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This book goes out to the anyone still looking for your place to bloom.


Whatever situation you find yourself in, keep plucking going.


You got this!
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Blurb




Ever been madly in love with your best friend’s twin brother? 10 out of 10 would NOT recommend. 

Campbell Matheson had a special knack for getting under his baby sister’s best friend’s skin. He loved making the petite beauty sweat. Too bad it was never behind closed doors where he desperately wanted her. Under him. On top of him. Any position would do. But Zinnia hadn’t cared much for him when they were younger and wasn’t afraid to let him know whenever it struck her fancy. And it had…often. Thankfully, things were about to change. So, he’d make damned sure they’d go in his favor. Hers, too, for that matter.

Zinnia Whitfield had craptastic luck as of late. Quitting her job in sunny California felt like a huge failure, but something had to give. The petty politics had almost sent her over the edge until she decided to pack up and leave. Heading to Dallas and getting saddled with her bestie’s twin brother wasn’t on her bingo card for the year. Even though the guy had known exactly how to work her last nerve throughout high school, her heart wouldn’t let him go. And it was her ultimate goal to take that truth to the grave. Best laid plans and all that jazz…

When life gets you down, you keep plucking going.








  
  
Chapter One




Bloom where you are planted. 

“What a load of crap!” My outburst echoed in the empty space, filled with a level of contempt I couldn’t shake no matter how hard I tried. And believe me, I tried damned hard. Now, the gimmicky phrase stamped on the pot of an artificial plant had the nerve to mock me as I stared daggers at it.

Not for the first time I wondered if I should chuck the decorative item in the garbage instead of leaving it in the growing donation pile.

“Ugh, I can’t do this right now.” Needing a distraction, I lay on my back for a spectacular view of my living room ceiling and pulled up my best friend’s number.

Since high school graduation, Candace Matheson and I pursued vastly different paths, but nothing could get in the way of our decade-long friendship. And that knowledge alone had me calling her up to vent my frustrations for the nth time.

The moment the call connected I went in. “Nowhere on my bingo card did it say I’d be quitting my job and uprooting my life.”

“Zinn, calm down and stop being so damn extra. You’re twenty-five going on twenty-six. Starting over right now won’t be the end of the world.” Candace chuckled.

“Go ahead and laugh at my pain then.” This heavy mass weighing on my chest still hadn’t left. “So why does it feel like it is, though? This is not at all what I had planned.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Institutional bullshit politics.”

“Get it all off your chest,” Candace encouraged half-heartedly, but her words were exactly the reason I called her and not someone else. No matter how many times I vented, she gave me the space, and I’ve done the same for her.

It was the hallmark of our friendship, especially now that we didn’t share the same zip code. At least that will change pretty damn soon.

“I can’t believe this school. As much work and effort as I put into this place, you’d think they would reward me with some type of leadership opportunity, even a minor one. Hell, I was one of the few actually vying for more responsibility.”

“I know. And your next employer will certainly value you more.”

“Let’s hope.” Five years down the drain. While only three of those years were as a full-time employee, I worked my ass off to provide exceptional service. And don’t even get me started on being a team player. Hell, if there was an entry in the dictionary, my smiling face should’ve been printed right next to it.

“Not one leadership opportunity at this place. They tapped the same damned mediocre people each time. Why not me, huh?” I pitched in without being asked, going above and beyond more than any of my other colleagues. But no matter how much I did or gave, it never seemed like enough.

“That place doesn’t deserve you, Zinn. You’re meant for bigger and better things.”

“From your lips to God’s ears, Candy.” What got my goat the most was the fact that nothing changed after pressing send on my resignation email. I’d spent a weekend drowning my sorrows in wine and chocolate before giving up the ghost. Then, I damn near chipped my nails typing up cover letters and applying to half a dozen jobs across the country.

By the end of that same week–when the rash urge hadn’t left or dissipated even a little–I clicked send on the email waiting in my drafts folder.

At the time, I remembered the seconds passing at a slow crawl even while the clock never stopped ticking. But no one busted into my cubicle, demanding to know what the hell I was thinking. My passive aggressive boss never came around to try to dissuade me from quitting. There was no counteroffer put on the proverbial table for me to consider.

Not a damn thing had changed except the fact that I had to come to grips and accept that working at my alma mater was doing nothing for me. And I was no longer willing to deal with the bullshit, getting passed over for project leadership, and being pushed to the sidelines. Not when I had just as much, if not more, motivation than my colleagues.

Ugh, my thoughts were spiraling again which got me nowhere fast but stuck in a cycle of bitterness, and I was done with that mess. Done with a job that hardly valued what I brought to the table. I needed to be at a place where I could learn and grow. Somewhere that allowed my strengths and creativity to shine through instead of stunting and burying them.

“You have every right to feel the way you do, Zinn, but don’t let those feelings control you. There are new opportunities on the horizon. Don’t forget that.”

Candace’s voice broke through the thick fog of grudgery I was stewing in. “I know. And we’ll be back in the same zip code, too. Well, sometimes.”

“I know. I’m super excited about that. I miss my best friend.”

“Me too, girl. But you’re living your best life traveling the world. When are you home next?” Intent on switching gears, I asked about her schedule. There was no telling how often we’d get to hang out even though I was moving back to Dallas soon.

“I’m home now, but I’ll be in Europe by the time your flight lands.” She was always on the go, and I envied that about her. Since we were little, Candace talked about seeing the world. Now, she gets to do it one flight at a time. “If anything comes up when you get back don’t hesitate to call my brother.”

“Um, thanks but you know I hate to be a bother. And I’m sure the last thing Campbell wants to do is have me dumping a problem on him.”

“Zinn, you know that’s the furthest thing from the truth. You’re family. And Camp would lend a hand in a hot minute when it comes to you.” Unsure if she meant that how it sounded, I decided not to get my hopes up.

“Yeah, okay,” I said to brush off her comments. But the sudden shift to talking about her twin brother got me all kinds of flustered.

Unlike my best friend, Campbell Matheson had a will and a way about him that worked my last nerve. Maybe it was because I low-key fell in love with him at fourteen years old, and those feelings hadn’t magically evaporated now that I’m older and smarter.

“Speaking of your family, how is everyone?” I wasn’t just trying to get the tea on her brother with my question. At least that was the lie I told myself.

“My parents are great. You know I got the travel bug from them, and they are currently touring around Ireland and Scotland. If our schedules align just right, I might be able to see them on one leg of my trip.”

“Hopefully it works out.”

“Right? And Camp is Camp. He’s fine.” Damn straight he is! I rolled my eyes at the runaway thought. There was zero time to fantasize about my best friend’s twin brother. A guy who loved to tease me and say anything to get under my skin. Nothing downright hurtful or menacing, mind you, since it didn’t stop me from harboring a ridiculous crush. Still, I knew better.

“Well, I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing, Candy. And I should stop procrastinating and pack some shit.” I pushed up from my position on the floor and took in all of the big and small tasks I had yet to finish.

“Okay. Send me updates on everything. I may only be able to reply intermittently, but you know I’m here for whatever you need.”

“Thanks! Talk to you soon.”

“Bye, Zinn.”

In the quiet of the room, my mind wandered for a bit. Thoughts of that social life I promised myself I would seek out in Santa Barbara evaporated before I even got a chance to try things out. The biggest regret was not attending one of the meetings of the Plucking Ladies Garden Club. I had high hopes of connecting with women and building a solid friend group. Outside of Candace and a few people I kept in contact with, my circle was tight knit.

“Maybe I can send a message to Violet to see if there’s a chapter or similar type of group near Dallas,” I thought out loud. Promising myself I would reach out to ask, I got back to work packing up the remainder of my life in California.

Ten days later I was on a plane heading to Dallas. Since my parents had me in their early forties, they were already retired and moved to Michigan to be closer to my father’s relatives. The family I had left in Dallas I wasn’t particularly close to, so I was essentially moving back on my own. There was Candace and her family, but they were hardly ever in Texas. Except Campbell.

The moment the wheels touched down at DFW, I switched off airplane mode and waited for my phone signal. I couldn’t wait to get to my new apartment and unpack the boxes I managed to send ahead of time.

My phone vibrated and pinged with various messages. Seeing the voicemail icon pop up on the screen, I decided to listen to it before checking anything else. What I heard chilled my bones. Calling back, my heart thumped hard and heavy in my chest as I waited for the call to connect.

Seconds felt like hours until someone picked up. “Hi, this is Zinnia Whitfield, I received a message in regard to the apartment I plan to move into today.”

“Yes, Ms. Whitfield, we’ve been trying to reach you all day.” I rolled my eyes at the blatant lie since I haven’t been unreachable all day, just for the past three hours while I’ve been in the air.

“I’m confused about what the issue is as I’ve paid the first, last, and deposit. There are boxes outside my door waiting for me which your office said wouldn’t be a problem. I just need to pick up the key before six p.m. today, correct?”

“Ms. Whitfield, I’m sorry to tell you this, but the apartment you secured is no longer available. We had a glitch in our system.”

“Excuse me?” My brain couldn’t compute what the apartment complex manager said.

“We no longer have a vacant apartment for you to move into. I’m sorry.”

“Are you telling me I no longer have a place to live?!” My outburst came at the same moment the plane arrived at the gate, the overhead lights coming on like an ill-timed spotlight. The heat of several pairs of eyes on me kept my meltdown at bay. At least until I got off the aircraft then who knew what waited for me.

My mind raced after ending the call. The manager assured me that she would move my belongings into the office until I was able to retrieve them. Every last penny of my funds would be returned at that time as well. Small favors.

Pushed forward and off the plane by the wave of impatient travelers, I found myself with my backpack and carry-on bag sitting at a random gate. I would need to grab my other luggage from baggage claim before too long. But then what?

Candace was already in Europe. I wouldn’t bother my parents with this until I had a solution. And there was no one in my extended family I dared to call.

You have to call him, a voice in my head whispered. I tried to shrug the idea away, but my brain wouldn’t let me. Or my common sense. Campbell Matheson was my last resort. In all honesty, he was my one and only option.

Sucking in a long breath, my hands shook as I pulled up his number. The call connected almost immediately.

“Camp, I-I need your help.”

“Where are you?”

“Stranded at the airport.”

“You’re finally home?”

“Yes?” His breathless question had butterflies swirling in my belly.

“I’m on my way.” He clicked off before I could stutter out a thank you. Now that I knew Campbell was on his way, I breathed a little easier since getting the fucked-up news about my apartment. I had so much shit to do before anything would be okay.

Losing my new home because of a computer glitch or someone’s ineptitude, more like, was also not on my bingo card for the year. This bullshit was on another fucking level.

It felt like I was drowning in a sea of shitty decisions, and the one person I could count on right now was the person I wanted to see the least.

We’d known each other long enough that I expected him to treat me as an extension of his twin sister. The very last thing I wanted from him. But that wasn’t going to change, and I had to come to grips with that fact. Close the door to imagining anything else.

But he was coming for me, and I had to muster up some way to guard my heart when I laid eyes on him for the first time in over seven years.

It wasn’t gonna be easy. Hell, it was gonna be damn near impossible. But there was literally no other choice.

Pluck my life!








  
  
Chapter Two




Iraced to the airport like my future depended on it, and maybe it did. My girl had finally come home. She said she needed me, and there wasn’t a damned thing to keep me from getting to her. 

The news of her return hadn’t been a complete surprise to me since I counted on my sister to keep me updated on anything and everything to do with her best friend. Although we had all hung out together since middle school, I’d kept myself pretty much to the periphery of their friendship. Playing the big brother role to a T, even though I was only a few minutes older than Candace, that meant I stayed in protective mode almost all the time. Which had quickly extended to Zinnia, too.

And all throughout high school, nothing stopped me from teasing the beauty every chance I could. The immature behavior kept my interest in her somewhat at bay. Feelings I’d realized were more desire than friendship. More possessive than protective. Before I knew what hit me, graduation rolled around and by the end of that summer, she was gone.

My heart dropped at the almost eight-year-old memory. From all that I gleaned from my sister’s updates, Zinn’s life in California had been going well enough until recently. Then, her situation at work got progressively worse as my girl decided to look for other opportunities.

Selfishly, I wanted her to find her way back home. Back to me. And someone above looked out for me because I got my wish. All I had to do was make it count.

Even when we were younger, I knew how important Zinnia was in my life. Although I’d kept my distance, I had my reasons. Reasons that seemed all but moot now.

Twenty-five minutes after jumping in my truck, I arrived at the airport. Only slightly surprised that a row of police cruisers wasn’t behind me with the way I disregarded every single traffic law to get here. But that was Texas for you. I hadn’t been the only one doing crazy shit on the way here.

I’d been in such a hurry to get to the airport that I missed out on asking follow-up questions like which airline. So, I kept my eyes peeled as I slowed the car and looked for any sign of my girl at Arrivals.

Sweat beaded on my brow as the seconds ticked by. The inside of my car was too quiet. I’d been too focused on my mission to get to her that everything else faded to the background.

“Where are you, Zinn?” Traffic came to a pause which gave me an opportunity to glance at my phone, hoping that she’d sent me a message with some details. And my prayers were answered with a text that included her airline and current location.

Once the cars ahead of me started moving again, I talked myself down. Navigating airport traffic always felt like a special level of hell, but I couldn’t let impatient assholes and shit drivers get to me. Not today.

I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel while inching forward, waiting for that precious moment when I laid eyes on my dream girl. I was so on edge that it felt like I waited another eight years for her return in the last several minutes.

No one would ever call me a saint, especially in the past decade, but I’d known Zinnia would be my endgame. All I had to do was convince her that we belonged together. And I knew damn well it wouldn’t be easy. My girl had a stubborn streak a mile long and a mouth that could make grown men weep. But those were the traits I appreciated most about her when we were younger. She wasn’t one to hold her tongue when it came to me and my antics, and I looked forward to learning how my girl had changed over the years and in what ways she remained exactly how I remember her.

I geared myself up for a different type of education. One I was ready and willing to dive into.

The sea of cars parted as I finally approached Zinnia’s location. Not more than ten seconds passed before I spotted her. A sight for sore eyes.

Her call had come as a complete shock. Whether I was her first option or last resort mattered little to me as I drank in her petite and curvy form.

Impatient like never before, the truck came to an abrupt halt next to where she stood on the curb. Jumping out of the driver’s side, I was in front of her in less than thirty seconds. Hell, I don’t think she’s even had time to register my arrival. But nothing short of a natural disaster would’ve kept me away. And maybe not even that, I thought to myself.

Our gazes connected, and everything stopped like one of those freeze-frame scenes. Her big, brown eyes widened, and I got lost in them. For some unknown reason, the urge to open my arms wide slammed into me, so I did. Her reaction seemed almost instant, she moved so fast. And dammit if I didn’t love the feeling of her in my arms. Every muscle in my body vibrated from the unscripted embrace.

“You okay, Zinn?”

“Not really. But thank you for picking up my call and coming to get me.”

“No thanks necessary.” There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.

Sadly, our hug ended as she pushed away from me, and I dropped my arms and took a small step back to give her space.

“Let’s get your luggage in the truck and then you can tell me what’s going on.”

“Okay.” Her voice was soft. Too small for as much space as she’d taken up in my head. Deep down I knew it was all temporary, this cloud of despair hanging over her head right now. When she went to reach for the handles of her luggage, I stopped her.

“Just get in the truck, Zinn. I got this.” Shoulders slumped, the fight had all but left her, which wasn’t like my girl at all. Whatever worries plagued her, I’d do everything in my power to make them disappear.

Now that she was back, I wanted to keep her here. With me.

Opening the passenger-side door, I waited until she got settled in the seat before closing the door and then I placed her luggage in the bed of my truck. It seemed like she had too few items to be moving back home for good, but now wasn’t the time to ask. There were other pressing matters like what had her calling me out of the blue.

Two minutes later, I hopped back into the driver’s seat and pulled away from the curb. It would take us several minutes to leave the airport and get on the highway. Hopefully, I’d have a better sense of the situation by that time.

“Talk to me, Zinn. What’s going on?”

“I’m basically homeless all because of a supposed computer glitch. But if you ask me, someone doesn’t know how to do their goddamn job,” she seethed.

“Rewind for a second. You lost your apartment?”

“I didn’t lose anything. They did. And don’t ask me how, it wouldn’t make sense even if I tried to explain it to you. Fuck, I don’t understand it myself.”

“Okay, what can I do?” The gears in my brain started shifting, wanting to figure out a way to fix everything for her.

“Can you take me to the apartment complex? I mailed several boxes ahead, and the manager said she’d keep them in the office until I retrieved them. They also better have a check waiting for me.”

“Where am I heading? We’ll figure out the rest after that.” Zinnia rattled off the address of the apartment complex. I knew the area since it was a few miles from where my twin sister lived.

I drove in relative silence as my little spitfire sat mere inches away from me, vibrating with a mix of anger and worry. What she hadn’t realized yet was there was nothing I wouldn’t do for her. I’d make damned sure her worries faded to nothing before the end of the day.

Forty minutes later, we arrived at the apartment complex. At just before five o’clock on a weekday, the neighborhood appeared almost calm and pristine. And then there was Zinnia whose energy was anything but tranquil. She tapped her left foot against the floorboard, and I didn’t notice the fidgeting until I stopped and turned off the engine.

“Are you ready?” I turned my head to ask, my breath stalling at her beauty. Her long eyelashes fluttered, eyes closing as she took a moment to breathe slowly. Once her pretty brown gaze met mine again, I knew she’d be okay even if Zinn had her doubts.

“Yes, let’s get this over with. The faster we get out of here, the quicker I can find a hotel for the next few nights.”

“There’s not a chance in hell you’re staying at a hotel, Zinn.”

“Campbell…” Whatever expression she saw on my face stopped the rest of the sentence from leaving her mouth.

“You’re not alone.” I held her gaze too long, unwilling to break our stare-down, but my point needed to be made. Still, I broke the tension by adding, “And my place has plenty of room. You can stay as long as you need. It’s not a problem. Not even a little bit.” Plus, if I have my way, you won’t find a reason to leave anytime soon.

The possessive bastard in me was alive and well; I’d come to find out. But only when it came to Zinnia.

“I won’t fight you on this.” She hadn’t said yet, but that didn’t stop me from hearing it all the same. “Let’s go to the manager’s office and get my boxes. I’ll feel better once I have all of my stuff.”

“I’m sure you will.”

We hopped out of the truck, my long strides had me reaching her on the sidewalk in no time. I matched her steps as we marched toward a sign directing us to the office.

My gaze wandered during the short walk. I noted the manicured grounds and the exterior of the apartment complex. From the outside, things appeared to be maintained and cared for on the property, but maybe that was all just a well-designed facade for unsuspecting future residents like my girl.

We’d find out soon enough, I reckoned.

Zinnia was right on one thing, though. The sooner we picked up her stuff, the faster I could get her home which was my ultimate end goal.

After getting my day started, I had a pretty good idea of how most of it would play out. I wasn’t exactly in rinse and repeat mode, but some days felt damn close to that. In an instant, Zinnia’s call for help pushed the mundane away and like hell would I ever complain. Somehow, I’d hit the jackpot without buying a single lottery ticket. It almost felt like the universe knew how desperate I was to see her again and finally set my plans in motion. Lay claim to my twin sister’s best friend once and for all. Something I was too young, arrogant, and immature to do back in high school.

With the office door in front of us, I reached down to grasp her hand, giving it a squeeze in case she needed reassurance. Instead of dropping or shrugging the gesture off, she held firm, and I wanted to pump my other fist in the air.

Opening the door, she entered the space while I stayed close behind her.

“Hello. Can I help you folks with something?” A well-dressed woman in her early thirties, if I had to guess, stood up from behind a desk placed in the center of the large, open workspace.

“I sure hope so,” Zinn started with a hint of honey in her tone, which had my dick twitching. Now was not the time for that. Standing by her side, I let her handle the issue, paying as much attention as possible in case she needed me to step in. Our hands remained locked while Zinnia spoke with the apologetic manager as if the connection with me grounded her somehow.

Down boy, I tried keeping myself in check. For the time being at least. Once I got her home and settled, though, all bets were off.

Surely, I had my work cut out for me. Good thing I was a man who wasn’t afraid of a hard day’s work.









