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      I’m told you have to show up for your office’s grand opening, like you have show up for your wedding. So I did, even though it was a perfect day to drive the Jag until the road ran out.

      Hurricane season had made its shame-faced exit. The three cold days of Central Texas winter lurked in the future, typical for the third week of December. In five hours I could be cruising with the top down along the Gulf of Mexico, tasting the salty breeze, just being myself, not JD Thompson, Attorney at Law, Esquire, or any other suffix, carefree as long as I didn’t think about my eternal loan payments.

      Not gonna happen. Instead, I stood in front of a massive red brick Victorian mansion dressed in my Christmas apparel, negotiated down to a green dress shirt and red tie, with my feet planted, braced for an attack.

      The house gave me a sense of doom I couldn’t explain, though I didn’t know about the murder yet. Maybe it was the two turrets bulging out on either side like menacing guard stations. Downstairs they held offices. Upstairs, bedrooms.

      Or maybe it was the thought of scraping rent and bills from legal clients in a town with a population of 7,200.

      Having cast the die, I lined up with my partners behind our new bronze sign, which listed the name of our firm, Black Orchid Enterprises, followed by the principals and our specialties: G. Dianne Cortez, CPA, CFE; Dr. John Ky Ly, DVM, Veterinary Acupuncture, practice limited to cats; and JD Thompson, Attorney at Law & Mediator.
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      Another line assured people that both Spanish and Vietnamese were spoken here. Many Beauchamp (pronounced Beecham) residents might use the first, but the last person to need the second, Johnny’s grandfather, died several years ago.

      Johnny wanted to include “detective” on the sign, but Dianne suggested that we consider the cost and advertise only the embryonic businesses, not the imaginary ones.

      Not that Johnny’s an imaginary detective. In sophomore year, Dianne collected her friends and rented a ramshackle house, thereafter known as Casa Cortez, just off campus. She included Johnny and me for the illusion of safety. I can loom menacingly, and Johnny has a black belt in martial arts.

      He also notices more than most people, and soon he was the specialist in finding lost objects, a constant problem in a house of ten or so residents and their constant stream of friends and lovers.

      When his reputation spread, the neighborhood turned to him to find lost objects, pets, and children. He lowered the crime rate of the area just with his constant questions and searches—criminals learned to practice their craft a few blocks over, beyond the range of Sherlock of Becker Street.

      He expanded his skills to finding evidence in the accusations that plague college students. He even solved a murder, something no one wants to repeat, except maybe him. But he doesn’t have an investigator’s license, and that matters to Dianne. She’s also the one that said we needed an umbrella organization for our three divergent specialties. She knows these things. Mostly we take her word.

      Chantal Gaumont, friend, party planner, music director, and photographer, called me back to the present as she positioned her phone on a tripod and yelled, “JD, bring the Jag to the front parking lot. I’ll do a wide shot and get it in too.”

      “I sold it,” I said.

      They turned to me with the gaping expressions of day-old dead fish. I guess this was the most shocking thing I’d said in ten years.

      “But your father gave you the Jaguar when you passed the bar,” exclaimed Johnny, as though I’d violated some law of physics.

      I bit back words I wouldn’t want my grandmother to read. “Correction: He made a down payment. I didn’t think I could make the payments after leaving a corporate law firm for private practice.”

      That fear also kept me at my old job in Austin until yesterday. I wanted to grab every last billable hour from Ye Old Firm of Dewey, Cheatem, and Howe. (I don’t want to spread their names around. They’re lawyers, after all.)

      I moved into Gregg House just last night, weeks after the others. I couldn’t have come earlier if I wanted to, with everyone texting me daily to run around Austin in search of absolute essentials for this party: esoteric cooking ingredients, more Christmas decorations and greenery, delicacies to join the spread of food Johnny was creating to feed a small country, even a black orchid plant.

      “It was such fun to ride in the Jag,” mourned Dianne, who insists that she has a mind above money. How is that even possible for an accountant?

      “Eating’s even more fun,” I said, not bothering to describe the weightless feeling as thousands of dollars of debt vanished. Now for the student loans!

      Chantal shrugged. Chipper as those Mentos commercials from childhood, she ties knots and moves on. “Well, go get what you’re driving now.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “Hyundai Sonata. Couple years old, in my favorite color: paid for!” To all the pop-eyed stares, I said, “There’s not many cars that someone six-foot-three can get into without getting a concussion.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Chantal muttered, being five-foot-nothing on tiptoe. “Never mind. Stand behind your name on the sign and say—” She yelled an improbable obscenity. Dianne and I burst into snorts of laughter, and even Johnny smiled naturally, once he’d analyzed her words and defined them as a joke.

      Having reduced us to our natural selves instead of Young Professionals with pokers applied up our anatomies, Chantal snapped away, each click a muffled gunshot, right through the heart of my career.

      Sure, lawyers can leave Corporate World and open their own office. There’s lots of advice on how to do that, but none of it mentions partnering with your college housemates and bandmates, including your three-time ex and a veterinarian who crashed out of his zoo vet residency into the psych ward and then into an ashram. Nor does this advice include setting up in the middle of both nowhere and Texas.

      As a white Lexus pulled into the front parking lot, Chantal did a yoga twist to get us and the car into the frame. We were in fact connected to the Lexus. Johnny’s parents, aunt, and uncle poured out of it. Somewhere a sister existed, but I hadn’t seen her since Johnny’s first graduation.

      The Ly family went into synchronized elder assistance. I gave them a 10 for the smooth flip of the rolling walker from the trunk and its expert unfolding, not to mention their grace in sliding it into Grandmother Ly’s hands as they handed her out of the back seat.

      Wondering why Mrs. Ly had adopted a walker, I glanced at Johnny.

      “My grandmother sprained her ankle recently,” he murmured. “It’s one reason the family wanted her to move out of this house.”

      They marched toward us, the newcomers’ tense smiles barely masked their worried hope that Johnny would be okay, that his new cat clinic would be exactly the new start he needed. I felt my own facial muscles mirroring their anxiety. A glance at Dianne showed the same.

      Johnny’s grandmother started the Christmas open house tradition in self-defense when she moved into Gregg House over fifty years ago. She’d just returned from her stint as a nurse in the Vietnam war, accompanied by her new Vietnamese husband and baby, Johnny’s father. She discovered that everyone in Beauchamp wanted to see the interior of the town’s old mansion.

      Now that she was retiring to an assisted living community in nearby Austin, it seemed like a good business strategy to introduce our new firm when the whole town would show up. Maybe they would remember us when they needed a lawyer, accountant, cat vet, possibly a detective, or even an ABBA tribute band. We keep trying to retire the band, but we keep getting gigs, thanks to the constant marketing efforts of both Chantal and Dianne’s event-planning mother. Maybe that’s a good thing now.

      The Lys’ open house was a top holiday event in Beauchamp, right up there with the live Nativity at the Catholic church, where one time the friendly beasts went off-script and into a full-scale rumble. Donkeys are like that. Now the role of the donkey is played by someone’s old white pony wearing the equine equivalent of Spock ears, which caused the event to lose points.

      We didn’t know it then, but our open house would take the all-time prize.

      “Johnny, let’s get a shot of you and your family.” Chantal jerked her head to call Dianne and me close to her. In the time it took his grandmother to clump over to the sign and the Lys to properly align, Chantal whispered, “Guys, how’s Johnny going to get through this all-afternoon bash? He never stayed longer than a half hour at any of our parties.”

      “That’s all he ever agreed to. Half an hour for parties and one social event each month, like a movie or dancing,” added Dianne, a slight worry line etched in her forehead. “He can take breaks today, maybe hide in his grandfather’s meditation building.”

      Gregg House’s surroundings included a jumble of buildings behind the house. I’d seen only the octagonal meditation room and a barn on its way to becoming a cat habitat. Mrs. Ly’s renovations and improvements having fallen behind schedule, the Texas brush, always ready to devour any sliver of civilization, still covered most of the acre, inhibiting my exploration.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “For sure,” said Chantal as she focused her camera.

      I’m amazed all the things Chantal does to support her one true desire to sing. Because her family, with vivid memories of their resettlement after Hurricane Katrina, wanted her to be able to make a living, she picked a college major from the beginning of the alphabet. She then spent most of her time in the music school. She met Dianne in Accounting 101 and was a first and constant presence at Casa Cortez.

      Chantal survives by singing, doing taxes, and scraping other side gigs. A diabetic, she copes with parties by throwing them and shoving the food and drink she can’t have into everybody else. We hired her to put on our open house in our constant effort to toss money in her direction. She doesn’t want to live here, because Beauchamp has no music scene, but she has taken over the fourth bedroom upstairs.

      We’ve got history, me and my friends. I pulled out an old, old, almost origin story. “Thing is, Johnny was sixteen when he started college.”

      “And he was assigned as your roommate in the dorm, and you took care of him like a little brother. We know,” said Dianne, waving at the motorcade pulling up, full of her relatives arriving early for photos and the special families-only tour, an hour before the official starting time.

      I’d lost part of my audience, but I kept going. “The usual jerks asked if he was having his birthday party at Chuck E. Cheese. Johnny said he never had that kind of party as a kid, and it would be fantastic to do it now. He invited all the guys in the dorm and his classes. He arranged it like a kid’s party, but on a weeknight when the place was deserted. The management even let us in the ball pit when the kids were gone. Johnny had a great time, and it was one of the best parties I’ve ever been to.”

      “Oh yeah?” asked the official party planner, frosty as the sherbet she dumped in the punch bowl before this photo shoot.

      I hurried on. “So he might be okay if it’s his own party.”

      “Maybe,” agreed Dianne, doubt heavy in her voice. “But we don’t have a ball pit.”

      “Hunh,” said Chantal, closing the conversation. She waved the Ly family away and the newcomers toward the sign. “Dianne, get your family lined up. I’ll have to go pano to get them all in the shot.”

      Dianne’s family lives a good four-hour drive away. Her siblings and cousins who arrived the night before to serve as Chantal’s minions poured out of the house to greet the new arrivals: her parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and younger cousins, all piling out of their cars now, unable to resist a chance to support Dianne. If Dianne needed chemo and round-the-clock care, they would have rallied around her, but attending her party was better.

      Dianne’s mother, in the lead as always, gasped when she got close enough to read the sign. Breaking off the intended embrace, she lifted tragic eyes to her eldest daughter’s face. “‘G. Dianne.’ Lupita, could you not even spell out the name I gave you to honor the Blessed Virgin?”

      “The sign company charged by the letter,” said Dianne, tossing the section of her long, gleaming locks that wasn’t captured in an updo. She didn’t point out that Lupita is a nickname for Guadalupe.

      Just as a statement of fact, Dianne is the most beautiful woman in the world. She first burst into my sight at our University of Texas freshman mixer. I must have set a record in the cross-gym sprint. I spit out some words about doing something with her sometime, and she, already with that faint bored expression beautiful women develop, asked, “¿Hablas español?”

      “Sí, desde la niñez,” I replied. I didn’t need her amused expression to tell me how I sounded, so I rushed on to say (in Spanish) that my mother thought it was so important to speak Spanish in Texas that she hired a nanny—okay, housecleaner—to teach me.

      Dianne conceded and switched to English. “I am very fond of Latin dancing.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      “Your mother thought that important too?” Her cathedral-arched eyebrows indicated disbelief.

      “She did,” I said, instantly grateful for all the Saturday morning ballroom classes I’d grumbled about. “All ballroom dances.” I held out my hand as my guardian angel put on a Gloria Estefan tune.

      And that’s how you get a date with Dianne: (1) Speak Spanish and (2) Dance.

      Ten years on, the years are still kind to her, downright generous, and today she rocked a splendid, flared dress of emerald-green velour. Touches of scarlet glistened in sequined fascinators in her shiny dark hair down to her be-blinged ballerina flats. Add her mother, sisters, aunts, and cousins to the scene, and the total effect overwhelmed the senses, especially when combined with the gardenia perfume the Cortez women love. My head swam as I inhaled its aromatic scent, just on the edge of too sweet.

      Chantal wheedled them into remaining frozen for photos before she switched to video as, young and old, they all chattered, so excited, because opening your own business was a thing to celebrate.

      “I bet you can use these videos on TikTok,” said Chantal, pleased with herself. “And the photos are going to be great. The light’s perfect. Who’s doing your social media?”

      “JD,” replied both Dianne and Johnny, almost to the porch, behind his family.

      Which is how it goes. Johnny and Dianne do their specialties, Chantal does all her stuff, and I do whatever’s left. Maybe Chantal would help with the social media, at least show me how.

      “Where are your people, JD?” asked Chantal as the Cortez family thundered towards the behemoth house that was going to change my life.

      “Maybe they misunderstood the time for the Families Only Tour,” I said, casual to the max. I told them the wrong time, so as not to have to hear their opinions of JD’s latest stunt, which couldn’t be good. “Let’s not wait for them.”
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      I had three goals for the day: to charm or at least not to repulse Beauchamp; to shore up Johnny through this event, which promised to be the biggest one I’d ever see him attend other than college graduation; and to avoid Dianne’s mother’s matchmaking schemes. No one grieved more than Conchita Cortez when Dianne and I broke up, every time.

      To achieve the third aim, I lagged well behind the others and pretended to look at the scenery from the front porch. We first saw Gregg House in the early fall, a cheery, colorful time of year in Texas. In those days, the cotton-candy crepe myrtles fluffed around the house in shades of pinks, the Day-of-the-Dead marigolds along the walkways blazed orange and yellow, and the esperanza bushes along the fence hung heavy with their yellow bells. Now the crepe myrtles were stripped bare, the marigolds were compost, and the esperanza bushes had dropped both bells and leaves. Esperanza means hope, now gone for the year.

      Once I crossed the threshold, the house grabbed my attention again. I caught my breath at the vaulted, frescoed ceilings in a gallery-hall the length of a sportsball floor that extended to the back door, the open floor plan before open floor plans were cool—way before, having been built in 1897. I was surprised the Catholics weren’t genuflecting. To the eyes of a generic Protestant (no traditions and proud of it!), Gregg House looked like a cathedral. The bristling greenery of the Christmas decor, including a spangled Christmas tree the size of a middle-aged redwood, added to the majesty.

      The acoustics were awesome. I tested them last night with the baby grand piano at the far end of the gallery-hall, across from the shiny, newly renovated kitchen (because nobody wants history in their kitchen). After years of wearing headphones and pounding on an electric keyboard, it felt great to have music roiling around me. My roommates put up with it for a while because I claimed to be practicing for today.

      Now people were roaming the gallery-hall, but I could hear distinct parts of conversations from the front of the house instead of a mush of voices, from admiring comments on the black orchids I brought from Austin, which made me wince, to exclamations over the kitchen and the piano at the back of the house.

      As I waited while Dianne handed her mother one of her Latina business cards—“Guadalupe Dianne Cortez y Jáquez, CPA, CFE,” in a speck-sized font—I glanced behind me at the turret offices: Dianne’s shimmering in sleek glass and delicate chrome, with a silvery nameplate by the door announcing “G. D. Cortez” in dainty script. On the opposite side, my office proclaimed the majesty of the law with heavy antiques from Johnny’s grandmother’s grandparents. By the door someone had slapped a Post-it note with “JD Thompson” scribbled in a fat-bladed Sharpie. I snatched it and crumpled it in my pocket. People would have to guess. Post-its didn’t go with the decor.

      We barricaded our offices and the bedrooms with baby gates draped in red velour and holly sprigs. Mrs. Ly developed them long ago to keep the marauding hordes out of private spaces. Dianne expressed gratitude that people couldn’t paw through her underwear. I worried more about the office equipment.

      While the crowd made disorganized progress down the hall, I pretended to study the reception desk. My gaze bounced away from the three-bloomed black orchid plant to the artful display of cards and coupons scattered around the guest book. At first I saw only Chantal’s cards for all her skills. I thought she didn’t want to live here full time. I spotted some cards for our band as well (MultiABBA, originally Multicultural ABBA, which no one could say or spell, but a good description of a group ranging from lily white to Mississippi River brown). Then I found those for the current enterprise: Free well-pet exam! Free basic tax return! Free twenty-minute legal consultation!—wait, what? I should have moved in earlier, to foil or hear about these plans, even if it meant chopping ingredients for Johnny, applying sequins to all non-sentient surfaces for Chantal, and doing any scutwork that occurred to Dianne. It occurred to me that I was now signed up for unlimited years of “JD can do it.”

      I didn’t mind running all over Austin for weeks in pursuit of everything the others thought vital to this day. I could endure playing piano for Chantal’s carol singing and admit with good grace to having been in a band. In Texas nobody trusts anybody who was never in a band.

      My gaze bounced away from the desk surface to the photos mounted on the left wall. I groaned at the first one: a MultiABBA publicity photo. Admitting I was in a band was one thing; a photo of my younger self prancing in a yellow satin suit would not inspire confidence in potential clients.

      The flashy yellow satin (lovingly stitched by Chantal and Dianne, with me contributing the parts that any idiot could do) did go nicely with the heavy gold and red velvet furniture from the 1940s. The somber chairs and sofa faced a handsome Vietnamese silk painting, also gold and red, on the opposite wall (and over the Lys’ big screen TV). Above the chairs and sofa, our own mementos replaced many of the Ly family photos: graduations, Dianne’s quinceañera and dance performances (ballet, folklórico, Latin ballroom), and—Ack! Even a photo of Dianne and me at the University of Texas’ yearly Great Waltz. At least I wore a tux, not yellow satin. As I stepped forward to figure out what year it was, I caught the gimlet eye of Johnny’s grandmother, sunk into a throne-like red velvet chair. She reminded me of the piano teacher who knew at a glance that I hadn’t practiced. I suppressed the impulse to run and the unreasonable anger that everything was her fault, although it was.

      She was the one who found Johnny at the ashram, caring for the resident feral cat colony, and asked whether he wanted to return to zoo vet school—he had at least a year left—or if not, did he want to take over her historic mansion in Beauchamp. She would remodel the house one last time to include a vet clinic. Like a be-gentled movie villain, he held and stroked the last kittens (because he’d neutered and spayed the tribe) as he said that any more school would be bad for his health. Maybe he could limp by with his bachelor’s in biology, regular vet school, and veterinary acupuncture training. He’d prefer to have a cat clinic, though of course he’d help any suffering animal.

      When he invited old college housemates to join him in Beauchamp, Dianne and I fell over ourselves accepting. Dianne’s vast, prestigious accounting firm was sucking out her soul like Ye Old Firm was doing to me, and neither of us could believe we’d taken out many-digit loans to earn multiple degrees for this extraordinary rendition.

      After that first giddy flush, like any new relationship, a lump settled into my gut that felt like the size and weight of those cannonballs at the Alamo. Every day I made a list of advantages and disadvantages for staying where I was and
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