind.

				• • •

				When Lexi stepped off the train at Grand Central Terminal with her mom, Aunt Dee was waiting on the track, holding a big sign that read “Welcome to NYC!” She was jumping up and down, whistling through her teeth, making sure they spotted her in the lunch hour crowds pouring out of the train and into the station. Lexi giggled—Dee was hard to miss!

				“How’s my brilliantabulous niece Alexandra?” Dee asked, hugging her.

				“Good!” Lexi replied. And for the first time in a few weeks, she actually felt good. She was excited to be in the Big Apple, and Dee had plans…lots of plans.

				“So first, I thought we’d grab some pizza at Two Boots and cheesecake at Junior’s,” she began. “You hungry?”

				Lexi nodded and her stomach rumbled to second the motion.

				“Just make sure you listen to your aunt…and don’t talk to strangers…or wander off…” her mom reminded her. “And don’t forget to use hand sanitizer!” She’d packed Lexi’s bag with at least six bottles of it!

				“Your mom is a worrywart,” Dee shot back. “We’ll be just fine. Right, Lexi?”

				Lexi nodded. If Grand Central was any indication, New York City was a pretty wild, crazy, crowded place. But her aunt seemed to love it—and she fit in perfectly. Lexi kissed her mom good-bye and Dee pulled her along.

				“I thought we’d take a walk through Times Square, maybe check out the huge Ferris wheel in Toys‘R’Us, Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Museum…” her aunt suggested.

				Lexi could barely catch her breath as they zigzagged through all the commuters. Grand Central was bigger and more bustling than she had remembered it. She hadn’t been here since first grade, when her class took a trip to see the toy train exhibit at Christmastime.

				“Look up!” Aunt Dee said, pointing to the turquoise ceiling covered in constellations. “It’s the only place in New York City where you can see the stars during the day…unless you count a Broadway matinee. But that’s not till next Wednesday!”

				Lexi noticed that everyone seemed to be in an awfully big hurry. There was a huge four-sided clock in the center of the information booth. Everyone was checking the time, rushing to make their trains. One lady in a pinstripe suit was talking on her cellphone and almost ran Lexi over.

				“Watch where you’re going!” she snapped at Lexi.

				Aunt Dee stuck out her tongue at the woman and barreled straight ahead, down the escalator, and through the dining concourse. Lexi noticed there were lots of different foods on display: sushi, salads, hot and crusty loaves of bread, rich chocolate candies. Then her eye caught a small bakery stand in the corner filled with pastries…and cupcakes!

				“Can we stop here, please, Aunt Dee?” she pleaded. She simply had to check out the competition.

				“Sure! Dessert before lunch. My kind of gal!” Dee replied.

				Lexi surveyed the trays of frosted cupcakes. They were nothing fancy: just simple vanilla and chocolate icing with rainbow sprinkles on top. “I’ll take a chocolate,” she said, handing the saleswoman two dollars. She took a bite and wrinkled her nose.

				“Oh, Jenna would just hate this. It tastes like it’s been sitting in a fridge for days!” she exclaimed.

				Aunt Dee broke off a corner of the cake. “Tastes okay to me.”

				“No, Kylie is really particular about the frosting to cupcake ratio. This is way too much frosting. It overpowers all the other flavors.”

				“You sound like you know what you’re talking about,” the saleswoman said. “Are you a professional baker?”

				Lexi smiled. “Yes! My friends and I have this amazing cupcake club called Peace, Love, and Cupcakes!” Then she caught herself. “I mean, we had this amazing club. It’s kind of on hold at the moment.”

				“Oh, that’s really too bad,” the woman replied. She handed Lexi a vanilla cupcake. “Maybe you’d like this one better?”

				“Thanks,” she answered. And yes, it was fresher tasting and even had a pink rose piped on top in buttercream. But it didn’t make her miss her friends and PLC any less.

				Over a pepperoni pizza for lunch, Lexi was a bit distracted, even when Aunt Dee took out a map and unfolded it practically in her plate. She couldn’t help thinking about Kylie, Sadie, and Jenna. What were they doing right now? Were they thinking about her too? She doubted it!

				“You see this?” Dee asked, circling a street on the map with a neon pink highlighter pen she just happened to carry in her purse. “This is where I live. Right near Central Park, right near the Met.”

				Lexi flicked some basil leaves off her slice.

				“Do you snore?” Dee suddenly asked.

				“Huh?” Lexi snapped to attention.

				“Do you snore? It’s a simple question.” She twirled a gooey strand of mozzarella cheese around her finger.

				“I don’t think so,” Lexi answered. What if her aunt didn’t really want her staying with her for the next few weeks? She had never thought of that…

				“Well, we’ll have to do something about that,” Dee said, slamming her hand on the table. “I insist that all my roommates snore, leave dirty laundry on the floor, and watch late night TV. Extra points if you clog the toilet and it overflows.”

				Lexi laughed so hard, Sprite sprayed out of her nose.

				“Well, that’s better!” Dee said, patting her on the back. “No Lexi long faces in my apartment.” She winked and held up her Diet Coke can to offer a toast.

				“To an August of fun!”

				Lexi clinked her can. “To fun!”
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				In just her first weekend in Manhattan, Lexi learned so much about the Big Apple! Aunt Dee was an encyclopedia of crazy facts and figures. She took her to the Top of the Rock, seventy floors straight up, and asked if she knew how many feet high they were in the air.

				“Go on…take a guess,” Dee teased, popping a quarter in a telescope so they could zoom in on the city skyline.

				“Um, five hundred?” Lexi ventured.

				“Nope! Higher!”

				“Six hundred?”

				“Keep goin’!”

				“Seven hundred?” Lexi was determined to get the number.

				“Give up?” Dee taunted her. “You were so close! Eight hundred and fifty feet. And that,” she said, pointing, “is the Chrysler Building, the Empire State Building, and the Brooklyn Bridge.”

				Lexi couldn’t believe how huge the city was from this view. It seemed to go on forever and ever.

				“We’re going to see it all,” Dee promised her.

				Lexi gasped. All this? “Not in one day, please, Aunt Dee! My feet are killing me!”

				The telescope clicked off. “Nope. I need at least two days for that,” Dee teased.

				They took the elevator back down and Lexi’s ears popped. Once on the street, Dee hailed a cab and they piled in. “Eighty-Second and Fifth,” she instructed the driver. “Do you know why taxis in New York are yellow?” she asked Lexi.

				Lexi pondered for a moment. “Because yellow is a happy color and it makes people happy when they can stop walking and rest their tired toes?”

				“Close. It’s yellow because that’s the easiest color to spot. At least that’s what John Hertz, the company’s founder thought.”

				The cab dropped them in front of the steps of the Met, and Lexi gazed up at them in amazement. There were people sitting and having a snack, others chattering away in all different languages.

				Dee bought them dinner from a hot dog cart parked in front.

				“Did you know that Babe Ruth once ate twelve hot dogs between a double header baseball game?” she said, piling relish, mustard, ketchup, and mayo on her dog.

				When the vendor offered Lexi some sauerkraut, ketchup, mustard, or chopped onions, she covered her plate. “No thanks. I like mine plain.”

				Dee raised an eyebrow. “What’s your record, Lex? Could you break Babe Ruth’s dozen down the hatch?”

				Lexi shrugged. “I don’t think I could eat more than two. Maybe three if I was starving.” But she had to admit, NYC hot dogs from street carts did taste so much more delicious than the ones her dad made on the grill back home. There was something about New York that just made everything so much better.

				Lexi loved how the streets seemed to have their own pulse, “the heartbeat of the city” Dee called it. At first, she couldn’t feel it (and frankly thought her aunt was a little wacky). But after walking around, all over Midtown, downtown, and the Upper East Side, she understood what Dee was talking about. New York had a vibration. She could feel it running just beneath the concrete. It wasn’t the rumble of the subways. It wasn’t even the hundreds of pairs of feet pounding the pavement. It was an energy. Lexi felt it sweeping her along, as if she was caught in some current, racing upstream. It was exciting and a little scary all at once.

				“Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore,” Dee declared, taking a bite of her hot dog with all the fixings and sitting down on the Met’s steps.

				“What does that mean?” Lexi asked, settling beside her.

				“It means NYC is far from New Fairfield,” she explained.

				“It was only a few stops on the train,” Lexi corrected her. “Maybe just fifty miles.”

				“I don’t mean that,” Dee insisted. “I mean you have to think and act like a New Yorker. Take some chances!”

				She squirted a glob of hot sauce out of a packet and onto Lexi’s hot dog. Lexi gulped; she was afraid it would be super spicy and set her mouth on fire. But she was so hungry, and it smelled so good.

				“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Dee said, licking her lips.

				Lexi closed her eyes and took a small nibble. It was hot all right—it made her tongue tingle. But it was delicious!

				“I like it!” Lexi announced. “I guess, like a cupcake, a hot dog needs a topping.”

				• • •

				That wasn’t the only culinary adventure Aunt Dee took her on. On a Wednesday, they ventured down to Hell’s Kitchen, and her aunt’s favorite little French bistro for a pre-theater meal. It had a garden out back and served all kinds of French delicacies—like smelly truffles, snails, and frog legs!

				“Oh, I couldn’t,” Lexi insisted when her aunt put a garlicky snail on a small fork and handed it to her.

				“Ya don’t know what you’re missing!” Dee said, popping it in her mouth. “Escargot is magnifique!”

				So Lexi closed her eyes and took a taste. The escargot was kind of slimy on her tongue, but it had a nice, buttery flavor.

				“Not bad, right?” Dee asked. “Maybe you could make an escargot cupcake one day!”

				Lexi grimaced at the thought. “Not even for April Fool’s Day. That would be just too gross!” she giggled.

				They went to see a Broadway musical with lots of chorus girls kicking up their heels and a leading man who danced around in tap shoes and a bow tie. He and the leading lady crooned silly love songs to each other, stuff like, “I’ve got a crush on you, sweetie pie!” and “Embrace me, my sweet embraceable you!” At the end of the show, there was a big, over-the-top white wedding, with swans, silver sequins, and giant wedding bells.

				“Mush,” Aunt Dee declared. “But good mush.” They left the theater, humming a Gershwin tune.

				“Are you going to get married soon, Aunt Dee?” Lexi asked suddenly.

				“Whoa! I don’t even have a boyfriend. Slow down!” her aunt chuckled.

				Lexi wondered what had happened to her last serious boyfriend, E.J. He was a film student at NYU, and Dee had brought him to Thanksgiving dinner in Connecticut. He had cool, spiky hair and wore sunglasses at night. Lexi liked him a lot, but her parents frowned when he put his feet up on their coffee table.

				“E.J. and I broke up. He wanted to go to Hollywood. I wanted to stay here. I love New York too much to leave it. So hasta la vista, baby!”

				Her aunt was trying to joke about it, but Lexi could sense she was sadder than she let on. Though she tried to come off like a tough cookie, Dee loved sappy, romantic musicals. She believed in true love.

				“How about you? You have a boyfriend?” Dee tried to change the subject.

				“Me? I’m only ten!” Lexi protested.

				“I had a boyfriend when I was ten. Just ask your mother. His name was Nathaniel Rothstein. He played the drums. He was dreamy.”

				Lexi giggled. “Nathaniel? What kind of a name is Nathaniel?”

				“I agree, the name was a little lame. But Nate was a really nice boy, the first boy to ever notice me. He shared his chocolate milk with me in the cafeteria. Two straws. We were inseparable all through fourth and fifth grade before he moved to Arizona.”

				Lexi tried to picture her aunt and Nathaniel at age ten, slurping chocolate milk and singing, “S’wonderful…s’marvelous…that you should care for me!” to each other, just like they’d seen in the show. She wondered if Dee wore floppy hats back then…

				“You’ll have a boyfriend soon, Lexi,” Aunt Dee assured her.

				Lexi shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m just too shy. I’d panic if a boy talked to me.”

				“Well then, we have our work cut out for us these next few weeks,” Dee said, linking arms with her. “There’s some lucky guy out there just waiting to sweep you off your feet!” She twirled Lexi around, right in the middle of Broadway.

				• • •

				Lexi was too busy with her art classes at the Met to even think about falling in love. She was too in love with the museum! Every day, she walked through the Great Hall, gazing up at the soaring arches, and made her away through the exhibits, trying to take it all in. There were so many beautiful paintings and sculptures. She loved Cézanne’s still lifes the most, how he made even common objects like a ginger jar, a teacup, or a pile of apples take on a magical glow on the canvas. Like in a 3-D movie, the objects seem to leap out at her.

				“What are you painting, Lexi?” her instructor Mr. Ruffalo asked, peering over her shoulder. Lexi gulped. She hated to be put on the spot. Her heart raced and she could feel her cheeks burn as her fellow art students gathered around. Plus Mr. Ruffalo was a little scary. He wore these big, round black glasses that made him look like a wise old owl. She was sure he could see right through a painting—and right through a person. So she was very, very careful when she answered.

				“Um, just a still life of some cupcakes,” Lexi replied.

				Mr. Ruffalo pursed his lips. “Hmmm…very interesting. Your use of blue light in the background to illuminate the red frosting of the cupcakes. The bottle of vanilla next to them. It’s very Cézanne.”

				Oh my gosh! Did he just compare me to a famous French impressionist? Lexi couldn’t wait till her aunt met her at the front steps of the museum that afternoon to tell her.

				“Aunt Dee! Aunt Dee!” she squealed. “You have to come see this!” She dragged her into a small gallery on the second floor of the museum.

				“Look at this!” she said, flipping through her portfolio and pulling out her still life painting.

				“It’s very nice, Lex…”

				“And this,” she said, spinning Dee around to face a wall of the gallery. “Look at this!”

				Dee pondered the painting hanging in front of them. It was a pile of apples with a brown bottle next to them.

				“Uh-huh,” she said simply. “Nice apples?”

				“It’s Cézanne! Mr. Ruffalo said I did a great job capturing the technique of Cézanne!”

				Aunt Dee stared harder at the painting on the wall. “Okay, but it just doesn’t float my boat,” she replied. “Not enough colors. It’s kind of boring.”

				There was an audible gasp behind them. Lexi noticed a few Japanese tourists staring. She prayed that Dee wouldn’t offer her opinion in their native language.

				“Well, it’s supposed to be like that. Cézanne took months to finish this piece.”

				“Well, that explains it. He spent too much time cooped up inside!”

				Lexi huffed and put her painting back in her portfolio. It was no use—Aunt Dee was simply not a fan of Impressionist art.

				Dee yawned. “Come on. Let’s get outta here and have some real fun!”

				They spent the rest of the afternoon in Central Park, riding the carousel, pitching pennies into the Bethesda Fountain, and taking a rowboat out on the lake.

				Lexi was a little nervous she’d tip over and fall in the water, especially when Dee rocked the boat as she rowed. “I’m not a really good swimmer,” she confided in her aunt, holding on to the boat’s sides with an iron grip.

				“Me neither,” said Dee. “But I’m a good floater!”

				Then they sat in the sheep meadow, licking Popsicles they bought from an ice cream cart. The red and yellow pop dripped all over Dee’s white tank top, but she didn’t seem to care. “Makes a cool tie-dye pattern, don’t ya think?” she said, rubbing it in with a napkin.

				Lexi laughed. Sometimes Aunt Dee seemed more like a kid than a grown-up, but Lexi loved that about her (even if it drove her father crazy!). She pulled a notebook and markers out of her backpack and started drawing.

				“What’s that?” Dee asked, watching her.

				“It’s an idea for a cupcake,” Lexi replied. “I call it Friday in the Park with Dee.” On the red and yellow tie-dye frosting, she drew a boat, a carousel horse, and a Popsicle. “I could sculpt these out of fondant.”

				“Edible art. I like it,” Dee said, rolling over in the grass to tan her back. “It’s a lot better than that Cézanne dude we saw in the museum!”

				• • •

				By the middle of August, Lexi had filled an entire notebook with cupcake ideas and drawings. No matter what painting or sculpture she studied at the Met, she could also envision it as a delicious cupcake.

				“I was thinking I could do tiny dots in different colors of frosting to look like a Seurat painting,” she explained.

				Aunt Dee looked puzzled. “A sir what?”

				“Sir-rah,” Lexi giggled. “Georges Seurat. He was a French postimpressionist. And when you look at his paintings up close, all you see is lots of little dots. But when you step back, you see the big picture.”

				“Hmm. Sounds complicated. But if anyone can do it, kiddo, you can!”

				With Aunt Dee’s vote of confidence, Lexi drew Back-to-School cupcakes topped with tiny fondant rulers and pencils, and cupcakes sprinkled with red sugar crystals to look like shiny apples. Then there was her favorite design: a fudge brownie cupcake for Valentine’s Day with a marshmallow heart on top. She called it Bake Me, I’m Yours. Aunt Dee had suggested the heart. She sprinkled mini marshmallows on practically everything—even brussels sprouts. “Marshmallows make the world a better place,” she declared.

				Thanks to her aunt, Lexi got to see parts of NYC she didn’t even know existed: the Lower East Side (Aunt Dee’s fave place to buy pickle chips), the South Street Seaport, Randall’s Island. They rode the rickety Cyclone roller coaster at Coney Island and sipped Earl Grey tea at Tea & Sympathy in the Village. Aunt Dee knew all the best places and filled every day with surprises.

				“What about clotted cream frosting?” her aunt asked, smearing cream and jelly on a warm-from-the-oven cinnamon scone. “You could make a recipe for it on a vanilla cupcake.”

				“That could be delicious,” Lexi said, noting it in her notebook. “And I could do an Earl Gray tea-infused frosting too. It would go great on a dark chocolate cupcake.”

				“Mmmm.” Dee nodded. “Don’t forget to add the marshmallows on top.”

				• • •

				Lexi couldn’t wait to share her cupcake ideas with her friends! In all the activity of the past four weeks, she’d almost forgotten how much she’d missed them. Now she’d miss Aunt Dee.

				“You’ll call me with weekly updates, right?” Dee asked, hugging her on the Metro North platform.

				“I will!” Lexi said. “Thank you for the most amazing summer I’ve ever had.”

				“And you won’t forget everything I taught you: hot sauce on hot dogs and escargot cupcakes.”

				Lexi laughed. “You taught me a lot more than that!”

				Her aunt handed her a little package, bundled in comic book pages. Even the wrapping made Lexi smile. “For you! A souvenir,” Dee said.

				Lexi tore it open. Inside was a T-shirt with I i NY on it.

				“I love it!” Lexi said. “I’ll wear it my first day of fifth grade.” She climbed on the train and waved good-bye as it pulled out of the station, chugging her back home to New Fairfield.

				• • •

				When she got to her stop, her parents and her big sister, Ava, were all waiting for her. Lexi breathed a sigh of relief. Though she loved the city, it was “s’wonderful” to be back where she belonged. Plus, it was her first time riding a train alone! Amazingly, she hadn’t been scared. She felt like a real New Yorker who could handle just about anything!

				“Thought we’d have a picnic tonight by Candlewood Lake,” her dad suggested.

				“I’d rather just hang out at home,” Lexi replied. What she really wanted to do was check her email and see if any of her PLC mates had come home yet.

				Her room seemed smaller somehow—maybe she’d grown? Or maybe everything in New Fairfield looked tiny when compared to the huge city?

				“I swear, I didn’t touch any of your stuff,” her sister, Ava, said, flopping down on her bed. “How was Aunt Dee? How was New York?”

				“Great!” Lexi replied. “I learned so much. How was camp?”

				Ava launched into a whole, long-winded account of how she’d starred in the camp musical (she’d played Glinda in Wicked) and scored the winning soccer goal for her bunk. Was there anything Ava couldn’t do expertly, Lexi wondered. It all came so easily to her.

				Plus, there was a boy! A seventh grader in the neighboring boys camp named Grayson. “He gave me his email and we’re going to FaceTime on our iPads,” Ava rambled on. “He told me I was pretty!”

				Ava was pretty. And smart. And confident. Ugh.

				“Well, I guess you wanna be alone to unpack,” Ava said. “Glad to have you home, sis!” She shut Lexi’s bedroom door and left her alone. Lexi’s dog, Poochie, hopped up on her bed and planted a wet, welcome-home kiss on her nose. She was scratching his tummy when she noticed something on her desk: letters! Her friends had finally answered! Lexi’s face lit up and she tore into them.

				“They made me point guard this week!” Sadie wrote. “I’m learning so much about basketball. This is the best place ever!”

				“My abuela is teaching me to knit,” wrote Jenna. “You should see the cool scarf I’m making!”

				Jenna and Sadie sounded so busy—and so happy to be away. Their letters were way too short. But it was Kylie’s postcard that was the most upsetting: “Camp rocks! I wish I never had to leave Camp Chicopee!”

				Lexi gulped. What if Kylie forgot all about their cupcake club? What if she didn’t want to do it again in fifth grade? What if all her friends abandoned her come September? What if PLC was history?

				The ding of her computer shook her out of this horrible thought and brought her back to reality. She checked the message and her spirits soared when she saw the address: CupcakeKylie@carson.net. She clicked to open it:

				Hey, PLC-ers! Guess who just got home from camp? R U ready to bake some cupcakes? XO, Kylie

				Lexi emailed back from artsygirl10@poole.net:

				Welcome home! I missed u! Can’t wait! XO, Lexi

				She beamed when she hit the Send button. Everything was fine. Their Cupcake Club was fine. Nothing had changed over the summer. And in no time, Peace, Love, and Cupcakes would be sweetly in swing again!

			

		

	


End of sample
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