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      “Another gardening manual? I hope you’re eating your results.” 

      I watched the librarian, Alex, flip the cover closed on “Mastering Mushrooms: The Guide to Growing and Harvesting the Edible Fungus” and hit a few buttons on his keyboard. He glanced back at me with a playful smile on his face, eyes practically sparkling behind his glasses and the curl of his deep brown bangs. 

      “I, yeah, actually.” I nodded like a total idiot.  

      Hailey snickered by my side as she witnessed the height of my flirting prowess with the man I’ve been crushing on for months now. I shouldn’t have brought her here to witness my pain. 

      “He actually makes an incredible mushroom risotto,” she told Alex with a grin.  

      Okay. Maybe some teasing is fine if she can be a decent wingman. Wing-person? Wing-lady? 

      Alex’s eyebrows raise. “Really? I don’t think I’ve had that before.” He glanced my way, then, to my dismay, his surprise faltered into something more confused and a little sad. “You’ve had it? Must be a fun date night meal.”  

      Alex returned to my small stack of books and opened the next cover. He toyed with the ring on his thumb—one of many that adorned both of his hands and served as the single most distracting detail about him. 

      I glanced at Hailey for help. Why was he sad now? I thought it was going well. He was smiling. I was smiling. It was fine.  

      “Oh please,” Hailey scoffed, shameless. “He used me as the guinea pig. If anyone was going to die from a mushroom in his garden, he wanted it to be me.” 

      I snorted. “Okay, true.” 

      Hailey punched my arm, no hesitation.  

      “Ow.” I laughed and rubbed the spot where she’d hit. She, like me, was solidly built, so her friendly punches typically ended in bruises, though you couldn’t see them on the surface of my darker skin.  

      “Oh, don’t be a baby.” She dismissed my pain with a wave of her hand and leaned against the counter, inserting herself into Alex’s space.  

      Alex glanced at her new proximity, wary of her next move.  

      I grabbed her elbow and tugged her back.  

      “Dom needs someone for date night, actually. You wouldn’t happen to know a guy, would you?” She wiggled her eyebrows at him.  

      Oh, you have got to be kidding me. 

      “Oh, uh.” Alex glanced at me, eyes wide because no one knew how to deal with Hailey.  

      “Hailey, stop it.” I put on my best begging face for Alex. “Please ignore her. She’s taking her sisterly duties too seriously. She’s harmless, really.” 

      Alex eased, his shoulders relaxing again from where they had almost reached his ears with his discomfort and his smile returning. “No problem, really. That was your last one.” He closed my Misty Blake book and slid my stack over without even blinking at the two shirtless men on the cover. “Enjoy your books. And your risotto!” 

      I smiled. I couldn’t help it. The joy Alex always seemed to carry around with him was infectious.  

      “Thanks, Alex.” I took the stack and tucked it under one arm. 

      “See you next week.” He winked before turning to the next person in line.  

      I stepped past the desk, my eyes lingering on Alex. The expanse of his neck, the faint outline of a tattoo that peeked up the side of it from under his collar. It was some sort of plant, I knew, but I’d never dug up the daring to ask him. 

      “Come on, lover boy,” Hailey scoffed, thankfully keeping her voice low as she dragged me out of the library.  

      “You’re hopeless,” she announced once we were outside. 

      “I know,” I agreed. 

      “You can’t flirt to save your life.”  

      “Not with him.” 

      “Why not? Because he’s cute? That’s kind of the whole point, Dom.” 

      I sighed. “I can’t think when he smiles at me.” 

      “He smiles at everyone.” 

      I felt myself pout. “I know.” 

      Hailey softened and bumped her hip into mine. “You’ll get there. It’ll be alright.” Then, playfully, she said, “At least he knows we aren’t dating now.”  

      I groaned.
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