
  
    [image: Cat’s Meow]
  


  
    
      CAT’S MEOW

      A FUR-EVER VETERINARY ROMANCE

    

    
      
        CARA MALONE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Lisbon Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Cara Malone

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Many thanks to my editor, Claire Jarrett, who keeps me motivated, encourages me to try new things, and always inspires me to tell the best stories I can.

      Thank you to my readers and friends in the lesfic community. You’re the best!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Ling

      

      
        2. Dakota

      

      
        3. Ling

      

      
        4. Dakota

      

      
        5. Ling

      

      
        6. Dakota

      

      
        7. Ling

      

      
        8. Dakota

      

      
        9. Ling

      

      
        10. Dakota

      

      
        11. Ling

      

      
        12. Dakota

      

      
        13. Ling

      

      
        14. Dakota

      

      
        15. Ling

      

      
        16. Dakota

      

      
        17. Ling

      

      
        18. Dakota

      

      
        19. Ling

      

      
        20. Dakota

      

      
        21. Ling

      

      
        22. Dakota

      

      
        23. Ling

      

      
        24. Dakota

      

      
        25. Ling

      

      
        26. Dakota

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Sneak Peek: Lovebirds

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            LING

          

        

      

    

    
      With cotton candy in hand, a stuffed lion won from the ring toss tucked under her arm, and a late summer breeze rippling through her T-shirt, Ling Walker strolled up the wide midway of the carnival, thinking life was just about perfect.

      One year away from a completed vet tech degree? Check.

      Money in the bank to move out of her parents’ house as soon as she found the right apartment? Double check.

      Awesome group of friends who didn’t mind doing cheesy things like playing carnival games on a Saturday night? Heck yes.

      And a gorgeous, bewitching best friend who was completely oblivious to her feelings, and who was currently walking ahead of her in a pair of curve-hugging jeans, arm looped around the third member of their little trio? …Unfortunately, also yes.

      Ling watched them, unable to reel in her jealousy as her two vet tech besties, Dakota and Amber, walked hip to hip and ate out of a shared bag of caramel corn. The two of them were roommates – had been since before Ling entered the picture in their first semester of school – and whenever there was an odd woman out, it was usually Ling.

      She didn’t mind when that meant pairing up with someone else in class, or sitting in the back seat when Amber drove and Dakota rode shotgun. But when it really counted, Ling wanted to be the one Dakota chose. She wanted to be the one awkwardly touching her hand inside the popcorn bag, drawing back and playing coy.

      “What should we do next?” Marley, one of Ling’s other friends – and her boss – asked beside her.

      On Marley’s other side was her partner, Blaire, who looked around and suggested, “Corn dog and a beer?”

      “I could eat,” Marley agreed, then nudged Ling with her elbow. “And I don’t mean that sugary crap you’ve been inhaling all night.”

      “You’re just jealous of my metabolism,” Ling shot back with a grin.

      Marley and Blaire were in their thirties, while Ling was just twenty-three, as was Amber. Dakota was just nineteen. Every once in a while, it was strange to have friends who were so much older – Marley and her fellow veterinarian friends couldn’t stand Ling’s music, and Ling could only shrug when they started quoting early 2000s movies. But most of the time their age differences went unnoticed.

      “You’re right,” Marley relented. “Enjoy the effortlessly flat stomach while you can, kiddo.”

      Ling stuck her tongue out at the nickname, and Marley and Blaire split off in the direction of the corn dog stand along with Marley’s best friend, Kiran. One of the aforementioned veterinarian friends, Syd, had already taken her wife, Addie, and their son, Liam, to play carnival games. That left Ling, Amber and Dakota walking on the midway.

      Ling wedged herself between Dakota and Amber, stealing a piece of caramel corn and trying to come across as playful even as her heart started hammering in her chest from the physical proximity to Dakota.

      “Hey, friends,” she said, “I don’t know about you two but I’ve still got a pocket full of ride tickets. Should we check out the Ferris wheel?”

      “Definitely,” Dakota said, her blue-gray eyes lighting up and catching all the romantic energy of the string lights on the midway. “And then maybe the haunted house.”

      “Can we skip the Ferris wheel and do the haunted house instead?” Amber asked, reaching over to reassert her ownership of the caramel corn. “You guys know I hate heights.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Dakota insisted. “You’ll be buckled in. Come with us.”

      “It’s not even a big Ferris wheel,” Ling said, ignoring Amber’s fear of heights. In that moment, Ling didn’t really care whether Amber came on the ride or not because she had her sights set on getting Dakota onto the most romantic ride at the carnival. Maybe this would be the year she finally built up the courage to confess her feelings.

      “Did I hear someone say Ferris wheel?” Kiran asked as she joined them with a corn dog in hand. “Marley and Blaire ditched me for the Tunnel of Love so I’m tagging along with you all – I love the views of the city from up there. You can see all the way downtown.”

      “Ugh, not helping,” Amber whined, but she got in line and ten minutes later, they were at the front of the queue.

      Ling had asked for Dakota’s help polishing off her cotton candy while they were waiting, and when she pointed out the little bit of blue sugar clinging to the corner of Dakota’s mouth, she was rewarded with the sight of her tongue gliding over her lips, seeking out the crystalized sugar.

      “Did I get it?” Dakota asked. Her eyes were the color of a cloudless spring sky, and trained on Ling alone… a rare treat. It made her stomach flip-flop in the most thrilling way.

      Ling smiled. “Nope. You’ve got a little more in the corner there.”

      She pointed, wondering if she had the guts to brush her thumb over the corner of Dakota’s mouth. In the end, the combination of her own indecision and the lightning speed of Dakota’s tongue won, and when she asked, “Did I get it this time?” Ling nodded.

      “You’re perfect.”

      “Thanks,” Dakota said, her smile betraying absolutely none of the nervous desire that was present in Ling whenever Dakota was near.

      After a year of classes, studying and hanging out together almost every day, Dakota had not a damn clue that Ling was hopelessly in love with her, and by the way Amber clung to Dakota too, Ling was beginning to suspect that she felt the same way.

      Ling hadn’t made a move yet for two reasons: one, the three of them really did make a great team and she was afraid to upset the balance of their friendship. And two, more importantly, Ling was a massive scaredy cat who couldn’t bear the possibility of pouring her heart out to her best friend and being rejected. Ignorance was not exactly bliss in this situation, but it sure beat a broken heart.

      “Next!” the guy working the Ferris wheel called, and before Ling even realized what was going on, Amber snatched Dakota’s hand and pulled her toward the waiting gondola.

      “You have to ride with me,” she insisted, “or I’ll chicken out entirely.”

      Dakota laughed and passed what was left of their caramel corn off to Ling. “Okay, okay – I’ll keep you safe.”

      Amber was already clinging to Dakota before the lap bar was even in place, and Ling just stood there, mouth slightly agape. She honestly couldn’t tell if Amber was terrified for her life or the best actress in the city of Granville.

      “Next,” the carnival worker said, waving Ling and Kiran forward.

      Ling sat down, situating the stuffed lion and caramel corn at her hip as Kiran sat beside her, and the gondola gave a little sway when he advanced the wheel again. Behind them, Ling could hear Amber squealing and squirming, even though they were no more than twenty feet off the ground. Ling stuffed a handful of caramel corn into her cheek.

      “You like her, don’t you?” Kiran asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “Dakota. She’s very pretty.”

      Pretty didn’t begin to cover it for Ling – sure, her waist-length dark hair looked gorgeous hanging over her shoulder, and the nose ring she wore whenever they weren’t in school added to her mystique. But there was also the way she visibly melted every time she met a cute animal, and how she always knew the answers in class but never came off as arrogant, and the fact that she liked all the same ridiculous junk food that Ling did…

      “Yeah, she is,” was all Ling managed, holding out the caramel corn bag to Kiran. It was petty, but she’d decided the moment Amber stole Dakota for the ride that there would be no caramel corn for her to come back to by the time they got off the Ferris wheel.

      Kiran took a handful and asked, “How come she’s sitting up there with Amber instead of here with you, then?”

      “You’ll have to ask Amber that,” Ling said, rolling her eyes as the ride lurched upward again and Amber let out an exaggerated shriek. They were about two-thirds of the way to the top, and it really wasn’t that big a Ferris wheel – not worth shrieking over, in any case.

      “I saw what happened,” Kiran went on. “What I meant was, you’ve been in class with her for a year, right? Why haven’t you told her how you feel?”

      “What are you, Dr. Phil?”

      “Nah, just a curious bystander,” Kiran said. “Although Marley does say I give pretty good advice.”

      “Well, I like her, but she’s also my best friend,” Ling said. “And so is Amber, which, as you can imagine, complicates things.”

      “You’re afraid of messing up the dynamic?”

      “You could say that,” Ling said, popping another mouthful of caramel corn just as the ride shuddered upward for the last time, having just boarded its last set of passengers. It started moving smoothly now, conveying them closer and closer to the summit.

      “Oh God!” she could hear Amber squeal from the gondola that was now above them, playing up her fear of heights for all it was worth. Ling chucked a piece of caramel corn upward and managed to hit the bottom of Amber’s sneaker, but she was too busy with the theatrics to notice.

      “Seems to me Amber might have an agenda of her own,” Kiran pointed out. “What if the dynamic gets changed and you’re not the one controlling it?”

      Ling chewed on her lower lip. That possibility had occurred to her – more than once – and she hated it. “They live together, so I have to assume that Amber’s even more afraid of messing things up than I am. She’s got more at stake.”

      “And yet she’s the one cuddling up to Dakota on the Ferris wheel,” Kiran said. Ling threw a piece of popcorn at her, and it stuck in her hair.

      “Why don’t you mind your own business?” she suggested. “I can’t help but notice you love dishing out the dating advice, and yet I’ve never even seen you flirt with anyone.”

      Kiran shrugged as she picked the popcorn out of her hair and popped it in her mouth. “I don’t really see the point in dating. I’ve got my research and my classes, and I travel a lot for conferences. My friends and family fill all my social needs, so what’s left?”

      “Umm, sex?” Ling said. Christ, she’d been drooling over Dakota for a full year, completely unrequited, and at times it was a miracle she could think of anything else.

      But Kiran just shrugged again, and held up her right hand, wiggling her fingers. “I’ve got it covered.”

      Ling laughed. “Fine, if that’s enough for you… not me, though.”

      “Well, then, you should think about the choices that led you to sitting here with me instead of up there with Dakota,” Kiran said with a sage smile.

      They were at the top of the Ferris wheel now and Ling could see her friends in the gondola ahead of them. Amber had both arms clamped around Dakota and despite hating how cozy they were getting, Ling had to admit that Amber looked genuinely scared.

      Dakota twisted in her seat to look back and shouted, “How’s it going back there?”

      “Bad news!” Ling called back, then up-ended the caramel corn bag. A couple of crumbs fluttered down and she winced, picturing the unsuspecting people at the bottom of the ride who were about to get a dusting of junk food in their hair.

      “You owe me a snack, Walker!” Dakota answered with a grin, and as their gondola began to descend, Amber risked a backward glance at Ling, then tightened her hold on Dakota.

      Kiran just chuckled. “You sure she’s as worried about the group dynamic as you are?”

      “I am so glad I ate all her caramel corn,” Ling said, attempting – in vain – to enjoy the rest of the ride.
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      When the Ferris wheel dropped them back on solid ground, Amber went directly over to a nearby bench and plopped down.

      “Oh, that is so much better,” she said, planting her hands on the wooden slats, grounding herself. Her blonde hair had gone slightly damp and stringy around her temples and Dakota looked around for a drink vendor to rehydrate her roommate.

      “You want something to drink? Lemonade?”

      Either Amber really was that scared of heights – something that hadn’t occurred to Dakota while they were waiting in line for the ride and she’d assumed Amber was just putting her old high school drama club experience to good use – or she just didn’t know when to end a scene.

      Amber looked over toward the Ferris wheel, where Ling and Kiran were getting out of their gondola, and shook her head. “No, I think I’ll be okay. I just want to sit for a minute.”

      “Okay…” Dakota thought about buying her a lemonade anyway – going to a carnival should be fun, not an episode of Fear Factor. But then Kiran split off to go find Blaire and Marley, and Ling came and met Dakota and Amber at the bench.

      “That was a lot of fun,” she said. “Kiran was right – you really can see all of Granville from up there.”

      “I wouldn’t know – I closed my eyes every time we got to the top,” Amber said.

      “Well, we just rode the tallest thing at the carnival, so the rest of it will be a breeze for you,” Ling said, holding out her hand and pulling Amber to her feet. “What’s next?”

      “Haunted house!” Dakota said. Her eye had been drawn to it as soon as she’d noticed the spooky signs scattered around the carnival grounds, and even though it was only the end of August, she was always up for a good scare.

      But this time, it was Ling shaking her head. “Do we have to?”

      Dakota linked her arm with Ling’s. “I promise it won’t be nearly as bad as the haunted schoolhouse we went to last year.”

      “You mean the haunted schoolhouse you dragged me to last year,” Ling corrected, but now Amber was on Dakota’s other arm, looking much better and pulling the two of them in the direction of the haunted house.

      “I rode the Ferris wheel. You can walk through a dinky carnival haunted house,” she said. “It can’t possibly be scary.”

      Ling took a deep breath, blowing it out through the fine strands of her jet-black hair. Dakota watched as they feathered away and then fell back over one cheek, and Ling said, “Okay, fine. But if you two think I’m not gonna climb the nearest one of you like a tree when the first zombie-clown-whatever with a chainsaw jumps out at me, you’ve got another think coming.”

      Amber snorted laughter and Ling said, “P.S., I ate all your caramel corn.”

      “Uh, yeah, I noticed,” Amber said. “Hope you don’t get a tummy ache from the big, scary zombie-clown-whatevers.”

      Ling raised the hem of her T-shirt and patted the flat expanse of her belly. “Nah, I have a cast-iron stomach. That’s what you get when you grow up eating spicy chicken hot pot and Sichuan everything.”

      Dakota looked away as Ling let her shirt drop, a little ripple of appreciation working its way through her own belly at the glimpse of Ling’s abs. She was cute, petite, easy to underestimate, but she was also fierce as hell when she wanted to be, and Dakota had spent the better part of last year trying to convince herself that her admiration for Ling was only as a friend.

      That was not to say that Dakota was oblivious.

      She knew both of her best friends were attractive queer women, and on days when her modesty didn’t get the better of her, she could admit that she suspected they’d each been attracted to her at times. But they were her best friends in the world – and Amber was her roommate. Dakota might have lived a sheltered, small-town life before she came to Granville, but she knew how ugly things could get when a happy little trio became a love triangle.

      So she pretended she didn’t notice the subtle flirtations when Amber clung to her on the Ferris wheel, or when Ling stole a piece of caramel corn right out of her fingers. And she pretended even to herself that the fact that Ling was obviously, cluelessly hot for her didn’t turn her on.

      And that was how it was damn well going to stay because she’d never had friends like this before. She couldn’t afford to lose either of them over something as ephemeral as love.

      They turned off the midway onto a smaller aisle lined on both sides with carnival games. At the end, the haunted house sat like something out of a Dracula stage play. It was all plywood and glow in the dark paint, and it truly did not look imposing – nothing like the actual converted schoolhouse they’d gone to last Halloween, with ghouls popping out of lockers and reaching between the bleachers in the gym.

      Nevertheless, Ling balked.

      “I don’t know…” She started to lag behind, dragging her feet, and Dakota couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “Really, you’re afraid of that?”

      “Don’t make fun of me,” she said. “I’m a scaredy cat but at least I own it.”

      “Come on, I’ll make sure you don’t die of fright,” Dakota promised, taking both of her friends by the hands and practically dragging Ling as they approached the haunted house.

      Up close, it was even more cheesy and unintimidating, but by the time they’d handed their tickets over and went through the turnstiles into the dark interior, Ling was glued to Dakota’s side.

      “Okay, but how do we know there isn’t a real psychopath in here?” she asked as they walked farther inside.

      The first room was nothing more than a narrow corridor with a flickering light overhead and large, framed mirrors on the dingy walls. Somewhere deeper inside, another group was making their way through the house and a kid’s shrill scream carried through the walls. The floorboards creaked with every forward step the three of them took, moving as a unit, and Ling’s breath tickled Dakota’s neck.

      “Seriously,” she whispered. “Have you ever considered the possibility that a dark haunted house with people screaming and lots of nooks and crannies to hide in is the perfect place for a real killer to strike?”

      “Umm, not until you put it so vividly,” Dakota said.

      “Seriously,” Amber added. “Ling, I think you have too good an imagination.”

      “I’m just, uh, looking out for you guys,” Ling said. “It’s not too late to go b–”

      But she stopped mid-syllable when a guy wrapped in cheap mummy cloths and drenched in corn syrup blood burst through one of the picture frames and reached for her. Ling was true to her word – she turned around and climbed right up Dakota in her effort to get away, one leg wrapped around her and both arms clinging to her neck. She’d never been that close to her before, her whole body pressed up against Dakota, and it would have been hot if not for the eardrum-bursting scream Ling let loose.

      Dakota actually heard the mummy break character and chuckle under his breath as he receded back inside the frame, and she petted Ling’s hair, feeling her friend’s chest heaving against her own.

      “Okay, he’s gone,” she said. When Ling had climbed off her, she smiled. “Jeez, you weren’t kidding about climbing me.”

      “If you make me walk through this whole house, I’m going to end up peeing my pants,” Ling promised, but Amber just gave her a sympathetic frown.

      “They won’t let us go back out the way we came in,” she said. “The only way out is forward.”

      “Shit. Okay, let’s just go as fast as possible, then.”

      She made a shield out of both of them, walking so close that Dakota could feel her brushing up against her back. Her own heart was beating a little harder, not because she found the haunted house scary, but because it was impossible to deny her attraction when her two best friends were pressed up against her like sardines in a can.

      Ling and Amber were as different as two people could be. Where Amber was dramatic and attention-hungry, Ling tended to be quietly clever. They could both make Dakota belly laugh until her sides hurt, but their senses of humor rarely matched up, just like their appetites. All those differences made them unlikely friends, and Dakota knew she was the glue holding the three of them together. Even so, they’d become an inseparable trio over the last year, and Amber and Ling were two of the most interesting, fun, cool people Dakota had ever met.

      She was lucky. If she’d never come to Granville for vet tech school, and if she hadn’t posted a roommate wanted ad on the college message boards before her first semester began, she probably would never have met them. But now, she couldn’t imagine her life without either of them.

      “Does that look like a shortcut?” Ling asked, pointing to a narrow hallway branching off the one they were in.

      “It looks like it’s for employees,” Amber said. “I think we’re supposed to go through that door straight ahead.”

      “Well, I’m not all that interested in what they want me to do, ya know?”

      “Come on,” Dakota said, reaching behind her and taking Ling’s hands in her own, leading her like a child who’s afraid of monsters.

      Amber pushed open the door at the end of the hall and took a step into the darkness within. That triggered a cheesecloth ghost to shoot along a track on the ceiling of the narrow hallway Ling had been advocating for. It dropped down right in front of her face and let out a somewhat electronic-sounding wail.

      “Move it, Amber, we’re getting attacked back here!” she shouted, putting her hands on Dakota’s hips and bulldozing her way through the door.

      The three of them ended up squished into a corner in the next room, Dakota pinned to the wall between Ling’s arms. Amber was laughing, and Ling blushed and let them both go once she realized there was no mortal danger – only cheesecloth and bad sound effects.

      “I’m not going to be able to look either of you in the eyes ever again when we finally get out of here,” she grumbled, making a show of dusting off her shoulders and standing a little taller. “Now, how do we get out of here?”

      “This way,” Amber said.

      Dakota peeled herself off the wall and tried to look at Ling, who wouldn’t meet her eyes but was all too eager to sandwich herself between the two of them as they headed farther into the room.

      Ten minutes and quite a few cheap jump-scares later, they ran through a thick black curtain and emerged on a new area of the midway. Ling was breathing heavy and Dakota was struggling to stifle a laugh at how many high-pitched screams she’d let out.

      “Hey, I survived,” Ling said, high-fiving both of them. “Did my scaredy-cat antics make it less fun for you two?”

      “Not at all,” Dakota said. “Honestly, I would have thought it was kinda dull if it weren’t for all your squealing.”

      “Oh gee, thanks,” Ling said. “Glad I could heighten your experience.”

      “Can I pick something now?” Amber asked.

      “Yeah, of course,” Dakota said, then got her first real startling of the night as her phone started to buzz in her pocket, making her jump.

      “What is it?” Ling asked.

      “Phone,” Dakota said. While Amber looked at the map they’d grabbed on the way into the carnival, Dakota took her phone out of her pocket and checked the screen.

      Mom.

      Was it nine o’clock already?

      “They’re gonna do fireworks in about half an hour,” Amber said. “Why don’t we walk over to the hill on the far side of the midway to get a good vantage point?”

      “Sounds good,” Ling answered.

      “Sure,” Dakota said, a little distracted, avoiding answering her phone.

      “You okay?” Amber asked.

      “Umm, yeah,” she said, watching as the call ended and her phone went dark. “My mom called – I forgot to tell her I was going to be at the carnival tonight. I’ll call her back tomorrow morning.”

      “Is she gonna worry about you?” Amber asked. She knew after a year of living together that Dakota’s mom called to check in and chat every night at nine, and she also knew that Dakota never missed it.

      Yes, she thought, then said, “I’m nineteen years old. She knows I have a life.”

      It was just that her mom wasn’t particularly happy about that fact, and it was one more reason why Dakota had to make the most of her final year of vet tech school and appreciate her two best friends for as long as she had them.

      She saw a voicemail come in, lighting up the screen again, and sent her mom a quick text.

      Out with Ling and Amber. Will call tmw.

      Then she linked her arms in Ling and Amber’s and spun them around in the direction of the hill. “Let’s stop for a funnel cake on the way.”
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      The next afternoon, Sunday, Ling was in her family’s dining room, all her binders and flash cards from last year spread across the table, along with a stack of brand-new school supplies. The new stack was impeccable – index cards still neatly wrapped in plastic, pens and highlighters in their packaging, shiny binders and dividers waiting to be labeled.

      The previous year’s notes, on the other hand… the word ‘shambles’ came to mind. Dog-eared pages stuck out of well-worn notebooks, flash cards splashed with coffee were rubber-banded together, and late-night cram sesh crumbs had tumbled out of her backpack when she’d upended it on the dining room table.

      “Yiiiiikes,” her younger brother, Jian, said as he passed through the room on his way to the kitchen. “Did one of the shelter dogs eat your notes and then throw them back up?”

      “Shut it,” Ling answered, picking up a dried out highlighter from the pile and chucking it in his direction. He dodged it easily and it smacked the wall, then rolled under the table.

      She was attempting to bring some form of order to the chaos because the new semester was starting tomorrow and she’d need to retain all of the old information – in her notes but also in her head. Every semester built on the last, and at the end of the two-year vet tech program, there was the Veterinary Technician National Examination, which would certify her to actually work in the field.

      It was all enough to make her feel a little anxious – she hadn’t been the best test taker in high school, and her poor study habits had come back to bite her the first time she tried to go to college a few years ago, when she kept freezing up during exams. She’d flunked out before she could even declare a major.

      She had to bring some semblance of order to this chaos because she couldn’t fail again. After twenty minutes of crumb-collecting and flash card organizing, the pile was looking the slightest bit more manageable, and then her mom came through the front door with double-armfuls of groceries.

      “A little help here?” she called, kicking the door closed with her heel.

      Jian was conveniently absent by then, so Ling went and took a couple bags from her mom. “What’s on the menu today?”

      “Dragon and phoenix balls,” her mom said, and Ling’s mouth instantly began to water. The crispy little fried chicken and shrimp meatballs were one of her favorite foods, although everything her mother cooked was incredible. It was almost enough to make Ling second-guess her plan to get an apartment of her own.

      “What else?” Ling asked.

      “Milk tea, of course,” her mom said. That was a staple of the mahjong group she’d played in every month since Ling was in high school. “I believe Amy is bringing egg tarts… and Jennifer mentioned dessert but I don’t know what she’s making…”

      The women, all Chinese-American, got together once a month to play and eat, and sometimes there were so many of them that there were multiple games going on at once. Ling joined in every so often, and she could hold her own at a mahjong table, but like her brother, she was mostly interested in the food.

      “Want to help me cook?” her mom asked as they unpacked the groceries.

      “I would,” Ling said, then pointed at the disaster area that the dining table had become, “but I’m kinda in the middle of something.”

      “Whoa, did your backpack explode?”

      “Sort of,” Ling said. “I’m trying to put my notes back in order before class tomorrow.”

      “Before the girls show up, you mean,” her mom corrected. She glanced at the clock hanging above the refrigerator, tsked and said, “You have one hour to clear off my dining table before the game starts. Why couldn’t you do that in your room?”

      “Sorry, sorry,” Ling said, sauntering back to the dining room. “I forgot it was mahjong day.”

      “You should clean that up and then join us,” her mom said as Ling started to stack index cards. “We need a fourth player.”

      Ling gave her mother a reluctant look. She almost always tried to get Ling to stick around and play, and Ling usually had an excuse at the ready. In high school, it typically involved a fair amount of sarcasm – What could be more fun than spending an entire Sunday afternoon with my mom’s friends? Lately, more often than not she had plans with friends, or things to study for, and her mom was stuck appealing to Jian or their dad.

      Today, though… Ling had no handy excuse.

      Dakota and Amber were holed up in their apartment, doing the exact same thing she’d been doing – prepping for the new semester. And the more Marley and her vet friends coupled up, the less time they had to hang out with their single friends.

      Killjoys.

      “Maybe,” Ling said at last, and her mom’s eyes lit up.

      “You always have fun once you’re at the table,” she reminded Ling, getting a pan to fry the dragon and phoenix balls. “Now clean up that mess!”

      “Yes, Mother,” Ling said, lightly mocking.

      Soon, her haphazard pile of notes was beginning to resemble something with a system of organization behind it, and the house was filling up with the delicious smell of fried foods. Jian wandered down from his bedroom again to steal a couple meatballs, and Ling said, “Hey, why does he get to eat and not play?”

      “Because Dad’s taking me shopping for football stuff this afternoon,” Jian said. “I grew out of my cleats over the summer.”

      “No problems in the jock strap department, I’m sure,” Ling shot back, and he gave her a sneer in response.

      They’d been like that for as long as Ling could remember – even when Ling was starting kindergarten just as Jian was starting to talk. They always found things to rib each other over. There was no real animosity behind it… it just felt like Ling’s duty as a big sister to give Jian a hard time – especially when he started school and the rivalry had a whole new audience of kids.

      “Jian is taking Cantonese this coming semester,” her mom said from the kitchen. “He’s going to Facetime grandpa in Hong Kong once a week to practice. Isn’t that neat?”

      “Sure,” Ling said, and Jian gave her a self-satisfied smirk as he stole another meatball, then headed back up to his room.

      Ling and her brother were third-generation Chinese-American and although their mother had lived her entire life in Ohio, she tried very hard to keep her own cultural heritage alive in her children. Hence, the mahjong and the language lessons and the admittedly irresistible food. When Ling was younger, she longed for a simple peanut butter and jelly sandwich in her lunch bag instead of leftover fried rice. Now that she was older, though, she was beginning to appreciate what her mother was trying to accomplish.

      “So, are you going to play with us or what?” her mom asked when Jian had disappeared again and she moved on to brewing the milk tea. “We need a fourth.”

      Ling groaned, but what else was she going to do with her Sunday afternoon? Not eat delicious fried foods and dominate the mahjong tiles?

      “Okay.”

      “Excellent,” her mom
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