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The Eggroll Girl






None of the Judy Blume books had Chinese people in them. There was no Are You There God, Its Me, Mei-Ling, and I wouldnt have minded finding a book like that, especially because Id just gotten my period for the first time two months before.


Id been sitting at home on the couch, getting ready to write my social studies report, Small Mammals Who Call the Rainforest Home, when I felt a weird, hot sensation and then something gushed out of me and onto my underwear. Good thing the sofa cushions were covered in thick plastic. I held my hand over my crotch and ran to the bathroom, and after changing my underpants, I stuck a wad of toilet paper down there and went to get my mom. The restaurant was really busy, so while my mom crammed a to-go box full of chow mein, she explained to me matter-of-factly that under the bathroom sink upstairs were a belt and some pads.


A belt for what? Holding my crotch, I carefully walked back up the steps, went into the bathroom, dug around, and found the stuff. My mom eventually came upstairs and showed me how to put on the elastic belt and hook the hammock-like pad through the loops to keep it in place. I felt like a sumo wrestler. I asked about adhesive pads, but my mom said they were a waste of money because the belt thingy worked just as well, and furthermore, the nonadhesive pads were cheaper by five cents each, which over time, added up to big savings. As I got used to the feeling of the pad in my underwear, my dad yelled up, What taking so long?


Really loud, my mom yelled back, Candace body just become ready for sex!


It was 1983 and I was feeling my hand along the cool, clammy wall of fourteen-years-old. The wall, I knew, was only in my head, but it was the blockade between who I wasa fat, fucking dorkand who I wanted to be, the girl on the cover of Candy-O. I imagined Ric Ocasek from the Cars looking through the window of Eggroll Wonderland and seeing me toiling at the deep fryer, arranging six cream cheese-filled wontons on a plate with a side of red sauce. I was sure that only a rock star could save me from my ho-hum, chicken drumstick life.


I still liked to read Maurice Sendaks Where the Wild Things Are, but on the radio, Lou Reed beckoned, Hey, Babe, take a walk on the wild side. Through my TV-glazed eyes I was checking out the world, and I was confused to find that the actress who was Jan Brady now played a hooker in a short fur coat. Another girl I once saw on The Courtship of Eddies Father had become a young poisoner in The Little Girl Who Lives Down the Lane. What lane did I live on? Where Sesame Street met The Streets of San Francisco.


My whole life, I lived in Eggroll Wonderland. That was the name of the Chinese restaurant where my family worked. My parents dreamed of someday owning the place. But seriously, that was my idea of hell. An assortment of San Franciscos desperate, perverted freaks frequented the place, and I wondered why they all came here, and why they all liked Chinese food so much.


My dad was a cook, dishwasher, and busboy all rolled into one. He wore an apron stained with brown gravy, and he always had shrimp particles splattered on his shoes. When he came home to our apartment above the restaurant, he smelled of grease and beef. As for my mom, she was an expressionless waitress who shuffled back and forth in a daze, waiting on tables and running the take-out counter. She would bark over the microphone, talking to my dad back in the kitchen, telling him which things in the trays needed to be replenished. She yelled, Chow fun, Gai Lan Ngow Yook, Gah-lee Gai, Woh-tik There were only two things she barked in English and they were always meant for me, either crab Rangoon or eggroll. If it was a rush job, she added, Fai-dee, Bi Bi


I was the Bi Bi, still a baby in my parents eyes, even though I had a younger brother. For some reason, he never had to work in the restaurant, but I did. Id been chopping bamboo shoots and water chestnuts since I was small, having learned to hold a cleaver before a pencil. Instead of playing with building blocks like regular kids, I used to stack wobbly cubes of tofu, and when my parents bought me a Fisher-Price stepstool it wasnt for fun, but so I could look over the stovetop. When I first started frying eggrolls, I think I was about five years old. As far as my parents were concerned, I was employable.


Ever since I could remember, I was the restaurants eggroll girl. It was my job to toss the hand-rolled, cabbage-and-pork appetizers into the hot oil. I timed it just right so the wheat wrapper got to be like crispy paper, but not too brown. Plucking them out just in time, I arranged them on a plate with a ramekin of bright red sauce. I performed the identical task with the cream cheese-filled wontons called crab Rangoon.


But even though we were restaurant workers, we werent poor. At least I didnt think we were. My dad always said it wasnt how much money you made, but how much you saved that counted. And my parents had saved a lot. Enough to send me and my little brother, Kenny, to private school, and enough to have a few nice things around the house, like the burlwood coffee table, some porcelain statues of Chinese gods, and tons of toys for Kenny that were constantly strewn about the living room, even though he never even played with them anymore.


Although I didnt get an allowance, I had saved a lot of money, too. Ever since I was a little kid, I knew I didnt want to work in a Chinese restaurant my entire life, or any part of my life, for that matter. I was dead serious about saving money for my imminent escape. Each Chinese New Year, adults gave me lay-see envelopes with bills insidefives, tens, or twenties, depending on how well the people knew my family. The red envelopes came in pairs, and had pictures of children or fruit on them, or gold Chinese characters that signified words like prosperity, or good luck. I didnt give a Fig Newton about what the envelopes looked like. The important part was the money inside, and I was proud of having saved all my lay-see from the last three years.


But I had even been saving money before that, too. I stashed cash that I acquired from the tooth fairy, coins I found beneath the sofa cushions, even dimes and pennies that I fished out of the street gutter. I borrowed money from the ceramic chicken on my dads nightstand, and when change came spitting down the chute at the checkout stand at Safeway, I scooped out the coins before my parents noticed.



Occasionally, I also slid the meager tips off the restaurant tables and told my mom that the cheapskates left nothing. I was certain I would need the money someday for my as-of-yet unplanned escape from Eggrollville, so I carefully hid my money, and rotated the secret hiding place from time to time in case my brother was ever snooping around for extra cash. My current savings were under the bed, wedged in the wheel-well of my Barbie Corvette.


Plus, I needed cashish for certain things I couldnt ask my parents to buy. Embarrassing things. Zit cream. Boxes of Kotex with Cathy Rigby spreading her legs on a balance beam. I was still too squeamish to try tampons even though my best friend, Ruby, said that once the cotton pony was in, it was like not having your period at all. Ruby also said a tampon went in the same hole where a guy stuck his Thing during sex. But I figured she was just a liar.


Anyway, I was walking home from school one day, heading back to Eggroll Wonderland. Working there was so automatic, I didnt even say hi to my mom, just went right in and started shelling a huge pile of peas. When I was done, I got up to clear away small dishes of hot mustard and sweet and sour sauce from the adjacent table. When the restaurant emptied out, I tromped through the kitchen, zigzagging through the pallets of onions and oranges in plastic netting. I passed the stacked cans of baby corn and button mushrooms, and ducked under the makeshift laundry line hanging with dried Chinese sausages. I headed up the back stairs that led to our apartment.


On the second floor, in the tidy, carpeted flat, I smelled Chinese food. The aroma of stale rice, soy sauce, and cooking oil was both comforting and sickening, and permeated every room. I passed the kitchen with its orange-and-yellow wallpaper and particle-board cabinets, and pausing by the aluminum-framed window, I parted the heavy drapes and stared briefly at the bus as it accelerated by, its lights illuminating the streaky rain that began to patter.


The San Francisco I lived in was primarily bordered by the route of the 19 Polk, which was the bus that took me most places I needed to go. It stopped right in front of Eggroll Wonderland, went all the way to Pier 39 in one direction, to the Main Library the other way, and in between was my school and Rubys place.


Continuing down the dim hallway, I ducked into my little room. I sat on my twin bed with its rainbow sheets and stared at the wall. The unicorn-Pierrot motif was white-hot that year, and my room reflected the trend. I had a calendar, Pee-Chees, stationery, and blankets that depicted faeries, centaurs, and assorted diaphanously clothed man-beasts. From the wall, surveying my dioramas of fairyland creatures, were David Bowie from the Young Americans album cover and Adam Ant from Kings of the Wild Frontier. On my pillowcase, the Fiorucci angels hid their bloodshot peepers behind star-shaped sunglasses.


As I looked around my room, I had to admit I had a lot of stuffed animals. And thank god I did. More often than not, in the quiet darkness of wide-awake nights, Jemima Puddleduck and Seor Mouse were deployed to play hide-and-seek in my underpants. I had no words to explain why Mr. Ferrettface had permanently matted fur, but many mornings I awoke with his snout still cozily snug between my warm legs.


Sitting on my bed, I grabbed my beanbag frog, Big Mama, and held it against my cheek. The frog reminded me of my dead Auntie Melaura. She had been real pretty, and was even a runner-up for Miss Chinatown USA when I was little. But one afternoon she slipped and hurt her back while ice-skating at the Sutro Baths. Doctors put her on medication that ended up making her crazy. She wasnt her same self, but crying, swearing, and moaning all the time. She was no longer the favorite daughter, or the pretty auntie, just the crazy lady. She would sit in her bedroom for hours laughing to herself or writing letters addressed to my mom saying that Kenny and I were going to die. One time, she hid behind the bushes on the sidewalk and chased away the mailman with a meat cleaver. Another time she took off all of her clothes and walked around downtown. The police brought her home.


These were stories that I had heard whispered over the years. I wondered what really had happened, but no one in my family would say anything.


The only thing I did remember was from when I was about eight. Auntie Melaura pulled me inside a closet and plinked on the light switch.


You love me? she asked.


Yeah, I said, hoping for some candy.


Good girl, said my aunt. She pulled a hand-sewn, beanbag frog as big as a catchers mitt out of a plastic bag, and added, I made this for you.


I held out my small hands and accepted the hefty frog. It was made of two fabricsa fuzzy, cream-colored fur on top and the underbelly done in a silky-to-the-touch calico pattern. The frogs button-eyes were cheery in a way that Auntie Melauras were not.


Thanks, I said, enjoying the slippy feeling of the dried beans shifting within as I pulled the frogs arms and legs this way and that. Upending the soft, gigantic amphibian, I let all the beans drain from the hind legs and swung the frog around like a medieval weapon.


And this is for good luck, Auntie Melaura said, taking off her gold chain with a jade pendant carved in the smooth shape of a curled-up rabbit. She slipped it over my neck, and as she popped it under my collar I could still feel her bodys warmth in the jade as it came to rest against my flat chest.


I was at home later that same afternoon when the police came to the door. I remembered my mom screaming, and when I jumped off the couch and asked, Whats wrong? my mother slapped me hard against my face and yelled, Go to your room and stay there!


Crying on my bed, I had hugged my beanbag frog. Nobody had specifically told me that Auntie Melaura was dead, or how it happened, but Id figured it out from whispered conversations. After shed given me Big Mama and the jade necklace, Auntie Melaura had driven to the Golden Gate Bridge, set her purse on the railing, and jumped off. The coast guard retrieved her body out of the bay near Baker Beach.


At the Cathay funeral parlor in Chinatown, I sat alone in the lobby on a chair upholstered with a pink, floral pattern. I wasnt allowed in the chapel room, and sat in that chair even while the funeral procession went out to the cemetery. Hours later, my parents picked me up and we drove home. Kenny was just a baby, and I remember him wailing in the car. My parents never talked about Auntie Melaura again, and nobody ever asked me where Id gotten my jade necklace or my beanbag frog.


Now I reached up to my throat and touched my jade necklace, sort of a nervous habit. With my sleeve I gave a light dusting to my tape player, turntable, and radio, and took a second to rearrange my cassettes and records, then paused to check on my pet hamster, Twinkiechubs, who was sleeping. After unsuccessfully trying to wake her by tapping on the Habitrail wall, I went out to the hall. Opening the door that led to the restaurant kitchen, I took a few steps down, but hung back in the darkness of the stairwell, watching.


Through the kitchen door I could see my mother going about her tasks. Even though a few minutes ago the place was empty, now there were three tables with customers, and my mom was bringing them all glasses of water. Walking back and forth, she looked as if she could do it in her sleep, like a mouse who had learned to zigzag in a maze. My dad came into view, stopping in front of the row of gas burners to saut something in a wok. Fire was flashing in the pan as he tossed the contents with chopsticks and smoked a cigarette with his free hand. His expression was somewhere between blank and pensive, the same as when he was changing television channels with the clicker.


Heading down the stairs, I stopped and stood at my dads side, quietly observing as he lifted a huge portion of purple eggplant and pink shrimp into a stainless steel tray.


You bring out, he said, mumbling with the cigarette in his mouth. He carried the empty wok over to a deep sink and blasted it with water, sending up a billow of steam.


I stared at the steaming mound of food. The dish was called General Tsos Eggplant, with red peppers and a sticky, sweet sauce. I had no idea who General Tso was, but I brought the tray out just the same, walking past the cash register to the front take-out counter. Lifting up an almost-empty tray of spareribs, I replaced it with the eggplant, making sure to check the level of hot water in the trough below which kept all the to-go stuff warm.


That done, I couldnt wait to get out of there. I scanned the restaurant and saw a group of people waiting for their check. Another table was occupied by someone sitting alone. I recognized him as a guy who worked at the copy place down the block. He looked like Martin Fry from ABC. I figured he must be on his lunch break.


Just then, my mom caught my eye, giving me a nod that signaled it was okay for me to go, but right before I stepped out the door, she yelled, Wait! Order, eggroll!


Ugh. I stopped in my tracks and ran back into the kitchen. The eggrolls, preassembled the night before, rested like miniature logs on a cookie sheet in the fridge. I grabbed three with my bare hand and trudged to my frying station. There was a skillet of oil waiting for me, and I turned on the gas until the bubbles formed. I gently dropped the eggrolls into the hot oil, and waited about two minutes, until they floated to the top. Fishing them out at the right moment with a mesh spoon, I deposited them onto a porcelain plate and placed a dish of sauce on the side. I did this roughly ten times a day, every day of the year, even on Christmas. With simple math I calculated that it was 3650 times per year. At three eggrolls per order, that meant I cooked more than ten thousand eggrolls each year. I didnt know how much longer I could stand it.


Fast out of the kitchen, I saw my mom nod, signaling that the eggrolls were for the Martin Fry guy. Without looking at his face, I delivered the appetizers, then wanted desperately to leave before anyone else ordered something Id have to get. As I moved toward the door, the guy snickered, Thanks, eggroll girl. The way he said it, I could tell I was somehow being put down. Not looking back, I ran out the door and hoped hed choke to death.














A Big, Red Target Painted on Her Ass






Walking to my best friend Rubys house, I shuffled along the sidewalk, still thinking about my first period. I told myself it could have been worse. For instance, look what happened to Ruby.


It was two years before, on St. Patricks Day. We didnt have to wear our uniforms since it was a holiday. As we were all lining up to buy our Shamrock Shakes that were specially delivered from McDonalds, Ruby walked up in her green shirt and white Jordache jeans to get hers, and she had this bright spot of blood leaking out onto the seam of her pants. It looked like a big, red target painted on her ass, and all these kids pointed at her butt and laughed. I ran across the schoolyard and whisked Ruby to the bathroom. Taking off my own sweater, I let Ruby tie it around her waist to hide The Spot. For the rest of the day she went around with the cardigan covering her butt, lying to everybody by saying that she sat on a red Magic Marker. But everyone knew the truth, even the boys. Really, I thought that was just about the worst thing that could happen to anybody.


Hi, Cissy, I said, walking into her moms shop, Empress Wus Antiques. Ruby here?


Yeah, upstairs.


Cissy was regluing kingfisher feathers onto a fancy headdress. There were Peking opera costumes and lots of hats, fans, and pretty fabrics all around the place. I liked hanging around and thought I might like Cissy even if she wasnt Rubys mom. Actually, sometimes I wished that Cissy was my mom instead, and maybe then Ruby would be the one stuck frying eggrolls all day and night.


I went through the beaded curtain and headed down the hallway to the back of the store where rows of spider plants and dead ferns were lined up on either side of the runner. Ducking under another drape, I entered a huge kitchen, and went up the back stairs. At the end of another dark hallway with cupid heads on the cornices, I found Ruby in her room.


Like me, Ruby was still in her school uniform. With a huge set of earphones on her dainty head, she was dancing around with her eyes closed and her skinny arms flailing around. The music was cranked up so loud that, as I stood there, I could hear a tinny version of Does Your Mother Know by Abba blasting through the headphones.


Ruby and I had been best friends since fourth grade, and I couldnt believe we were already eighth-graders. For the last few years wed been the Say, Say, Oh Playmate schoolyard champs, meaning we were faster than anyone at hand-clapping games, so much that no one even challenged us anymore. Even still, school could only be described as a major suck-a-thon. We couldnt wait to get out each day and watch Afterschool Specials on TV, or go to Pier 39 to check out the bulges on the high-divers who jack-knifed into the Plexiglass cubes. Ruby said one day when I wasnt there, one divers dick flopped out, and I missed it. She said I was always missing good shit. Of course, instead of realizing that Ruby made herself feel better by putting me down, I just focused on the certainty that I was a total dip. I thanked God she let me be her friend.


Were not like the other girls at school, Ruby had said the week before. Her comment had nothing to do with the fact that she and I were both Chinese. There were several other Chinese kids at school. She meant something different. Were seekers, she said. And jailbait to boot.


I wasnt exactly sure what she meant by that. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that late at night, in the darkness of my bedroom, I kissed my pillow and pretended it was Adam Ant while I shoved a stuffed animal between my legs. Pathetic, yeah, but it was better than frying eggrolls. And just as shed never had to fry an eggroll, I was sure Ruby didnt have to rely on plush pals to get herself off, either. We didnt really talk about sex stuff, but I could tell something was going on with her. Maybe shed even Done It.


I wasnt sure. As I watched her dancing around the room, I was too mortified to think anymore about whether or not my friend had Done It, so instead I thought about how different her house was from mine. Except for Kennys toys all over the place, our apartment was superclean. My mom swept, mopped, and vacuumed constantly, whereas Rubys carpets looked and smelled like they hadnt been vacuumed in a way long time. And furthermore, while I slept on a twin bed covered in clean, white cotton, Ruby slept on a queen-sized waterbed with black satin sheets. When the black sheets were in the wash (and that wasnt very often), Ruby just slept on the bare mattress, and lots of times just in her uniform clothes or whatever she happened to be wearing that day. I had never not changed into my Holly Hobbie nightgown before going to sleep, no matter how tired I was. Also, I always had clean underwear, and Ruby never seemed to. She bragged about how she saved on doing laundry by turning her undies inside out to wear them a second day, which I thought was just disgusting. Half the time she also wore her bathing suit or bikini bottoms instead of clean panties, which was also totally weird.


But still. Everything at Rubys seemed free and bohemian, and I was jealous. As far as I could tell, Ruby never got grilled about getting straight As, and she could eat Ding Dongs and Twinkies for dinner. However, I did suppose maybe one drawback was that Rubys socks were always dirty and smelled like corn chips. Cissy never did Rubys laundry or made her lunch because she was always either working in the boutique or going out late at night with some barfbag. Nonetheless, hands down, I would have much preferred to have Rubys life and suffer that one small thing, Corn Chip Socks Syndrome.


Still dancing, Ruby flapped over and hit me in the face by accident.


Whoa!


She jumped back and laughed. Yanking off her headphones, she said, Ready to go to the pier?


As she raced around the messy room looking for her shoes, I glanced around and noticed she didnt have any stuffed animals. On top of the dresser she had a row of creepy dolls that I think her mom got for her. I carefully touched them and read their little tags. A porcelain one was named Queue San Baby, and a chinky-faced cloth doll had a label that said it was made by Ada Lum, whoever that was. The dolls looked dead and gave me the creeps so I found an Aladdin Sane T-shirt on the floor and put it over their heads.


What are you doing? Ruby asked.



Nothing, I said, darting into the hall. We headed down a set of stairs. Just like in my apartment, at Rubys there were two ways to exita stairwell that led to the storefront down below, and a separate set of stairs that led out to the street. We took the one that led directly to the sidewalk outside because we didnt want to go past her mom. As cool as Cissy was, we didnt need her asking us where we were going.


Out on the sidewalk, Ruby immediately began to sluttify her uniform by rolling down the waistband of her skirt, and hiking it up to shorten it. She then proceeded to undo the top buttons of her blouse.


Thats really hussy of you, I said.


So what?


I started to adjust my uniform, too, but she shot me an annoyed look. Dont copy me, she said.


Some pervert passing by slowed down to check us out. You two look like twins, he said. While Ruby shot back, Fuck off, I was secretly pleased to be considered on her level.


We walked down toward the Maritime Museum, and eventually Ruby said, Maybe youll have nice ones someday.


What?


Tits. I really like my tits. Ruby leaned forward a little, reached into her blouse, and rearranged hers.


As she walked a little bit ahead of me, I stewed over this comment. Was it my imagination, or did Ruby say stuff to deliberately make me feel like shit? Even though Ruby was my friend, I knew she kept me down. Maybe life was governed by the same laws as television, where there was always a good-looking person, and then a not-as-pretty sidekick. For every Lucy Ricardo was there an Ethel Mertz? Would Mr. Roarke be so powerful on Fantasy Island without Tattoo to kick around? Well, if I had to admit it, I was definitely the not-so-good-looking sidekick, much to my distress. But it was the truth. I ran a little to catch up with Ruby, and cast a sidelong glance at her breasts with their always-pointy nipples that reminded me of those small snail shells I sometimes found at Aquatic Park.


I knew that the plain-Jane sidekick on TV never got the dates, and unfortunately, this was also my reality. If life were The Facts of Life, I definitely wouldnt have been Blair, or even Jo, the tough girl. I wouldnt have been Tootie since I wasnt black, and there wasnt even one Chinese girl in the background of that whole sitcom, even though it was a girls school with hundreds of kids. Chinese girls didnt go to boarding school, I supposed. We toiled away in obscurity at Chinese restaurants and maybe got to deliver take-out to Natalie, the fat, Jewish girl who stayed home baking cookies with Mrs. Garrett while Blair was off screwing boys from Bates, the boys school next door. On one episode, Blair even got busy with a gorgeous guy who turned out to be mentally retarded. There was no doubt in my mind that Fat Natalie and I would both take a hunky retard over Mrs. Garrett any day, but such was the fate of porky Jewish girls and Chinese sidekicks of beautiful sluts.


Slut? Yeah. Rubys sluttification of her uniform wasnt just for show. As of late shed been much more a Playboy Playmate than a Say, Say, Oh Playmate, unlike me who was stuck in my middle-school groove. This jaunt to Pier 39 was probably going to result in Ruby ditching me for some guy. How did I know? Because shed been doing it since the beginning of the school year.


Ruby kept saying she wanted to hang out with me, but invariably she ended up going off with some guy while I walked or took the bus home alone. I knew today would be no different. I was a stooge to keep falling for it, but I still did. I kept hoping that one of these times Ruby really might mean it when she said she wanted to hang out, even though Id figured that she probably just didnt like to take the bus by herself.


Hey, Ruby said, interrupting my thoughts. Dont you think I have perfect-sized ones? Theyre not too big, and not too small. Looking straight ahead, she smiled to herself, seeming satisfied. Even though I made no comment, she added, I just like them; thats all.


She had a way of always bringing the conversation around to herself, and I obliged. Yeah, I said, Remember when you had that disgusting wart on your finger? It was bigger than a pencil eraser and had a long hair coming out of it like a tail. Every time I happened to look at it I almost barfed. But nobody at school cared. They just stared at your tits because that was back when you didnt even wear a bra.


Nobody stared, Ruby countered, but looked secretly pleased.


Yeah, they did. And remember when you were picking at the wart and accidentally ripped it off, spurting blood all over the floor during The Life of Jesus? The nuns didnt even make you clean it up. They made the janitor clean it instead. See, even the nuns think youre pretty. Sister Mary said youre an angelic child, like Bernadette of Lourdes. Barf. Bernadette probably had perfect tits, too. The Virgin Mary probably only appears to you if your boobs are perfect. See, Im screwed. Marys never going to appear to me because my boobs already feel saggy.


Ruby laughed. Why dont you diet? Just because we are fourteen doesnt mean you have to be a size fourteen. Between basketball practice and walking back and forth on Polk Street, you could lose weight if you stopped eating all those sesame balls and pot stickers from the to-go tray.


As I walked by her side, I simmered. I knew I wasnt actually all that much bigger than Ruby. However, Id been a fat little kid, and couldnt shake the fatso mentality. I once read somewhere that amputees continued to experience the nerve sensations of their long-ago, sawed-off limbs, and in that same way, although I had lost major poundage since fifth grade, the memory of my poochy butt and sausage fingers lingered on, and I was self-conscious. You might say I acted fat, and hence, was.


Fat, that is.


Believe it or not, though, Ruby and I could actually fit the same clothes sometimes. But whenever I asked to swap outfits, she hardly ever agreed. First off, all of her non-uniform clothes were so much cooler than mine. Ruby shopped at Macys with her dads credit card, and had stuff like leather miniskirts, ruffled socks, and fingerless gloves. I bought basic stuff on sale at Piccadilly, the discount store, or at Clothestime. But I pined for Rubys clothes and when I asked to borrow anything, she always said no. The fact that she said no just made me want them even more, but I told myself it would be too disgusting to wear her clothes anyway because her pants that she wore without underwear probably had dried pee crust on them and the mere thought of that gave me the heebie-jeebies.


On the rare occasion that I actually scored something cool like purple jeans, a KUSF T-shirt, or a silver-studded belt, Ruby not only helped herself to my things, but kept them forever. That looks dumb on you, shed say to me, or that belt emphasizes your widest part. Shed gnaw at me until I was ready to throw the thing away, then shed take it and keep it so long that shed forget it wasnt always hers in the first place.


These inequalities had been built into our relationship for a long time. When we were little, she always talked me out of my best Barbies, too, latching onto my Superstar, and only letting me play with the shitty Midge whose legs didnt bend and were discolored brown with age while Superstars flesh was new and piggy-pink. Years ago shed glommed onto my Snoopy doll and all his outfits, including his doctor and Elton John costumes. I doubted she even remembered they were mine to begin with, but her taking the best of my stuff and me letting her, at this point, were a fixed part of life.


Rubys prettiness and my fatness were a foregone conclusion as well. Ever since we were little, she was the pretty and dumb one, and I was her fat-but-smart sidekick. Its hard to say whether we came up with these definitions or if other people did. The descriptions just sort of descended upon us, but they stuck. At school, my good grades and her bad grades were accepted as the norm, and she was obviously attractive with her creamy skin, long hair, and perfect bod. I, of course, was not so perfect. Nor could I ever even think of myself that way. I was already ashamed of the little stretch marks around my waist and hips.


Truth be told, though, Ruby wasnt all that gorgeous with her crooked teeth and bitten-down nails, and I was only a few pounds overweight. Somehow though, our roles as The Pretty One and The Fat One just became the Truth, and somewhere along the line we silently had reached an understanding that these were the roles we would always play. If we were going to be Best Friends Forever, I assumed I had to be The Fat One forever if I was going to keep the Best Friend part, too.


But maybe it was just me thinking about these things. By all appearances, Ruby did as she pleased and didnt seem to ruminate endlessly on why life was so sucky. I figured her life was great so she didnt have to think about stupid shit like I did. Yet another way she was superior.



We kept walking and passed the Hibernia Bank on the corner of Vallejo Street. We went by the window and I could see Mrs. Martin, the teller, inside. As treasurer of my class, I visited this branch regularly with a passbook, and I occasionally borrowed from the class savings account if I was cash poor and there was a new cassette or album I wanted to buy. I was always careful to replace the money before anyone noticed. Of course, no one ever did because I was the only one with a passbook, and besides, good Chinese girls did not embezzle money. Secretly, I liked to do bad things, but maybe they werent bad at all if no one found out.


Hopping on to the 19 Polk, Ruby and I headed to Pier 39. The bus ride was long but we shared an RC Cola that Ruby swiped from Quilicis Market.


What are you doing this weekend? I asked.


She took a gulp of soda and said, I was supposed to go to my dads, but thank God I dont have to.


Now heres a weird thing I didnt mention: Rubys parents were divorced, and her dad, Mr. Ping, was the man who owned Eggroll Wonderland, where my family worked. He and Cissy werent on friendly terms, but in their divorce settlement, she got the building where she lived and had her shop. For as long as Ruby and I had been friends, though, I never visited her when she was at her dads, only at her moms. Every few weeks Ruby would disappear to go stay with Mr. Ping awhile, somewhere in some unknown Richie Rich part of town. She always said she hated it there, and I wondered what it was like. It cast an extra aura of glamour to her, that she had some secret castle where she went off to. Shit, that was probably where all my good stuff ended up, come to think of it, because I never saw any of my former belongings at Cissys place. And another thing, as much as Cissy was like a friend, Mr. Ping was like a stranger, even though Id known him all my life. To me he was just the man who owned the restaurant and took care of the plumbing occasionally. For all I knew, he didnt even know that Ruby and I were friends.


Have you been to the nightclub lately? I asked. In addition to Eggroll Wonderland, Mr. Ping owned a bunch of businesses in San Jose. Ruby used to brag constantly about getting to sit at her dads bar drinking real, non-virgin daquiris, but it suddenly occurred to me she hadnt mentioned it recently.


Ruby threw the empty cola can out the bus window. No, she said. Ive been banned.


Now that sounded juicy. Really? Why?


She looked away, daydreaming out the bus window. She had a look on her face that Id been noticing more and more lately. It was a hard expression, or rather, it seemed hard and cold to me because it was a face that never looked my way. It kept me out, like she was pondering some other world, one that definitely didnt include me for some reason.


You wouldnt get it, she whispered, staring out the glass.


A few seconds later, she turned to face me. I hate going to my dads cuz hes such a Jesus freak, you know? And I cant play any good music because hes always blasting freaky Chinese opera. And my grandma, jeez.


I nodded sympathetically, even though Id never met her grandmother. I wanted to talk more about the nightclub and why she didnt get to go there anymore, but Ruby stood up and pulled the cord.


Right at Fishermans Wharf, we got off the bus and walked the short distance to Pier 39. Years ago it had been nothing special, but the area was recently refurbished as a tourist attraction with arcades, a carousel, T-shirt shops, and the usual tacky stuff like saltwater taffy parlors and shit like that. We sauntered past the colorful flags snapping in the wind, and headed into the darkness of the arcade where Ms. Pac-Man and the Bionic Woman pinball machine awaited us.


We immediately went for Galaga, but Ruby stopped in her tracks. She made a snotty face and said, Those pimply W.P.O.D.s have staked their scuzzy claim on my favorite machine.


Ever since that Tubes song White Punks on Dope came out, Ruby called any guy she didnt like a W.P.O.D. We went over to Ms. Pac-Man, but it was also occupied, so we settled for Space Invaders.


Got any quarters? she asked, and I dropped two into the machine. Playing a few games against each other, Ruby whipped me by a mile because she was, like, the ninth best player and even had her initials listed on the scoreboard. The screen eventually flashed game over for me, but Ruby kept playing on her own. I watched for a while, but got bored of seeing the little plankton-spaceships dropping their bombs. I decided to go outside to get away from the popcorn-and-sneaker smell.


Pier 39 was mime ground zero. They were stationed every thirty feet or so along the rotting planks of the pier and all down the area where the ferries took off to go to Angel Island and Alcatraz. Groups of tourists were milling around everywhere, wearing shorty-shorts and poofy sweatshirts. They looked like marshmallows with toothpick legs as they chomped on churros and cotton candy.


I watched a clown in red polka-dotted pants as he attempted to make a balloon light-saber. He blew into the skinny piece of rubber and tied off the top, then tried to twist it to look like a sword. The balloon bent to the left and resembled an oversized, red penis, not that Id ever seen a real one. I continued to watch as he mangled it into a lumpy sausage, and the kid who was waiting started to cry. The clown said, Jedi Knights dont cry, but the boy just started blubbering more.


When I returned to the arcade to look for Ruby, she was no longer playing Space Invaders. I wandered all over, until I noticed her uniform skirt and gangly legs poking out from the photo booth. The orange curtain was pulled shut, but I could see that she was sitting on some guys lap. Through the part in the fabric, I could see that they were making out.


Gross. He was one of the pimply W.P.O.D.s.


I wondered if Ruby had just met him today, or knew him previously and had planned to meet him here all along. There was no point in barging in on them since I could already hear her instructions in my head, Dont bug me. Just go home and Ill call you later. I was used to her ditching me for random guys, but it still stung every time. She was a dick magnet, and I was not, and that was the sad truth. Every time she went off with some guy, even if he was nasty, I felt a twinge of envy. I knew it was pathetic. As pathetic as spending my weekends frying eggrolls. As pathetic as kissing my pillow at night and pretending it was Adam Ant. As pathetic as grinding Jemima Puddleduck into my crotch.


Sneaking a last peek at the guys hand on Rubys thigh, I took off. I decided to walk to the grocery store up the street to buy some Pop Rocks, my favorite candy. I needed to stuff my face after being ditched. After buying a couple of packets, I ripped open the foil and poured a little into my mouth on the way to the bus stop. The crackles and sizzles on my tongue felt weird in a good way, and it was especially satisfying when a carbonated speck exploded between my cheek wall and one of my molars. I found a bench to sit on and spent the next twenty minutes watching shitty mimes and eating the two packets, dipping my wet finger into the foil when the dregs at the bottom became hard to retrieve.


The bus took a long time. I waited and boarded through the back door because the bus was really crowded and I knew Id never get on in front. Swaying in the back with the high school kids from Galileo High School, I spaced out for a while. Between two big backpacks, and past an old ladys whipped-up hairdo, it took me a few minutes to realize that Ruby was on the same bus, up in front, sitting on the W.P.O.D.s lap. In the time Id gone to the Chinese market and sat on the bench stuffing my face, they must have gotten on at the bus stop before. They were making out, and Rubys face was partially covered, but I could tell it was her.


Where were they going? In an instant I made up my mind that I was going to follow them. I didnt think Ruby would try to sneak him past her mom, so maybe they were going to his place, or somewhere to eat. The possibilities were endlessly fascinating to me. Id never been on a date myself. Save for my midnight imaginings of Adam Ant, I had no idea what guys and girls really did together, and I wanted to find out.


It was warm inside the bus. I squeezed into a seat, and sitting at the edge, I kept my eyes focused, gazing at Ruby and the pimply guy. There was no way they could get off without me seeing them.


We rode for a long time. But then, on Market Street, suddenly I saw the two scramble off the bus, so I jumped off, too. Ruby and her W.P.O.D. climbed onto the 6 Parnassus that had just pulled to the curb, and I had to think fast in order to keep up. I ran and darted through the back door as a Mexican kid in black Ben Davis pants hopped off.


I wondered if they were going to Haight Street or Golden Gate Park, but they didnt get off near either place. I sat in the rear of the bus and slouched down behind a bunch of Cholos to avoid being seen.


The bus climbed up over the hills. Ruby and her pal were sitting near the front, in the seats reserved for handicapped people. He had his arm around her, and to the dismay of some old ladies, he periodically leaned in to suck on her tongue. Everyone on the bus couldnt stop watching them. They seemed to know they were being watched, too, and enjoyed the attention. The whole scenario made me wish I had more Pop Rocks.


Detaching his face from Rubys, the W.P.O.D. wiped spit from his mouth, reached up, and yanked on the cord. They got off near the hospital on the hill, by the building that looked like a big waffle iron. I hesitated for a moment, not wanting them to spot me on the sidewalk. Then I jumped off the bus and hid behind a car. Ducking into some bushes, I then hopped behind a telephone pole before following them as they made their way up a few blocks. When they veered off the main
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