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        She’s the high school klutz. He’s the best friend. But it wasn’t enough.
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        * * *

      

      Alexa Parker’s only goal is to get into the best pre-med program in the country. No big deal. Except that nothing in her life ever goes as planned. 

      

      If an ice cream machine is going to explode, it will be her pulling the handle.

      

      If a cactus is going to be sat on, it will be her butt that will be full of needles.

      

      The only thing going right is the fact that her lifelong—and only—friend, Charlie, has stuck by her side through it all. Until Alex realizes she likes him more than a friend, and she manages to mess that up too.
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      Alex kept her gaze on her history teacher, Mrs. Krump, even as she reached across the aisle. Her best friend, Charlie, placed a brownie in her hand, and her arm shot back under her desk.

      “You coming over tonight after I get off work?” Charlie whispered. Alex didn’t love her job at Twisters, but she would take it over Charlie’s any day. He stayed after school and helped the maintenance guy. Basically, he did everything no one else wanted to do. The gross stuff.

      “Sorry, I have to finish my applications,” she whispered back as she snuck a bite of the brownie.

      “On a Friday?”

      “Deadlines are coming up,” she said with a small shrug.

      “But you’ll be at breakfast in the morning, right?”

      Alex looked at Charlie like he’d lost his mind. “Of course. I would never miss our Saturday morning French toast.”

      “Alexa,” a nasally voice interrupted. “Have you heard a word I’ve said?”

      Alex’s head snapped up and she was startled to see the glowering face of Mrs. Krump inches from her nose. The teacher’s breath smelled of garlic and grease and Alex had to breathe through her mouth until Mrs. Krump straightened back up.

      “I heard some of it,” Alex said, quickly swallowing the piece of brownie. When she saw Mrs. Krump’s eyes narrow, she sputtered, “Okay, maybe not much. But it isn’t my fault. Did you know that after eating too much, your hearing isn’t as sharp? I haven’t been able to find out why that is. Regardless, maybe classes shouldn’t be scheduled for at least an hour after lunch.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Alex noticed Charlie give a slight shake of his head, and she immediately clamped her mouth shut, silently cursing her inability to think under pressure. She always tended to spew random medical facts when she was nervous.

      Alex attempted her best smile, complete with wide, innocent eyes, but she knew it wouldn’t work. It never did. Her innocent face was more of a half-grimace and half-smile kind of face. Like if she had just broken her arm but didn’t want to admit it hurt.

      “This isn’t medical school, Dr. Parker, as much as you wish it was,” Mrs. Krump said. She turned to face the class, and Alex slumped down in her chair, relieved she had gotten off easy. But then Mrs. Krump cast her one last long look and said, “Maybe you can figure out what your stomach has to do with your ears while you are in detention this afternoon.”

      Alex’s heart plummeted and she avoided Charlie’s sympathetic gaze.

      “I can’t have detention,” she said, panicked. Her last one had only been a couple of weeks before, and she had been told that if she had any more, they would go on her permanent school record.

      “Yes, you can,” Mrs. Krump said, her eyes narrowing. “Even two or three, if it will help you.”

      Oh no, Mrs. Krump thought that Alex was arguing with her. Which she kind of was. But not because Alex was trying to be oppositional; she was just trying to keep her future intact.

      “No, one detention will be fine,” Alex said quietly.

      Mrs. Krump’s face softened for a fraction of a second, and she said, “This won’t affect your GPA or anything.” Her features hardened again. “But it will help you to pay better attention in class.” She walked away and resumed her lecture.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Other girls passed notes, did their makeup, flirted with Cameron Taylor—all from the front row!—and they never heard so much as a word from Mrs. Krump. Alex zoned out for two minutes and she was stuck in detention. Even if they didn’t put it on her permanent record, she needed to complete her applications for early acceptance at the most prestigious pre-med programs in the country. She shouldn’t have to waste her time in detention with nothing to do but count wads of gum stuck to the bottom of a desk.

      Mrs. Krump droned on about the Revolutionary War like she hadn’t just completely ruined Alex’s day. Ugh. She didn’t need to know any of this stuff. Why wouldn’t the school just let her drop the class and take an extra biology class or something useful? She slid low in her seat just as her phone vibrated with a new text message.

      Never fear, I’ll think of something to get you out of detention.

      Alex smiled and slid her phone back into her pocket. She appreciated the sentiment, but there were some things that even Charlie couldn’t pull off.

      What if she just didn’t show up? Alex played with the idea, unsure what would happen. She had never tried it before. Maybe Mrs. Krump would forget about Alex’s detention. It was possible.

      It was another excruciating forty minutes before class finished and Alex bolted for the door.

      “Alexa, I expect you to be in Miss Downy’s classroom at three-fifteen,” Mrs. Krump called after her.

      Darn.

      Even though Mrs. Krump hadn’t forgotten, maybe Alex could claim she had. After all, a lot could happen in the last two hours of school, and it wasn’t completely farfetched that Alex could forget.

      “I’d hate to have to make a note on your currently unblemished school record,” Mrs. Krump finished.

      So much for that. It looked like Alex would have to squeeze in time over the weekend to work on her applications.
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      Charlie stared at the map in his hands. “What is this for?”

      Jeff held out a headlamp to Charlie. “Kids have been shoving garbage up in the ceiling again. I need you to clean it out.”

      Charlie perked up. “Really?” He’d had this same job last year, and when he’d offered to climb up there, the previous maintenance guy had laughed in his face.

      “I’m too heavy,” Jeff said.

      Charlie took in the man’s large frame. Yeah, he couldn’t imagine Jeff climbing around in the ceiling. Charlie placed the map under one arm and then took the headlamp and adjusted it over his forehead.

      “So, you want me crawling around and looking for garbage?”

      “Yup.” Jeff handed Charlie a large bag. “Shove the trash in here. There will be a lot around the vents—cigarette butts and wrappers and that kind of thing.”

      “You got it, boss,” Charlie said, wanting to get up there as quickly as possible. He didn’t want to give Jeff time to change his mind. Charlie climbed up a ladder that Jeff had set up.

      “Hold up a moment,” Jeff said, and Charlie paused on the top rung. Jeff rummaged in his pocket for a moment before pulling out a small pencil and handing it to Charlie. “You’ll want to trace your path on the map as you go,” Jeff said. “I can’t have you getting lost up there. And make sure to come down every so often to get a drink and some fresh air. It gets hot.”

      Excitement bubbled in Charlie’s chest. This was the type of opportunity that the kids at school would kill for. Permission to crawl around the ceiling of the school? He could go everywhere, unnoticed. This could definitely come in handy in the future, and Charlie should treat this as a reconnaissance mission.

      “Stay on the beams.” Jeff’s voice followed Charlie as he switched on the headlamp and pulled himself up through the opening that Jeff had created by removing one of the ceiling panels.

      This was so epic.

      After only ten minutes, the novelty had worn off, however. Why were teenagers so gross? So far, Charlie had found not only cigarette butts but also damp socks, underwear, and molding food. First off, he did not want to know who was walking around commando, and second, why would someone shove that stuff up there? It was so much more difficult to fit clothing, or even a banana peel like the half-decomposed one he’d just picked up, through a gap in the ceiling than to just throw it in a garbage can.

      Maybe they thought it was funny, but Charlie now had more respect for the adults who made the effort to show up every day and attempt to provide a good education—whether the students wanted it or not.

      Charlie paused and pulled the map out of his back pocket. There was a turn coming up, and he wasn’t sure whether he should go left or right. He bent his head and shined the light on the map as he used the pencil to track where he was. If he went left, he would end up at a dead end above the cafeteria. But if he turned right…that would place him right above Miss Downy’s classroom.

      Where Alex was having detention.

      Charlie wondered how she was handling it. Knowing Alex, she was probably looking out the window every other second, her knee bouncing up and down as she waited anxiously for the time to be up.

      He wanted to check on her and make sure she was doing okay, so he turned right at the turn and followed it until he thought he was probably above Miss Downy’s classroom.

      Charlie cleared garbage from around a vent, then peeked through. It was hard to see, but after adjusting his position, he saw Alex at a desk near the back of the room. She had slid low in her seat and looked like she was trying to take a nap.

      Charlie heard Miss Downy speaking from somewhere below him. “Markus will be assisting me this afternoon, so if you are in need of anything, you can ask either of us.”

      Poor Alex.

      Markus was in their same grade, but he acted twenty years older. His list of fun things to do on a Friday included asking for extra homework and volunteering to help out in detention. Charlie had once heard Markus tell Miss Downy that it brought him joy to bring direction to the directionless.

      Barf.

      Markus took his duties very seriously and seemed to immediately zone in on Alex. He entered Charlie’s field of vision as he approached her. “Alexa Parker, we don’t sleep—”

      Charlie shifted his weight and accidentally hit his knee on the board he was kneeling on.

      BANG.

      Alex’s eyes snapped open and Markus’ head whipped toward the front of the classroom.

      Oh, crap. Charlie was supposed to be up there in the ceiling, but that didn’t mean he wanted them to know he was there, spying.

      Unless…huh. He had told Alex he would figure out a way to get her out of detention. Maybe he could keep that promise.

      Charlie positioned himself on the boards that crossed straight across the classroom. He brought his fists down on the board.

      BANG.

      He then hit it with his feet.

      THUMP.

      Charlie peeked through the cracks between the ceiling panels and hit the boards with his palms again. The students were looking around, as if they could spot the source of the noise. A few of them looked nervous. With the next THUMP, a girl sitting in front of Alex dove under her desk and curled up into a ball as if it were an earthquake drill.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” Miss Downy said, but her words were drowned out by another THUMP.

      With the next BANG and THUMP, Markus bolted out of the classroom. Miss Downy didn’t so much as glance his way.

      Charlie shoved a fist in his mouth, trying to keep himself from laughing out loud.

      THUMP. THUMP.

      Come on, Alex, pretend you’re scared and get out of there.

      She looked anxious, but she wasn’t going anywhere.

      BANG. THUMP.

      Charlie’s knee slid off the board as he prepared to bring his feet down once more, and he lost his balance. His full weight landed on the ceiling panel to his right.

      CRACK!

      The ceiling split open and he tumbled down—landing right at Miss Downy’s feet. She yelped and plastered herself against the wall, horror etched across her features. Charlie coughed, then struggled onto his knees.

      Ouch.

      It took him a moment to get his bearings, and he ran a hand through his short brown hair. His hand came away white from the dust from the ceiling panel. His leg ached and he knew there would be at least a few bruises to show off by the end of the day. Charlie also noticed a hole in his jeans that hadn’t been there before.

      Turning, he swept his gaze across the classroom. Alex met his gaze and grinned, while attempting to trap her laughter. She wasn’t very successful, however, and it escaped in short bursts.

      “What is going on here?” Miss Downy sank into her chair with a thud, her face void of color. “How did you—”

      “Miss Downy,” Charlie interrupted, still on his knees. His mind scrambled for something—anything—that was going to get him out of this situation. “You look radiant today. Did you just have your hair done?” She raised her hand and patted her hair in a self-conscious gesture. Before she could answer, Charlie raised himself onto one knee and took her hand in his. “Miss Downy, will you marry me?”

      Miss Downy’s mouth opened, then closed again. She looked like she might pass out. Charlie saw out of the corner of his eye that Alex had taken advantage of the moment and had slid out of her seat and onto the floor. She crawled on hands and knees behind the desks toward the back of the room, then met Charlie’s gaze as she slid out the back door.

      “I’ll give you time to think about it.” He winked at Miss Downy with a smile that he hoped came across as charming rather than creepy, before backing out of the classroom and running after Alex.

      On his way out, he saw Jeff coming down the hall, and he skidded to a stop. He turned and bolted in the other direction, exiting through the first pair of double doors he saw.

      Charlie caught up with Alex outside. Before he had time to fully recover from what had just happened, Alex threw her arms around Charlie’s neck. “That was brilliant! How did you get in the ceiling? What if Miss Downy says yes?”

      “The more important question is why you can’t stay out of trouble,” Charlie said with a small laugh.

      “Is it my fault Mrs. Krump doesn’t appreciate learning new things?” She gave a dramatic eye roll and stepped back. “Why should she punish me for her own ignorance? But that’s beside the point. How did you manage to pull off that little stunt of yours?”

      Charlie grinned and pulled out the folded map from his pocket. “I was actually already up there clearing out trash for Jeff. But…I might have taken a detour.” As everyone would know the next day. There was no way everyone that had been in detention would keep this quiet. “I figured, why not, since I was already close to where they were holding you captive. It also helped that I had this.” He held up the map. When Charlie saw she had no idea what he was holding, he said, “It’s a map to help me not get lost up there.”

      Alex gasped. “Won’t you get in trouble if Jeff realizes you still have that?”

      Charlie frowned and glanced back at the school. “Right. Jeff. I suppose I should go back and tell him what happened before he finds out from someone else.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Any chance you want to go tell him for me?” Charlie asked.

      Alex snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      He heaved a dramatic sigh. “Well, a guy can hope.”

      She grinned. “If I show up for French toast tomorrow morning and you’re there, I’ll know you survived.” She paused. “But just in case you don’t, can I have your PlayStation?”

      “You can have whatever you want,” he said.

      Charlie walked back into the school, dread filling his stomach. He was not looking forward to this conversation.
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      Alex stood on Charlie’s doorstep and watched as her phone switched from 9:59 to 10:00.

      Ding dong. Knock knock knock.

      Her hand didn’t have time to drop before Charlie swung the door open, looking good in his Super Mario pajama bottoms and a loose white T-shirt. “Right on time, like usual.”

      “You survived!”

      “Yeah. Jeff wasn’t too happy with me and gave me a lecture on not stepping off the beams, because apparently ‘they can’t hold my weight.’” Charlie used his fingers to do air quotes. “But other than that and having to clean up the mess, he let me off easy.”

      “You’re lucky.” The smell of sugar wafted from the kitchen, and Alex frowned. “You didn’t start without me, did you?”

      Charlie’s smile straightened into a somber line. “Never would I dare start making French toast without you.”

      She rolled her eyes and started across the entryway.

      Charlie’s smile returned. “Naw, my mom just left with some stuff she made for the church social. She’s meeting your mom there.”

      When Alex entered the kitchen, she stopped and raised an eyebrow. All the ingredients they needed, plus mixing bowls and spoons, were laid out on the counter in organized groups. “I thought you said you didn’t get started without me.”

      “Yeah…my mom was super ambitious this morning and thought she’d help us out with the prep work.”

      Alex nodded, then cracked her knuckles. She jumped up and down a few times, swinging her arms like she was about to enter the boxing ring. “Then let’s do this thing.”

      Once she got the griddle warming, she heard “Hey, Alex, catch!” She spun around just in time to see an egg flying toward her. Eyes wide, she made a grab for it, but it sailed through her fingers and smashed against a cupboard.

      “Seriously?” Alex said, spinning to face Charlie. “You’ve known me how long, and you still expect me to catch a flying raw egg?”

      Charlie shrugged. “You never know. Your athletic prowess could have miraculously transformed overnight.”

      Grabbing a rag, Alex said, “Ha. Maybe when I die and get my wings.”

      Another few minutes and the sounds of boiling and sizzling, accompanied by the scent of sweet vanilla, filled the kitchen.

      “Is the French toast done?” Charlie asked.

      “Just about. How is the syrup coming along?”

      Charlie stuck a finger into the golden liquid swimming in the pot in front of him and nodded in approval. “It’s perfect. This is so much better than Crazy Hornet’s place.”

      Alex couldn’t have agreed more. They had tried mixing it up on occasion by going to Crazy Hornet’s Pancake Extravaganza, but then were immediately reminded why they didn’t like going there. First off, they couldn’t order French toast. And despite the name, they couldn’t order pancakes either. Crazy Hornet only served waffles. Go figure.

      Alex glanced over as Charlie threw a dirty mixing bowl into the dishwasher. “Let’s save the cleanup. I’m starving,” she said, grabbing a plate.

      Charlie stared at his stomach as if it were talking to him. “Yeah, he agrees.”

      “He?”

      “We have a special kind of relationship.”

      Alex smiled and shook her head. Boys and their stomachs.

      They each grabbed a TV tray on their way downstairs to the den and Charlie popped the one and only DVD he owned of classic cartoons into the video player. They had seen the same episodes a thousand times, but there was something strangely comforting about that. It wasn’t just the French toast or the syrup that made Saturday mornings special, it was the routine.

      Alex sat down with her food and settled into the familiar groove in the couch as Porky Pig ran across the screen. She glanced at Charlie, who was staring at the screen, grinning like he hadn’t seen this episode every Saturday for years. She laughed, more at him than the cartoon.

      This is what it’s all about—the little things. The French toast of life.

      Charlie burst out laughing, sending chocolate milk spraying across the room, and Alex couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness pulling at her gut. She and Charlie had been best friends for as long as she could remember, but it was their senior year now. They would be going their separate ways after graduation—she would head off to some fancy pre-med program (there was no way she wouldn’t be accepted—it just wasn’t an option), and him to wherever would give him a music scholarship. She was excited, of course, but she didn’t know what she would do without Charlie. He was the first one she called when anything good, or bad, happened. Alex relied on him. Charlie acted like it wasn’t a big deal whenever she brought it up and pointed out that she could still call him anytime, from anywhere. But it wasn’t the same.

      “Hey, you going to eat that?” Charlie asked through a full mouth, pointing to her plate.

      Alex laughed and shook off the momentary sadness. “Yes, I’m going to eat that. Go upstairs, there’s plenty more there.”

      Alex watched Charlie’s retreating back. They still had plenty of Saturdays left before graduation, and she was going to savor every one of them.
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      Alex sniffed her sleeve. Yup, she smelled like the raw meat and grease that surrounded her. Gross. This wasn’t unusual, of course. She smelled like meat and grease every Tuesday and Thursday night. And even more often the last couple of weeks, as she’d been picking up extra shifts at Twisters, the only fast food restaurant in town. That didn’t mean she was any more used to it, though. She glanced at the clock, desperate for the time to miraculously spin forward, but she still had two hours left in her shift. Just like when she had checked three minutes before.

      The orders were piling up, but one glance at the dining room told her that if her manager saw what was out there, she wouldn’t have a job to come back to. With a groan, Alex grabbed a rag and ventured out to wipe off a table that looked like someone had tried to recreate the Hoover Dam. Whoever had sat there had used napkin holders to hold back the lake of spilled soda, but they had only managed to ruin a bunch of perfectly good napkins. Alex used her rag to soak up some of the soda dripping from the table, but it sent ripples through the liquid and it splashed on her shoes.

      The night could not get worse. Alex hurled the soda-saturated rag into a nearby bucket. It landed with a wet plop, shooting soda droplets onto her pants.

      Maybe everything wouldn’t have seemed so awful if she had seen Charlie at school that day. But between her extra shifts at Twisters and trying to squeeze in some last-minute extracurricular activities for her med school applications, not to mention Charlie practicing hours every day for saxophone auditions, she’d barely seen him all week.

      She would even have to miss their French toast this Saturday. Dumb debate team. She should quit. And while she was at it, she should quit her stupid job. She wished she didn’t have to rely on this grease fest for money. One day when she was a world-famous surgeon, she wouldn’t have to. But if she was going to save enough money for college, she was going to have to stick with it.

      Alex wondered if it was worth it. Maybe she could somehow become valedictorian and get a full-ride scholarship. Yeah, right. Valedictorians don’t get sent to detention. If she couldn’t get the good grades, she would have to rely on a killer resume full of after-school clubs and community service.

      “Does it seem busier than usual tonight?” Alex called to her manager, rushing back for more orders.

      “Yeah, because you’re slower than usual,” he said. “You need to pick up the pace.”

      “Whatever happened to the concept of employee satisfaction?” Alex mumbled. “I’ve been running nonstop for four hours. One more ice cream cone might do me in.” She washed her hands, then walked around the counter toward the ice cream machine. She stopped, her breath catching.

      There was Jackie Smithers, leaning against the counter and fingering the gold necklace she always wore. It had a star attached to it, but Jackie had worn the edges smooth with how often she rubbed it. When she saw Alex, her lips twisted into a sneer. The machine was right behind the serving counter in full view of the dining room, and Jackie could say whatever she pleased without Alex being able to do a thing.

      Jackie was a brunette, like Alex, but that was where the resemblance ended. Unlike her, Jackie was popular, if the definition of popular was:

      Popular: adj—Everyone knows who you are, though no one actually likes you. They are just too scared to say otherwise because they don’t want you to spray paint their car black—including the windows—like you did to Sarah Walker last year. She’s still in counseling.

      If that was the proper definition, then yes, Jackie was popular. Just thinking about it made Alex’s blood burn and her skin grow clammy.

      “That is so sweet of you to get me my ice cream,” Jackie said, letting each word drip with mock sincerity as Alex grabbed the first cone. Jackie’s eyes narrowed. “But if one drop of that grease in your hair gets near my food, you’ll be finished before the night’s through.”

      “Oh, it’s not the grease that I’d be worried about,” Alex said, turning toward the ice cream machine. She placed one hand on the lever.

      Jackie laughed. “Are you referring to your sweat glands that are obviously acting up again? That would explain the acne.”

      Alex gritted her teeth and her grasp tightened on the lever. “Polio,” she said, her voice level and calm. “Do you know much about it?”

      A pause. “No,” Jackie said. “But if it’s going to hold up the production process here, I’d rather not.”

      “It’s a nasty disease that is highly infectious and attacks the nervous system. In words you can understand? Say goodbye to cheerleading and hello to a wheelchair.”

      Another pause, longer this time. “I don’t care. Are you going to get me my ice cream or not?”

      Alex’s hand remained on the lever, but she stood still. “In 1940, scientists concluded that ice cream was the leading cause of the polio epidemic. Personally, I don’t know that an ice cream cone is worth the risk of paralysis, but whatever. To each their own.”

      Alex glanced back over her shoulder and saw unease flitting across Jackie’s features. When Jackie noticed Alex watching, her scowl returned. “Just give me the ice cream.”

      With a shrug, Alex turned back to the machine and pulled on the lever.

      Nothing.

      The lever didn’t even budge. She tried again.

      Again, nothing.

      Stupid machine. I was trying to make a point and now the moment’s gone. She grabbed it with both hands and yanked down once more with all the muscle she had, which wasn’t much.

      Alex watched in dismay as the lever and dispenser came off in her hand. Clocks stopped ticking. Movements slowed. And then, as if a fire hose filled with strawberry ice cream had sprung to life, it shot out in a full stream. Alex squeezed her eyes shut as the ice cream thundered, sucked, and slurped its way through the air. Within a matter of seconds, the machine had ejected its contents in their entirety, covering Alex from hair to shoe. She remained frozen in place, eyes closed, until she heard a scream erupt from behind her.

      Alex turned, her arms stuck out at her sides, pink, sticky goop dripping from her fingertips. A similar pink, dripping figure stood in front of her, making it appear that a mirror had been placed there. Her gaze shifted beyond Jackie to the customers in the dining room, who seemed to be in shock—stunned faces gawking, unsure if what they had just witnessed was real.

      Until Jackie’s voice sliced through the silence. “Idiot! How could you be so dumb? You better watch yourself because there is nowhere you will be safe.”

      The other customers—who were, as luck would have it, mostly kids from school—instantly came to life in a mad rush to see who could pull out their phones the fastest.

      Alex was speechless. What was there to say? She had just blown up an entire ice cream machine. Who does that? Alex felt a giggle working its way up. She couldn’t stop it. It started out as no more than a hiccup, but it built until she was laughing so hard she was crying. Tears streamed down her face, her stomach ached, and she couldn’t breathe. With every laugh, Jackie’s shouting grew louder. She was so angry that her face was heating up, and the ice cream began to melt from her cheeks—which just made Alex laugh harder.

      She heard pounding footsteps and turned just in time to see her manager running from the walk-in freezer. He screeched to a stop before plowing her over. “What the hell happened in here?” he hollered.

      Alex avoided his gaze, and instead glanced back at Jackie. That was a mistake. Their eyes met, and the fury radiating in Jackie’s stare made Alex wish she could melt into the ground with the rest of the ice cream. It was at that moment that she knew Jackie was going to kill her. She might as well contact the morgue and pick out a tombstone, because it would save her family the trouble.

      Alex considered pulling the fire alarm in an attempt to escape, but before Jackie, or her manager, had the chance to do anything other than scream, Charlie appeared by her side. He grabbed Alex’s hand and pulled her out a side door, ignoring the shouted threats that followed them.

      “Where did you come from?” Alex asked, still laughing. “You never come into Twisters. You always say that fast food freaks you out.”

      Charlie grinned. “It does. But I wasn’t there for the food.” He stopped under a street lamp, its yellow glow illuminating a circle around them.

      Alex’s eyebrow raised. “Thought you’d come in for some free entertainment then, did you? I hope you weren’t disappointed.”

      “With Alexa Parker center stage? Never.” Charlie’s eyes met Alex’s, and he held her gaze for a moment before glancing away. “Anyway, we’ve both been so busy, I
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