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“Come to Tennessee, she said. It’ll be fun, she said.” Jonas St. John raised a hand toward the large brass lion head door knocker. Who had a door knocker in this day and age?

Tennessee. Roxanne had been trying to get him to move south since she had fallen in love and moved to the Volunteer State. Yet he hadn’t found himself in Tennessee with his sister. He was in Alabama. More specifically, Towering Pines, Alabama. Though it didn’t look much like a town. Just a house. A large sprawling, colonial monstrosity that had a door knocker, four floors, and more wings than a tailgate party.

Why am I here again?

He shook his head. One bad breakup, one poor decision to take a southern vacation, and one meddling sister who landed him a temporary job.

He raised his hand once again.

Boom! Boom! Boom! The sound echoed on the other side of the door as if the house itself was nearly hollow. Cavernous, he believed they called it.

Suddenly the door creaked open with all the sound effects of a Vincent Price movie and a butler appeared. He looked down his nose at Jonas, which was quite a feat considering that Jonas stood six-foot-two in his socks. This man, this butler was at least six and a half feet and as slender as a reed.

“Yes?” the butler drawled.

Jonas straightened his spine and stood a little taller. “Dr. Jonas St. John,” he returned. “I’m expected.” Though he couldn’t say who exactly was expecting him.

He had been contacted by the family’s attorney—who just happened to be a close friend of Roxanne’s husband, Malcolm—about spending some time in Alabama helping this family ‘prepare’ after the passing of their beloved grandfather. Jonas wasn’t sure how much preparation was necessary after losing a loved one, but he figured this wealthy family needed grief counseling and had the money to pay for it in-house. Supposedly it was to be something of a vacation for him considering the nature of the work and the locale—stately and rambling Towering Pines Manor which boasted three tennis courts, a bowling alley, and two swimming pools—one indoor, one outdoor.

Piece of cake.

Jonas looked at the butler.

Maybe not.

The butler took one last look at him then moved to the side. “Come in.”

Where did they find this guy? Jonas wondered as he stepped inside. Then it became apparent; he must have come with the house.

Like house was the proper word to describe the building where he now found himself. Private museum. A study in monastery marble. Even county residence with its own zip code might have been more accurate. His entire apartment overlooking Lake Michigan would fit into the foyer. And his Chicago address was nothing to sneeze at. But this...house was more than he had ever seen. Even Roxanne and Malcolm’s recently renovated antebellum home near Memphis was nothing compared to this.

Black and white marble floors, so shiny it was like looking into a mirror, rich polished furniture from a bygone era, and heavy, green velvet curtains that seemed to serve no purpose other than to prove wealth and standing.

“Right this way.” Ignoring the double-sided marble staircase, the butler ducked down a mile-wide hallway with the same marble floors and burgundy-painted walls. The paintings displayed there all had their own light which shone on the nameplate tacked below. It was a good thing considering no other light existed there. The butler stopped at a gleaming cherry wood door as wide as two doors in a normal house. But this was no normal house. The man turned to one side and swept into the room. “Master Jonas St. John.”

“Doctor,” Jonas corrected as he stepped into the room. Like it mattered. It was empty. Just who had the butler been addressing? Maybe the man liked the pomp and circumstance of announcing guests whether there was someone to greet them or not.

Jonas moved a little farther into the room, wondering how long he would have to wait. This was a bad idea from the start. He should have never agreed to it, but there he stood. Of course if no one came, then he would leave...and be off the hook.

The thought no sooner crossed his mind, then the curtain moved. Literally. And part of the window. A man in a body suit cleverly painted to match the space behind him stepped forward.

Jonas yelped, the sound involuntary and not at all masculine.

“Ha!” the man cried. “You didn’t see me, huh?” He clapped his hands. “I told Jonathan this would work.” He rushed over to the desk and frantically scribbled notes on a pad.

Jonas straightened his tie and got his heartrate under control. Maybe he should see if someone else was able to receive him. He looked to the butler, but the man was gone. He turned back to the camouflaged man. Boy really. Given his size and stature, he could barely be more than a teen, but if Jonas remembered correctly the youngest of the Fitzpatrick clan was twenty-two.

“Arvin?” Jonas took a step forward. “Arvie Fitzpatrick?”

The man stopped scribbling and lifted his chin until it almost pointed straight up. Then a chuckle escaped him. He pulled the mask from his face like Spiderman revealing his true identity.

His dark hair stood on end and Jonas had a feeling that it had nothing to do with having his head encased in Spandex. A goofy lopsided smile graced his lips even as his tawny eyes shuddered with distrust. “And you are?” He looked about ready to hit some secret button on the massive desk that would alert a large brute to toss him out on his ear.

Jonas looked back toward the door. “The butler just...” He shook his head. “I’m Jonas St. John. Your attorney contacted me about helping the family prepare after your grandfather’s death.”

The goofy grin widened. “The shrink. Oh, yeah. Let me get Boo.”

Huh?

Arvie hit a button on the desk. “Boo, your guy is here.” He released the button without waiting for her reply, then as if he had forgotten Jonas was even there, he brushed past and started for the door. “Jonathan,” he called. “It worked! I told you it would!”

Jonas had no idea where Jonathan was, but he was fairly certain Arvie would be yelling for a while before he found him.

“You’re here.” A tall, thin woman glided into the room. It was the only word he could use to describe it. She strode in without moving her head at all. Even her pitch-black hair was still as she slipped past him to lean against the big desk.

“I’m here,” he repeated, thinking perhaps the place had secret tunnels. How else could this family move from one place to the other so quickly?

“Bonnie Fitzpatrick,” she drawled. She was as pale as milk and seemed to prefer blood-red lipstick, a grown-up Goth dressed all in black from head to toe. Black silk top, black slacks, and black boots despite the ninety degree plus weather outside. Maybe she never left the house. That would surely explain her pallor. “You can call me Boo.”

Was she serious?

He cleared his throat. He definitely had his work cut out for him. Though so far he hadn’t seen anyone who had exhibited signs that they were in need of grief counseling. Maybe some of the family members were handling it better than others. Or maybe they were all handling it in their own way. “Thank you,” he finally managed.

Jonas turned as another woman burst into the room. She wore a spaghetti strap cami and a pair of Hello Kitty pj pants. The door banged against the opposite wall as she stormed in.

“Bonnie, what is going on here?” She stopped and propped her hands on her pink-clad hips. “I’m almost asleep and here comes Arvie, hollerin’ something about the shrink being here.”

“Jonas St. John, my sister, Chickie.”

She stared at him for a full three seconds.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Jonas said.

She pulled the satin sleep mask from the top of her head. It caught on her long ponytail as she snatched it off. “Charmed.”

They were about as different as two sisters could be. Whereas Boo was tall and thin, Chickie was more average in height and more curvaceous all around. Her blond hair had been pulled back into a messy ponytail and her skin held the healthy glow of someone who enjoyed the outdoors. Their expressions were vastly different as well. Boo looked bored and Chickie looked...angry.

“I thought we agreed to let this take its natural course.”

Boo folded her arms across her chest and eyed her baby sister. “I agreed to nothing of the sort.”

“You aren’t running this family, Bonnie. You need to stop acting like it.”

The play and conflict between them was fascinating. Jonas turned back to Chickie. Maybe she was the one who needed help. In bed in the middle of the afternoon, apparently accustomed to having her way. And it was obvious that she didn’t want him there. Not at all.

“He needs to go.” Chickie glared at her sister.

“He’s staying,” Bonnie said coolly. “We need him much more than you realize.”

Chickie narrowed her laser eyes on Jonas. All that pent-up hostility.

Then she turned on one bare heel and marched from the room. The pictures on the walls rattled as she slammed the door behind her.

Boo stared at the door until the tremors subsided then turned back to Jonas. “As you can see, some of the family members are less than enthusiastic. But that makes it all the more important that you are here.”

“I understand.”

“And you’re still willing to accept this task?”

“Of course.” He couldn’t let one temper tantrum sway him. He’d never hear the end of it from Roxanne.

“Good. I’ll have Jeeves show you to your room. Supper is served promptly at seven. Drinks at six thirty. Breakfast on the east verandah at seven a.m. though it’s come and go. Any questions?” She turned her dark eyes on him, and Jonas wondered if they were naturally that obsidian color. It was a bit unnerving.

“When can I meet with everyone? I would like to get a preliminary assessment before we start treatment.”

She raised one pencil-thin brow. “Yes,” she drawled.

Jonas wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, but he didn’t have time to ask before she pressed the intercom button. “Jeeves, please take Mr. St. John to his suite now.”

“Actually, it’s Doctor,” he corrected, but the room was empty.

He sighed just as Jeeves appeared, further solidifying Jonas’s theory of secret passages.

The butler led the way down the corridor, turning this way and that until Jonas was certain he should have brought something to help him from getting lost. Bread crumbs. Fishing line. Skittles. He had nothing.

Then like magic, they were back in the massive foyer.

Jeeves strode up one side of the double staircase inlaid with mahogany and continued down a labyrinth of gleaming floors covered with priceless Persian runners.

Jonas looked back as they made the third turn. He was never going to find his way back for supper.

“Here we are.” Jeeves turned to the side and gestured toward a large wooden door at least ten feet tall. All the doors in the mansion were NBA approved.

Jeeves opened the door with a grand gesture.

Cautiously Jonas edged inside. “My bags—” He turned to Jeeves.

“Your bags have been brought inside and your clothes and other possessions have been put away for your convenience, sir.”

“Uh, thank you.” Jonas glanced around the room—suite—his gaze landing on the high points. A seating area big enough for a family of four, four-poster bed, and floor-to-ceiling curtains that covered large French doors that led to a private balcony.

“If you need anything, sir.” He pointed to the intercom unit on the wall. “Press eight for the household staff.”

Without waiting for his response, Jeeves turned on one heel, para-military style, and marched down the hall.

Jonas shut the door and let out a sigh. He loosened his tie and turned the key in the lock before truly letting his guard down. Then again...

He glanced into the far corners of the room. He wouldn’t put it past the Fitzpatricks to have surveillance cameras in every room.

Seeing none, he let his guard slip a bit more. He pulled the silk noose from around his neck, briefly registering that he may have to don it again for dinner. But Bonnie—he would not address a grown woman as Boo—hadn’t mentioned if the meal was formal or casual. Considering his surroundings and drinks beforehand, it was most likely black tie. He laid his tie on the back of the leather sofa and moved into the room.

His phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket and checked the screen. Roxanne.

Did you make it?

This response needed more than a return text. He thumbed his phone to make the call.

“Hey, brother.” Same ol’ Roxanne. He could hear commotion in the background. Most likely her twins causing mischief of one kind or another.

“You didn’t tell me these people are crazy.”

She laughed. “Why else would they need a shrink?”

“Are they all like this?” He paced around. Really more like prowled. Fresh cut flowers on the dresser, wine cooler in the seating area, Jacuzzi tub in the bathroom.

“Like what?” she asked. “Lulu, get off there.”

How did he explain Bonnie and Arvie Fitzpatrick? Or Chickie? Well, he could definitely explain her. Beautiful, angry, beautiful. He blew out a heavy breath. “Never mind.”

“Listen,” Roxanne said. “You need a vacation. You need to rest. This is perfect.”

Well, he wouldn’t use that exact word. Perfect. But he did need to get away. Two weeks after he had presented his fiancée with a three-carat diamond engagement ring, she informed him that she loved someone else. Never mind that the other someone was a female model from Sweden.

Some things in this life just needed to die a quick death, but his break up wasn’t willing to cooperate. It needed to, but it wasn’t about to. It was too sensational for friends not to discuss every chance they got. Frankly he was worn out from it all.

He heard a wail in the background that had to be his nephew, Lulu’s twin Beau. “I gotta go,” Roxanne said. Then his sister was gone.

He sighed and broke the connection. With two-year-old twins and another baby on the way, Roxanne had her hands full.

So do I.

He’d let it go for now, but soon she would explain why she put him in this situation.

Until then...he went through the room, opening cabinets and drawers to locate his things. He found his laptop in the closet still safely in its case. He pulled it out and prayed he had an internet connection.

No such luck. A place this size had to have Wi-Fi somewhere. Though the eccentric Fitzpatricks probably had it locked down tight.

He turned on his phone’s hot spot and managed to get a weak signal. Still it was enough—he hoped—to find out a little more about his hosts. He typed their name in the search engine, kicking himself for not doing this before he came.

Better late than never, he thought as Boo’s face filled the screen. It was going to be an interesting afternoon.

~♦~♦~♦~
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Promptly at six-fifteen that evening, Jonas went in search of the Fitzpatrick clan. He should’ve started off earlier since the butler hadn’t left a map on how to get back to the main rooms. Add to that the fact that Jonas had no idea which room he was supposed to be in for drinks...

He was hoping he would find some member of the household staff who could direct him to where he needed to be. The good news was he made it back to the cavernous foyer without too much trouble.

Standing in the center, looking as lost as Jonas felt, was a young man with sandy-brown hair the same color as the camel corduroys he wore. His hazel eyes held a serious light. His plaid shirt was tucked in on one side but not the other and, if Jonas wasn’t mistaken, misbuttoned. If it hadn’t been for his trip on the World Wide Web, Jonas wouldn’t have recognized the young man.

“Jonathan?”

He turned. Yep, Jonathan Fitzpatrick. The next to the youngest of the Fitzpatrick clan was about as interesting as a bag of potatoes. But not in a bad way. He never made the headlines, and Jonas would not have known what he looked like if not for a couple of family shots taken throughout the years.

“Do I know you?”

Jonas shook his head. “Jonas St. John. I’ve come to help your family in your time of grief.”

Jonathan nodded seriously, and Jonas wondered how much he actually smiled. He had the feeling—call it professional intuition— that Jonathan wore a constant look of sadness.

“Are you on your way to drinks?” Jonas asked.

Again Jonathan nodded.

“Would you mind if I follow behind you?” He let out a small chuckle. “I seem to have gotten turned around.”

Jonathan looked back to the wall. Or rather, he turned back to the large painting that looked suspiciously like an original Renoir.

“It’s beautiful,” Jonas said.

Jonathan continued to stare at it with a critical eye. “It’s crooked.”

It was? Jonas turned back to stare at the painting as well. It didn’t look crooked. But with the way Chickie Fitzpatrick was slamming doors this afternoon, it was a definite possibility. To Jonas, it looked amazing in its antique gold frame. The wall behind it was a beautiful green that set off the pastel colors to perfection, and it seemed to fit perfectly in the space between two doorways that led to anywhere and nowhere. Maybe to drinks.

But Jonas had a feeling that if Jonathan thought it was tilted that he should just agree.

“Crooked...” Jonas said.

Jonathan nodded, but didn’t say anything else.

“Jonathan! Come on,” Morticia...er, Bonnie...uh, Boo waved at him from one of the many doorways leading off. But then she noticed Jonas and straightened. Her cool demeanor clicked firmly back into place. “Mr. St. John. How good of you to join us. Right this way.”

Jonas took two steps away from Jonathan, glanced back, then followed behind Boo. He needed someone to help him get to the dining room or wherever they were going to have drinks. Jonathan was on his own.

“Actually it’s doctor,” he corrected.

“Of course.”

Jonas looked back to see if Jonathan was following.

“Don’t mind him.” Boo waved a dismissive hand. “He’s a tad OCD about things. You know how it is.” She turned back and gave him a smile. Her candy-apple lips stretched wide across her face though the action didn’t reach her eyes.

Interesting. Even more interesting than any of Johnathan’s perceived disorders.

Boo stopped in front of one overlarge door, opened it, and motioned for him to go inside.

Man, he had gotten turned around. This was the same room he was in earlier, though thankfully, this time, Arvie was dressed in regular clothes. Well, sort of. His pants looked to be part of a doctor’s green scrub suit that he had paired with a Flash Gordon T-shirt.

And Jonas had been worried that he would be underdressed for dinner.

He reached up and adjusted his tie, his gaze landing on the one member of the family he hadn’t met. Hair cut military short, Hugo Boss jacket perfectly cut, and a leopard-print silk ascot. CJ Fitzpatrick was everything he appeared to be on the internet. Eccentric, pretentious, and spoiled.

Jonas reined in that assessment. It wasn’t fair. He was there to help these people. But they just seemed to get weirder and weirder the further up the family tree he got.

CJ stood. He had a glass of what appeared to be whiskey with a lime wedge in one hand and since it was his right, he reached his left out to shake.

Jonas took his fingers into his hand and squeezed them not knowing what else to do. Feeling awkward, he let go and took a step back.

But there was one person missing from the picture. Well, besides Jonathan who was probably still in the foyer trying to figure out if the painting was crooked or not. Chickie was nowhere to be seen.

“Charmed,” CJ drawled and what suspiciously sounded like a fake British accent. And not nearly as short as when Chickie had uttered the word to him that afternoon. Maybe that was the standard Fitzpatrick response.

Would you like to catch a movie?

Charmed.

Jonas could only nod.

“Would you like a drink, Mr. St. John?” Boo asked.

“Yes, please.” Want was a much better word than like. Desperately needed even more accurate. “It’s actually doctor. But please, call me Jonas.”

Boo moved to the fully-stocked liquor cabinet. “And what would you have, Jonas?”

A double shot of the strongest thing you have in there. “A seven and seven is fine.”

She went about making his drink, and CJ returned to his seat on the large oxblood leather sofa. He elegantly crossed one leg over the other and stretched one arm along the seat back, looking every inch the aristocrat he saw himself to be. Next to him was a man who looked vaguely familiar, though he hadn’t come up in any of the searches that Jonas had conducted that afternoon.

The man rose and adjusted his three-piece suit. He wore his sunglasses though they were indoors and had a mysterious air, like someone who said, I could tell you that, but then I would have to kill you.

“I don’t believe we’ve met. Breck Fitzpatrick.”

Jonas shook the man’s hand. At least this one was a real shake.

“That’s our cousin Breck. He won’t be needing your services,” Boo said in her standard dismissive tone.

Breck cleared his throat.

Jonas nodded. He supposed that the Fitzpatrick patriarch’s death had affected them all a bit differently.

“What about Chickie?” It was a valid question, right? After all, Chickie was a Fitzpatrick.

Jonas had read about her, stunt after stunt on the internet. Each and every one a cry for help. And attention. He was looking forward to getting to know her. And it had nothing to do with the fact that she was beautiful. Well, maybe a little.

No one answered.

“Chickie?” he asked again. She should be at the house. Somewhere. She had been there just a few hours before.

The room grew quiet like someone had committed an unforgivable disgrace.

CJ coughed, then cleared his throat.

Jonas turned his gaze to him only to find him staring intently at his sister.

Boo curled her long fingers around the glass, that same fake smile stretching across her face. “Yes, Chickie.” She handed Jonas his drink then came around the side of the liquor cabinet, a pig following at her heels.

Wait...a pig? He resisted the urge to rub his eyes to reset his vision. Yep, it was a pig, a tiny thing not any bigger than a cat.

“Chickie has gone to Nashville.”

He frowned. “She was just here.”

“And now she’s not,” Boo explained.

“Okay then.” It wasn’t like she had to be there for his visit. If she didn’t need grief counseling then by all means she should get on with her life and whatever it was she was doing in Nashville these days, closing down raves, getting arrested for speeding, or stripping off her clothes and jumping into the fountain in front of a hotel. If that was something she wanted to do, who was Jonas to demand she come back for grief counseling?

“Well, see, it’s not okay.” This from CJ.

Jonas looked back between the oldest of the Fitzpatricks. Boo to CJ, CJ to Boo. Just for variety he glanced over to Arvie who was sitting on the floor in front of the empty fireplace with three books spread out before him. A yellow highlight pen dangled from his mouth like a cigar. The little pink pig had apparently grown tired of trotting behind Boo and flopped down next to Arvie.

Jonas turned back to Boo. “I hardly think if she doesn’t need grief counseling that she should be here at all.” Actually, she seemed to be the one having the most trouble. Well, if what he had read on the internet had any truth to it. But it wasn’t like any of them had to participate. He was only there to help. Not order people around. “You shouldn’t make her come back. In my professional opinion,” he added.

Boo raised one eyebrow again in that gesture she seemed to favor. “Grief counseling, yeah.”

“Tell him,” Arvie called from his spot on the carpet. He didn’t bother to look up from the book he was defacing with the bright yellow highlighter.

“Tell me what?” Jonas asked. “Is everything okay?” Well, that was why he was there, wasn’t it? To help this family through the grieving process, to make sure they were okay?

“Yes, Boo, sister dear,” CJ drawled. “I think it’s time to tell him.”

“Ah, yes, well, see, it’s like this.” She lost her composure for a brief second then pulled it all back together. It was like watching the Terminator go from the liquid puddle back to a man. “We don’t need you here for grief counseling. We need you here because we have to undergo a psychiatric evaluation in thirty days. And we need to make sure we all pass.”

“A psychiatric evaluation?” He looked over to Breck. He might not have anything at stake, but he seemed to be the most...collected one there. Despite the sunglasses and the pig.

Breck gave him a quick nod.

Just then the door behind Jonas opened and Jonathan entered, most likely having determined that the painting was indeed crooked, there was nothing he could do about it, and now a drink was in order.

Or maybe he had found someone to right it for him.

Or maybe Jonas had been at Towering Pines too long. They seemed to be wearing off on him.

“Dear old granddad thought we were all a bit odd,” Arvie said from his place on the floor.

Ya don’t say.

“I don’t know where he would get such an idea.” Breck frowned at his cousins.

“Don’t start,” Boo said.

“Will someone please explain?” Jonas asked.

Jonathan shrugged, his face as sad as it had been when Jonas had seen him in the foyer.

“We have to undergo a psychiatric evaluation in order for us to inherit the family estate. Granddad thought that wealth had ruined us.” Boo’s voice was level and without malice, but he could tell she was disgusted with her grandfather’s will.

CJ twirled his drink in his glass, the light glinting off a diamond pinky ring. “How absurd.”

Right.

“And this is in the will itself?” Jonas asked.

“They’ve hired lawyer after lawyer to find a problem with it, but it’s rock solid.” Once again Arvie didn’t look up from the tome in his lap. The internet had described him as the Oppenheimer of the next generation, and Jonas could see that the young genius was as absent-minded as the great scientist.

“Now we have no other choice.” Eyeore. That was who Jonathan reminded him of. Gloomy and filled with mild despair. Not exactly a professional evaluation, but accurate all the same.

“You all have to undergo an evaluation?”

“By the psychiatrist that Grandfather chose himself,” Jonathan added.

“This wasn’t explained to me correctly,” Jonas started. “I’m not sure I’m the man for this job.” He needed to get out while the getting was good. Never mind that this was a favor for a personal friend of his brother-in-law. He was not staying there a minute longer than necessary.

Boo shook her head, her hair moving like a black curtain in a gentle wind. “You signed a contract.”

He gave a quick nod in response. “To help you prepare after the death of your grandfather. I’m not sure this qualifies.”

“Of course it does,” Boo said coolly. “Grandfather is dead and we need to prepare for this examination before it actually happens.”

“So I’m supposed to coach you in the ways of...I’m supposed to help you look sane?” They were eccentric, yes, but crazy? Not at all.

“We have no idea what the test will include, but we have to do everything in our power to pass. How else are we going to live without granddad’s money?”

How indeed.

He wanted to protest further, but he had signed a contract. He supposed he could cite ambiguous terms as a necessary breach, but then Roxanne would kill him. If she was mad, he’d have to head back to Chicago and deal with all the looks of sympathy from his friends and family.

“Oh, yes. Right. Well, I suppose we can get started in the morning.” He looked at each one of them in turn. He really had his work cut out. He made a quick note to talk to them about clothing and what was considered normal dress. From there the most obvious way to start would be to interview each one of them, taking notes on their idiosyncrasies and eccentricities in order to coach them into eliminating these traits or at least controlling them enough to pass their exam. Though none of them looked particularly insane, he could see where the grandfather might have certain concerns over their competency in handling money. Especially with the amount they were due to inherit.

He supposed that was the crux, and he would have to slant his coaching toward them overcoming these traits. At least long enough to get their inheritance.

Behind him the door opened. He turned expecting to find Chickie Fitzpatrick, but instead a man strode into the room as if everyone should turn and look at him. He had black hair slicked back in a Ricky Ricardo sort of style, and his dress followed suit. He wore tight black pants and shoes with ...taps?

Jonas closed his eyes hoping this wasn’t a long-lost Fitzpatrick who needed to pass as well. He might get Arvie to not wear his high-brow mansion-study camo, but he wasn’t sure he could pass off a man wearing tap shoes. To top off his ensemble, this newcomer had donned a red silk shirt, unbuttoned to the waist. The blousy sleeves billowed as he walked toward them, his gait like the practiced steps of a tango.

“My sincerest apologies for my tardiness.” He scooted close to Boo, clicking his heels together in a salute as he raised his arm flamenco style.

Oh, brother. Wait. Please don’t let this be a long-lost, not-featured-on-the-internet brother. Please.

“It’s okay, Xander dear,” Boo drawled. She raised her cheek for his kiss and he obligingly complied. “This is Jonas St. John. I told you about him.”

Xander nodded, but not quickly enough to disturb his hair. “Ah, yes. The shrink.”

Jonas hated that term but decided not to protest. He was still more interested in whether or not this man was a family member and eligible for inheritance.

“Xander is my dance instructor.” Boo took a sip of her drink, leaving a smudge of lipstick on the rim. “Go ahead and make yourself a little sumpin-sumpin, dear.”

Xander moved around the bar, and Jonas wondered if anyone else unexpected would be joining them.

“What about Chickie?” He had been curious as to how she would arrive for drinks and dinner, but if she was in Nashville, she wouldn’t be back in time. Then a thought hit him. “She is coming back, right?”

“Yes, well, about that.” Boo’s attention suddenly honed in on the contents of her glass. “She’s in Nashville.”

“So you’ve said,” Jonas countered. How was he supposed to help them if she was in another state? “When will she return?”

CJ let out a bark of laughter. “She won’t.”

“I second that.” Arvie said from his place on the floor.

Jonas looked back to Boo. “Is she coming back?”

Boo gave him that sweetly sinister smile. “I don’t believe she will come back on her own.”

He really needed them all in one place in order to get them ready. “How long do we have again?”

“Three weeks,” CJ supplied. “It took us a solid week to find you.”

“She’s not coming back,” Jonathan said.

“She needs to be here,” Arvie said, not bothering to look up from the book yet again.

If it wasn’t for his sister... Jonas bit back a nasty word and once again looked at the motley crew in front of him. If they were worried about Chickie, then she had to be the worst one of all. But she hadn’t looked too crazy in her cutie pink pjs. But on the internet? She had a party streak a mile wide. She liked to drive her cars too fast and hang out with gorgeous models from other countries. That in itself was a strike against her as far as he was concerned.
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