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        My weaknesses have always been food and men–in that order.

        DOLLY PARTON

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I have a head for business and a body for sin. Unfortunately, the sin appears to be gluttony.

        JENNY COLGAN, MEET ME AT THE CUPCAKE CAFÉ

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Meddle not in the affairs of dragons, for thou art crunchy and go well with catsup.

        T-SHIRT RIFF ON TOLKIEN

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19 MONTHS AGO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        i can make u a winner

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You saw me on the podium? ఠ_ఠ

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        i mean i can take u to the next level. interested?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Of course!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        meet me tomorrow at 7

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yay!
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          HOPE AT MONTREAL'S DRAGON EATS FESTIVAL, JUNE 10

        

      

    

    
      I've always known that if someone wants to murder me, the easiest way is through my stomach.

      I just hadn't expected anyone to kill me today.

      My grandfather jokes that Chinese people, especially Cantonese ones like him, will eat anything with legs except a table, and anything that flies except an airplane. I'm a bit more squeamish after the whole born-and-raised-in-Canada thing, but don't step between me and my plate.

      I may not be a jacked woman like some of these dragon boaters, but I am a doctor. I know how to use a knife.

      Just kidding about the knife. Sort of.

      Yesterday's text convo with Tori had set me on edge:

      
        
          
            
              
        You have to come to Dragon Eats

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Why?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Someone's going to die

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        How do you know?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tori?

      

      

      

      

      

      Yup, my friend and resident physician colleague, Tori Yamamoto, had texted me that someone would die at today's Dragon Eats festival in Montreal. She hadn't explained how or why, but Tori could talk to ghosts.

      Normally an M.D. wouldn't include supernatural powers on her résumé, but I'd vouch for her. Dr. Yamamoto could install central lines and chat with the deceased, so if she told me someone was about to die, I listened.

      Maybe I'd keep a knife handy after all.

      “Welcome to the world’s first Dragon Eats Festival!" boomed DJ Dragonzen, an Asian man behind a booth planted in the lush grass growing by the waters of the Lachine Canal.

      Tourists paused to listen in front of tents lined up on the road alongside the shore, uphill from the dragon boat dock.

      The DJ intoned, "Eat, paddle, and be merry at the first combined dragon boat race and food festival in. The. Universe. Right here in Montréal, Canada!”

      I joined in the spatter of applause from a team of older female paddlers wearing pink personal flotation devices. The women twisted their upper bodies in unison, revealing their team name, THE AMAZONS, along their backs. One of them, a woman with a white bob, raised her paddle in the air. "May The Amazons win!"

      "May the best boat win, Flora," chided the wrinkled woman beside her, shaking her white pigtails.

      "That's what I said, Granta," Flora replied, unrepentant, and the rest of their boat laughed, including Granta.

      However, my stomach drew me away from The Amazons, the calm gray-blue waters of the canal, and the growing number of boats decorated with colourful fibreglass dragon heads. I aimed landward, toward the food trucks. Specifically, the Wok This Way food truck idling on the street next to the canal. They'd affixed a new French sign, Wok Comme Ça, to comply with Quebec language laws.

      I could already smell garlic, oyster sauce, and ginger. Was 9:40 a.m. too early to grab some garlic green beans?

      "Hope! Over here!"

      Argh. My skin prickled, heart launching into overdrive as my hindbrain recognized that voice. Somewhere in this crowd lurked my ex-fiancé, John Tucker. I should have worn my contact lenses instead of my glasses today.

      The DJ dropped "Believer" by Imagine Dragons, drowning out Tucker's voice, but I shaded my eyes and stepped back toward the water, searching for my guy somewhere along the 14.5 kilometres of grass and paved trail alongside the Lachine canal, which stretched all the way from Montreal's Old Port to Lake Saint-Louis.

      Pro tip: for anglophones, Lachine rhymed with machine, with the accent on the second syllable. French people pronounced it more musically, a bit like "la shin," very light, almost ending in a whisper.

      "Yikes!" I yelped when a bearded cyclist cut too close. "Watch it," I snapped at his back, but he never bothered to glance over his Lycra-clad shoulder at me as he raced down the trail.

      A round little girl with brown ringlets pointed at me and chortled. Since her own mom didn't look up from her phone, I waved at the kid and pretended nothing had happened while I resumed my quest for Tucker and company.

      As three resident physicians once known as interns, we barely escaped St. Joseph's hospital except to sleep, eat, and pretend to work out. However, the scheduling gods had somehow granted one perfect Saturday off to me, Tucker, Tori, and her banker boyfriend Griffin.

      Time to party! And to prevent a death, if I could scrape the details out of Tori.

      "Hope! Right here!" Tucker shouted.

      I got disoriented easily, especially in new surroundings liberally dosed with foreign concepts like "trees," "water," "fresh air," and "Should I eat Chinese, Thai, Italian, or Greek food for lunch today?"

      Or all four, really. A girl shouldn't have to choose between Pho King Awesome and Feta Attraction after an hour on the métro to the southwest corner of the city. Eat all the food, all of the time.

      Although something about the quiet lap of the water against the shore gave me goosebumps even before Tori's warning. A little quelque chose ne va pas.

      I shoved that tingle away. Not today, Satan! With any luck, no one would die. No one would haunt me.

      "Hi, Hope!" Tucker jogged up to my side, his reddish scalp catching the sunlight. After he called off our engagement, he started shaving his white blond hair down to the fuzz. That nakedness hurt every time I saw him.

      I tried to smile into his clever brown eyes instead. "Hey, Tucker. Ready to eat and watch the dragons?"

      "Mouth and eyes ready." He paused awkwardly. "For dragon boats. I mean⁠—"

      "I know what you mean." Three months ago, he would've swept me into his arms. Six months before that, we might've greeted each other with a kiss on both cheeks à la française. Today, we stood a metre apart while Tucker reached into his back pocket for a blue baseball cap and yanked it low on his forehead. "Glad you made it."

      "Where'd you get that cap?" I asked. The lettering across the front said EXPECTASIANS, which made me laugh. My Asian parents do expect high grades and higher achievements.

      Tucker pointed at a second dragon boat team on the canal, all dressed in cornflower blue. "My man Andrew hooked me up. Gotta support his team. He got me started on dragon boating and the history of the Lachine Canal."

      "What? Are you dragon boating now?" Tucker tried everything at least once. Including me, har har.

      He shrugged, facing the dragon boats and giving me a chance to check the fit of his shorts. Sunlight lit up the blond hairs on his legs, reminding me of times I'd stroked them. "Whenever I can get out of the hospital. Hey, you know that they built this canal in the 1820s to bypass the Lachine rapids?"

      "No. I did know Montreal used to be quite the port city."

      "Wood, iron, and steel, baby." He winked at me, and then we both reddened and turned away.

      Luckily, my phone buzzed with a text. "Tori wants to know if we're coming to the model mukbang. Is that a typo?"

      Tucker's dark eyes gleamed. "You don't know mukbangs?"

      "No. Better not be a—" I almost said gang bang and literally bit my tongue. Ouch.

      "Mukbang comes from the Korean word muk-ja, which means 'let’s eat,' and bang-song, or 'broadcast.'"

      "They're broadcasting models eating?" My little brother, Kevin, made fun of people Instagramming their sandwiches.

      "Exactly. You can stream your meals, and people feel like they're eating with you. You haven't heard of it?"

      I shook my head. "I live at the hospital."

      Tucker winked at me. "Me too. Most of us get lonely, eating for one. Mukbangs are a huge thing now, worldwide."

      "I don't get it," I said, even as I trailed Tucker to the oversized beige tent advertising THE HILLS OF HOPE MODEL MUKBANG. "I mean, yeah, it sucks to eat alone, but we're here to watch models eat, or watch a livestream of them eating?"

      "I think it's a live eating contest this time, but I guess we'll find out." Tucker gestured me ahead of him.

      A skinny, freckled woman with an Afro passed me a flyer too quickly for me to refuse. I sighed, glanced at the first gorgeous model named Iris Feng, and shoved the flyer in the back pocket of my blue and white flowered shorts. We jumped into summer clothes as soon as possible, given the saying that Canada has two seasons: winter and mosquitoes.

      Both Tucker and my ex-boyfriend, Ryan Wu, had admired my legs extensively in the past, so I'd broken my shorts out with a peach tank top and strappy sandals. Not that Tucker had seemed to notice, although he sported a blue and white striped shirt and green shorts that kind of harmonized with my outfit.

      Inside the tent, the temperature rose ten degrees between the summer heat and dozens of bodies. I closed my eyes to better inhale ginger and allspice before I beamed at the moustached Asian man in a white chef's hat and jacket prepping food at the back of the tent. Maybe they'd pass out free samples!

      Tori waved to us from the front row on the right side. "Saved you some seats," she said, drawing her dark hair into a short ponytail, revealing her heart-shaped face before she kissed me hello on both my cheeks. She wore an all-white onesie that I would have baptized with ketchup or grass stains within five minutes, but she looked like a J-pop band member even though she'd just worked the evening ER shift.

      Griffin Chao held up two fingers in a low key wave while I dropped into the chair on Tori's left. Griffin and I didn't kiss. He was too cool and disturbingly attractive with the whole Blasian (Black-Asian) thing going on. I left him strictly for Tori.

      Tucker plunked into the chair immediately on my left, which made me sit bolt upright with both feet planted in the grass in front of me. Ex man alert! Still not over him!

      I distracted myself by whispering, "Tori. Your message."

      She nodded, seeming calm even though she'd warned me of an impending demise. "Something will happen here today. I was called."

      I knew she didn't mean a literal phone call. "You mean a gh⁠—"

      Tori pressed her lips together. "Not now, Hope."

      Doctors couldn't talk about ghosts or death in public. I texted her instead.

      You said someone's going to die.

      Tori pinged back, We could prevent a death.

      Not good enough. Whose death? Where?

      She shook her head. She either didn't know, wasn't telling, or both. Tori could speak to ghosts, but she hadn't hooked up a perfect WiFi connection to them. They might or might not communicate with her. And then she might or might not loop me in.

      I nudged Tucker and angled my thumb at Tori. "You know why Tori called us here? She tell you about something, ah, shady?" I couldn't discuss death at a food festival.

      Tucker raised his eyebrows at me. "Nope." He opened his mouth to ask more, but a bespectacled old man behind Tori stood up to let in the ringlet girl, her mom and what looked like a boyfriend. That family could have come in through the aisle more easily, but whatever.

      Tori took her seat again, changing the subject. "Did you know that First Nations people established a city of 5,000 people here long before settlers renamed it Lachine?"

      I shook my head while Tucker snapped his fingers. "I did hear something about an ancient Kanien’kehá:ka town, can't remember the name⁠—"

      I knew that Kanien’kehá:ka (People of the Flint) was the correct name for the tribe, because Mohawk is an insult ("man-eater") used by their Algonquin enemies. 'Course I couldn't pronounce Kanien’kehá:ka.

      Griffin broke in with a smile. "Ten points. The town, Hotsirà:ken, was a great gathering place. Twelve different rivers come together here. The Iroquois lived in the area already. People from the Innu territories would follow the St. Lawrence River south, and Algonquin people would canoe along the Ottawa River."

      "Wow." I’m spatially challenged and couldn’t picture all that, but I loved the idea of a gathering place. I'd forgotten Griffin’s indigenous roots as part of his mixed heritage. I gestured at the TV screen at the front of the tent. “They should broadcast that. Why didn't they teach us any of this in school?”

      “Yeah.” Tucker pointed to the impressive dragon boat situated underneath the TV. "Imagine the Innu or Algonquin paddling one of those."

      I belatedly admired the dragon boat they'd planted lengthwise along the front of the tent on the stage. This close up, I studied the dragon's golden head, the scales on its neck, its green ruff, red mouth open to display a tongue  and sharp teeth. Only its eyes seemed to stare anxiously into space.

      But that was silly. Dragons didn't get anxious. Dragons didn't exist, right? I glanced at Tori out of the corner of my right eye because she hadn't revealed her ghost-talking skills to me for the best part of a year. Who knew what other secrets she harboured. Infant twins? Astronaut training? Talking to inanimate dragon heads might fall within her wheelhouse.

      Tucker rubbed his hands together. "Ready for the model mukbang?"

      "We need some models first." I gestured at the tiny, empty tables they'd placed in front of the dragon boat, each surface topped with a white tablecloth, a place setting, a carafe of water, and a glass.

      Outside, the DJ had switched to a woman singing a ballad I didn't recognize.

      "'Dragonsong' from Final Fantasy XIV," said Tucker without missing a beat. He inhaled trivia the way I suck up calories. Too bad I picked up the fattening habit.

      Tori checked her watch. "They're starting late."

      Griffin draped his left arm around her and kissed the top of her head. "Everything runs late at festivals."

      "That's true." She snuggled up to him while I stared at the TV and dragon boat instead of Tucker. The agony of sitting beside a pair of lovebirds when you can't get your man back!

      To distract myself, I glanced at the chef at the front, who'd stopped cooking in order to disinfect his hands and signal a distinguished woman wearing a short-sleeved black dress and heels. She looked like an older model herself, but not one who'd stoop to an eating contest. Behind their gray heads and the opulent dragon boat, the giant TV screen awoke, welcoming us to The Hills of Hope Model Mukbang, sponsored by Dyna-Mique.

      The elderly man behind Tori checked his watch. "What's taking so long?"

      "Maybe they need more models, Mr. MacEwing," replied a much younger woman on the man’s right side. I liked her cat eye glasses and flowing burgundy mini dress. "Can I help you with something else?" She passed him a snack in a white paper cup, and he started crunching away.

      Lucky guy. I’d missed breakfast myself. I counted four empty places laid out for the models onstage. Dragon boats are a Chinese tradition. They should know that four is a bad luck number in our culture, right?

      Not that I'm superstitious—well, not 100 percent superstitious—but an organizer would usually choose lucky signs for an Asian festival. Even I can tell you that we avoid the number four because in Chinese, the word sounds like death, and I’ve been called a jook-sing to my face. (Jook-sing means hollow and compartmentalized like a bamboo pole. Chinese face, Western values. Like people calling me a banana, yellow on the outside and white on the inside. Yay.)

      A fit, very tanned white woman shouldered her way into the tent from the entrance at the back. She gave off a tough love vibe, like a gym teacher who'd blow a whistle and make you do push ups.

      Tucker lit up and half-rose to his feet, eyes gleaming. "Chef Ad!"

      The gym-like woman scratched her nose without glancing at Tucker, but I did. "Chef Ad? Like advertising? What?"

      Tucker laughed. "Her name's Adeline Jordan, but she goes by Chef Ad."

      "Maybe around here," said Griffin. "I've heard people call her Addy J, or Mad Jordan."

      I waved away all the names. "Cool. You mean she's another chef for the mukbang?"

      Griffin leaned forward, talking around Tori. "Nah, she's famous for dragon boat. You never heard of her?"

      How embarrassing that they all knew dragon boat better than me, even though I had the most Chinese roots. Maybe they should call me jook-sing after all.

      Tori grasped Griffin's hand. "Chef Ad's a dragon boat coach. Like, world-class. Her U.S. national team took home the gold in the 2K. We're really lucky she moved to Montreal from Cleveland what, three years ago?"

      "The only coach considered better than her is Petey V, the U.S. men's coach," Griffin agreed.

      "And that's debatable," Tucker said. "I'd take her over Petey V any day."

      Too many names for me to keep straight. I concentrated on Chef Ad. "Then what's she doing at the mukbang instead of the boat races? And why's she called Chef?" I asked.

      "Tell you later. There's a whole dragon boat drama between her and Petey V," said Tucker. "Chef Ad's the real deal, plus she earned a Ph.D. in chemical physics."

      The old man behind us leaned forward to answer me, his wavy, white hair falling over one eye. "Miss, have you ever had Chef Ad's crab leg linguini?"

      "She calls it crab leg-uini," the assistant added.

      I laughed despite myself. "Okay. Leg-uini instead of linguini. I get it. No, never had the honour." How would I ever persuade a world-class dragon boat coach to cook for me?

      "If you had, you'd know why she's called chef." The old man kissed his fingers and dug into his snack again before nodding at his assistant. "Not bad, Brittany. I believe these are Serrano chilis. I haven't had peanuts like this since my last trip to India. I hear garrapiñadas from Argentina are even better."

      My stomach growled on cue, and Tucker glanced at me sidelong. "You need a bombolone? That's an Italian dessert, like a doughnut. They're selling them at Tart of Darkness and The Donut Call List. I saw 'em on the way in."

      "I'm good." My stomach gurgled again. I crossed my arms as if that would hush it up. "I can wait until after the mukbang. I mean, intermittent fasters do it all the time."

      "You sure? I want to talk to Chef anyway. It's no trouble."

      "Fanboy," Griffin teased him.

      "Hey, fanboy me all you want, but Chef Ad is gold. What if she moves back to Cleveland and I miss my chance to ask about dragon boats and dragon candy?" Tucker tried to catch Chef Ad's eye.

      The black dress woman stepped away from the mukbang chef, toward the microphone and podium to the right of the dragon boat tail. "Your attention, please. My name is Yan Fei."

      We broke out into spontaneous applause while a muscular young man in a white tank top and enviable shoulder-length brown hair murmured from the left side of the room, "Oh, it's Faye Yan. I love her!"

      "Sing!" yelled the crab leg-uini man before he straightened his tie.

      Tori leaned forward to survey the other side of the tent, frowning, while Fei dismissed both men with a wave. "Today we're here for our beautiful models. I'll introduce you to them shortly. Unfortunately, we're short one model today."

      "What happened to her?" called a punk rock blonde from the back of the tent. I stared at the slit shaved in each of her eyebrows, like Jamie Tartt on Ted Lasso, only more menacing. The front of her black T-shirt said Never meddle in the affairs of dragons.

      "Ooh, who do you think it was?" asked another woman with a prominent nose piercing.

      "I'm going on Instagram right now." Slit Eyebrows turned and slid into a seat on the left side of the room. The back of her shirt said, For you are crunchy and go well with catsup.

      Tucker cleared his throat, and the crowd subsided. If I were a white guy, I'd bottle that privilege and sell it for $250 per sip.

      "Thank you," said Yan Fei. "At this time, we will respect the model and family's privacy and move to our request. We need a fourth model for the mukbang today. Perhaps someone who loves to eat."

      I blinked. No one loves to eat more than me. I could compete in the Eating Olympics.

      "Perhaps someone of Asian ancestry."

      Yo. In the mostly-empty front row, Tori, Griffin, and I hit that mark, and my two friends don't consume much compared to me.

      "Perhaps even someone of Chinese ancestry."

      Me again. Tori's ancestors came from Japan; some (white) strangers commented on her paler skin when we sat side by side, although they regularly mixed us up anyway. People tended to overlook Griffin's Chinese and Kanien’kehá:ka roots because of his darker skin.

      Yan Fei's beautiful brown eyes fell directly on me the second before I raised my right hand.

      “Don’t do it.” A single finger tapped my left shoulder from behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LAST YEAR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        I can't come on Saturday

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        QUITTERS NEVER WIN

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        My mom died

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        im sorry

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        :(

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        u need a place 2 stay just let me know

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        K thanks
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          HOPE

        

      

    

    
      I froze mid-inhalation. I didn’t recognize that hoarse female voice, or the cool touch of the finger that had reached between me and Tucker to land on my shoulder.

      I hated strangers invading my personal space, let alone telling me, Don't do it.

      Tori twisted to see what was going on, but Tucker had already whipped around to confront the stranger before he blinked. “Chef Ad!”

      Chef Ad?

      I drew back, but slowly relaxed when the famous dragon boat coach met my eyes from the aisle at the end of our row. Chef Ad smelled like soap and emanated a calm vibe that spoke of hours voluntarily spent outdoors. She claimed the empty seat beside Tucker, and I unlocked my mouth to ask Chef Ad, “Why not? What’s wrong?”

      "Let's get on with it!" The crab leg-uini man behind Griffin tapped his polished loafer, impatient to start the mukbang, before he gave up and pulled his phone out of his dress pants.

      "It's okay, Mr. MacEwing," said his female assistant, Brittany, showing him her own phone. "I found a new recipe for garrapiñadas. Want some?" She passed him another paper cup.

      Chef Ad leaned across Tucker. Her brown eyes bore into mine, steady and unafraid. She shook her head at me, clearly instructing me not to volunteer.

      "She's right," Tori murmured, and my friend's warning sang through my head. Someone's going to die.

      Maybe someone at the mukbang. I exhaled, silently bidding adieu to the food I couldn't eat. No wonder Tori had chosen front row seats, not to eat, but to play guard.

      "Who else is gonna do it?" On Brittany's right, a sixty-ish white woman licked her lips. She wore too much makeup and a bright pink T-shirt with the words Hot & Flashy stretched across her ample chest.

      "That's not her problem." Chef Ad replied.

      I shifted in my gray plastic chair. "No worries. Someone else can batter up." I laughed at my inadvertent food pun, relevant if they served tempura or fish and chips.

      Hot & Flashy batted her painful-looking lash extensions. “How 'bout you, Chef? Shake off the past and manger!”

      Chef Ad shook her head at Hot & Flashy. "I'm out of the spotlight now. Too much drama."

      "There is never enough drama. You can call me Drama Dot!" Hot & Flashy clapped her hands before she blew a big pink bubble of gum at us.

      “You don’t have to be a professional eater,” Yan Fei informed the tent, although her dark eyes rarely left mine. “We're raising money for The Hills of Hope today. Some of you may have heard of this wonderful charity in the Laurentian mountains caring for those with disordered eating.”

      “Anna and Mia,” a woman’s voice murmured, probably remembering some inpatients at The Hills of Hope, while a warning bell clanged in my mind. Did it make any sense to hold an eating contest for eating disorders?

      “You’d have to toss your gum before the mukbang, Chef.” Hot & Flashy Dot pealed with laughter.

      Chef shook her head. "I gave up gum."

      "I want gum!" exclaimed the ringlet girl directly behind me. She looked about six years old, prime cuteness age.

      No response from the girl’s mom, who had started making out with her boyfriend on her left.

      "We need The Hills of Hope more than ever today," said Fei.

      Hot & Flashy ignored the M.C. to wave at Chef Ad. "Aww, did you give up gum for your wife? What about your trick of getting the whole boat to paddle in time by chewing gum?"

      "I use a different technique with my paddlers now, Dot," Chef said quietly.

      "Really? Petey V swears by your technique now with Shagging Dragons. He even got that powder you use to make it taste good again."

      Annoyance ripped across Chef's face. “Citric acid."

      Fei tried to circle us back to the charity. "We need to save young lives instead of losing them."

      "Isn't citric acid dangerous?" the assistant whispered behind us.

      Mr. MacEwing chuckled. "Citric acid isn't dangerous, Brittany."

      "I heard it causes cancer," Assistant Brittany insisted.

      Fei said, "Heaven gained another angel last night," and people bowed their heads around us.

      "You eat lemons, don't you? Up to 10 percent citric acid by weight." Mr. MacEwing raised his eyebrows behind his glasses. "We need more tutorials in basic chemistry at Dyna-Mique Corp. Make a note of that." He nodded at Chef Ad. "You could take the lead on that, Dr. Jordan."

      I perked up at the reminder that I'd met another female doctor, even though I'm a medical doctor, or M.D., whereas Chef Ad/Dr. Jordan earned her stripes through research in chemical physics, which sounded exciting and slightly mysterious to me.

      The AV guy raised the volume on Fei's microphone as she said, “Our lucky mukbang volunteer will consume Chef Chan’s award-winning zòngzi sticky rice dumplings, followed by a corn chowder from The Soup Octopus originally created by the chef's grandmother⁠—"

      Mmmmmmmmm. I had to stop and fantasize for a minute.

      "—Grace's BBQ ribs from Arsony and Old Grace, a Holy Guacamole Taco from Taco Hallegugah, a chocolate raspberry torte from Tart of Darkness, and a Pink Panther Sprinkle doughnut from For Butter or for Worse.”

      Perfect. Who knew my parents' devotion to all-you-can-eat buffets had actually trained me for this moment?

      Tucker laughed and asked Tori, "You ever tried Dr. Dan Eickmeier's ribs? They're the best."

      Fei clasped her hands. "Now please put your hands together for U.S. champion dragon boat coach Mr. Peter Van Bardeleben, better known as Petey V, who will judge The Hills of Hope Model Mukbang!"

      Applause explosion. Some whooped, and the ringlet girl behind me jumped up and down while the screen behind the dragon boat switched over to the words PETEY V IS IN THE HOUSE!

      "Are you serious?" Slit Eyebrows called.

      "He's here!"

      "Oh, my God. I thought he wouldn't leave the dragon boats!"

      Fei bestowed a smile on us from behind her podium. "The entire Dragon Eats Festival was the inspiration of Mr. Petey V and the organizing committee. They worked for years to bring it to life right here in Montreal, Canada, through generous sponsorship from our very own Dyna-Mique Corporation!"

      An extra-tanned, slightly heavy but still-athletic man bounded into the tent and on-screen, pumping his fist and shouting, "Dra-gon! Dra-gon!"

      The crowd leapt to their feet, including Tucker. "Dra-gon! Dra-GON! Dra-GON!"

      A white bearded cameraman migrated up the aisle, trailing Petey V with a honking SLR-type camera mounted on some kind of wheeled platform. The screen switched from Petey to the audience, who howled even louder when they glimpsed their own faces on the screen.

      Tucker grinned and pumped his fist at his image. Griffin flashed a hand sign. Tori clapped, and after a beat, so did I, although I never liked the way I looked on camera.

      Petey high-fived and fist bumped his way to the podium, still chomping on a wad of gum. "Thanks, Fei." His voice boomed through the microphone before someone adjusted the volume. "Bonjour, Montréal. What do we want?"

      I hid a smile at his bad French and the slightly nasal accent that made him say wahnt instead of want.

      Everyone else hollered back, "Dragon!"

      "When do we want it?"

      "NOW!" they shouted. Only Chef and I stayed silent.

      Petey laughed. "No! First mukbang, then dragon boating."

      A crowd of maybe 60 people chuckled along with him.

      Petey pretended to scratch his bald head. "We need to make up a new chant. What do you all think about Dragon Eats?"

      "Dra-gon EATS! Dra-gon EATS! Dra-gon EATS!" they howled on cue.

      Petey V made a cutting motion at his throat, and the audience simmered down enough for him to ask,"Did you know there's a cash prize today?"

      "No!"

      "Really?"

      Yan Fei's cooler voice took over the mic. “I was getting to that. As our celebrity coach, Petey V, points out⁠—”

      “Dra-gon EATS! Dra-gon EATS!"

      “—an anonymous donor has offered a prize of one thousand dollars.”

      Wow. A thousand dollars. It might not sound like much to, well, people who’ve already graduated and can earn a decent wage, but to me, that was a fortune. I could use a grand to pay down my student loans for what, half an hour's work?

      “Dra-gon EATS! Dra-gon EATS!"

      I could stop worrying about rising interest rates on student loans.

      "Dra-gon EATS!"

      I could afford to take my parents, my brother Kevin, and Grandma out to dinner.

      "Dra-gon EATS!"

      I extended my hand in the air, but Tucker bounced to his feet and shouted. “Sold!”

      What? Given Tucker’s history of colon surgery, he's supposed to avoid nuts, eat small meals, and chew slowly, not shovel it down for a thousand bucks. I yanked his arm. “Chef said⁠—”

      Tucker shook me off, and I remembered that his debt load outsized mine. “Hope, I can handle an eating contest. Especially for a grand.”
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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