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      Alex

      I stepped into the costume shop looking for something to wear to a Halloween party. What I got was a chance meeting with my childhood best friend, Victoria Ruben. We haven’t spoken since her mom and my dad had an affair and took her and moved across the country, twelve years ago.

      

      Despite a less-than-stellar shared past, I want to get to know my friend again. Maybe as more than friends. But she’s hesitant.

      

      So I suggest a game with only one rule: Let’s go on ten dates… without sex.

      

      Victoria

      My life is complicated enough without Alex Darling stepping back into it. So I definitely should not have taken him up on his challenge of ten dates without sex. Because, yeah, the more reacquainted we become, the more I want to get to know him better, a lot better. Like maybe forever better.

      

      Which can’t happen. Because I have a secret, and it involves Alex, and when he finds out, he’ll want nothing to do with me ever again.
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          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not usually such a procrastinator,” I say as I burst through the door of the costume shoppe—so the sign hanging from the eaves proclaims—and bustle inside, determined to get this annoying task over with.

      The single occupant of the store pauses in the process of doing who knows what to a silver and blue dress with a billowing, floor-length skirt, and glances over her shoulder. “Welcome to Victoria’s Vintage Costumes.”

      “Are you Victoria?” I move away from the door, glancing at a grouping of mannequins dressed in suits with frilly cuffs and dresses with skirts as wide as they are long. There are other statues dressed in flapper dresses and some in zoot suits and still others in—are those animals? They look frighteningly real. Although ridiculously large. Like, nightmare-inducing large.

      “Technically, yes. But I go by Tori, even though I’m not.”

      There might be a political joke in her statement, but I’m too focused on my task to try to work it out, so I say nothing.

      “Well, anyway, I take it you have to attend a party tonight?” She climbs down from a stepladder and whips a tape measure out of the pocket in her capris as she strides toward me. Her hair is a rainbow—pink and blue and green and purple, twisted into a braid that drapes over her shoulder and topped with one of those fake flower wreath-like decorations sold at county fairs and German festivals. And here, apparently, as I note a tarnished silver rack perched on a nearby glass case is dripping with them.

      She’s wearing a simple white tank top, and there’s a tattoo on her shoulder that disappears down her back. I’ve never really cared one way or the other about tattoos, but I want to get closer to inspect this one. Maybe it’s the smooth, satin-looking skin on her neck.

      Or maybe it’s the braless boobs staring me in the face.

      Shaking my head, I say, “No. I need a Halloween costume.”

      She freezes mid-step and stares at me like I’ve said something insanely ridiculous. “Did you say Halloween?”

      “Yes.”

      “The holiday that falls on October thirty-first each year?”

      I frown. “Yes, that’s the one.”

      “The one that’s two months away?”

      Yes, this is the Halloween I’m speaking of. Not sure why she needs so much clarification. Last time I checked, that particular holiday hasn’t changed in, well, not in my lifetime at least. And considering we look to be about the same age, I’d say not in hers either.

      “That’s two months away,” she repeats, still staring at me like I’ve lost my marbles. “I haven’t even begun to set up my Halloween displays. My costumes left over from last year are still in storage, and the new ones I ordered won’t be here for at least two weeks. It’s still summer, for Christ’s sake.”

      My gaze bounces around the shop again. “There are a ton of costumes here.”

      “Yes, but they aren’t Halloween costumes.”

      Something about this exchange feels a lot like dèjá vu. As if someone snapped their fingers and took me back to my childhood. There was this girl who lived next door to me. Her name was Victoria, and we were polar opposites. I said tomahto, she said tomato, and we’d argue until I got sick of it and let her have her way. She’d never let me have the last word…ever.

      “Wait—Victoria Ruben?”

      She looks up sharply.

      “Vicks?” I give the rainbow hair a cursory glance and then dismiss it. Hair could easily be altered. But eyes…those vivid green eyes had always felt as though they were staring into my soul whenever they looked at me. Considering we lived next door to each other for ten years, that happened a lot.

      “Ugh. No one has called me Vicks VapoRub in a decade, at least. Not since middle school.” She narrows her eyes and studies me until the light pops on over her head. Not literally, of course, but her face brightens with recognition after a few moments.

      “Alex? Holy cripes, Alex Darling? Well, aren’t you a blast from my past. How the hell are you?” She grasps my bicep and gives it a squeeze, then leaves her hand there while staring at my shirtsleeve. “Wow.”

      “Wow what?” I glance down at her hand now roaming my arm and shoulder, almost like she’s giving me a massage. It feels kind of good. Must to her, too, if the state of her nipples is any indication.

      “You’ve filled out. I mean, you’re still on the skinny side and, not surprisingly, tall as all get out, but damn.”

      While Victoria, er, Tori’s childhood nickname had been based around her name, mine were all about my stature. Bean Pole, Daddy Long Legs, Gandalf, Q-Tip. I’ve heard them all—and I’m pretty sure Victoria came up with every single one of them.

      “So have you,” I retort, and then snap my mouth shut because where the hell did my filter run off to?

      She glances down at her perky nips and chuckles. “Yeah, they tend to do that when I rub buff guys’ arms.”

      Unlike me, Vicks never had a filter. I clear my throat and avert my gaze like the polite guy my mother raised me to be. “So, you’ve moved back to Chicago?”

      “Yep. Your mom may have run mine off, but she can’t keep me away.”

      “She didn’t run her off,” I protest, but it’s weak. Because we both know what happened that summer after eighth grade.

      “Well, technically, your mom caught my mom and your dad fooling around in a department store dressing room.”

      Yeah, I remember. I was with my mother that day. We were at Macy’s, shopping for shorts because I’d grown another few inches since the summer before. My dad was supposed to be at work, and who the hell knew what Vicks’s mom should have been doing. Certainly not bending over and begging my dad to give it to her from behind while in a public place. Or any place, really.

      “And after she went home and stewed on it for a few hours, your mom came over to my house and threatened mine with a cleaver. It was the first time I’d ever seen a cleaver. After your mom calmly walked back out the door, I had to ask mine what it was.”

      I grimace. “You guys moved out the next day.”

      “Actually, we went to a hotel while my mom regrouped and figured out what the hell to do.”

      “Which turned out to be stealing my dad and moving to Washington.”

      “I wouldn’t say it was stealing, per se. He went quite willingly.”

      Yeah, I remember that part, too. My mom was a wreck. I’d had to push aside my grieving over losing my father—which was okay because it wasn’t really much of a loss anyway—to help her figure out how to get along as a single parent.

      “So.” I clear my throat. “How is my dad anyway?” I haven’t talked to him since the day he chose her mom over mine. Her kids over me.

      Vicks lifts one shoulder. “No idea. Haven’t seen him in, I don’t know, ten years or so. I think he moved to LA. Haven’t heard from him since.”

      “Oh man, that sucks. I’m sorry.” Sure, her mother shouldn’t have hooked up with my dad, a married man at the time, but neither did she deserve for him to treat her the same way he treated me.

      She flaps her hand. “Trust me, he wasn’t worth keeping.”

      I agree with her, despite the nights I laid awake, listening to my mother cry herself to sleep for months after he left. Or maybe I agree because of that.

      After a moment, I ask, “So, how is the rest of your family? Your mom, your brother? Did they move back too?”

      “Two brothers now.” She lifts her pointer and middle finger. “And no, Mom and Jace didn’t come back to Chicago. Mom’s still in Washington, and I’m not really sure where Jace is at the moment.”

      “Your mom had another kid?” I know I shouldn’t judge—glass houses and all—but that means unless Ms. Ruben, or whatever her last name is now, got back together with either Vicks’s or Jaces’s dad, she now has three kids from three different men.

      Vicks toys with her tape measure, tugging the strip out of the small plastic holder and then letting it snap back in, over and over, until my arm lifts of its own accord, ready to grab the thing from her hand.

      Finally, she stops and stuffs the contraption into her pocket. “Yeah, well, she’s not very good at using protection when she’s mad, and apparently she’s a big fan of angry sex.”

      Not something I ever needed to know about her mother. Or anyone’s mother, really.

      “She’s way better at producing children than she is at taking care of them,” she adds. “Hence the reason I’m back here.”

      Poor Vicks. I can’t imagine what her life has been like since they left Chicago twelve years ago. I mean, sure, my mom had to go back into the workforce after being a stay-at-home parent for my entire life up to that point, had to fight for every pitiful penny my dad coughed up for child support, but not once did I ever feel like she did not love me, did not want me, did not have every intention of taking care of me to the best of her ability.

      And if Vicks is still anything like she was when we hung out in elementary and middle school, I cannot tell her I feel sorry for her. Even at a young age, she had pride by the bucket full.

      She shakes her head and chuckles humorlessly as she steps behind the glass-encased counter positioned to the left of the entrance. “I think we could both use a stiff one, huh?”

      “A stiff one?” I glance over my shoulder at the glowing ‘open’ sign. “Now?”

      She snorts out a laugh as she reaches underneath an ancient cash register, pulling out a bottle of golden liquid with a cork stopper and no label.

      “What is that?” I ask, giving her offering a dubious look.

      “Honey mead. I make my own. It’s quite good, actually.”

      “No thanks. I don’t usually drink before five.” And I’ve never had homemade booze in my life. Even though I’m salivating, despite my words. Not sure if that’s because I want to forget the stuff Vicks just told me or if it’s to help process it.

      She pulls two lowball glasses from under the counter and pours a hefty amount into both of them. Either she can read minds or she ignored me when I declined her offer. She pushes one of them across the glass surface toward my hand, and I grab it before it tips over the edge and races to shatter on the floor.

      “If I didn’t know your mother, I’d find that statement very strange. I still do, but at least I understand where it comes from.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Your mom is pretty damn neurotic. So it’s not surprising some of her issues rubbed off on you.”

      Hey, that’s my mom she’s talking about. And me, for that matter. “Your mom isn’t exactly a saint, either.”

      “Never said she was. In fact, her very obvious lack of sainthood is probably what lured your dad away from your mom. I bet your mom was just as high-strung in bed as she was in the rest of her life.”

      An unbidden image of my parents having sex pops into my head. Ugh. I lift the glass of mead to my lips and take a shaky sip. It’s spicy and sweet, like honey laced with jalapeño, and it helps push the idea of my mother having sex—any sex, high-strung or not—out of my head.

      “This feels like it’s turning into a mother bashing contest,” I say, taking another drink. This one goes down far more smoothly. Which is saying something, because that first swallow wasn’t bad at all.

      “Okay, let’s stop,” Vicks says easily enough. She lifts her glass. “How is it?”

      “Surprisingly good.”

      She gives her drink a dubious look. “Surprisingly?”

      “Nothing personal,” I assure her while continuing to sip away. “It’s just I’ve never had honey mead before, and certainly not homemade. But I like it.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She touches the rim of her glass to mine. “To rekindled friendships.”

      I like that. As much as she teased me and I harassed her when we were kids, Vicks had been the calming influence in my life before my dad and her mom managed to turn our worlds upside down with their stupid affair. I haven’t felt that same sense of relaxation since. I didn’t even realize I missed it until this moment.

      “It’s so good to have you back, Vicks.”

      She lifts her glass, touches the rim to mine. “It’s surprisingly good to be here, although I returned to Chicago eight years ago.”

      “What the hell took you so long to come back into my life?” I ask, my filter giving out again. Or maybe it’s the mead, because my glass is empty.

      “Can I have a refill?”
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          TORI

        

      

    

    
      Alex Darling. What a blast from the past. The best and worst part of my childhood, all mixed together in this tall, dark-haired, lanky, surprisingly good-looking package. He was such a dork when we were kids, I never in a million years thought he’d grow into…a hottie.

      “Only if you call me Tori instead of Vicks,” I quip, even as I refill his glass. “I gave up Vicks when I moved to Washington.”

      I gave up a lot of things when I moved out west, including the only true friendship I’ve ever had. I should’ve looked Alex up when I came back eight years ago, but I’d been too busy trying to figure out how to adult when, honestly, I was still a kid myself.

      His smile is nothing more than a pursing of full lips while they slightly tilt upward, but it’s mesmerizing all the same. Makes me want to bite that plump bottom one. Which is a little weird, given our history.

      “I like Vicks. It suits you.”

      “Why? Because I smell like someone with congestion?”

      A laugh bursts from his mouth, and he seems surprised by it for a moment, until he lifts his glass and drinks more mead.

      “No. Because that’s how I remember you. This tomboy who wasn’t afraid of anything or anyone. You were so free-spirited when we were kids. Did you know I was jealous of you?”

      “Nope.” Did he know I’d been jealous of him? Yeah, sure, his mom was a little high-strung—okay, a lot—but she was a mom, always caring for him, about him. Wanting to know where he was, how long he planned to be gone, who he was with, whether their parents were fine, upstanding human beings. In retrospect, I’m surprised the woman let Alex hang out with me after meeting my mother, a single parent to two kids whom she didn’t really want to have around.

      The rule in my house was “Go find something to do that isn’t under my feet and be home by the time the streetlights come on.” Until I turned sixteen, and then it was, “Don’t get pregnant. Kids fuck up your life.”

      Alex drains the liquor in his glass and asks for another. I pour his third refill and watch as he lifts it to those really quite kissable lips.

      His eyes are this aquamarine color—like the pictures I sometimes lust after on the internet when I’m feeling particularly down about my life and dreaming about escaping to an island in the Caribbean.

      They’re also shiny, glazed, like he’s… “Are you okay?”

      He carefully places the half-full glass on the counter and then stands there, swaying like he’s balancing on a tightrope, grinning like a damn fool. Or a drunk one.

      “Wow. That sure didn’t take much.”

      “Lightweight,” he says, stabbing at his chest, that adorable grin still stretched across his face.

      “I’ll say. Um, you don’t have to go back to work, do you?” I assume he came here from his job, given the pale blue dress shirt with cuffs rolled up over his rather spectacular forearms and the charcoal slacks that fit his form far too well.

      He shakes his head. “Boss shut down the office early, since it’s Labor Day weekend. Speaking of, I still need a costume.” He looks around the shop at the various displays meant to entice customers into either sales or rentals.

      “Oh, that’s right. Halloween. Like I said, I don’t even have my Halloween stuff yet.”

      He turns in a circle, waving his arm, until he faces me again. “What other purpose is there for costumes?” He sounds so sincere, like he truly believes Halloween is the only occasion for dressing up like something you aren’t.

      I lift my hand and flick off each finger, one by one, “Birthday parties, masquerade balls, surprise parties, Mardi Gras, fraternity parties, and kinky sex. To name a few.”

      “Kinky—?” His mouth falls open.

      “Sex.”

      I watch as he stares at the animal costumes. A fox, a raccoon, a rabbit, and—“How do you figure a dinosaur fits with the rest of that crew?” He points at the gigantic brown T. rex posing with a bunch of furry animals that actually still exist, albeit in significantly smaller sizes.

      I shrug and walk over to bat the ten-foot tall costume on the nose. “Where else does he fit? I don’t have any caveman costumes. Although that’s a brilliant idea for Halloween. I wonder if I have time to order some? Oh wait, of course I do. Because it’s still eight weeks away.”

      He raises his hand, palm out, and shakes his head. “Okay already. I get your point. You do everything last minute. Clearly, I’ve come to the wrong costume shop.”

      Well, look at that. Alex Darling grew into a feisty hottie. When we were kids, he always let me win our arguments. Not anymore, apparently.

      Damn, that’s stimulating.

      Shaking my head, although with a smile on my face, I say, “There are no other costume shops on this side of town. And no Halloween shops will open for at least another two weeks. You are literally the only person in the universe who shops for your costume in the summer.”

      “It’s Labor Day weekend,” he argues. “The unofficial end of summer.”

      “Emphasis on ‘unofficial.’ And by the way, it’s eighty-five degrees outside. No one is thinking about Halloween right now. Not even me, and October is my biggest month. I literally make as much money during that month as I do for the other eleven combined. And I’m still not thinking about it. Well, I wasn’t, until you came in. And now I’m deliberately trying not to, actually.”

      “For someone who makes their living selling Halloween costumes, you sure seem to have a chip on your shoulder about the holiday.”

      It’s not Halloween; it’s him. And it’s not a chip, it’s a…what the hell is it? An itch, I think. One I might want him to scratch. One I haven’t focused on in far too long. Not since Tony, the asshole ex who was a little too scary and made me rethink the sort of men I am generally attracted to. Except I haven’t been able to come up with an alternative type to like, so my vibrator’s been getting a hell of a workout for the past year, give or take.

      “Look.” I glance at the wooden clock with the giant cobweb painted onto the face. It’s half past four. Normally, on Fridays I stay open until seven or eight, even longer if the closest holiday dictates. But like I pointed out to Alex, it’s eighty-five degrees and sunny outside, and any Chicagoan worth her salt knows summer is fast coming to a close. Therefore, everyone is at the lake. No one will be visiting my shop this afternoon. No one except Alex, whom I’ve inadvertently gotten drunk, and now feel responsible for.

      “All right, here’s what we’ll do: I’m going to close up here and take you home so you can sleep it off. And then tomorrow morning, after you’ve gotten over your hangover, you can come back and we’ll try to work out a Halloween costume for you. Okay?”

      “Deal,” he says far more easily than he probably would have if he weren’t drunk. “Are you taking me home, like with you?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I don’t even know him anymore. Not to mention, my apartment is the size of a closet and I haven’t cleaned since Artie left yesterday, other than kicking the damn Lego I stepped on out of the way this morning.

      “I’m harmless.” He lifts his hands like he’s surrendering to me. “I have plenty of references to vouch for me.” He frowns. “Actually, no, I don’t. I haven’t dated very many girls. I’m not good at it.”

      I’m not good at dating either. “Why not?”

      “Too nice, too sweet, too considerate, too…” He’s flapping his hand as he speaks, thrusting out first one finger, then another and another. When he gets to the fourth, he pauses then adds, “And the last one said I was too slow.”

      “Too slow? Like she thought you were challenged?”

      He shakes his head. “Didn’t try to get to third base fast enough.”

      Ah. Alex Darling is definitely not like every guy I’ve ever not-really-dated.

      “Okay, fine, I’ll take you home with me. It’ll be easier anyway than trying to work out where you live.”

      “Excellent.” He actually rubs his hands together, like he’s some sort of evil genius. Drunk Alex is kind of cute.

      I stick two fingers into my mouth and whistle sharply, and my miniature pinscher, Toby, comes charging out of the storage room. He skids to a stop before Alex then situates himself between the two of us and growls while baring his teeth at my friend.

      Toby had issues with Tony too.

      “Aw,” Alex says and crouches unsteadily, reaching out his arm like he intends to pet my dog.

      “Alex, wait—” Toby snaps, nearly chomping off Alex’s fingers, but luckily he jerks them out of the way fast enough. I hurry over and scoop my little protective pup into my arm. He immediately starts licking my face and wagging his stump of a tail, clearly proud of himself for doing a good deed.

      “Toby, he’s one of the good ones. At least, I’m pretty sure he is.”

      Toby cocks his head and looks at Alex, like he understands what I’m telling him. His tail stops moving for a second, and then it slowly starts wagging again while his ears prick up and he stretches his neck, trying to get closer to check out my old friend.

      I take a step toward Alex, who is eyeing the little dog with a great deal of trepidation, but to his credit, he isn’t moving away.

      “It’s okay,” I say to the dog. “He’s my friend.”

      Alex darts his gaze to my face and offers a small, uncertain smile, and I get that weird urge to kiss him again. Perhaps my body is informing me that my year of self-imposed celibacy should come to an end. But with Alex? That just seems…

      I mean, if he’s still the same kid I grew up with, he’s pretty much the polar opposite of Tony, despite the fact that he shares genes with the woman who threatened my mom with a cleaver. To be fair, though, she was somewhat justified.

      So that’s definitely a major strike in the “yes” column.

      Although if I’m serious about starting something with Alex, I should probably tell him about Artie, and if I tell him I have custody of my younger brother, I don’t imagine he’d stick around long, even if he is one of the good ones. Let’s face it, that’s some pretty heavy baggage to take on.

      Which is why my rule of thumb is, don’t tell potential dates about Artie. Also, date guys who won’t stick around anyway, so I don’t have to worry about not only me getting hurt, but Artie too. The kid gets attached to people way too easily, and my life’s mission is to not break his heart.

      I stroke Toby’s head while Alex offers the back of his hand. Toby gives it a couple sniffs then a tentative lick, Alex turns it over and scratches the dog’s ear, and now I’m pretty sure they will be best friends for life.

      “Let me just turn off the ‘open’ sign, lock up, and then we can head up to my apartment.” Toby whines as I walk away from Alex, so I give the little dog a glare. “Seriously?” I whisper. “You’re already that smitten?” Although I can’t really blame him.

      “When you say up to your apartment, do you mean, like, literally, up there?” Alex points at the fan gently whirring above his head.

      “Yep. Pretty handy, eh? Especially in the winter. During summer, though, I sometimes wish I lived at least a few blocks away, for the excuse to get outside. But then again, that’s what Toby’s for. Ready?”

      Alex nods, and I lead him toward the storeroom, where the stairs to my apartment are located. It’s not really a living space by most people’s standards. It’s more of a storage area someone half-ass converted with the idea that a person might be desperate enough to reside here. A person like me.

      In one corner of the cramped space is the world’s smallest kitchen, next to which is an area sectioned off with flimsy plastic walls, a la the world’s smallest bathroom. It’s comprised of a standing shower, basic sink, toilet, and enough room to turn around in a circle. The rest of the area is taken up by a king-sized bed, a dresser, and a small bookcase piled with toys and Disney DVDs, and that’s pretty much it because, well, that’s all that can fit, unless I want to sleep on a futon.

      “Here we are,” I say brightly, before I pause, seeing my living quarters through the eyes of a stranger.

      “Er…” His bleary gaze takes in the giant bed—still as rumpled as it was when I crawled out of it this morning—the flat-screen TV attached to the wall, and let’s not forget the pink vibrator I may or may not have spent the night with.

      “Shit.” I dive for the telltale object and shove it under my pillow. “I wasn’t expecting guests.”

      “I’m pretty sure you couldn’t ever have guests, plural, in this place.”

      “Good thing I’m not into ménage.” Jesus, what is wrong with me? I don’t have enough feet for as many times as I keep shoving them into my mouth.

      Alex nods like what I said was a serious comment. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      Is he? Why?

      “Um…” I point at the chair I salvaged from Salvation Army that sits next to the window overlooking the alley behind the shop. “Have a seat. No, sorry. Go ahead and get into the bed. That chair’s not comfortable. I only use it when I’m eating something super sloppy and I don’t want to eat in bed because it’s a bitch to haul that comforter down to the laundromat.”

      “Okay,” he says easily enough. He kicks off his shoes and pulls his wallet, a phone, and keys out of his pockets, placing the items on the bedside table before crawling into my bed and propping himself up with my pillows.

      And damned if he doesn’t look good there. I shake off the image of him doing that without clothes and instead focus on grabbing a cup and filling it with water. Handing it to him, I say, “I need to take Toby for a walk. I’ll be back in probably half an hour. You’ll be okay?”

      He gives me that small, full-lipped smile again. “Sure.”

      I make a run for it before lust overrides reason and I end up jumping into that bed with him.
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