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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s beginning to look a lot like Sukkot, everywhere you go,” I sang in bass-baritone tones, kidnapping an old Christmas favorite. “There’s a sukkah on your front porch, where you can eat your borscht, along with many people you don’t know.”

      I escaped my ground-floor office in Gregg House’s south ground-floor turret, where the door’s name plate declared the occupant JD Thompson, Attorney at Law. I was headed for the stairs to our residence floor, when my three-time ex-girlfriend, current business partner, and permanent friend Dianne Cortez (CPA, CFE) danced by me into her office opposite mine in the north turret. She muttered, “And then Halloween! Sometimes I long for the good old holidays in corporate land when a rope of dull tinsel and a half-hour party was good enough.”

      We live and work with another college housemate (Johnny Ly, DVM) in a Victorian mansion that somehow plopped down in Beauchamp, Texas, twenty-two miles from Austin and many more from anywhere else. Two turrets jutted out in front, where Dianne and I have our respective offices, with a porch and the front door in between them. The semicircular windows gave us a great view into the tent-like sukkah, attached to the front porch, and of the lawn, where the entire population of Beauchamp and beyond tramped across to take the advice of the yard sign: “Eat your lunch in the sukkah!”

      The sukkah was, of course, our intern’s idea and execution, not that he’s Jewish. Darryl Swann assists Johnny (whose grandmother is Jewish) in the cat hospital, Dianne with never-ending tax returns, and me with my legal grind. Decorating for the holidays, all the holidays, brings Darryl enough joy to keep him doing those other jobs.

      And he brings in more business than any of our floundering marketing efforts have. Ever since the Passover-Easter-Oestara debacle, about which we do not speak—though you might have seen it on TV—word spreads around Beauchamp like chiggers in the grass when Darryl puts up a new display. People suddenly remember their cats’ vaccinations, burning tax and accounting questions, and even legal matters, such as divorce. But I’m sure that couple would have split up anyway.

      Darryl’s current cunning plan involved an extravaganza for the Jewish High Holy Days—all of them—to bribe Johnny’s consent to a haunted house in the front yard for Halloween. Johnny’s never been a fan of that holiday, but his recent conversion studies gave him an ardent love for the High Holy Days.

      But Darryl’s vision of Sukkot involved attaching a three-sided hut, or sukkah, to the front porch. I doubted clients would push their way through the Sukkot workshops—with Darryl doing the crafts and Johnny the religious explanation—and then brush aside the curtain of dangling squash and corn decorations, all before they reached the front door. I’m sure Dianne is running analytics on the number of office visits.

      My calendar was clear for the nonce, so I crept up the stairs to our living space with that secret tingle that comes from illicit activity during work hours. Why shouldn’t I? Nobody needed me now, and I was close by if that changed.

      I had no one to scold me—okay, Dianne—but still I moved fast and furtively. I’d been here just hours before, at daybreak, and already I couldn’t wait to get back. A frisson of thrills coursed through my body. I grabbed supplies from my bedroom and scooted out on the balcony that overlooked the town. I sighed in deep satisfaction once ensconced on the balcony’s chaise longue. Home. I was home.

      I opened my notebook and looked at the lines I’d written earlier. The last one had bothered me ever since I set it down. It didn’t evoke the feeling I was aiming for, and it clunked to a stop instead of transitioning to greater glory.

      Poetry is hard.

      Words ping-ponged through my brain. I shuffled through them like prom dresses on a rack. Between my two sisters and ten female former roommates, I know about shopping. I’d almost captured le mot juste—such a great expression. The French are like that. The expression translates as the just word, rightful, exact. It brings legality and righteousness into word choice.

      My phone rang.

      Of course.

      Ignoring it wouldn’t help, especially if a client were calling. But caller ID showed my grandfather’s name. My father I might ignore, not his father. Still, I scribbled a few words so I wouldn’t forget.

      “How are y’all doing?” I asked, tense. Someday the answer wouldn’t be good.

      “Fine. We’re fine.”

      “Well, that’s great.” I tried for specifics. “Grandmother still improving?”

      “Better every day.” He cleared his throat. “I’m grateful for that little keyboard you gave her. It made me realize that if she could still play every piano piece she ever learned, her mind wasn’t deteriorating. Since the doctors took her off the dozens of medications they’d prescribed and she started a better diet—your friend Johnny helped with that—my wife has come back to me, and I couldn’t be happier.”

      I echoed his sigh of relief. “We all are. Do you need more of Johnny’s bread?”

      “We have enough to last until we make our next trip to Beauchamp. Arline has a meeting with her concert planners in a few weeks. I wanted to talk to you before then. As big as Gregg House is, it’s hard to get a private moment.”

      “True,” I agreed, apprehensive. Even in a 4,000-square-foot mansion, people are always spilling into each other’s spaces. Anxiety raised its snake-like head as I wondered what he wanted to say to me that others shouldn’t hear.

      “I’d like to hire you.”

      “What?” My pulse ticked faster.

      “I want to hire you.”

      My mind churned, confused. “But you have a lawyer, don’t you? I can’t remember the name, but I think I’ve met him.”

      “Yes, you have, and I still use him, but this is a personal matter.”

      How it could be more personal than his will and end-of-life documents, I couldn’t imagine. Wrong. I could imagine lots of things, but I didn’t want to handle any of them. “Look, I’m not the person you want. I shouldn’t get in the middle of a family mess.”

      “This hearkens back to my Vietnam days, before I started a family.”

      Now I really didn’t want to hear it. In his years of active duty as a Marine, Grandfather was stationed in the worst places during the Vietnam War and so severely wounded that he’d spent months in rehab. He never talked about his service, but the two generations before me whispered about it. They always shut up around young me, leaving me to the mercy of my overactive imagination.

      In my most definite voice, I declared, “I’m honored you’d ask, but I don’t feel I should act for family members, like doctors don’t treat their families.” The silence extended long enough to make me nervous. “I can recommend someone, if you’d like.”

      “No, not necessary. I appreciate your position.”

      After polite goodbyes, I nestled into the cushions and sighed while I flipped open my notebook again.

      The balcony door opened behind me.

      “Chasing the muse?” asked Dianne, her arms full of her gold-and-white Siamese cat Nevada. She settled in the adjacent chair, Nevada stretched out on her chest. The glamorous feline shoved an insistent head against Dianne’s cheek.

      “I was, but she got away. My grandfather called.”

      “Not bad news, I hope.”

      “No. He wanted me to work for him.”

      “What an honor! He must think highly of you.” She scratched Nevada’s head. A rumbling purr filled the air, louder than traffic on the road.

      She had a point. Grandfather had been a U.S. attorney. “I didn’t think of it that way. I turned him down.”

      “Why on earth would you do that?”

      I gave her the doctor analogy. She replied with pithy Spanish insults.

      I tried again. “It seemed more personal than I’d want to handle. Some things you don’t want to know about your family. They might affect my ability to help him.”

      “I can’t imagine what, JD. I used to keep books and file taxes for my extended family. They probably thought a fifteen-year-old wouldn’t know about Ashley Madison and OkCupid, but Google existed even then, and I told them dating sites weren’t legitimate tax deductions.”

      “Do you still work for them?”

      Her lips curled up in an evil smile. “Most were put off by my charging market rates after I graduated and earned my certifications. Others I refused when I told them I couldn’t keep their secrets anymore. But my client list still has family.”

      “I don’t want that.”

      She snuggled her cat closer.

      I turned the subject. “What kind of break are you taking?”

      “I’m taking a cat break after a client meeting that made my head ache. They’ve got their affairs tangled like spaghetti, and the very last day to file this year’s taxes is looming far too close. I also wanted to see how they looked after navigating the sukkah. I wish it had kept them from coming in.”

      We watched the crowd of people in the yard. It was easy to pick out Dianne’s clients wading through the lunch eaters and looky-loos. While we watched, an equally determined, middle-aged couple approached the porch from their car.

      “You or me? I’ll bet you a quarter they’re for you,” I said.

      She shook her head. “Won’t take it, not this close to tax day.”

      Darryl’s voice carried up to us. “I’ll see if Mr. Thompson is available.”

      Dianne held out her hand. “Changed my mind.”

      “No backsies,” I said, rising to my feet and gathering my notebooks.
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      I dashed downstairs and was sitting at my heavy, antique desk when Darryl brought in the professional-looking couple. Because every day is casual Friday in this office, my clothes didn’t match theirs.

      He waved his hands, saying, “JD Thompson—Mr. and Mrs. Abreu. I gotta get back to the lulav-making craft before the kids go feral.”

      On closer scrutiny, the newcomers didn’t look old enough to be my parents, though success can shave off many years.

      As we seated ourselves in my office, I touched my great-grandfather’s nameplate at the front of my desk for luck, like I always did. He was the first James Thompson, attorney at law.

      My visitors glanced around my office. They seemed to approve of the antique furnishings of dark old wood and red velvet. I didn’t mention I was renting space and furniture from Johnny’s grandmother.

      A young orange tabby cat jumped out of hiding and skittered across my desk.

      The dark-haired woman laughed. “May I pet him?”

      “He lives for it,” I said as I handed over the little purr-slut. “His name is Ginger Tom.”

      The sandy-haired man gave his wife an affectionate smile as she cooed and stroked the cat snuggling in her lap. “Judge Pereira said you weren’t the average lawyer.”

      That surprised me, his former clerk. I was never sure he knew I’d worked for him. Sometimes he seemed to be blotting out that fact. I raised my eyebrows. “Probably true. Is that what you want?”

      “Perhaps. Families can get stuck in their own ruts. We read about your sukkah on a mailing list. I need legal advice about my father’s will and a family mystery. I liked the idea of consulting someone Jewish.” Mr. Abreu ran his hand over his close-cropped, light-colored hair.

      “Methodist, actually,” I said, tapping my phone to summon Johnny. “My partner Johnny is Jewish and in charge of mysteries. I’m happy to help with the legal side.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Abreu looked at the top of the bookcase next to my desk, where a massive, twisted ram’s horn lay.

      “Since I played trombone in high school, Johnny thought I should play the shofar for High Holy Days,” I explained.

      “Did you blow it every day during the previous month and one hundred times on Rosh Hashanah?” asked Mrs. Abreu.

      My lips twitched in painful memory. “I did. It moved Johnny to tears, but that was because it reminded him of a dying rhino he tended in his zoo vet residency. So I can’t say I enticed music from the shofar, just suffering.”

      A ghost of a smile flitted across the man’s face. “Music isn’t the point.”

      His wife nodded with an affectionate look in his direction.

      “That’s what Johnny said.” I checked my phone to see if he’d responded.

      Johnny came down the gallery-hall at that moment, escorting his latest vet patient and client. A small girl around kindergarten age trailed behind them. Usually his clients go in and out the clinic’s door on the north side of the house. But since Sukkot began, a number of people come through the main hall to see the festivities on the front porch.

      “My daughter wants to see the—what is it?” asked a woman’s voice over a cat yowling in its carrier.

      “Sukkah,” said Johnny. “For the Feast of Tabernacles. Darryl and I are conducting a workshop. I’m going out now to explain the religious elements.”

      “Can I stay, Mommy? Can I?” begged the girl. “You can take Snowball home and come back and get me.”

      Johnny followed them outside. His soft, somber voice explained the mysteries of Sukkot and the sukkah. He appeared at my door a few minutes later. I made explanations and introductions, with the couple insisting on being Vidal and Miri now that we knew each other better. Vidal was a hospital administrator, and Miri worked with Alvarez County School District.

      Johnny lowered himself into a channel-stitched chair and said with precision, “In one sense, yes, I am Jewish. My grandmother is Jewish, but my mother is not. So it is necessary for me to convert.”

      Both Abreus nodded in approval. Vidal pulled out the thinnest attaché case I’d ever seen, close to a file folder, and then pulled out a document, also thin.

      Cute. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone handed me papers. That’s why on the eighth day God invented the Cloud. As I skimmed the last (presumably) will and testament of Samuel Abreu and its accompanying probate papers, Darryl’s voice carried through the open windows. “And you tie the three branches together to make your lulav, kind of a plant-based lightsaber. Then you wave it around in six directions. That doesn’t mean find six people to hit!”

      As the lightsabers rustled and whacked, they filled the air with a sharp, woody fragrance.

      Johnny’s brows drew together. “I hope that’s not disrespectful.”

      “Maybe not. The rabbis are always trying to reach the younger audiences.” Miri’s eyes danced. “But if you want the advice of an experienced teacher, use cardboard, pool noodles, and nerf balls, not real branches and fruit.”

      “I think you’re right.” Johnny had to raise his voice over the commotion outside as the young ones chased each other with their new weapons. “Not five minutes after I said the prayer with them and they’re already at war.”

      Shaking my head over the human race, I continued reading. “I’ll look more closely and calculate the separate and community property, but offhand I don’t see anything unusual. It looks like half the estate goes to the widow, with a life interest in the house where she’s living, and the other half is divided between his four children, one of those children being from a previous marriage.”

      “That would be me,” said Vidal. “Please look at the phrase after the children’s names.”

      “‘…so long as they embrace our heritage.’” I frowned. “That phrase has no legal definition. Even if the rest of the family is more religious⁠—”

      Miri sniffed. “His eldest half-brother’s wife calls it kosher when she puts the bacon on a separate shelf in the refrigerator.”

      “—the court won’t enforce something that vague,” I finished. “If your father had listed specifics like—” I glanced at Johnny for support.

      He obliged. “Like a bar mitzvah or aliyah to Israel.”

      “Something specific and measurable,” I agreed. “People might argue about how well someone keeps kosher or celebrates holidays, but not about having a specific ceremony or immigrating.”

      “You don’t know my brothers!”

      “Half-brothers,” emphasized his wife. “His father’s new wife and her sons did everything possible to push my husband out of the family.”

      Vidal protested, “As a child, I was happy to be pushed out. My mother’s best friend, my Auntie Marian, always opened her door to me. I never doubted my place in my father’s heart. His growing up in the shadow of the Holocaust meant he’d never be like the fathers on TV. But he split his estate evenly between us, very fair.”

      “Wills are the septic tanks of all families,” I observed, trying to pull the conversation back to specifics. “No matter how great or small the inheritance. Do you think your brothers would challenge the will?”

      “They’ve never stopped!” exclaimed Miri. “Since the day his father died, they’ve complained. They said Vidal exercised undue influence on his father in his last days.”

      I flipped through the papers again, checking the dates. “That would be a hard case to prove, with the will written ten years before and the even distribution of the assets. If I were going to unduly influence someone, I’d make sure I got the whole enchilada, not equal shares with my siblings.”

      Vidal spread his hands. “It’s ridiculous. One of them claimed he wanted to live in the house he’d grown up in.”

      Miri sniffed. “As though his wife would consent to live in a 1950s ticky-tacky house with one bathroom.”

      “I said he could have the house and give the rest of us a share of the current market value. That would be fair.” Vidal’s voice grew heavy. “That wasn’t what he had in mind. I should give him my share out of brotherly love.”

      “And it was all a scam, because his wife told me they intended to sell it as soon as they got the title.” Miri’s eyes flashed with disgust.

      “Your other brothers wouldn’t like that,” I observed.

      “They were in on it! They were going to get part of the purchase price, not as much, because they wouldn’t have fixed up the house for sale, but they didn’t mind sharing with each other, just not with me.” Vidal’s sigh sank down to our basement level. “Family was important to my father because he’d lost all his, and my brothers and I can’t even carry on a civil conversation.”

      “That’s hardly your fault,” Miri patted his arm.

      They exchanged a look while the kids outside pelted each other with etrogs. Fat lemons played the part of etrogs in our celebration, and a sharp citrusy aroma soon filled the room.

      Vidal continued in a heavy voice. “Kids, right? My daughter thought it would be fun to get a DNA test. She gets the results, and then an email through the company, obviously a form letter sent to multiple people.” He handed me another paper.

      
        
        Hello, your DNA test identifies you as a relative of my husband Mitchell Wade. He died serving his country. He never knew his blood relatives and was estranged from his adoptive family. I wanted as many relatives as possible to know him, even at a distance, so his memory doesn’t die with me.

      

      

      Bewildered at the turn of the conversation, I said, “Given that the letter writer doesn’t ask for contact, I would say thank you, express my sympathy, and write his name in the family Bible, if I had one. If I were feeling generous. What relation is he to your daughter?”

      “Her father,” said her father.

      Silence fell like velvet, except for the screams from the lulav lightsaber brigade outdoors.

      I shut the windows and inhaled the lingering crepe myrtle scent. “That must have been a shock for you.”

      “Not half as much as for me,” said the girl’s mother.
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      Vidal took Miri’s hand and tucked it close to his heart. “Let me say that I absolutely trust my wife.”

      She smiled and leaned in closer to him. “You should. Rikki looks exactly like you. But I realize, in this instance, you have faith, but I am certain. Still, we should both take the test, for the children’s sake. I never had any doubt about who I am, but I will not have Rikki and Ethan wondering.”

      Her husband added, “I never saw the point in those DNA tests, and my father was absolutely against them. Told us he didn’t want us rummaging around in our genes like that.”

      “I’d have thought he might want to find any connections, no matter how remote, who survived the Holocaust,” Johnny commented.

      Vidal shook his head. “That’s reasonable. But no. Maybe the ones he loved were dead and he didn’t want contact with any others. Me, I say, look at the family you got. You want more of that?”

      Good point. The thought of my own father froze the smile on my face. “I like your wife’s suggestion.”

      “Of course, Rikki did notice that this Mitchell Wade was listed as her father. After she calmed down, I told her it was a mistake at the DNA company.”

      I agreed. “That would be my assumption. How have your brothers acted over the will? Is it in probate yet?”

      “Not really, and here it is almost a year after his death. We should be planning the unveiling of his headstone. Instead, they squabble about everything and just got around to filing for probate a couple of months ago. We had ninety days to submit an inventory of the estate. Now that time’s nearly up, and the inventory isn’t finished.”

      “What do you do when they argue and threaten?” I asked.

      Miri jumped in. “He appeals to their better nature, which they have not got, their love for their father, which I doubt they have, and their father’s wish for them to dwell in harmony, about which they could care less.”

      “Miri—”

      She ignored her husband. “These are the kind of people they are. We planned to name our daughter Rivka, after my grandmother and the matriarch.”

      “You know the matriarch as Rebecca,” Johnny told me. I must have looked confused.

      Miri continued, “Alec said we couldn’t, because they were going to use that name for their baby. They didn’t want it to look like they named her after her cousin. They wanted a unique name for her. I shut that down right away. Told them only two people may name a child, a parent or a rabbi. Then they complained when we called her Rikki—not respectful to the matriarch, they said—I repeated what I said earlier and told them I never wanted to hear another word about my children’s names. They named their daughter Savanna. Good Jewish name, am I right?”

      I asked, “Are any of them attorneys? Or have connections to a law firm? Do they have the kind of unlimited funds they’d need to spend on fruitless lawsuits?”

      Vidal shrugged. “They’re not associated with the legal profession and aren’t particularly successful in their careers. Alec asked one of his college friends who’s a lawyer to help with probate. He isn’t doing much, it seems to me. I’d call our potential inheritance a comfortable sum, but I wouldn’t spend it on lawsuits.”

      I looked from Vidal’s worried face to Miri’s indignant one. “Given that they’re behaving like they always do, why are you especially concerned now?”

      “Because I’ve had enough of their nonsense!” Miri’s face turned brick red.

      Vidal sighed and shook his head. “A DNA test really would be going against my father’s wishes, his often-repeated wishes. Rikki told her cousins she was doing the test, though she didn’t tell them the results, and my brothers immediately claimed I’d forfeited my inheritance by not embracing our heritage.”

      I glanced at Johnny. “Is there any reason a Jew shouldn’t take a DNA test?”

      “I don’t know of any.” Johnny looked upward and thought. For a second, I thought the answer would be short. Silly me. “I will ask my rabbi. There has been some interest in identifying not only Jewish ancestry, but Jewish priesthood. The kohanim, it is said, are directly descended from Aaron the High Priest, brother of Moses. Indeed, it was found when examining the YAP haplotype of the Y chromosome of kohanim and non-kohanim, that the majority of kohanim descended from the same man who lived 3000 years ago. I find that fascinating.”

      “Fascinating,” Miri agreed. “But it takes more than genetics to make a kohanim.”

      “Or a Jew in general,” agreed Johnny, excited to find someone sharing his interest.

      Dianne and I try to be polite, but it’s not the same as someone who knows and loves what he’s talking about.

      Johnny continued, “But the existence of such studies indicates to me that there is no general prohibition against DNA testing. According to my rabbi, the key to embracing your heritage is keeping a Jewish home. After the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem, the rabbis sought to save Judaism by moving the focus to the home instead of Temple sacrifices. I’m very glad of that.”

      Vidal shifted in his chair. “I’m as good a Jew as my father. My children made their bar and bat mitzvahs. They want to visit Israel when it’s safe. We keep the holy days. We support Jewish charities. We live too far away from Austin to regularly take part in congregational activities, but we support the synagogue and school. We don’t keep all kosher laws, but we avoid pork and shellfish, which is more than my brothers do.”

      Miri sniffed. “Ham and cheese on matzoh for Passover? I ask you!”

      I tapped my fingers on my desk. “Bottom line: you are named in the will. Your brothers are not overturning that. I doubt they could find a judge who’d agree that going against a parent’s personal preference would constitute not embracing your heritage—and we’re back to that phrase which has no legal meaning.”

      Vidal shook his head. “Judges today!”

      “True,” I acknowledged. “And Texas judges—you never know what they’ll come up with. But property tends to be the nearest thing to sacred that the law allows. If you’re curious about your father’s motives, the first thing I’d do is ask the attorney who drew up the will. Maybe there’s an explanation in the notes. Or maybe another relative or friend knows.”

      “My father was the only survivor of his generation, like many European Jews,” said Vidal, with the same shadow over his face as when he’d spoken of the Holocaust, what Johnny calls the Shoah. “My mother’s friend, Auntie Marian, maybe. She lived with us in Mama’s last months, and for some months after her death. In a weird way, it was the happiest and saddest time of my life. She went through all Mama’s things, all the photos and papers. I helped her for as much as I could stand, and she kept back whatever I wanted.”

      “I wore his mother’s wedding dress. Our daughter recently wore some of her clothes for Vintage Day at school,” said Miri.

      “You both were lovely,” said her husband with a fond glance. “So many memories. Auntie Marian and I looked through all the photos, just stuffed in boxes like people did then, and she put them in albums for me. She put all the important papers in a small metal safe with a lock, gave me and Papa each a key. After he married Sylvia, I put Mama and Papa’s ketuba, their wedding contract, in that safe.”

      “You’re certainly entitled to your own representation in the settlement of the estate. I can look through those documents and contact the original attorney, if you want. And I come with an advantage. My partner, in addition to being a CPA, is a Certified Fraud Examiner,” I offered.

      “I thought you were a vet,” said Vidal to Johnny.

      “My other partner,” I said. “Dianne Cortez. The next time your brothers bring up the subject, tell them to call your lawyer. I’ll slice them into bowls of quivering jelly. I doubt if I’ll need more than a phone call and a letter of the flaming variety. And people tend to back down when Dianne turns a gimlet eye on their books.”

      Miri’s eyes glowed. “I’d like that very much. Vidal, I know you don’t want to fight with family, and I love you for it, but we’ve done things your way for twenty years and your brothers just grow worse, especially since your father died. They’re cowards. They’ll back off. I don’t care if they never invite us for Seder again. Their wives are horrible cooks.”

      “Your sign says you’re a mediator too.” Vidal’s eyes pleaded with me.

      I raised my eyebrows. “I am, but mediations are successful only if all parties are motivated to settle. I don’t see them motivated to do anything. It’s hard to enforce an agreement for people to be civil to each other, and they’re not going to get anywhere with trying to disinherit you.

      “Terrify them first. Then talk nice to them.” Miri put her hand on her husband’s arm. “Please, Vidal, I don’t want you to suffer anymore. Let’s have JD and his partner do as he suggests. You’ll feel better for knowing where you stand, and JD won’t go after your brothers unless they start it. I’ll mention to the wives that we’ve got a wonderful new attorney. That might be enough to shut them up.”

      Vidal looked even sadder. “You’re right, Miri. I’m tired of this constant tussle. I know my father didn’t want his sons to spend our inheritance on battling each other. We’ll make an end to it. I’ll bring the documents to you this week, JD.”

      “The photo albums too. I’d like to see them.” Johnny added with the slight twitch of his lips that passes for a smile, “No charge. I just want to see them. And please come to Shabbat dinner on Friday night, if you don’t mind driving.” He looked ashamed, like he got a B on a test. “It will be vegetarian, but not kosher. I’m still working my way through the mitzvot.”

      I stepped up to take the blame. “It’s harder to keep kosher when your kitchen is communal, with roommates who store bags of bacon in the freezer.”

      Miri patted Johnny’s hand. “We’re not Orthodox. We can drive to a Shabbat dinner, and we don’t keep strict kosher. But we don’t claim otherwise.”

      Vidal assumed a patriarchal frown. “But if our kids ask for a bag of bacon—” he leaned forward to whisper, “Tell them they have to share with me.”

      “Oh, you!” Miri gave him a playful punch in the ribs, with all indications of an oft-performed couple’s joke.

      Johnny seemed relieved. “We’ll hope to see you then. This Friday will be special because it’s Sukkot.”

      Trying to remember a Shabbat Johnny didn’t consider special, I turned my courtroom eye on him as I buzzed Dianne’s office. “Dianne, we need you for contracts.” If Johnny had his way, he would do everything for free.
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      I liked this kind of job: helping someone with a minimum of effort on my part. I wouldn’t have to perform feats of legal derring-do, because the Abreus didn’t have a legal problem. They had a family problem. Just the sight of Dianne and me ought to make the brothers quake.

      After the new clients left, I initiated another Dance of the Law, a stately sarabande of stilted, emotionally neutral messages that announced Dianne’s and my entry into the Abreu estate fray and requested cooperation and documents. Vidal must have let his family know because by noon the next day, I’d received calls from all three brothers full of emotion and nonsense. I don’t stoke the flames on such calls, but I did keep track of how long each brother could spew without encouragement. The winner was the eldest, Alec, by two minutes.

      Vidal, Miri, and their children showed up for Shabbat dinner with a bouquet of fall flowers and a bright blue, cylindrical plushie with Hebrew letters embroidered in gold thread. Johnny, bemused, accepted the toy, and Dianne took the flowers. I stepped away because the screamingly bright bouquet included orange marigolds among the bronze mums, yellow sunflowers, and maroon carnations. Marigolds smother Texas in the fall, and I’m allergic to them.

      “It’s a toy Torah for Simchat Torah, just a few days from now,” said Miri. “We bought stuffed Torahs for our children when they were young, but we find they’re still useful when we can’t get to synagogue. Much better to dance around the house with something that won’t break.”

      “Ah, thank you,” Johnny replied, turning the plushie over in his hands to read the Hebrew. “Dianne taught me to dance, and I attend the Great Waltz at the University of Texas every year.”

      “You’ll be happy to know you don’t have to remember any steps for Simchat Torah. The congregation breaks into any kind of dance without warning.” Vidal handed off the photo album and documents right away, so as not to break the commandment of no work on Shabbat, he said.

      Johnny ignores that rule—excuse me, “has not yet embraced it.” He says it’s always permitted to save a life on Shabbat, and there’s no way to tell which of his customary activities might result in saving a life.

      He wanted to set Darryl to scanning the photo album, but Mr. Abreu said no, on Shabbat even your servants and beasts should receive a rest.

      Darryl’s face brightened. “Interns fall somewhere in there, right?”

      Mr. Abreu beamed. “Certainly they do. You’re excused from all duties until Saturday evening.”

      Darryl sighed. “Be nice, wouldn’t it? But somebody’s got to feed cats and scoop their boxes. Not really things you can let slide.” He gave a sideways glance at Johnny to be sure.

      Johnny replied, his expression abashed but noble, “I would count those homely activities under ‘saving a life,’ and I am willing to do them if you would like a complete Saturday off.”

      “Well, you always do half of them anyway, but it would be nice to party with my friends and sleep in late.” Darryl looked at Vidal. “Thanks!”

      During that theological exchange, Miri picked up one of the books Chantal Gaumont (our bandleader, part-time accountant, and part-time housemate) and Dianne insist on keeping on the reception table. When I objected, they pointed to the photos around the hall—pictures of our band, Dianne dancing (sometimes with me), even Johnny feeding stray cats at an ashram.

      “You write poetry!” Miri exclaimed.

      My face burned.

      Dianne and Chantal say Walks Along the Seine shows my sensitive side, which everyone wants in their lawyer. It also shows how well-rounded I am. Also, we still have a couple of boxes of the books in the basement, and we should do what we can to get rid of them. Chantal, the main book designer, has her cards for graphic design lingering artfully nearby (also her cards as an accountant and solo singer; we drew the line at her pole-dancing cards.)

      The origin story of the chapbook is my trip to Paris, right after I turned in my last college paper. I didn’t wait for graduation. What a choice—Paris or sit for hours in the Texas sun wearing a stupid cap and gown. I stayed four months, living my dream, writing poetry in cafés like a real poet, until the day before law school started. Dianne joined me for the last month, and we strolled along the Champs-Élysées and the banks of the Seine. If we could have stayed there, we’d still be together, I’m sure.

      I shared my poems with Dianne, of course, as well as the photos we and random Parisians took, including one professional photographer, in exchange for the license to sell them. We’re probably on some stock photo site. Equally of course, she conspired with Chantal to produce a book of both the poetry and photos for my Christmas present that year, even though law school, or my reaction to it, tore Dianne and me apart. I didn’t understand why they ordered as many copies as they did, though. “Quantity discount,” said Chantal.

      I mumbled this explanation to Miri as I searched for a pen to autograph the book as she requested. Miri’s eyes traveled from me to Dianne and back. I smiled at Miri but refused to look at Dianne, still busy with the flowers.

      Then I took Vidal’s materials from Johnny and put them in our safe while the rest of the crew set dinner out on the porch and the yard. Because it was the Shabbat during Sukkot, we served dinner in the sukkah, spilling into the front yard, the sukkah not being large enough to hold half the town. The card tables in the yard each had a centerpiece of a brick decorated with orange and yellow ribbon and a single carnation in each of the brick’s three holes, in acknowledgement that the fall evening breeze coming in from the southeast was close to a gale force wind.

      We sat the Abreus in the sukkah itself with the Black Orchid staff. Dianne happily turned her usual duty of singing the Shabbat prayer and lighting the candles over to the Abreus’ daughter Rikki. Singing in Hebrew has always made Dianne uncomfortable.

      “It’s not like it’s a spell and you’re going to accidentally summon the netherworld,” I’ve told her.

      “Oh? Please explain to me the difference between spells and prayers, because the nuns never made that exactly clear,” she’d retort.

      Rikki sang the Shabbat prayer in a throaty, confident voice, loud enough to be heard all over the lawn. She lit the candles with a sure, practiced hand. She did indeed look like her father: tall, blonde, with a splash of freckles across her face and arms. Ethan was shorter with dark hair and olive skin, plainly his mother’s child.

      The tantalizing aroma that hung in the air came from the two loaves of challah, the traditional Shabbat egg bread, that Johnny baked for every table. Sukkot didn’t have many food traditions, besides cooking foods of the harvest and, for some reason, stuffing them. That meant we had stuffed peppers, stuffed squash, stuffed dumplings, and—because Johnny’s meals tend toward fusion, if not outright collision—enchiladas and egg rolls.

      Miri praised all the food and exclaimed to her husband, “These egg rolls remind me of those we had at that Vietnamese restaurant, the one in downtown Beauchamp. We used to go there for date night when the children were little. I was sad when it changed hands. Not the same now.”

      “My grandfather owned that restaurant. He retired and sold the business,” said Johnny, a slight smile hovering on the edges of his mouth, his indication of wild delight.

      Miri and Vidal exclaimed at the connection and hoped Mr. Ly was doing well.

      A shadow flickered across Johnny’s face. “He died several years ago, but he would have been happy to know you liked his egg rolls. He taught me to make them.”

      “May his memory be for a blessing,” said Miri. “Your egg rolls taste exactly like his.”

      I wanted to talk to Rikki about her DNA test, both her motivations and reactions, but the dinner table didn’t seem the place for the conversation. Chattering with Darryl, she seemed happy and carefree. I didn’t catch any smoldering side-eye towards her parents or seething resentment toward the world in general.

      Vidal departed that evening with an arm around each child’s shoulder. Since neither leaned away from him, I assumed (pending more data collection) that the family was on good terms. I called it certain when Miri, who had lagged behind to trade recipes with Johnny, ran to catch up. Her family enfolded her into their embrace.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I saw Vidal was the following week, as we continued the legal courtesy wars with a meeting in the opposing attorney’s office. Dianne and I had prepared for it. Me by playing Bach at the baby grand piano, “Invention No. 4 in F,” and she by using my music to accompany her ballet exercises at the portable barre she dragged into the gallery-hall.

      Prepared for battle by getting in touch with our deepest selves, we dusted off and donned our business drag for a trip to the offices of Bogart and Harrison in a commercially remodeled, two-bedroom house in downtown historic Elrod, the biggest town in the area before you reached Austin. This was going to be fun.

      I was glad the rest of the brothers hadn’t hired their own attorneys. They could have, but that would have been a free-for-all.

      Jacob Harrison, the attorney and principal in the law firm of Bogart and Harrison, forbade the wives to join the meeting on the grounds that his conference room, the former dining room of the old house, couldn’t hold everyone. So only he, the Abreu brothers, the widow, Dianne, and I attended.

      Harrison wasn’t prepared to handle crowd control of three snarling badgers, furious that their brother had hired a certified fraud examiner (Dianne). My client, I’m proud to say, sat quietly and referred all questions to his representatives. The widow Abreu sat silently with a sour expression on her face. I could see why Vidal hadn’t warmed to her.

      I kept repeating that probate would go smoother (and cheaper) for everyone if we did our examining up front, rather than after they went before the judge. Court day was likely to be smooth and uneventful if all the heirs showed themselves in agreement, providing they’d done due diligence.

      Then I sat back and admired Dianne’s cool, collected questioning, basically a polite rendering of “Why haven’t you done your job?” With her dark, wavy hair captured in a bun at her neck, she reminded me of a fierce young Latina politician. She handed out her standard estate worksheet with its lists of possible assets to be accounted for.

      The aghast expressions in the room, attorney included, told me they hadn’t considered most of the worksheet’s items.

      “We were hoping to avoid probate,” protested Levi, Brother #2.

      “I’m sure Mr. Harrison has explained that the estate would have to be less than $50,000,” I said. “Not to mention the real estate involved.”

      “Just the childhood home is worth more than that,” said Dianne, looking at the hard copy of the assets. “I’m curious about the valuation of the house. Did an appraiser come up with that number? We’ll want to provide documentation for all non-financial assets, like the houses, cars—oh, I see some jewelry listed. Definitely that, too.”

      That statement produced a growl from the widow.

      “Part of that due diligence,” I drawled. “We want to show that we’ve looked under every rock.

      The one hitch (which I refused to acknowledge) was that the Abreus had until November 7 to file an Inventory, Appraisement, and List of Claims with the court. The family had spent the previous sixty days fighting. Dianne appeared perfectly cool about it, but I knew she quaked inside at the thought of such an undertaking with October 15, the last moment to file income taxes for the previous year, just weeks away. She’d asked Chantal to give us as much time as she could on tax prep, and I knew any Gregg House resident who had hands instead of paws, including me, would be filling out basic tax returns to free the real accountants to take the hard cases and work on the inventory.

      We didn’t mention that to the opposition.

      We gathered the printouts we’d been given, Jacob promised to send us digital copies, and we promised to send him our thoughts after we’d reviewed everything. We took our solemn leave of everyone, lying about how thrilled we were to meet them.

      Still in our business personas, we proceeded at a deliberate pace down the street and around the corner to the car. Dianne looked over her shoulder and up at the attorney’s windows before breaking into a gleeful progressive cha-cha. After doing my own survey to make sure no one at Bogart and Harrison could see us, I joined her.
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      High Holy Days plowed into October. We did our best to celebrate with Johnny. I was happy to light a fat memorial candle in a jar for my mother on Shemini Atzeret while he lit one for his grandfather. Dianne did the same for her great-grandmother (and the rest of her ancestors). She helped Johnny with his theological struggle, namely whether his Buddhist grandfather would appreciate being commemorated in a Jewish ritual.

      Because her experience included a lifetime of Days of the Dead and seven years at Santa Maria Guadalupe College Prep, she was the expert among us. “Our ancestors appreciate being remembered, however we do it. You notice our Methodist representative is lighting a candle, and he’ll turn out for Día de Muertos too.”

      I haven’t got a joke yet for a Methodist, a Catholic, and a Jew walk into something, but I’m working on it.

      Dianne and I both brightened to learn that on Simchat Torah dancing may begin without prior notice (Johnny’s words). He had driven into Austin the night before to attend evening services at the synagogue, and when he returned the next afternoon, Dianne cued up a ballroom dance playlist, heavy on the Latin dances. We twirled from one end of Gregg House’s gallery-hall to the other, from front door to back door. We didn’t ask whether this kind of dancing was appropriate, and Johnny didn’t correct us. He can do ballroom dances because everyone who’s ever lived with Dianne learns, but for Simchat Torah he just spun in a slow circle, also the entire length of Gregg House, the biggest shotgun house ever built.

      Most clients who came joined in. They’re used to us.

      Darryl waited two respectful days after Simchat Torah before bringing up Halloween.

      “It’s not too early to plan,” Darryl insisted in the weekly Black Orchid Enterprises meeting with Dianne, Johnny, and me.

      Dianne raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “You need most of the month?”

      “It takes time to make a really spectacular display,” said Darryl, earnest as a preacher holding the collection plate.

      “I hate Halloween,” said Johnny, surprising us all with his fierceness.

      “I liked dressing up and running around the neighborhood with my friends.” Dianne’s eyes brightened with memories. “Then came Día de Muertos. That’s important to remember your family who have passed, and I’d like to have a big display, to honor everyone’s ancestors.”

      “Can do,” said Darryl, even happier. “We can use a lot of the same Halloween decor, marigolds and skeletons and such. We’ll put up a big altar outside. What do you call it? Ofrenda? Maybe on the second story porch? We can set it up early and unveil it on the proper day. We should have one in the reception area too. People will want to bring photos of their loved ones. Dianne, can your mother get us a truckload of marigolds again?”

      My nose twitched
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