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Their feelings for each other will tear the squad apart… 

Rosie’s never had time to date, not that anyone’s been interested. Her patients, grandparents, and the squad are her priorities. But an old attraction stirs up again when her best friend’s little brother moves into their apartment building. This has to be against the friend code. Good thing he doesn’t seem to like her much …
Matt’s been crushing on Rosie since he was seventeen. But, he promised his sister he wouldn’t date her friends. Now he’s living in the same building as his dream girl while working at his restaurant internship. Will the angel in the apartment downstairs ever notice him? Or is he trapped in the “little brother zone” for life?
And what will his sister say if they can’t fight this?

Introducing the Geek Girl Squad!

These aren’t your typical nerdy women. They’re smart, they’re sweet, and they’d burn the world down for each other. Best friends since college, they find themselves
navigating the rough waters of adulthood, career, and love. Read the whole series to find out how romance finds each of them!








  
  Prologue


Five years ago… 
Seventeen-year-old Matt Lundholm could hear sounds of splashing and excited screams through the French doors even as he descended the stairs at the opposite end of the house. He’d finally finished his homework and had no more excuses to avoid the party. The screams only got louder as he made his way toward the kitchen, where his mom was preparing the side dishes for his older sister Olivia's nineteenth birthday cookout.
“Hey, Mom,” he greeted, snagging a chip from the bowl as she filled it on the counter. “Do you need help?”
“No, dear, you go on outside and spend time with your sister. You helped me plenty yesterday.”
Matt peered through the French doors onto the pool deck. Olivia and her friends were playing a rousing game of Marco Polo.
His face fell. Ever since Olivia left for the University of Maryland, they had drifted apart. “Doesn’t look like she needs me.”
“Don't be silly, it's just her and her friends; try to be social. It’s your sister’s birthday, after all.” Matt shrugged, hoisted his towel over his shoulder, and opened the door for his mom. He didn't feel much like horsing around in the pool, so he left his shirt on. No one needed to see his scars today, or the pudgy belly under them. Maybe when the sun went down, he'd go for a dip.
He took a seat on one of the deck’s lounge chairs to watch their game, noticing a slight movement out of the corner of his eye. Under the umbrella next to him, two beautiful bare feet with toenails painted dark blue recrossed themselves. No, he didn't have a foot fetish, but there was no other way to describe such cute, smooth toes. Curious who their owner was, Matt's gaze traveled up to find them attached to voluptuous legs, thick thighs. A royal blue one-piece covered a pair of wide hips and full breasts, with navy stripes enhancing her shape. Sunglasses perched on her head held back wavy brown hair the color of walnuts, with her attention focused on the book in her lap. She couldn't have been more than five-foot-five, based on how much of the chaise she took up.
Matt prayed he wasn't drooling. Short, thick girls with enough curves to fill his big hands were his Kryptonite. The girls at his high school didn’t look like this. They were all straight lines and sharp angles. But she had to be one of Olivia's friends, which meant she was not only older than him, but she was also off-limits.
His mom wanted him to mingle and be friendly, but of course the one girl he wanted to socialize with was not only forbidden, she had her nose stuck in a book. Go figure. As he contemplated how to start a conversation, Olivia caught sight of him sitting alone on the deck.
“Look gang, it’s my little brother! Hey, Matty!”
Matt winced as his sister put him on the spot. He wasn't that much younger than Olivia, only two years, and he was taller. It wasn’t fair. At seventeen he was on the cusp of adulthood, but he’d always be “Little Matty” to his family.
It sucked.
Olivia abandoned her game in the pool and climbed out of the water to greet him. “What took you so long, Bro?”
“Homework,” he mumbled as he accepted her soaking wet hug.
“Let me introduce you.” His sister pointed. “That’s Nadia, that’s Amelia, also known as Mia, and that is Jade. And behind us, shielding her Irish complexion from the sun, is Rosie.”
Rosie.
Her name suited the gentle wave of her hand she offered him when she looked up from her book. Was that … was that the latest Star Wars novel? Had Olivia found a beautiful friend who loved Star Wars as much as he did?
He wished for a moment that life wasn’t so unfair.
“Nice to meet you,” he grunted, But Rosie had already turned back to her book, so he waved sheepishly to the other girls in the pool, who barely noticed him. At the same time, his dad called from the grill that the burgers were almost done, and they should come out of the water.
Later that night, Olivia came upstairs when Matt was scrounging for a midnight snack. The girls were having a sleepover in the big game room in the basement, and Matt was wishing he had the courage to go talk to Rosie.
“Hey, Livvy.”
“Hey, Matt. Is there any soda left? I told the girls I’d grab some for them.”
“Here.” He handed her the pack of cans, unable to make eye contact. But something must have shown on his face.
“You doing okay, little bro?”
“I, uh …” Now or never, right? “I was wondering, does Rosie have …  a boyfriend?”
“No, why?” She asked as she hoisted the box under her arm. But he could tell when she answered her own question. “Wait a sec … Matt! Ugh, we talked about this! Remember Willow?”
Matt grimaced as she brought up the ex-friend of hers from high school that had humiliated him just last year. He’d been crushing on her all summer, and he’d been so nervous to ask her to the homecoming dance. Matt had been over the moon when pretty, popular Willow agreed to go with him, but it had merely been a ploy to make her ex-boyfriend jealous. It worked; her ex came up to them at the dance and stole her away for the rest of the night, leaving Matt alone in a corner. And the next week at school, Willow and the guy she’d got back with made fun of him relentlessly. He became the laughingstock of the cafeteria. The protective sister she was, Olivia had cut ties with the girl. Drama queen that she was, Olivia did so in the most obnoxious way possible. By calling her out in the same cafeteria and trying to point out how bad of a person she was. The damage had been bad for both of them. His reputation and his heart, were trashed for the rest of sophomore year. Meanwhile Olivia’s entire friend group sided with Willow, and made what should have been the best year of high school a lonely, miserable place for her.
“She doesn’t seem like Willow.”
“No, she doesn’t, but I don’t know her that well yet. And we thought I knew Willow. It’s just, if things go south again, I don’t want to lose these friends. They’re the best I’ve ever had.” Olivia’s eyes pleaded with him as she reached up to grab his shoulders. “Besides Matt, you’re still in high school. Rosie is in college, and she lives in a different state.”
“Right. Just forget I said anything.” Matt turned back to dish himself a big helping of chocolate ice cream while Olivia disappeared back down the stairs to rejoin her guests.
What was he thinking anyways? None of the girls in his high school would talk to his chubby ass. Why would a college woman be any different?

      [image: image-placeholder]Three years ago …
Rosie sat squeezed into the backseat of Nadia’s old Chevy between Jade and Mia as they sang along to the latest Taylor Swift song on the radio. It had been a while since she’d been back to Olivia’s parents’ house, and she was grateful her brutal clinical rotation schedule had allowed her this weekend of relaxation. Junior year of nursing school was no cake walk. She needed this.
“Hey guys, get this! Matt just asked if his girlfriend could come to the party tonight!” The car erupted into a chorus of oohs. “I think he’s serious about this one.” Olivia’s eyebrows rose high on her forehead as she turned around to waggle them suggestively.
“Sounds like it. We need to see if she’s good enough for our Little Matty.” Jade elbowed Rosie in the ribs waiting for her agreement.
“You all haven’t met her yet?” Rosie asked.
“Nope. She still needs a squad evaluation.”
Rosie giggled. It had been so long since she’d seen her friend’s little brother. “Where does Matt go to school again, Olivia?”
“Virginia Tech. He hasn’t declared a major yet, but I know Dad’s hoping for a business degree.”
“Ah. So he’s local.”
“Local enough. He lives on campus, though.”
“Nad, how much longer? I need to pee!” Mia whined.
“Can you hold it ten minutes? We’re almost there.”
“Fine,” she grunted. “Just stay out of my way once we get there.”
Ten minutes later they were pulling up to the big mansion Olivia called home. Well, their apartment on campus was home, but this was where Olivia had grown up. Car doors slammed; the girls stretched their stiff legs while Mia bolted for the front door, which was where Olivia’s parents were waiting to welcome them. Rosie scrambled to climb out after Jade, but she tripped over her own feet and the driveway rushed to meet her. She squeezed her eyes shut in terror, sure she’d eat gravel, but her descent abruptly stopped, leaving her hovering in mid-air.
“Got ya,” a voice grunted from above her. Two thick arms hoisted her up under the arms and she stumbled again against a thick chest in a Millennium Falcon t-shirt as her savior set her on the ground.
“T-thank you,” she rasped to her rescuer, suddenly unable to take her eyes away from a pair of intense blue eyes and a handsome round face staring back at her. He looked vaguely familiar, but Rosie was certain she’d never seen this burly nerd before. The other girls often drooled over muscular guys, but he was more Rosie’s style. The kind of guy that would cuddle on the couch between make-out sessions. Not that she had any experience with that. Or time to date.
A woman cleared her throat behind him and her rescuer dropped his hands, turning abruptly to a tiny wisp behind him. She had long black hair and wire-rimmed glasses, and her arms crossed over her chest in outrage.
“What? Can’t let my sister’s friend face-plant the minute they get here,” her rescuer said before the skinny girl stalked away, and he followed her into the house.
His sister? Wait … blond hair, blue eyes … this was “Little Matty?”
“Little Matty” wasn’t so little anymore.
His girlfriend, who she later found out was named Gail, kept up the jealous routine throughout the whole party. She never let Matt answer any questions about them, always answering for him. When Mr. Lundholm told Matt to help Olivia and her friends with their suitcases, Gail grabbed onto his arm and pouted. It was so obnoxious that the squad just carried the bags in themselves. And her behavior at the pool was downright atrocious.
She berated Rosie for bringing a textbook out at the pool and made fun of her for not coming out from under the umbrella. Gail herself was very pale and didn’t even bother with sunscreen. When Rosie rattled off the statistics on skin cancer, Matt had pulled out the lotion and offered to rub it on Gail’s back, like a good boyfriend. Rosie felt vindicated; at least Matt would listen to her. But Gail immediately turned on him and screamed that he was “taking her side.” She’d apparently rather get sunburned than admit someone else had a point.
During dinner, while Gail was in the bathroom, Matt approached her while she stood in the kitchen getting a glass of water. “I’m really sorry, Rosie.”
“It’s not your fault.”  It really wasn’t his fault his girlfriend was apparently raised with no manners.
“I shouldn’t have brought her.” Matt sounded so embarrassed, Rosie couldn’t help but feel bad for him. What was that cuddly teddy bear doing with a banshee like that?
“Hey.” She reached up — way up — to put her hand on his face. The contact made her skin zing, but she schooled her features. She meant this to be sisterly, nothing more. “I’ve only just met her, so I can’t say much. But I will say, you deserve someone who treats you kindly.”
His gaze met hers, and some kind of understanding arced between them. Lord, those eyes! She just wanted to sink into them and drown. Then he sighed, his mouth turning down, and he seemed to press his cheek into her hand for a moment before jerking his head away like she’d burned him. “Thanks.”
“Anytime.” She almost held out her arms for a hug, but his girlfriend returned, and he ignored Rosie once more. Aside from him listening to the sunscreen argument earlier, that was the most interaction she’d had with him since the driveway.
When the party was over and he left to take Gail home, the sense of relief among them all was palpable.
“What the hell was her problem?” Mia spit out. “You’d think she didn’t want to be here!”
“Matt spends all his free time with her,” Mrs. Lundholm explained. “Any weekend he wants to come home, he either brings her, or she ‘blows up his phone,’ as you kids say, the entire time.”
The squad all shook their heads. Rosie breathed a small sigh of relief. “I thought it was me,” she whispered.
Olivia looked at her. “Why would it be you?”
Rosie felt the heat rise to her cheeks, and she knew her pale complexion would be beet red. She hadn’t thought anyone had heard her confession. “Because of how he helped me at the car. I almost fell face first into the gravel and he caught me. I kinda …” she flushed deeper, “… fell into him. She got really upset. I thought that’s why she was acting this way.”
“It’s not you, Rosie dear. She’s always this way.” Mrs. Lundholm sighed, her face resigned.
That made her feel better, feeling the embarrassment fading from her face.
“She’s crazy. He’s Olivia’s brother, and that makes him our brother by proxy.” Jade said, greeted by murmurs of agreement from the girls.
“Why would she think we want to steal him away? We’re juniors and they’re freshman.” Mia shook her head. “That would never work, never mind the distance.”
Rosie gulped down her soda as she repeated her friends’ words in her head.
We go to different schools.
We live in different states.
He has a girlfriend.
You’re practically his sister.
Unfortunately, the attraction she was feeling toward Matt was anything but sisterly. But clearly he only had eyes for Gail, as he should. Even if she didn’t deserve him.
Just then, Mr. Lundholm grunted and grabbed his chest.
“Dad? Are you okay? You look a little gray …” Olivia’s comment caught Rosie’s attention immediately just as their host slumped over in his chair.
“Sven!” Mrs. Lundholm grabbed him by the shoulders to stop his fall.
“Olivia, call an ambulance. Mrs. Lundholm, let’s get him down to the floor. He can’t fall that way.” Rosie was out of her seat as her training took over. She’d just got her first aid and CPR certification last semester, and the information was fresh in her mind.
Kneeling by the man’s side, she checked his pulse against her watch. It seemed awful fast. Olivia was still close by, obviously not willing to leave her father’s side. “Tell dispatch his heart rate is elevated.” The buttons on his dress shirt strained against his chest, so she opened them to give him some more breathing room.
After a moment that seemed to take a lifetime, Sven’s eyes opened. “What am I doing on the floor?” He moved to get up, but Rosie and his wife halted him and convinced him to lie back.
“I think you’re having a heart attack, sir.”
“The ambulance is on its way. Dad, you scared me!”
“Mrs. Lundholm, where is your aspirin?” Rosie suggested. “He can chew on that until they get here.” Olivia’s mom scrambled for the kitchen.
She’d done everything she could. Now it was up to the professionals.
Matt came home from dropping off Gail as the paramedics arrived. They barely noticed him with the lights from the wagon filling the house with an eerie red glow.
“Mom? Dad? What’s going on?”
Rosie pushed him out of the way just as the paramedics were wheeling Mr. Lundholm out on the gurney.
“I’m pretty sure your dad had a heart attack, Matt.” In the dim light, she was close enough to see his face as his dad was taken away. Gone was the young man she’d admired earlier, and in his place was a scared little boy. Crap. He couldn’t drive like this. “Give me your keys. We’ll follow him to the hospital.” Matt handed them over wordlessly, his gaze still on the door. She didn’t even have to ask Nadia to bring the squad, she already had her keys in hand. All of them trooped out the front door as the ambulance sped up the driveway.
Hours later, the sun was up, and they were all still eager to hear from the doctor. Not wanting to leave Olivia alone, the squad had stayed the night, passing out in a dog pile in the waiting room. They’d all circled around Olivia, who had to be having the worst birthday ever. Through the fog of a light sleep, Rosie heard a man clear his voice. “Are you all here for Sven?”
“Yes! Yes, we are.” Rosie nudged Olivia gently. “Hey, wake up. The doctor’s here.” With that, the girls were awake. Rosie extracted herself and winced. Her neck felt like it was bent sideways. After some grunts and light groaning, the squad untangled themselves.
Mrs. Lundholm was on her feet. “Doctor, how is he?”
“He’ll be fine. He needs to take it easy for a while, and he needs to watch his diet. But your fast thinking at the time of the attack saved him from complications.” The emergency doctor went on to explain how Sven only had a partial blockage, but they’d been able to clear it quickly and he’d need to go on blood thinners. Rosie didn’t miss the green tinge to Olivia’s face when he described the procedure. She rubbed her friend’s back. Her own squeamishness had long ago been desensitized thanks to nursing school.
As his mom went back to her husband, Matt threw his arms around Rosie and squeezed. “You saved him.” Her blood pounded in her ears. Rosie didn’t have the heart to argue.






  
  Chapter 1

Present day 
That weird hospital smell always lingered long after Rosie McGann returned home from work. When she arrived at Union Memorial at the start of her shift, the smell of their particular disinfectant comforted her. It reminded her of the work she was there to do, that the whole hospital did, to keep patients safe and get them healthy. Around hour four, when she’d changed all her charges’ tiny diapers, that disinfectant became a breath of fresh air. But by hour eight or nine she’d be sick of the scent. That’s why she never left her apartment until she’d shed her scrubs, shut the hamper tight and took a shower. Her laundry always smelled like the hospital, so she never fully escaped it. But she sure didn’t want to smell it when she tried to sleep.
Emerging from the steam of her shower, Rosie checked her text messages. There was one from Mia about her birthday party coming up. Her friend was turning twenty-five, and the whole Geek Girl Squad was getting together to celebrate.
The five of them had been tight as sisters since freshman year of college at the University of Maryland. Olivia, Nadia, Rosie, Mia, and Jade even lived in the same apartment building, unable to bear further separation after living together in the dorms for three years. As an only child, Rosie reveled in their friendships and had given thanks every day since they joined forces.
She climbed under the heavy quilt lovingly crafted by her grandmother that celebrated her love of all things science fiction. There were squares with X-wings and TIE Fighters, space-themed fabrics, and a border with “To Boldly Go…” up the sides. She’d even put the Doctor’s TARDIS in one corner, the blue police box floating in space.
Her grandparents had tried the best they could to make her childhood normal, but they really weren’t able to keep up with the younger, more active parents of her peers. Watching the old Star Trek episodes while Gram quilted in the living room was one of her fondest memories. And science fiction books and movies had filled her childhood. She regularly maxed out her lending limit for the week at the local library on those. Later on she discovered other franchises like Star Wars and Doctor Who.
Her obsession with space had made her teachers and grandparents question whether she wanted to be an astronaut, but that had never been her reason for the obsession. These shows and books were her escape from a life where she was always the different one. She hated always feeling like the odd one out. In these stories, everyone was different.
Rosie shot off a quick text to the squad group chat to let them know she had managed to switch her shift, so she had the day off for the party. Then she pulled up the newest episode of The Mandalorian on her laptop. She planned to fall asleep after the episode was done, her blackout curtains keeping the bright light of January from disturbing her. Even now the sun was rising.
Working night shift was hell on her social calendar. She didn’t dare sleep for too long since she wanted to get back on a daylight schedule for a couple days. Tomorrow the squad was going to get the full spa treatment and then go out dancing to celebrate Mia. Rosie couldn’t wait; her feet and legs ached from her long shifts, and she was dying for a pedicure.
Once the episode was over, sleep eluded her. That was alright; staying up would work, too. It happened a lot when she changed shifts, or wanted to do something during the day when she was working nights. Rosie cooked herself a hearty breakfast (or was it dinner?) of eggs and bacon, then cleaned the apartment top to bottom between loads of laundry. If she wasn’t going to sleep, she was certainly going to be productive. Time off was invaluable. And she really had let the laundry pile up too high.
She started to feel the fatigue as she dragged the fresh, warm clothes up the stairs from the basement laundry facility. Throwing back another cup of coffee, Rosie pushed through and sorted everything on her bed. Underwear, socks, and towels lay piled next to scrubs, t-shirts, and leggings. That was pretty much the entirety of her wardrobe. She had one nice black dress for Christmas Mass and a suit from when she had her interview at the hospital. And a couple of anime costumes she had no idea if she’d ever wear again.
As she put her clothes away, Rosie’s brow furrowed. That dress was too dowdy for the club, and Mia was insistent they go dance somewhere fancy tomorrow for her birthday. She winced as she caught herself chewing at her thumb. The poor technician would have a hard time making her nails presentable if she kept that up. But she had nothing to wear! She texted a photo of the dress to her friends and prayed for their forgiveness.
Rosie: Is this okay for tomorrow? It’s the only dress I have.

Mia: That’s your church dress.

Rosie: I know.

Jade: How attached are you to this dress? I could alter it for you a little, raise the hem, cut off the sleeves. How do you feel about sequin trim?

Rosie: I need it to stay intact, Jade.

Olivia: Put the scissors down, Jade. :laughing emoji:

Rosie: I know this is last minute. I could just wear leggings to the club, right?

Nadia: I’m wearing my leather leggings. And my rock star shirt.

Rosie: Um, mine have … space on them?

Mia: I think you need to come over and see if I have anything you can borrow.


And that's how Rosie found herself in Mia’s apartment on the first floor in a skintight red dress with spaghetti straps that showed too much cleavage. Her face was nearly as red as the dress, she was so embarrassed. And Mia used to be her roommate! It wasn’t like they’d never changed clothes around each other before.
“Mia, I feel like a sausage. Don’t you have anything that’s a bit … looser?”
“Rosie, your curves are hot! You should flaunt them!” Mia came up behind her and put her hands on her shoulders, and then squeezed them in disbelief. “Dude, your muscles are like rocks.”
“Yeah, that massage chair is going to have its work cut out for it tomorrow.” Grateful for the distraction, Rosie turned in the mirror to check out the profile view. “How do you wear underwear with this dress? I can see my panty line!”
“One word, my friend: thongs.” Mia giggled, then her face grew serious. “Look, I think you look hot as hell, but you’re clearly uncomfortable, and that’s not hot. At all.”
“I don’t mind dresses, but this is just … too much.” What was she thinking, trying to borrow a dress from Mia when all she wore were baggy clothes to hide her chub? Mia loved being the center of attention, but Rosie hated the spotlight.
Mia was typing something on her phone when Rosie came back out of the bathroom dressed once more in her leggings and t-shirt. She hung the dress back up in Mia’s overstuffed closet and fell onto her friend’s bed, sighing in frustration.
“Why didn’t I think of this a week ago?”
“No worries! We’re going out.” Mia pocketed her phone and pulled on her shoes.
“Out? Now?”
“Yep. Jade is going to meet us at Nordstrom’s.”
“Why are we going to Nordstrom’s?” Rosie ran a hand down her face. She needed more coffee.
“To go shopping for you, of course.”
Rosie groaned. The one thing she hated more than being the center of attention was trying on clothes. “Do I have to?” she whined.
Mia laughed, grabbed Rosie’s hand, and pulled her up. “If you let us play Barbie with you, I’ll buy you ice cream.”
“It’s winter.”
“So? It’s free ice cream. And there’s that new rolled ice cream place in the food court. We won’t be outside.”
“How does one play Barbie with a human being?” Rosie was grudgingly letting Mia push her out the door.
“It’s simple. You go in the dressing room and try on whatever we bring you, then let us see how it looks.”
Ugh. The two things she hated most, rolled into one. And Mia was grinning like she was going to have the time of her life.
“You’re lucky I love you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“I feel like a banana,” Rosie said, exiting the dressing room in a canary yellow one-shoulder dress that exposed way too much thigh on one side. The bow-like extension on the shoulder tickled her ear as she turned around for her friends.
“Because you’re so appealing!” Mia laughed and applauded her pun, while Jade hid her face.
“It’s not a great color for you, sugar, and it feels way out of season.” Jade scanned Rosie’s outfit critically as she shook her head, tiny black braids flying around her shoulders.
Season? Fashion had seasons? This was why Rosie stuck to scrubs and t-shirts. Gram had raised her to be more modest, and she just never paid attention to fashion. Once the girls in her school hit puberty, it hadn’t mattered what they wore; Rosie wasn’t allowed to be fashionable, because it inevitably showed too much skin. Gram had never fat-shamed her. The girls in high school had done that plenty, but she had insisted on dressing Rosie modestly growing up. It hadn’t helped with the teasing. While her peers roamed the halls in short skirts and heels, Rosie could never show any skin above her knee.
“Guess that explains why it was on the clearance rack,” Rosie said as she shut the door once more.
“Try the dark red one on next!” Jade called in.
The one covered in sequins. Of course.
Rosie wriggled her way into the dark glittery tube of fabric and managed to pull it all the way down. And down. And down.
“This is almost ankle length on me!” She hobbled out of the dressing stall feeling like Morticia Addams. “Why do these designers think plus-size women are all five-foot-nine?” She pulled at the straps, which, while thick enough to hide a bra, were so long on her she could see the edge of her cups in the mirror.
“That could look amazing on you, Rosie! I wouldn’t need much time at all to alter it.” Jade’s dark eyes glittered with possibilities.
Rosie wanted to roll her eyes but refrained. She was crabby and sleep-deprived, and she didn’t want to take it out on her friends. They were doing their best. It wasn’t their fault the department store didn’t have anything that looked good on her.
“I am not spending a hundred dollars on a dress that needs fixing.” She slunk back to the stall and pulled the garnet monstrosity off over her head.
“What else do you have in there?” Mia called out.
“Something for me,” Rosie murmured as she slipped the navy-blue sweater dress over her head. It would be way too warm for the club, but she could wear it with leggings this winter if she wanted to, or just by itself. It had cute cables down the front like the Irish sweaters Gram adored, but the neck was comfortably high, and it came down to her knees. So warm and cozy. She could just imagine curling up on the couch with a cup of tea, cuddling a cute guy. Then she sighed. As much as she wanted to, Rosie didn’t have time to date, much less any prospects. But it was something different, and after looking through her closet, she was craving some variety. Plus, it was on sale.
“Rosie! I had an idea. Try these on!” Jade called from beyond the door. When she opened it, her friend gasped. “That is so cute! Oh my God, you need that.”
“Let me see!” Mia came up behind Jade. “She’s right, you need that.”
“I can’t wear this dancing, though.”
“But this might work.” Jade handed over a small pile, with glittery black ballet flats on top. “Try the whole thing on and see what you think.”
“I love the shoes! Let’s do this.” A surge of confidence overtook her as she latched the door and hung the dress back up. Rosie slipped into a pair of dark blue skinny jeans, which Jade had found in petite! Then there was a black sequined racer-back tunic-length tank that flared out over her hips and shimmered subtly. She slipped the shoes on and opened the door to show her friends.
“Ta-da!” Jade and Mia applauded, happy they’d found a winning outfit. “But what about a bra?”
“That’s easy, sugar. I’ll safety pin the straps in the middle of your back, and no one will have a clue.”
She was so lucky to have these girls. “You’re so smart, Jade.”
“I’m starving,” Mia chimed in. “You wanna get dinner?”
Rosie’s stomach growled her agreement. “Sure! Let me get changed and check out.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Matt Lundholm’s head started to pound as a migraine built behind his eyeballs. Too much screen time, he decided, scrubbing his hands through his short beard. Unfortunately, he only had a week to find a place to live. The semester started on January twenty-fourth, but he was scheduled to report for his hospitality management internship on the twentieth. And he hadn’t found a furnished apartment available in Baltimore for the budget his parents had given him.
Orange Blossom was a high-end restaurant specializing in seasonal dishes with locally sourced organic ingredients. Chef Alphonse changed the menu daily depending on what fresh ingredients were available. Matt’s parents had treated him to lunch there after his interview in Baltimore, and it was no wonder Chef had two Michelin stars. A hallmark of fine dining, Michelin stars weren’t awarded to just anyone. Orange Blossom wasn’t a place he himself would normally go on a regular Friday, but maybe to impress a date, or celebrate something special. But then he got the letter saying he’d been selected as their management intern, and he’d nearly crapped his pants. This internship was a dream come true and could make or break his career before it even began.
All this meant nothing without a place to crash. Baltimore was a four-hour drive from his parents’ house in Virginia Beach, and since he gave up living on campus, he was desperate for a space of his own. He hated to ask for help, but then again, what was family for?
Plus, his sister owed him a favor.
She picked up on the first ring. “Matty! What’s up, little bro?” He heard the telltale sound of digital gunfire in the background, and her boyfriend’s voice shouting at what was probably a video game.
“How rough is this part of Baltimore you live in?” He teased her.
“Ugh, hold on.” Olivia’s eye roll was obvious in her voice. A door shut on her end of the phone. “There, better?”
“Yes, that’s much less violent.” He couldn’t help the snicker slipping through.
“Ha ha, very funny. Caleb came over to play Call of Duty with Jake while Nadia and I went shopping.”
“Oh, I see.” He goaded her. It was a little brother’s job, after all.
“Now, to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”
“I got an internship for the spring!”
She squealed into the phone, and Matt had to pull it away from his ear. “That’s fantastic! Where is it?”
“At The Orange Blossom.” Silence. “That’s in Baltimore.”
“Oh my God!” She shrieked, which apparently caught her boyfriend’s attention because his voice was in the background, asking what was wrong. “So, you’re moving here?”
“Well, that depends. I need to cash in my favor.”
“You don’t need to cash in anything. How can I help?”
Matt sighed. “I can’t find an apartment and the internship starts the twentieth. I was hoping I could crash on your couch until I find a place.”
“Of course you can stay with me! What’s that? Hang on, Matt.” Olivia’s voice became muffled; her hand must be over the microphone. She spoke to someone else, probably Jake, for an awfully long time. He was starting to worry something was wrong when she came back on the line. “How’s this? I’ll do you one better. Jake asked me to move in, but we were going to wait until my lease is up in June. Why don’t you sublet my place? I’ll even leave the furniture for you. Just bring your towels and your sheets.”
Holy crap. This was perfect! He’d have a couch, a television, a bed …
His sister’s bed, where she and Jake had definitely had sex.
“If it’s all the same to you, Sis, I’ll bring my own bed.”
She chuckled at that. “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea. Jake thinks mine’s more comfortable anyway. You can just help me move the rest of the big stuff out after your semester is over.”
“Deal. When should I come up?”
“Come up Saturday the eighteenth. Kusanagi and I should be out by then. I swear half my clothes are at Jake’s condo anyway. I’ll get some help to move you in, and then we can show you the city.” She paused. “Wait a second. Matt, what about your girlfriend?”
“Girlfriend?”
“When I was there over the summer, you were dating that girl from your business class.”
“You didn’t notice she wasn’t at the big Labor Day picnic, huh?”
“I was … a bit distracted.”
That was putting it mildly. Olivia had shown up with her boyfriend Jake, but she didn’t act like he was her boyfriend. Matt still suspected they hadn’t been actually dating at that point, but clearly Jake had worn her down.
“Tina didn’t work out. She wants a guy with a nine-to-five, so dating a restaurant manager who has to work evenings and weekends didn’t appeal.” Not to mention she was constantly dropping hints about what he could do to lose weight. By the end it was like dating his mother.
“How’s the squad?”
“We’re good. Mia is taking us out for her birthday. Oh, Nadia started dating Jake’s best friend. Which no one saw coming.”
A question sat on the tip of his tongue, but he changed it at the last second before he made a crucial mistake.
“So you’re not the only one with a boyfriend, then?”
“Nope, it’s nice.”
He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from asking if someone in particular was dating.
“You’ll see everyone when you get here; I’m gonna throw you a welcome party!”
“I’m looking forward to it.” Matt grinned like a lunatic when he realized he should have called her first all along. “Thanks a bunch, Sis.”
“No problem! This works out for both of us.” They said their goodbyes when Matt heard his mother calling him for dinner.
In all honesty, it was a good thing that Tina had let him go last summer. Seeing Olivia’s friend Rosie again would have been the final nail in that relationship. Ever since he met her nearly six years ago, she’d set the bar against which he measured all his girlfriends. And they always came up lacking. He took the steps two at a time, excitement pounding through his veins. Skidding to a stop in the kitchen, he blurted out the good news to his parents.
“I found a place to live!”
Mom looked up from her pot roast. “Wonderful, Matty! Come eat and tell us about it.”
He slid into his chair, bubbling over with excitement. “Livvy said I can sublet her place, and she’s going to move in with Jake early! Isn’t that great?”
His father choked on his asparagus and coughed. “What do you mean, she’s moving in with Jake?”
Uh-oh… “I mean, she’s letting me stay at her place. So, I don’t have to try and find a furnished apartment that doesn’t exist …” Matt’s attempt to backpedal didn’t work on his parents.
His mother didn’t even bother to excuse herself from the dinner table before she pulled out her phone and dialed Olivia. Damn it, he’d really put his foot in his
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