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      Clementine

      My best friend Janie stares at me with exasperation.

      “I know, I know. I am coming.”

      “It doesn’t look like you are going anywhere, Clem. What is the point of having employees when you can’t even manage to stay away from the B&B on your day off?”

      I scowl at her as I file the last of the paperwork I wanted to complete before the barbeque.

      “OK, OK, I’m finishing up.”

      I verify my staff is ready for the rest of the holiday and head over to the farmhouse with Janie.

      “Woman, you work too much.”

      “You sound like my brothers.”

      “Well, then they sound smart. And, don’t get me wrong, I know running a B&B and a working ranch are both back-breaking work. Your back just needs more rest and self-care. I worry about you.”

      As Janie says this, we turn the corner toward the backyard and find the barbecue already going full blast. My twin, Wyatt, greets us each with a beer.

      “Here she is. Did Janie have to drag you away from the B&B?” he teases.

      I ignore his gibe, minus rolling my eyes at him.

      My sister-in-laws, Jolene and Scarlett, wave Janie and I over to where they are sitting.

      “Hey you, finally get away from work? Is the B&B packed for Memorial Day weekend?” Scar asks.

      “Yeah, we always do well on three-day weekends.”

      My older brother, Jasper, and his fiancee, Lilith, join us at the table.

      “Welcome to the party, little sister.”

      The rest of the day fills up with delicious food, games, children laughing, and my brothers needling me about bringing a date to Jasper’s wedding.

      “Sis, I know you. You’ll be a grumpy mess if you’re the only Brooks kid to be solo at the wedding.” My eldest brother, Beau, says with heads nodding around him.

      “Says who? I can go to a wedding on my own, thank you very much.”

      “Well, of course. But we know you. Even if you just invite a friend, I guess. Bring someone, Clem.”

      I close my eyes, sit back, and rub my temples. Clementine, bringing a date to the wedding, with a sidebar of when will Clementine fall in love like the rest of us have, has been a favorite topic on the ranch during the past month. I know my brothers mean well, but it’s getting exhausting.

      I mean, sure, I have not seriously dated anyone in a long time. But so what? I am a busy woman. I need my meddling brothers to stick their noses somewhere else.

      When a probably terrible-but-I’m-going-with-it idea pops into my head, I sit up with a start. My three brothers watch me with interest.

      “Listen, my lovely brothers, stop worrying about the wedding. I will have a date. I’ve been keeping it on the DL. I’m seeing someone.”

      My brothers all dramatically drop their jaws open while Janie arches an eyebrow at me. I give her a “we’ll talk later” pointed look and sit back, soaking in my brothers’ reactions. Their shocked expressions give me a sense of satisfaction, even though they’re based on a lie.

      “Why would you keep this from us?” Wyatt asks.

      “What? I can’t have a private life? This isn’t high school. I don’t need my brothers approving of my boyfriends.”

      “This guy is a boyfriend now?” Beau asks, clearly wanting to know more.

      Standing up, I put my empty beer bottle down on the table.

      “I’m going to bed. Goodnight!”

      Janie follows me into the house.

      “What are you up to, Clem?” she asks, her voice colored with amusement.

      “Getting my brothers off my back. I’m so tired of them bugging me about dating and bringing someone to Jasper and Lilith’s wedding.”

      “Yeah, OK, understandable, but now what? Where’s this boyfriend you’ve been hiding?” Janie teases.

      I stand at the kitchen island and dramatically put my head down on it.

      “That’s an excellent question. I may have just dug myself into an idiotic hole.”
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        * * *

      

      Janie stays the night but goes to work in the morning. Once I wave her off, I head to the bed-and-breakfast to see how things went while I was at the barbeque. I did not receive any desperate texts or calls from my staff, and I am happy to find nothing burned to the ground while I was off the clock.

      Settling into my office, I look over the week’s calendar. That’s right, today is when our HVAC company comes for their annual inspection. When I scheduled this appointment, I was annoyed at how long I had to wait, but now here it is already. Time has no meaning.

      Brooke, my senior staffer, walks into the office.

      “Morning Clem. How was the BBQ?”

      “Oh, fine. If one likes burgers, beers, and brothers meddling in your love life.”

      Brooke gives me a yeesh smile before turning to the sound of the front door’s bell jingling.

      “I’ll go see who that is,” she says as she leaves my office.

      After a minute, she returns to my open office door.

      “The HVAC guy is here, Clem.”

      “Oh, OK. That’s nice, it’s early. I’ll be right there.”

      “I’ll let him know. And, well, enjoy the view once you see him.” Brooke says with a wink and a goofy smile.

      The view? The only view I am interested in with this guy is him making sure my ducts are in perfect working order.
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