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			For my dad: You are always number satu in my book!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
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			I STOOD IN THE warm L.A. sunshine, admiring the marquee sign above my store. “Hollywoof,” it read. The tagline? “Where we treat your pets like stars.”

			A week ago, I’d celebrated my life’s quarter-century mark. The best birthday present: this fulfillment of my lifelong dream. All those years of cat sitting, dog walking, and poop scooping had paid off. I was the new owner of a pet grooming salon.

			When I entered my store, the golden bell above the door gave off a gentle chime. As the musical note faded, I found myself trapped in a deep silence. Not one bark or chitter.

			Though I’d placed ads on social media, nobody had shown up. I’d even offered a special discount this week. Yesterday had been quiet, except for the arrival of Ma, Dad, and Alice. And family didn’t count as real foot traffic.

			Today seemed about the same. Half the day had flown by, and still no luck.

			Finally, the phone rang, and I rushed to grab it. “Hollywoof. Can I help you?”

			“It’s Pixie,” a smooth voice on the other end of the line said. “How’s your business going?”

			Thankfully, Pixie St. James hadn’t called it “my” business, though she’d put up the capital for it. She even looked more of a businesswoman than me, with her no-nonsense cropped brunette hair and polished pantsuits.

			I sighed. “Things are slow. Not a customer in sight.”

			She clucked her tongue, and I could imagine a flurry of ideas rushing through her brain. “Tell you what, I’ll text a few friends,” she said. “Maybe someone can swing by.”

			I heard an excited bark over the phone. “Is that Gelato?” Pixie craved Italian desserts, and her sweet tooth had inspired the shih tzu’s name. That cute puppy was the reason I had my grooming business.

			“Yes, he’s due for his walk . . . I swear he’s trying to drag me out the door right this minute.”

			I could imagine that. Energy on four legs, Gelato had jumped into the choppy waves off Catalina Island this past summer. I had to dive in to save him. After the rescue, Pixie had promised to invest in the grooming business . . . as long as I offered Gelato free baths for life. Deal.

			The barking increased. “You better go,” I said. “Thanks for checking up on me. Have a great walk.”

			A few minutes later, I heard a familiar happy giggle as my sister entered the store. I bet Alice had shown up at noon to match Hollywoof’s hour-long lunch closure. I greeted her with a warm hug.

			I didn’t need to reach up for the embrace, since we had the same five-foot frame. People often mistook us for twins despite our two-year age gap. We did have the same features: oval faces, elfin ears, and small button noses. We wore our hair differently, though—she in an Amy Tan bob, complete with bangs, and me with shoulder-length black hair.

			Her light brown eyes glowed. “I brought you something to celebrate your grand opening week.” She held up a cardboard box . . . that purred. “Take a look at the cutie I found at the shelter.”

			I backed away. “Please don’t tell me that’s a cat.”

			A furry white head popped up from the box and blinked at me with ocean-colored eyes.

			“Mimi,” my sister said, “how can you say no to these baby blues?” Alice was a sucker for waif faces. Maybe that’s how she wrangled twenty-five kindergarteners Monday through Friday and still remained smiling by the afternoon.

			I frowned at the Persian cat. “Alice, you know I prefer dogs.”

			She gave me her peppy teacher’s smile. “Maybe you just need to have the right kitty.”

			I hesitated, imagining sharp claws and giant hairballs.

			“Please.” She placed the box in my hands. “For me.”

			How could I say no to my baby sis? “We’ll see,” I said.

			“You’ll love him, I bet.” Alice squeezed my shoulder. “Time for me to get back to class. The new principal’s a real stickler about time.”

			I waved to her as she left.

			As soon as I took the cat out of the box, he sauntered over to the plateglass window and stretched out in a sunny spot to nap. This kitty put the “cat” in catatonic. While he slept, I made a quick trip to the pet store to pick up supplies, including a carrier for the car.

			When I returned, business remained stalled. Over the next hours, though, a few people dropped in from the beach to check out the store. I hoped some of them owned pets, because their visits left me with a lot of mess. Surfboards knocked into displays, flip-flops left wet marks behind, and sand was wedged into every nook and cranny.

			Near closing time, I finished the cleanup. Then I looked over at the white cat, who had finally opened his eyes, and mulled over possible names. His coat was so poofy, it made him shapeless, like a giant marshmallow. Hmm, that wasn’t too bad of a name.

			I cocked my head at Marshmallow, and he stared back at me with piercing sapphire eyes. We maintained eye contact for so long, it felt like a staring contest. I would show him who was boss.

			Okay, I blinked first. But I had an excuse. The door swished open.

			A petite blonde barreled in. She wore pink on pink on pink. The woman had layered a lacy camisole under a moto jacket and paired them with a leather skirt, all in the hue of Pepto-Bismol. I wanted to snatch the sunglasses off her head to shield my eyes, but their lenses were also bubblegum bright.

			Thank goodness the dog she was holding wasn’t dyed to match. Instead, it seemed to be a common tan Chihuahua, albeit with a pink rhinestone collar. The owner held the little dog tight to her bosom.

			The blonde swiveled her head from left to right, surveying the shop’s interior. I bit my lip. Had I done it up right?

			Think: Oscars meets Fido. On the floor, I’d created a Hollywood Bark of Fame, complete with golden stars featuring Lassie and Toto. A large-screen television took up one entire wall and played classic doggie movies on an endless loop. Two cream pleather benches flanked a swirled marble table in the waiting area. And a searchlight shone down on the reception table. Maybe the decor was a bit over-the-top.

			But I’d wanted to attract ritzy clients from the nearby beach cities. What did I know about the rich, though? I’d been raised a few miles out in Lawndale, close enough in distance but worlds apart from golden sands and beachfront mansions.

			I must have passed some sort of litmus test, because the blonde nodded at me. “Just the place to drop off my handsome Sterling,” she said.

			She pinched his cheek, but the dog didn’t appear fazed. In fact, he snuggled deeper into her arms.

			“How did you find Hollywoof?” I asked, crossing my fingers. Had the online ads worked?

			“Pixie told me.”

			“Oh.” I relaxed my hand. Pixie had helped me with the funding, and now she’d given me my first customer.

			The blonde perched her sunglasses on top of her head and extended shiny manicured tips toward me. “I’m Lauren Dalton. You’ve probably heard of my husband? He’s a famous Hollywood producer.”

			Was I supposed to kiss her hand? I hesitated and settled for a more professional handshake.

			Lauren continued, “Sorry about the getup.” She gestured at her screaming pink clothes. “I came straight from the Help the Homeless fundraiser. I love all costumed charity galas—it was a movie theme this time, and I picked Legally Blonde.”

			“No problem.” I cared about how the animals, not their owners, looked.

			“Actually, I’m in a rush.” She glanced at her diamond-encrusted watch, more jewelry than timepiece. “My baby has gym class in twenty minutes.”

			Oh, I knew how to ensure her ongoing patronage. In my experience, parents loved gushing about their kids. “Your child must be super flexible—a real Olympic contender.”

			She blinked at me. “Well, Sterling is my baby. My assistant Nicola got him just last month from a local breeder, Russ Nolan.”

			I tugged my ear. “Of course, that’s what I meant . . . Dogs are like children, but better. All the love without any of the whininess.”

			“Sterling is a clingy puppy, but doggie gym should energize him. And a beauty treatment might lift his spirits.” She smiled at me and lowered Sterling to the ground. Bending over, she gave him a peck. “Be a good boy for Mommy.”

			As her short skirt rode up, I averted my eyes. “So, what would you like done for Sterling today? Something quick that would fit your schedule.” A wash and dry would take longer than twenty minutes. Plus, who knew how much time it’d take to brave traffic to get to the class?

			She examined me with her forest green eyes. “This is a trial run. I’d like you to get rid of all the dirt clinging to him. He needs to look his best for gym.”

			Sterling’s coat seemed pretty clean to me. “Perhaps a quick brush?”

			“Fine. I’ll wait here.” She strolled over to a wall rack and started fingering the glitzy collars and leashes there.

			“Be back in a jiffy.” I tried to coax Sterling over to the back area, but he crawled like molasses.

			I turned to Lauren. “Are you sure he’s okay? Maybe you should drop by the vet . . .”

			“I can’t fit that into his schedule as well, but he can get a brush right now.”

			“Fine,” I said, scooping Sterling up to save time. He let out a sharp yip and wiggled in my arms. Huh. Pampered little Chihuahuas usually love being cuddled.

			I entered the workstation at the rear of Hollywoof, which held two stark rooms with antiseptic white walls. They smelled of scrubbing and cleanser. I passed by the smaller room, a kennel area for holding animals. At least, I hoped I would get enough business to have pets needing to wait their turn to get shampooed.

			The larger room was the grooming area. Huge industrial steel sinks took up half the space. A few drying tables covered the rest of the room. I moved toward one and placed Sterling on its textured nonslip surface.

			“Okay, boy, we’re going to do a simple groom.” I reached for the leash hanging off an arcing metal arm and hooked his rhinestone collar to it.

			“There you are. Clipped in nice and safe. Let me get my equipment.” I chose a soft curry brush. When I had first heard the term, I had thought of a cooking utensil, something more fit to dole out Ma’s spicy rendang than to tame fur.

			I showed him the oval brush with its rubber bristles. “This soft comb won’t hurt your delicate skin.”

			Sterling quivered.

			Hmm, should I start with his tail? Maybe he’d be less nervous that way. But he soon stopped trembling, so I followed my usual routine.

			First, I let him sniff the brush to get familiar with it. Then I worked on his head and moved on to the body. Near his right hind leg, I hit a snag. What was that? He yelped and backed away.

			I apologized and patted him in a soothing manner. Maybe I’d brushed too hard. I used gentler strokes until he displayed gleaming fur, way smoother than my own frizz-prone hair.

			Sterling now had a shiny coat, but I wanted to add a finishing touch. Scrounging through the accessory box, I found the perfect item to go with his rhinestone collar. I placed a bright pink headband on top of his sweet head.

			When I returned Sterling to the front, Lauren smiled. “He looks like a champ. How much do I owe you?”

			We walked over to the cash register, where Lauren got distracted by the jar of doggie treats on the counter.

			“Homemade,” I said. “Peanut butter and bacon flavor. Two dollars a biscuit.” Would anyone pay that much? I’d wanted to charge a quarter at first, but I needed to cover the rent of this extravagant business space near the pier.

			“A steal,” Lauren said, adding a dozen treats to her grooming bill. When I rang her up, she pulled a crisp hundred from a sparkly pink clutch.

			“Keep the change,” she said. “The pink sweatband is perfect. Speaking of purr-fect . . .” Lauren sauntered over to the display window. “What’s the name of your adorable cat?”

			“Marshmallow,” I said as I joined her at the sunbathing spot.

			“Too cute,” Lauren said and tapped the cat’s nose.

			Marshmallow hissed and raised his paw up, claws out.

			I pulled Lauren away from danger. “He’s not quite used to company yet.”

			“Well, besides the unfriendly kitty, I like your place. I’m going to tell my yoga sisters, and they’ll bring their animal besties here, too.”

			“That would be lovely.” Yes. My business was picking up.

			After the bell jingled on Lauren’s way out, I heard a baritone male voice pipe up. “Good riddance.”

			I turned in a slow circle, surveying the store. “Who’s there?” Had someone waltzed in while I was beautifying Sterling?

			I didn’t see anyone. Only Marshmallow glared at me from his perch.

			The voice continued. “You let her attack my face.”

			I looked at Marshmallow. No way the cat was talking to me. Plus, his mouth hadn’t moved. Not one whisker twitched.

			“What kind of name is Marshmallow anyway?” His fur bristled. “Are you fat-shaming me?”

			I rubbed my ears. They felt normal. Maybe it wasn’t a physical problem. Oh no. Was I experiencing a psychotic break? I should crack open the DSM from my psych major days to find a rational explanation.

			“This isn’t real,” I said, closing my eyes.

			“Hey, Sleeping Beauty. I’m not done talking to you.”

			Marshmallow growled at me, and I opened my eyes to find him staring me down. Then he uncurled from his spot and slinked my way.

			“Are you speaking?” No, it couldn’t be true. Maybe this was a hallucination. Ma had brought over herbal soup last night sprinkled with a weird Asian mushroom: cloud ear fungus. But I’d eaten that stuff before and suffered little besides a jaw ache from chewing the slippery but crunchy brown masses.

			Marshmallow advanced on me, and I backed up until I got trapped at the counter.

			“This isn’t happening.” I grabbed the treat container for defense. After all, it was made of heavy glass. Or maybe I could pelt him with dog biscuits.

			He halted and sat on his haunches, seeming to consider me. The talking stopped.

			Taking a deep breath to collect myself, I started closing up shop. I wiped down the counter with cleaner and turned off the lights. Then, massaging my temples, I headed toward the front door. When I reached it, I flipped the sign over to read “CLOSED.” I grinned, glad that I made my own easy work schedule of ten a.m. to six p.m.

			As I opened the door to leave for the day, Marshmallow budged in front of me with his nose in the air. He squeezed through the gap and out to the pedestrian-friendly paved plaza. Worried that he’d run away, I bent down to snatch him up, but the cat seemed content to sit there crowd-watching. People meandered around the stores, popping into the fresh juice bar around the corner and checking out the boards on display in the surf shop closer to the pier.

			A gentle sea breeze blew, making the palm trees, planted in two parallel rows, wave their green fronds at me. I gulped in the salt-tinged air floating to me from the beach a few blocks away to center myself.

			It had to be sleep deprivation. I’d gotten little rest while preparing for the big opening of Hollywoof. Or maybe it was the stress from this afternoon after seeing Sterling move like a glacier. His slowness struck me as very strange for the feisty Chihuahua breed, and I worried about the little guy as I headed home.

			

			•   •   •

			￼The drive on the 405 was as good (or bad) as usual. The major freeway ran north and south through Southern California, and people joked that it was well named because traffic moved at “four or five” miles per hour.

			The pulsing sea of red brake lights before me and the rushing headlights speeding down the other side of the freeway put me in a sour mood. Though traffic wasn’t bumper to bumper, I still appreciated the great gas mileage on my Prius. We finally reached home sweet home.

			Seaview Apartments didn’t live up to its name. No ocean view existed. In fact, it was miles away from any body of water. However, the nearby 405 offered ongoing traffic as a white noise substitute for ocean waves. The stucco walls of the modest complex had seen better days. I think the original color had been a cheerful peach, but now it looked more like a faded urine yellow.

			Oh well, at least the rent was cheap. I could afford a one-bedroom in this area and not need to move back into my parents’ ranch house.

			“End of the line,” I told Marshmallow as I unbuckled his carrier and lifted it out of the back seat.

			At least I lived in one of the ground-level units. I’d hate to manhandle the cage up a flight of stairs.

			In my apartment, I struggled to take Marshmallow out of his carrier. He didn’t move and instead roared at me. I couldn’t tell if he was carsick or hangry, but I was glad he was using a normal cat noise to express himself.

			Pulling out a silver dish, I placed it on the linoleum floor of my cramped kitchenette. Marshmallow got a bowlful of kitty food while I slapped together an Elvis sandwich. Mm, peanut butter and banana.

			Starving, I didn’t even bother to sit down at my IKEA particleboard dining table. Instead, I chewed, leaning over the cracked porcelain kitchen sink. A glob of peanut butter slipped out of my sandwich and onto my top, a black T-shirt with a cartoon dog saying, “I PAWS for no one.”

			Time to do laundry. In fact, the wicker hamper in my bedroom was already overflowing. In the tiny space that held only a nightstand and a bed, the dirty clothes had taken over half of my full-size mattress.

			I shucked off my T-shirt and put on a pair of faded plaid pajamas, the only clean outfit left in the apartment. After transferring the dirty laundry to a fabric bag, I grabbed a roll of quarters off my cluttered nightstand.

			Dragging the stuffed sack out of the bedroom and past the kitchen, I noticed Marshmallow curled up in a ball.

			“See ya later,” I said.

			He gave me a slow nod as I exited. I saw his empty dish and understood: Food coma. Good, because I needed a break.

			When I emerged outside, I saw a brilliant orange and pink sunset, courtesy of L.A.’s air pollution. The vivid colors made even the inner courtyard of Seaview look pretty. The rectangular patch of artificial grass with its ferns in scattered pots seemed more inviting.

			I whistled as I headed to the laundry room. Time for some quiet. The area held three sets of washers and dryers, but I had yet to run into anyone in my few months of living at the complex.

			Maybe it was because the machines were crazy clunking old. Or how they took only quarters. Perhaps people hauled their laundry to proper Laundromats instead. Plus, the whole complex housed a mere fourteen units—

			“Alamak!” my mother had exclaimed upon hearing the number. “Very unlucky.”

			“Fourteen?” I’d said, clutching the apartment key with sweaty fingers.

			“Number like meaning for sure die.”

			Remembering, I shook my head. Ma with her superstitions and old beliefs. You would’ve thought marrying outside her race meant a more modern mind. Guess she’d taken emotional baggage along with her physical luggage when she emigrated from Malaysia.

			I stared at the laundry room. An unusual sight—the door had been propped open with a rock. Someone was inside sitting on a plastic chair and reading a huge book. A cute someone.

			Even from the threshold, I could tell. His dark brown hair flopped down, hiding his face as he read, but I still saw his lean body.

			He wore a white tank top with cargo shorts, and I could see his biceps move as he flipped the page. I felt my cheeks ignite. If only I wasn’t wearing these frumpy pj’s.

			I backed up, but my heavy laundry sack hit the side of the door. The loud thwack made the stranger look up. Ack. He was even cuter when I saw his face uncovered: intelligent, dark brown eyes, kissable lips, and a small dimple as he grinned up at me.

			He beckoned me forward. “Come on in.” He gestured to the row of unused washers. “I’m up for grabs. I mean, they’re up for grabs. My stuff is in the dryer.”

			“Uh, okay.” I marched in with a straight back, trying to appear taller and also less ridiculous in my plaidwear.

			I stuffed my delicates into the machine first, hoping the handsome stranger would remain engrossed in his book. After I’d finished, I turned around to find him staring at me with those dreamy eyes.

			He waved. “Hi, I’m Josh Akana. Moved in about two weeks ago.”

			My mouth felt dry, and I swallowed. “Mimi Lee,” I said. “Not related to Bruce.”

			His thick eyebrows rose up. The unasked question lingered in the air.

			I rubbed the back of my neck. “People think I know kung fu when they hear my last name. The thing is my dad’s white. Joke’s on them.” I babbled when I got nervous. This was why I worked with animals. Zero social skills.

			“I wouldn’t have assumed that.” He closed his thick book and motioned for me to sit next to him.

			Oh my gosh (or Josh). Did he want to keep talking to me? I sat down and peeked at his book. “So, what are you reading?” That was my opener?

			He swept his bangs out of his eyes. “A casebook. Boring law stuff.”

			“Are you a lawyer?” He looked around my age. “Or maybe a law student?”

			Josh coughed. “I was a 3L last year.”

			“Meaning . . .” I tucked my frizzy hair behind my ears.

			He reached into his wallet. Pulling out a business card, he waved it in the air before placing it on top of his book. “I’m an attorney now. Last year I finished law school at USC.”

			Don’t say it, I told myself, but it was like a Pavlovian response. “USC. University of Spoiled Children.”

			He chuckled, a fun laugh I wanted to continue hearing.

			I kept dishing it out. “Or University of Second Choice.” I clapped my hand over my mouth.

			He stared at me with widened brown eyes.

			Ugh. I’d insulted his alma mater twice. The Bruin had come out in me. Rivalry between UCLA and USC ran deep. Then again, my alma mater had its own nickname: University of Caucasians Lost among Asians. Ma had loved the moniker, thinking I might graduate with an MRS degree instead of a bachelor’s.

			Before I could fix the situation, my phone piped out “Chapel of Love,” as though thinking of her had summoned Ma like a genie. I’d chosen the tune tongue in cheek to symbolize Ma’s ultimate goal for me.

			I held up one finger to Josh. Ma would go paranoid if I didn’t pick up. She worried about me working by myself in the shop at nights all alone.

			I hit the speakerphone button, letting Josh know it was a harmless conversation. Me? No boyfriend. Single and free. I held the phone up with my left hand, facing it toward Josh, so he could see my empty ring finger.

			“Hi, Ma,” I said, chirping out her name.

			“Mimi. Where you are, eh?” Ma’s voice came out bold, like a lioness.

			“I’m home, safe.”

			Ma kept yell-talking. “I at store. Need anything?”

			Boy, was she loud. Should I take her off speakerphone? But then maybe Josh would think I had something to hide. I edged closer to the running washer to muffle her volume.

			“No. Actually, I’m busy.” I glanced over at Josh, who’d opened his book again, at least pretending to give me some semblance of privacy.

			“I need tell you: Date at kopi tiam in two days. Starbucks.”

			I hazarded a glance at Josh. He hadn’t flipped the page, and his body was angled toward me.

			“Ma, now is not the time.”

			Nearby, the dryer dinged. Josh got up to put his clean laundry away.

			Ma’s voice rose an octave in excitement. “Ah, guess what I find on sale? Perfect for you. Rubbers.”

			I slapped my forehead. The tips of Josh’s ears turned red, and he shoveled his clothes into the basket.

			Covering the phone, I said, “That’s not what it sounds like.”

			“No need to explain.” He scurried away with his full basket, grabbing his book on the way out.

			While Ma gabbed about prices, I shouted at Josh’s back, “I’m not that kind of girl.”

			He must have heard I had a date. Then Ma talked about rubbers. He put one plus one together.

			“Ma, how many times do I have to tell you? They’re called erasers in America.”

			“Sorry lah. I forget.”

			No matter how long she lived here, Ma still held on to some funny English. I blamed it on Malaysia’s roots as a British colony.

			“You need or not?” Ma continued. “Good for bookkeeping. If you need erase number . . . Or maybe Daddy come help you.”

			I blew out a long breath. “No, I can do it myself. Let Dad enjoy retirement.”

			She gave me a kiss over the phone. “Don’t forget. Kopi date.”

			“I don’t even drink coffee, Ma.”

			“Have fun,” she said and hung up.

			A few seconds later, my phone pinged with a text giving me the Starbucks details.

			Ma had too much free time on her hands. Dad golfed as a hobby after retiring. Ma match-maked. And she told me she’d up her efforts now that I had turned twenty-five, claiming that after rounding up, I was practically thirty.

			Well, I could find guys on my own. Or not.

			I looked at the empty chair Josh had vacated. Something small and rectangular lay on the ground beneath it. His business card. He’d probably dropped it while running away from me.

			Aiyaa, my love life sucked. At least four-legged mammals adored me (with the possible exception of Marshmallow). Animals gave me sanctuary, and I looked forward to a peaceful day at Hollywoof tomorrow. What could possibly go wrong in that safe haven?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
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			I WOKE UP GRUMPY. Maybe last night at the laundry room had been a bad dream. But I saw Josh’s business card peeking at me from the nightstand.

			To top it off, Marshmallow had crept under my covers. And as his blue eyes peered into mine, I heard: “Where’s my breakfast, Owner?” I had thought the delusion would stop after a good night’s rest.

			I groaned and covered my ears. Somehow I managed to feed us and get out the door.

			We arrived at the store at ten on the dot. A few minutes later, a woman looking like a Bollywood star waltzed in. Except she wasn’t wearing a single piece of jewelry, not even a wedding band, and wore workout gear.

			She had on black spandex pants with a leather fanny pack and a sweat-wicking top. The exercise clothes didn’t diminish her star quality, though. Long, flowing raven locks framed a slim face of high cheekbones, luscious lips, and doe eyes. A fashion designer’s model face.

			“Can I help you?” I asked. Had she come in by mistake?

			“Lauren recommended your place because you did such a great job with Sterling.”

			Then I noticed the leash trailing from her hand. At her feet sat a very quiet and well-behaved Chihuahua. I smiled at the dog and said, “I see you’ve brought in—”

			“Ash. And my name is Indira.”

			“Nice to meet you both.” I peered at the brown Chihuahua. “Wow, Ash could be Sterling’s double.”

			One of Indira’s groomed eyebrows curved up. “Except she’s a girl.”

			“Fraternal twins, then.” I held out my hand for the leash.

			“Ash needs a bath.” Her full lips pressed into a thin line. “No need for frivolous accessories like a headband or bow.”

			I nodded several times. “Got it.”

			Indira peeked at her Apple Watch. “Can’t stay. I have an errand to run.”

			“Sure, no problem,” I said as she finally relinquished the lead to me.

			I brought Ash to the back. She was a quiet thing with an odd limp that troubled me.

			I made sure to plug her ears with cotton to protect the ear canals. Then I placed her on the mat in the sink and turned the water to lukewarm. Shampooing Ash, I reveled in the foamy suds as I massaged her body. When I rinsed her off, she stayed stoic. She didn’t even look tempted to try and shake off her fur.

			Even when I moved her to the finishing area and turned on the high-velocity dryer, she didn’t balk. A lot of dogs would’ve been startled by the sound.

			As I returned to the front with a groomed Ash, the bell above the door jingled. Indira showed up, reaching for Ash’s leash. She inspected her dog from head to toe, even sniffing at Ash’s body. Thank goodness I’d used a “classic fresh” scent.

			Indira gave me a brief nod before heading over to the cash register.

			“Biscuit?” I said, pushing the half-full glass jar on the counter forward. I remembered Lauren’s buying spree.

			Indira looked at the price tag. “Not for two dollars a pop.”

			“They’re homemade.”

			She shook her head. Before she opened her bag, she paused. “And don’t forget to give me the grand opening discount.”

			All right, lady. Like you can’t afford it. I gestured to her bag. “Love your fanny pack.”

			She unzipped it with a hard tug. “It’s a fitness fashion pack.”

			“Oh, I see. Hands-free. Quite useful for athletes.” I rang her up and gave her the total.

			She checked the prices against the ones listed on the nearby board and seemed to calculate the sum in her head. Then she forked over her gold credit card.

			“Indira Patel,” it read. Underneath her name: “Indira’s Designs.”

			“What kind of company do you own?” I asked.

			She tapped her leather fanny pack. “Luxury bags for the woman on the go.”

			“Very fashion forward.” I stuck the card into the machine.

			As we waited for the chip to process, she said, “I can expense all sorts of things, even this grooming, because Ash is the company mascot.”

			“She’s a lovely dog.” I gave her the receipt. “Where’d you get her?”

			“From a breeder I found in the classifieds.”

			“What city?” Imagine if I could make a networking connection. I might expand my customer base.

			Indira waved her slender hand around. “Somewhere in the Valley. Funny thing is the breeder had two first names.”

			“Could it be Russ Nolan?” I asked. The same breeder Lauren had used?

			She shrugged. “I can’t recall.”

			Sterling had been lethargic, and now Ash was limping. It didn’t seem like it could be a coincidence. I frowned and said, “I wanted to tell you before, Indira—Ash has an odd limp. I think you should go to the vet pronto.”

			“She’ll be fine. The breeder said that’s normal. Besides, vet bills add up.” Indira looked at her Apple Watch. “I have to go. My meter’s almost out of time.”

			Though parking did cost an arm and a leg in this area, her comment sounded more like an excuse. I needed to say something to save the conversation and keep her as a customer. “Glad you came by. And say hi to Lauren for me.” I put my palms together. “Namaste.”

			Her lip curled like she’d tasted durian, the rotten-smelling spiked fruit.

			“Er, aren’t you yoga sisters?” I fiddled with the buttons on the cash register. “I thought Lauren mentioned something.”

			“We’re yoga parent-mates. Our dogs are in the same Mommy-and-me class.”

			She tossed her lustrous hair and exited the store, pulling Ash along.

			Watching the Chihuahua leave, I shook my head. Something was wrong with the dogs I’d groomed over the past two days, and I intended to find out what.

			I googled Russ Nolan and found an address in the San Fernando Valley. The Valley was close to the mountain ranges of Southern California, north of the urban skyscrapers that made up the downtown L.A. skyline. People lived in the Valley because it offered affordable housing and greater acreage—at the unfortunate expense of hotter weather.

			If I left now, I could avoid the dreaded five o’clock rush hour. Because another play on the name for the 405 was “four or five” hours to get anywhere using it.

			As I drove, Marshmallow batted at the bars on his crate. “Where are we going?” he kept asking.

			I hummed something to tune out the voice. My mind needed to remain clear for the task at hand.

			Although I’d imagined a rural plot of land fit for a farm, complete with open spaces for puppies to run wild, I instead found Russ Nolan’s neighborhood near the freeway exit. The residential street held a number of old-style bungalow houses clustered together. All the homes looked worn-out, with their cobwebbed porches and weed-filled lawns. One towered above the rest due to an additional but lopsided second floor.

			Russ Nolan’s dilapidated house sat in the tall home’s shadow. His residence looked worse than the rest of them combined. It had cracked siding and peeling paint, and the front yard seemed more dustbin than grass.

			I couldn’t imagine Lauren setting foot in the house. Then again, her assistant had done the deed. Indira, though, might have gone in . . . if it meant a bargain to be had.

			“Okay,” I told Marshmallow. “I can’t leave you in the car, so I’m taking you along. But you better behave.” No more speaking, I hoped. I crossed my fingers.

			He peered up at me with wide baby blue eyes.

			I carried Marshmallow over to the front porch and placed him down on the splintering wooden boards. The bell didn’t work, so I had to bang hard against the door.

			A few pieces of brown paint flaked off after I knocked.

			From inside, a deep voice boomed, “Hold on.”

			A few seconds later, and I heard the dead bolt slide. The door opened partway, and a man with shoulder-length red locks and a stubble beard looked out at me. His hair appeared purposefully messy, and his biker jacket and ripped jeans screamed grunge.

			I cleared my throat. “Mr. Nolan, I presume?”

			He nodded but didn’t open the door any wider.

			“I have a few questions about your dogs.”

			He squinted his hazel eyes at me. At least, I thought that was their color. Under the shadow of his bushy eyebrows, I couldn’t quite tell. “You here about the ad? For a teacup Chi? Less than three pounds, even as an adult.”

			I stammered. “Healthy Chihuahuas grow up to be four to six pounds.”

			Russ closed the door an inch. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

			That’s when Marshmallow streaked into the house. Startled, Russ lost hold of the front door, and it flew wide open.

			Worried about the damage Marshmallow might do, I scooted inside. Marshmallow kept on going, so I chased him. While running, I noticed the house smelled horrible. It needed a good airing and a vat of vinegar, if not kerosene and flames.

			The front door closed behind me, and I heard Russ say, “I ain’t prepared for company.”

			Marshmallow dashed to the end of a shabby living room and scratched against an opaque sliding door that divided a hidden back area. His imaginary voice piped up. “There are dogs trapped inside.”

			I managed to grab him and started to leave, but he slipped out of my arms. He pawed at the door again.

			“Wait a minute,” Russ said as his lumbering steps caught up.

			My curiosity won out, and I slid open the door. Both Marshmallow and I froze at the scene before us.

			Thick blankets covered the entirety of the walls, making a soundproof space. A foul stench arose from the cramped area. The enclosed back room was filled with Chihuahuas. I lost count after twenty.

			The little dogs started yipping like crazy, and Marshmallow responded by yowling at them. Bowls of food had been knocked over. Half-empty water dishes spilled murky trails. A few tennis balls lay scattered around, drool-soaked and defuzzed.

			However, most of the stink came from dog waste piled all around the vinyl floor.

			I turned to face Russ. “What kind of hellhole is this?”

			He scratched at his stubble. “You caught me at a bad time.”

			“I don’t believe you. This looks like it’s been going on for a while.”

			“You’re trespassing,” Russ said, flexing his muscles. “Take your cat and go. Or I’ll make you leave.”

			I held my hands up. “Fine, we’re going. I’ve seen enough.”

			I took Marshmallow, and we retreated to the front porch. At the door, I told Russ, “You can bet I’m reporting this to animal control and the police.”

			He curled his meaty hand into a fist. “You wouldn’t dare.”

			I stared him in the eye. “I’d consider it my duty. You’re harming those puppies.”

			He shook his fist at me.

			I yelled in a voice as loud as Ma-speak. “Don’t you dare threaten me, you monster. You hurt those dogs, and I’ll hurt you!”

			Russ slammed the door in my face.

			A voice floated down to me from above my head and over to my left. “Cut the racket,” it said. I looked next door and saw the upstairs window slam shut from the two-story behemoth of a house.

			After I got into the car, I placed the calls right away. I got the answering machine at animal control and left a message. But at the local police station, an efficient-sounding woman picked up.

			“I’m concerned about the care of some dogs,” I told her.

			“Yes, miss. Is this a neighborhood disturbance?”

			“Litters of puppies are being mistreated. Here’s my cell in case you need it.” I gave her my number. Then I added my work line. “You can also reach me at my pet grooming business, Hollywoof.”

			“Did you say litters of puppies?” She paused. “Is this regarding a pet store?”

			“A breeder.” I provided Russ Nolan’s name and address.

			“Okay, I have the info, but you’ll have to file an official complaint with the USDA.”

			“You’re kidding, right?” I’d never reported animal abuse before. I didn’t even know the Department of Agriculture had to get involved.

			“No, I’m afraid not.” She gave me the website.

			I ended the call and pulled up the USDA site on my phone. Grumbling about red tape, I clicked on the section to file an animal welfare complaint. While I filled out the form, Marshmallow plopped himself on the dashboard.

			After I finished typing, he meowed at me and said, “See, wasn’t my talking helpful?”

			Not now. Why did I continue to dream up his voice? I took deep breaths. “This isn’t happening.”

			He hissed at me and moved in close. “Face it. This is real, sister.” His nose came within inches of my own. “I just gave you proof back there, when I told you about those puppies.”

			That fact hit me hard. He’d told me about the trapped dogs before I’d seen them with my own eyes. How could my mind make up something without first seeing it?

			Maybe the talking was real. “But how?” I asked.

			“I have a special talent,” Marshmallow said.

			Wait a minute. His mouth hadn’t moved, but I’d heard his voice. If this was truly happening, did that mean . . . “Do you have cat ESP? Telepathy? Or maybe, tele-pethy?”

			His whiskers twitched. “Thank heavens, no. Imagine suffering through human thoughts all day long.”

			“But you can talk to me. Er, think to me.”

			“Yes, the communication is one-way.” Marshmallow blinked at me. “All pets try to speak to their owners, but you don’t understand us.”

			I snapped my fingers. “Right, like those cat translators . . .”

			“Useless.” He purred. “You humans can’t figure it out, so I decided to take matters into my own paws.”

			My fingers drummed the steering wheel. “You learned English?”

			“Watched TV and picked up the language. So much simpler than cat talk. But I can’t use my mouth to make the right noises.”

			“Thus the mind thing.” I licked my lips. “So, you can speak to humans?”

			“Weren’t you listening? Only owners. A shame, because I wanted to thank Alice for rescuing me.” Marshmallow’s ears flattened. For a brief moment, I wondered about his personal history.

			Then the sound of prolonged yipping interrupted my thoughts. I turned my attention back to Russ Nolan. I hoped it wouldn’t take too long for the authorities to rescue the dogs.

			I looked at his house. In the strange haze of dusk, it seemed to change color. If Ma were here, she’d call it a bad omen. The house glowed white . . . according to Chinese superstition, the color of death.
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			I SLEPT LIKE THE dead. Maybe the mental trauma from visiting Russ Nolan had overwhelmed my brain. In the morning, I only woke up at half past nine because a series of pings came from my phone:

			
				You wake yet? XOXO Ma

				Kopi date in ten minutes.

				P.S. His name Deeter. Such nice profile on Excite.

			

			I groaned, threw on the first clothes I saw, and shoved a comatose Marshmallow into his carrier.

			“Five minutes,” I guaranteed Marshmallow when I left him in the Prius and entered the coffee shop.

			Needing a caffeine boost but hating the jitters of coffee, I ordered a tea. Before doing so, I had a brief look around but didn’t see anyone holding up a rose or using any kind of romantic signal. Then again, Ma had registered me on a dating site called Excite.

			Well, I’d at least have some tea if the guy didn’t show up.

			Just then I heard the barista call out, “Detour.”

			“It’s Deeter,” a scratchy voice said.

			Like the barista had said, I wanted to take an alternate route when I saw who had spoken up. A guy with orangey sunless tanner skin and a creepy smile. He wore a sweater tied around his shoulders and penny loafers with actual coins in the slots. Definitely not Josh drool-worthy.

			First impressions aren’t everything, I reasoned, and I had promised Ma to give it a try. I went over and tapped him on the arm. “I’m Mimi.”

			“Enchanted,” he said. He made to swoop in and kiss my cheek, but I backed away.

			The barista called my name, and I grabbed my drink. When I turned around, Deeter had already secured a cozy table in a dim corner.

			I joined him but moved my seat a safe distance away. Figuring one cup of tea would take five minutes of conversation, I asked him an easy question. “What do you do?”

			“Manage people’s assets.” He patted his shellacked hair. “Oh, I’m sorry. I hadn’t meant to use words that went over your pretty little head.”

			Two more minutes with him, max. “I understand numbers. My dad’s in finance, and I have my own business.”

			“That wasn’t in your profile.” He checked his phone. “Mimi Lee? Haiyaa!”

			He made a chopping motion, and I managed to keep the scream inside my head. “Please, no kung fu references.”

			“Kidding.” He held up his hands. “Can’t you take a joke?”

			“You sure you’re ready to date?”

			He waggled his eyebrows. “Who said anything about dating?” Looking at his phone, he quoted, “‘You want kopi or not?’ Sounds like a code word to me.”

			I almost spit out my drink at him. “Kopi means coffee in Manglish. Malaysian English.”

			Draining the rest of my tea, I fiddled with my phone under the table.

			“Exotic.” Deeter leaned forward. “You know, I don’t live too far from here.”

			The alarm rang on my phone, and I picked it up. Pretending to take a call, I held a conversation with myself: “An emergency? I’ll be right over.”

			I ran out the door, not bothering to look back. Once outside, I texted Ma to delete my Excite profile forever. What kind of site had she signed me up for anyway? I’d rather spend the rest of my life with Marshmallow than with that Deet-bag.

			In the Prius, I saw the car clock. Ten o’clock already. Crap. I was late to open the store. As we peeled away from the coffee shop, Marshmallow asked, “What? Did you rob the Starbucks?”

			Hollywoof didn’t have its own parking lot but shared the metered spaces behind the shops, which made me even tardier. As I bustled across the palm tree–lined plaza, I passed by stores already in full swing. The taco shop had its doors open, and fried fish flavored the air. A table displayed sarongs in front of the swim store. Only the late-night sports bar hadn’t opened up yet.

			I sprinted over to Hollywoof, where I saw a suited man with his back to me. He stood peering through my shop window.

			The stranger didn’t seem to have a pet with him. And not one strand of fur decorated his dark gray jacket and slacks.

			I jingled my keys to get his attention. “Excuse me, can I help you?”

			When he turned around, I saw a man about six
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