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The Dim Sum of All Things







Many strange tales have been told about sassy receptionists and their antics in the urban wild, but none so strange as the story of Miss Lindsey Owyang, a Chinese-American wage-slave who turned twenty-five last summer.


Lindsey was a fairly clever receptionist, but she was more than just a worker bee who had mastered the intricacies of voice mail and fax dialing. She was a third-generation San Franciscan of Chinese descent who could not quote a single Han Dynasty proverb, but she could recite entire dialogues from numerous Brady Bunch episodes. She knew nothing of Confucius and did not speak any Cantonese or Mandarin, but she had spent years studying the Western Canon and had learned to conjugate irregular French verbs. All that reading of European literature did her a heap of good now. When she graduated from college, prospective employers didnt care about her mastery of iambic pentameter; they just wanted her to answer the telephone and type with robotic efficiency.


She considered herself lucky to have landed her job at Vegan Warrior magazine. The publication was a style resource for the vegetarian community, and most articles featured organic food, hemp fashions, astrology, and eco-travel. In their mission statement, the editors bragged of their firm commitment to equality and social justice, but their philosophy didnt prevent them from summoning Lindsey to perform all their menial tasks. Each morning, she mopped spilled rice milk from the kitchen floor, and in the afternoons she was dispatched to retrieve soy lattes.


She and a few other closet meat-eaters had infiltrated the staff of smug Limoges-liberals who drank cruelty-free decaf. As the majority of employees stomped through the office in Birkenstocks and Chi Pants, Lindsey was an outcast because she wore makeup and owned one vintage sweater with a modest rabbit fur collar. Coworkers regarded her with suspicion, but she was happy enough to keep to herself.


When the phones werent busy, she deionized the drinking water and scoured the tofu cheese from the inside of the microwave. While performing her various housekeeping duties she had time to ruminate on the philosophies of the various dead white men she had studied in college. However, as a modern Chinese-American woman, her worldview was quite different from theirs.


One day, as she unclogged a bloated gardenburger from the sink drain, she was pondering the existence of certain white males who were obsessed with Asian women. She called these men the Hoarders of All Things Asian, or just Hoarders, for short. These shy, Caucasian beta-males, with dirty blond hair and sallow complexions, moseyed through the world, blending effortlessly into the general population. But Lindsey had learned to spot them. Over the past few months she had been noticing that she attracted numerous stares from these nerdy white guys wearing tan jeans and vanilla-hued cardigans, and she deduced that their clothes were meant as some kind of urban camouflage. Their gray pallor, mixed with beige wardrobes, combined to create an overall greige appearance. And when they tried to pick up on her, saying garbled things like Konichiwa, Chinese princess, she assumed they had bland, taupe personalities to match.


She had a theory that these neatntidy nerds were disguised as good guys but were actually stealthy predators who feigned interest in Asian cuisine, history, and customs in hopes of attracting an exotic porcelain doll like those portrayed so fetchingly in pop culture movies and advertisements. These Hoarders of All Things Asian sought the erotic, hassle-free companionship they believed to be the specialty of lily-footed celestials, geishas, fan-tan dancers, and singsong girlies. They were unable to distinguish these fantasy ideals from modern women, and, like fishermen in sampans, tended to cast their nets toward any vaguely Asian-looking female, expecting to be lavished with the mysterious, untold delights of the Orient.


These creepy men frequently approached Lindsey at coffeehouses, on park benches, and in bookstores. She sometimes spotted one cruising Clement Street, or dining alone in a Chinese restaurant, or clinging to a ticket stub from the Pacific Rim film festival with clammy, froglike fingers. They trawled the land in search of Asian flesh, and she was sickened by the idea of being targeted as some kind of exotic sex toy.



She felt like she had discovered a new comet, and she monitored the night sky for potential dating dangers. She was convinced that, if Dante had been Chinese, he would have designated a specific circle of hell for the worst of these loathsome trolls. She liked to think of these fetishists cast into the Underworld, confined in a criblike pen where they could not escape to molest her. She wanted them corralled into a muddy pit, where they would remain, wallowing in miserable, Woodstock-like conditions for all eternity.


Although Lindsey was admittedly attracted to white boys, she shrewdly eliminated romantic candidates who exhibited any Hoarder tendencies. She hated the idea of some pervert zoning in on her because of her black hair, almond-shaped eyes, or any of the submissive, back-scrubbing fantasies her physical features might suggest to a large, clumsy mammal in tube socks.


Her wariness stemmed from the fact that she had convinced herself that her Chinese heritage was not one of the main components of her identity but was simply a superfluous detail. As far as she was concerned, her Chinese-ness was not the first thing someone should notice about her.


Walking home from work one day, she stopped at the video store to browse. As she perused the biography section with tapes about Mark Twain, Ernest Hemingway and Virginia Woolf, her mind drifted. She had always had romantic notions about becoming a famous author, but she often wondered if writers all had big fat butts and sat around in sweatpants all day. They all died depressed, crazy, and poverty-stricken. And that certainly wasnt what she wanted. Also, the writers who called her office were always so irritable and condescending, as if they ruled the world from stylish and lofty home offices. She figured they were just sitting in studio apartments, wearing coffee-stained pajamas and smelling of buttered toast.


Her daydreaming was interrupted by a gruff voice. What do you mean, you dont have Hackers?


She instinctively crouched down behind the nearest partition. Behind a row of suntanned butts with wild airbrushed across the fleshy cracks, she knelt and hid. She hid because she recognized the mans voice, and his name. When he grumbled, Im Miles Olin. Call me when Hackers gets returned, she was certain he called her office at least twice a day. He was one of the magazines writers, and yes, she was right about the coffee stains. Instead of pajamas, he wore a crummy brown jogging suit.


If ever there was a name that had Hoarder written all over it, it was Miles. There was no method to her determinations, but at some point, she had included it in her mental pantheon of all-time popular Hoarder names, which also included Gordon, Dennis, Doug, Jim, Don, and finally, Steve. (The last one, she admitted, was perhaps a contender only as a fluke, seeing as how so many guys were named Steve nowadays.)


After the writer left the store and lumbered from sight, Lindsey popped a stick of gum in her mouth and decided against getting a video.


That guys an asshole, the clerk said as she passed the front counter.


Yeah, she replied, some people are.


Resuming her walk home, she passed the stationery store that sold Hello Kitty stuff. She was mortified by her secret love for Kitty, Mimmy, Chococat, and Keroppi. It was all so stereotypical, so tragically Asian of her to adore the fuzzy, mouthless, big-eyed baby animals.


In grade school, she had once descended on this very store for a brief shoplifting pick-me-up. As her white friends loaded up their jumpers with Little Twin Star erasers, Snoopy mini colored pencils, and Hello Kitty key-chains, Lindsey walked out with a gluestick, fearing that any Sanrio product would associate her with the immigrant outcasts who snacked on Pocky sticks at recess. She never let her grandmother, Pau Pau, put anything Chinese in her Bugs Bunny lunchbox. No rice, no cha-siu baus. She felt that only sandwiches with Safeway cold cuts were acceptable lunchtime fare.


At one point, she even told people she didnt like Chinese food. Nope, didnt like it at all. Would rather have pizza. Of course, it was all some kind of preteen sham. She always ate Chinese food with Pau Pau, and not just chow mein or sweet-and-sour pork. No, Pau Pau prepared the hardcore what-the-hell-is-that kind of Chinese food: organ meats and unrecognizable fish parts that had been sliced to bits with a cleaver as long as a human arm earlier that morning in Chinatown. Fresh, her grandmother insisted.


For Lindsey, the description and details of real Chinese foodreal Chinese anythingwere too complicated to begin explaining to white people. Of course, not that anyone ever asked. Maybe they didnt want to seem too curious or too objectifying. White guilt was like smog in the Bay Area, like filthy puffs of charcoal gray exhaust blasting out of Muni buses and impregnating the city air, hanging around the horizon like a ring of oven grease, but perhaps, at times, contributing to prettier sunsets.



As she walked, thoughts of grammar school and her younger self still lingered in her head. She recalled how much she hated her name back then. She felt her first name made her sound like a British missionarys neglected child dying of consumption, and her last name made her sound so, uh, Chinese. She wanted an ordinary name, and not just a plain one like Wong or Chan, although those might be a slight improvement over Owyang, which sounded so ugly in the mouthloud and clanging, like something youd scream after getting your finger smashed against a giant brass gong. She wanted an anonymous name, preferably one that wouldnt declare her ethnicity so blatantly. Kids at school would pretend to trip or get hurt and theyd shout, Ow! Yang! Then theyd erupt in howls as they cast their pale faces her way. Kids used their index fingers to stretch their eyelids into slants and theyd sing, Chinese, Japanese, knobby knees, look at these! Sticking out their flat chests, theyd shimmy around the playground like seductive Suzie Wongs.


Over the years Lindsey eventually accepted her name. Having met Chinese kids whod been teased much more relentlessly, she realized her name could have been much worse. Beethoven Sing was ridiculed for his utter lack of musical talent, Dorcas Foo was routinely called both a dork and a fool, Ima Ho had to constantly deny being a prostitute, and poor Gina Fang never escaped her schoolyard nickname, Vagina Fangs.


As Lindsey hiked from downtown toward Russian Hill, she passed several boutiques filled chockablock with fabulous orientalia: wide-legged pants with floriental designs, pillows made from antique kimono remnants, paper lanterns, cloisonn dishes, and jewelry made from those coins with the square in the middle. She loved the brocaded fabrics, sandalwood scents, and gorgeous junkiness of it all, but she was disturbed by the confused disregard for each culture: Mandarin jackets stacked with Japanese obi, and Ganesha postcards jumbled with Mao Tse-tung coasters. She especially hated the plastic Buddha-on-a-cellphone toys.


She trudged up Leavenworth toward the apartment she shared with her grandmother. Her family owned the building, and her mother and aunties had all grown up in the spacious top-floor unit. As a child, Lindsey had passed most afterschool hours and some nights there, usually waiting until after dinner for her parents to pick her up and take her to their own home in the Sunset District. Living in her grandmothers apartment now was a good arrangement. She had moved in after college graduation, which allowed her to gingerly dip her toes into adult life while keeping one foot planted in safety. She enjoyed free meals and nonexistent rent payments.


As she crossed Hyde she barely missed getting creamed by a Ford Explorer as its driver jabbered obliviously into a cell phone. She wanted to spit her gum at the Eddie Bauer Limited Edition, but she refrained. She was very conscientious about not littering.


Another block away, Lindsey passed the bookstore where, in a rare moment of self-motivation, she once purchased a writing how-to book that advised her to tackle whatever subject she knew best. But Lindsey didnt think she knew anything. Not really.


She knew about growing up in San Francisco. But books about her hometown never described the city as she knew it. She understood why people gushed poetic about the fog and the hills, but she wondered why no one ever mentioned homeless people crapping in otherwise fine parking spaces, or the authentic smells of polluted baywater and rotting garbage that wafted down Columbus Avenue. She had never gotten around to visiting any of the citys main attractions, had only sped by them in the backseat of her parents car a thousand times to and from school. She had ridden a cable car only once, back in the second grade when it had cost a nickel and shed had to board while holding her grandmothers hand.


Oh, she also knew about living with Pau Pau. But neither San Francisco nor her granny seemed like exciting topics to write about. And, besides, becoming a working writer wasnt a real-life possibility. She just kept the idea swirling inside her dreamy head, along with notions like becoming a famous Abstract Expressionist painter, winning the California lottery, or finding True Love.





Lindsey bounded up the stairs to the third-floor apartment and kicked off her Kenneth Coles. Flopping onto her bed, she put her head down for a moment. She sensed that her grandmother wasnt home, because the odor of tiger balm wasnt overpowering, just simply there.


Unzipping her jeans, she exhaled a sigh of sudden sexual frustration. Sadly, the screwing of boys was not something that was going to happen in her grandmothers apartment. Aside from the boner-wilting old lady stuffthe sexy dentures stewing in the bathroom cup, the medicinal un-aromatherapy of arthritis plasters, the eye-watering fumes of tiger balm caressing the airany form of dating white boys was just not mentioned in this household. Perhaps someday a well-mannered boy, fresh off the boat from China, would bring over a roasted pig and a bag of money in exchange for the simple honor of asking her to the movies. But she was well aware that no hottie would be unlocking the chink in her chastity belt anytime soon. Even if she got Pau Pau out of the house, there would be no way to respectfully get it on with a white devil on the same mattress where her grandpa, Gung Gung, had died. Especially not under the all-seeing portrait of him shaking hands with Jimmy Carter. Wasnt gonna happen.


Pau Pau was still in Chinatown playing mahjong. Every day, even on the weekends, she scrambled her 110-pound, 4-foot, 10-inch self onto the bus, and rode nine blocks down Clay Street to a quiet alley where she happily gambled away the hours. If she was on a winning streak, she might not come home for dinner.


Lindsey zipped up her pants, deciding that a stroll down to the mahjong parlor would be good for some fresh air. She gathered up her keys and a sweater, and quickly fluffed her bangs and teased her straight, shoulder-length hair in the mirror. As was her habit, she pinched the half-inch of extra weight at her waist and surveyed her 5-foot, 2-inch frame for any newfound blubber. Content enough with her appearance, she ran down the stairs with a sudden burst of energy.


The air on the shaded sidewalk smelled faintly of honeysuckle as she walked up and over Clay Street. The light of the afternoon dimmed, and she entered a narrow alley, which was quiet except for the sound of elderly residents meandering by or tending to the potted plants on their balconies. She heard tinkling Chinese music playing from a window overhead, and as she walked, she wondered if this alley looked the same a hundred years ago, when it was the site of gang wars over slave girls.


Approaching the door of the mahjong parlor, she half-imagined shed need a secret knock or password. Maybe a peephole or rectangular slit would open to reveal the bloodshot eyeball of a wary guard. She listened for the sound of a whirring, rushing waterfall created by the swirling motion of a thousand clicking mahjong tiles under golden hands. Hearing only silence, she rang the bell.


A Chinese man in a ribbed undershirt and slippers answered the door. He spoke to her in Cantonese and she panicked. Eight years of skipping afternoons at St. Marys Chinese School had left her with only a limited Cantonese vocabulary of obscenities, racial slurs, and food names. She dared not speak any Chinese for fear of accidentally saying, Piss your mothers fried noodles up the ass.


She blurted out Pau Paus American name, Lucy Lee, and the man yelled it back over his shoulder and shuffled away.


Her grandmother appeared and escorted her into the gambling clubhouse. With a tattered sofa, an old televison that broadcast Beijing news, and a card table loaded with tea and hot water thermoses, the room was homey. Low lamps, like those in paintings of dogs playing poker, dangled above the mahjong tables. Fluorescent panels and the glow from a red-and-gold altar gave the place the ambience of an old aunties tenement kitchenette, complete with the bracing scent of Pine-Sol. There was no opium, and no doped-up nubile Chinese beauties.



Pau Pau patted Lindseys arm and brushed her palm against her cheek affectionately, What you doing here?


She introduced the old men and women in the room, and they all nodded and smiled with various amounts of teeth, some missing, some gold.


They all happy because now they see my tiles! Pau Pau whispered loudly. Then she added, Lets get something to eat.


After quick good-byes, they stepped out into the cool, damp alley. Pau Pau fished a Salem cigarette from her saggy knit pants and lit it with detached satisfaction.


Merging into foot traffic, Lindsey was reminded of the hundreds of times she and Pau Pau had walked these narrow Chinatown paths. When she was little, she had refused to go to preschool and had screamed at every baby-sitter, so her parents had eventually decided to park her at Pau Pau and Gung Gungs travel agency office. Walking now, she gazed at the purple glass circles embedded in the pavement and remembered how much theyd delighted her when she was a child. For a moment she stopped and stared at a tank of lethargic Dungeness crabs.


Fai-dee! her grandmother yelled, pushing her way through the crowd. Pau Pau always walked purposefully and fast, not thinking twice about throwing an elbow or shoulder to get other pedestrians out of her way. Lindsey lagged behind, mumbling many excuse mes and pardon mes as she tried to navigate the walkway.


A few blocks away, they arrived at a restaurant decorated with rosy pink wallpaper in a Versailles-meets-Hong Kong pattern. Crystal chandeliers drooped with stringy clumps of oil-saturated dust that coated the brass chains like coconut sprinkles. At the small tables, English- and German-speaking tourists, along with locals speaking different Chinese dialects, chewed on piping-hot dumplings and fried taro root squares.


Pau Pau used her thin, machete-like arm to hack through a swarm of bewildered Midwesterners who waited patiently in the cramped doorway stacked with a high, swaying tower of cardboard boxes. She walked briskly toward four decrepit Chinese men hunched around a small table, and she chided them loudly in Cantonese, shooing them away. They unbent their skeletons, stood shakily on weary legs, and shuffled out the door clutching their plastic decks of playing cards. Pau Pau smiled and waved for Lindsey to come sit down.


They already finish eat, she explained, pushing aside the dirty plates. They sat for a few seconds, but when no server came immediately to the table, Pau Pau became impatient and walked decisively into the kitchen. Lindsey heard muffled shouts, and a few exclamations later, her grandmother returned carrying teacups, napkins and chopsticks. She was followed closely by two waitresses balancing small heaping dishes of greasy, meaty morsels.


Lindsey removed a moist towelette from her backpack and sanitized her hands before eating. She picked at the wide noodles folded with shrimp and green onions as Pau Pau urged her to eat faster before the food cooled and congealed. After gnawing on a soft and frightening chickens foot, Pau Pau picked her teeth behind one cupped hand and lit a cigarette under the No Smoking sign. Lindsey drank tea to wash down the lard that was coating her esophagus.
















She Was a Freak Magnet







Although Lindsey didnt realize it, living with her grandmother had begun to change her in small ways. She was gradually becoming more thrifty, and also more germ-phobic. Now in the habit of washing and saving disposable utensils, she reused plastic bread bags to carry her lunch to work, and she checked out magazines from branch libraries instead of buying them. In public places she never touched a handrail, doorknob, or toilet seat without first covering the inside of her hand with a napkin, and she trained herself to inhale with only shallow breaths when she stood in crowds. She now kept wads of Kleenex in every pocket, with a few tissues stuffed up her sleeve for good measure. Her purse was equipped with a small sewing kit, a plastic hair bonnet in case of rain, and a small bottle of Purell antibacterial gel for any germ-related emergencies.


Her paranoia about germs wasnt completely unfounded. After all, she did take the bus to work every day. Nothing was as repulsive as the combined odors on a Muni bus. Although she smelled weird things daily in her grandmothers apartment, like rubbing alcohol and salted fish, hairspray and vinegar, or menthol and suet, none of these odors could compare to public transportations urine-based fragrance. On a good day, the only additional smells were diesel exhaust and Eau de Nursing Home, but this morning Lindsey was experiencing a particularly complex bouquet of whiskey-infused sweat, an overdousing of a Chanel #5 knockoff, peanut butter with an after-whiff of Egg McMuffin, and lastly, a lingering human-produced gas that wafted somewhere from her right.


As she lifted the inside of her sweater collar over her face like a surgical mask, the last assault to her nostrils was a scent akin to wet dog mixed with stale bologna. Settling into her Jane magazine, she recalled the time her friend Mimi complained that white people in bad weather reeked like poodle hair.


Flipping through the pages of the magazine, Lindsey suddenly heard a soft-spoken, priestlike voice somewhere within her personal space.


She steeled herself for the inevitable. Years ago she had accepted the fact that weird people on the bus somehow always found her and sat either right next to her, or at least within touching distance. The voice came closer.


Ni ho ma?


She hadnt had coffee yet, her Advil hadnt kicked in, and wherever that voice was coming from, she knew that someone was about to get in her face.


She looked up from a mouthwash advertisement and saw a pasty lead-singer-of-Chicago-look-alike approaching. He sat down beside her, slowly inching forward as if she were a lamb at the petting zoo. With a pained voice, he asked, Where are we going this morning, China Doll?


In this type of situation Mimi swore by the deadpan staredown technique, but Lindsey didnt want to risk eye contact. The guy nudged a bit nearer.


Speak Eng-lish? he asked, his own speech becoming broken. She glanced around at the other Muni passengers, but they all looked away. Staring at the mans sand-colored, shapeless shoes, she cringed as he inched even closer. She felt his eyes laser-cutting small holes like cigarette burns into the boob region of her white Banana Republic sweater.


Imperceptible to those surrounding her, she checked the grip of her rubber soles against the bus floor and quickly, in one maneuver, lurched up. She strode to the front of the bus, feeling Chicago guys eyes still pinned to her cardigan.


Thankfully, the bus was pulling into the next stop at Fifth and Market. She was still four blocks away from work, but she was willing to walk. Shed do anything to escape the greige guy.


Lindsey leaped to the sidewalk and swung at some hovering pigeons with her Gap bag, yanking the drawstring back like a yo-yo just in time to avoid accidentally swatting the guy who sat in front of Walgreens combing his calico cat. She had a certain affection for that furry feline, with its purple sunglasses, even if she did think it too unsanitary to touch. She considered petting the cat and then disinfecting her hands with the Purell gel in her purse, but instead, she just kept walking.


She arrived at her building and rode the elevator to the eighth floor. Once inside the office, she checked on the temporary worker who was taking her shift that day. Grabbing a steno pad, she darted back into the elevator.


She walked to New Montgomery and was a little intimidated as she strode through the Palace Hotel. She was excited to attend her first work-related seminar, even if she was slightly confused as to why her boss was sending her to a conference.


The topic of the seminar was How to Establish a Community of Diversity in the New Millennium Workplace. Just saying that phrase out loud bored her.


At Vegan Warrior, establishing a community of diversity was going to be a little tough, seeing as she was the community. She was the only non-white employee, and as the receptionist, she was a peon who didnt have the authority to create a more diverse staff, and she was never asked even once to partake in brainstorming meetings of any kind. She didnt know what her boss expected her to bring back from this session. She supposed her Chinese face must have counted for something.


As she grabbed an orange juice and made her way to a seat, she realized that she was not alone in her predicament; a smattering of other non-white participants dotted the room with deer-in-the-headlights expressions.


A permed, middle-aged white woman in a shapeless, teal-and-mauve tunic welcomed the crowd and plugged the names of several corporate sponsors. She then spent ten minutes describing her very own book about melting pots and business plans, Cash Cow at the End of the Rainbow.


Lindsey scanned the room, observing that the audience sorely needed diversity in terms of haircuts, fashion, and personal hygiene. Something was definitely wrong with people whose politics blinded them to the benefits of emollient face creams and attractive footwear, she thought.


An LCD-projector with PowerPoint slides flashed the Merriam-Webster dictionary definition of the word diversity, and the audience was forced to read aloud in unison. Some people clapped weakly. A vegetarian luncheon was mentioned. Lindsey longed for assault weaponry.


The New Age must be dedicated to establishing a reputation for diversity! The womans voice rose to a screech at the last syllable, which jolted open the eyelids of a few snoozers. Lindsey opened her notebook and wrote:


REPUTATION FOR DIVERSITY




Starring Chow Yun Fat as an undercover cop searching for Lindsey Owyang, a karaoke superstar whom hes protecting so she can play the lead role in the upcoming live-action Hello Kitty movie. Chow Yun Fat infiltrates a tedious conference to protect Lindsey O. from the excruciating boredom that might create slight crows feet on her creamy visage or cause her eye sockets to bleed. The undercover cop becomes enraged that the vegetarian pot-stickers are served cold and flavorless, so he lifts his machine gun studded with inlaid jade and pumps cloisonn bullets into a crowd of frumpy women without makeup and earnest men in sensible shoes. RATED R.





She continued her notes:


WE ARE ALL DIVERSE




A Gary Coleman comeback vehicle starring Samuel L. Jackson, Jennifer Lopez, B.D. Wong and the guy who plays Mini Me in Austin Powers. Gary escapes from the plastic surgery clinic where he has been held hostage since the cancellation of Diffrent Strokes. After 10 years of radical surgeries, Gary now looks like Mini Me. Samuel L. Jackson is the clinic gardener who hides Gary/Mini Me under a hydrangea bush as the savage clinic guard (played by an unknown actor who bears an uncanny resemblance to Mr. Drummond) uses a weed whacker to decapitate various exquisite topiaries. B.D. Wong is a social worker from Los Angeles who has come to the clinic for a routine eyelid surgery, and he and Samuel Jackson try to convince Gary to embrace his inner black man. Jennifer Lopez plays the voluptuous anaesthesiologist whose butt Gary/Mini Me falls in love with. RATED PG-13.





Lindsey looked up for a moment and fixed her eyes on a skinny Chinese man sitting a few tables away. His bad posture and lack of muscles, paired with his camellia-white skin, inspired another vignette:




A fey drone by day, he trades his wire-rim glasses for contact lenses at night. Before he heads to Tranny Shack, he slithers into a stretchy sequined number so tight that it holds together his boneless body with a pleasantly clingy pressure, giving him such confidence that his coworkers at the San Francisco Food Bank would never suspect his secret life as a female impersonator. His version of Madonnas Live To Tell is a triumphant affair at the Man-donna Midnight Show. RATED R.





SLOUCHING TIGER, HIDDEN DRAGQUEEN.



As she wrote, she could feel a pair of eyes on her. Yep. Hoarder at ten oclock. His overactive sweat glands made his skin appear coated in Vaseline. He looked like a genetic cross between a sea slug and country singer John Denver. Catching her eye, he wiggled his eyebrows at her. For the rest of the conference Lindsey made sure to avoid him.





A few hours later, when the conference finally ended, Lindsey remembered to walk home via Chinatown so she could pick up the salted chicken Pau Pau wanted for dinner. Although there were numerous stores along Stockton Street that sold takeout and various roasted fowl, Lindsey made sure to go to the one that Pau Pau liked best.


As she waited in line she dreaded her upcoming exchange with the butcher. The mans maniacal expression showed the emotional toll that resulted from chopping car-casses all day. He wore a paper Popeye hat and wielded his cleaver with half-open eyes, like he was asleep standing up, yet he managed to slice and dice with expert precision.


Lindsey practiced in her head what she would say to the man and watched as he slammed down his cleaver before ambling over to a teeming tank to retrieve a live catfish. He netted the writhing, whiskered animal and smacked its head a few times with a stainless steel rod. With each clobbering, the fish just wiggled even more defiantly. Lindseys jaw dropped. The catfish was like Rasputin. It just refused to die. The butcher eventually threw it in a sack and hoisted it over the counter to an old lady. Lindsey almost passed out.


Her head was reeling when the butcher returned to his block and pointed his cleaver at her. Wide-eyed, she held up a single index finger and stammered, See, uh, see yow gai, please.


She knew see yow was soy sauce, and gai was chicken, but that was practically the extent of her vocabulary. Immediately, the butcher began to fire questions at her in Chinese: How many? Cut up, or whole? With sauce or plain?


It was her own fault. She knew that uttering one phrase in Chinese made people think she knew more words than she actually did.


Lindsey froze, and the way her eyes got as big as frying pans made the butcher cackle like a madman. He seemed to know she couldnt understand him, and even more worrisome, he stared deep into her eyes like he was looking right through her head clear to the back wall. He kept talking, seeming to enjoy making her uneasy. He began to maneuver the cleaver around like a swordfighter in the movies, and Lindsey guessed he was asking if she wanted the bird halved, quartered, or what. She was so freaked out that she gestured for him to just throw the chicken whole into a bag. He laughed at her squeamishness as he twisted off the shins and wrung off the limp, softened neck, then in one lightning-quick motion he sliced the head clear in half. Lindsey almost fainted at the sight of the cross-sectioned brain.


After she paid for the chicken and exited the store, she started up the hill. Pretty soon she realized that she really needed to pee, and estimated that she wouldnt be able to make it home in time. She had to map out a strategy.


It was really difficult to find a public rest room in Chinatown. Not to mention they were always really filthy. The word filth achieved a new superlative in relation to this neighborhoods water closets, and Lindsey was worried.



She thought about sneaking into one of the restaurants, but they all had signs posted Toilet for Customer Only, and she was afraid of getting caught and thrown out. She briefly considered eating a meal at one of the fancier places, just so she could use the bathroom. But she didnt have time for that. She ducked into one of the trinket shops instead.


Lindsey feigned extreme interest in some discounted happicoats, and when the salesgirl wasnt paying attention she made her way to the back of the store and found a door. She peered inside. Nope. Broom closet and extra inventory of fart bombs. She tried an adjacent door, and the foul odor told her she had found the right place.


Lindsey held her breath and secured her parcels in the crook of her forearm. There were no seat covers or tissue, and as she squatted she tried not to think of all the employees, deliverymen, and assorted germbags who might have done their business there. As she peed she noticed the black, gummy soot and shoe dirt that had begun in the corners and seeped across the concrete floor. With the exception of the well-worn path from the door to the sink to the toilet, the sticky layers had built up into an encrusted relief of godknowswhat. The drainage grid in the center of the floor was crooked and corroded, clogged with a few soggy cigarette butts and stanky, greenish water.


As she balanced there, she reached for the paper napkin in her sleeve, but it was trapped under the plastic bag handles weighed down by the heavy chicken. She managed to rip a few shreds of tissue from the fifth pocket of her Levis that were crunched down at her knees, and soon her task was done.


At the sink, goopy snail trails of pink liquid soap had long since dried and turned gray. She lifted the faucet lever and shuddered as she picked up the remains of a slick, cracked bar of soap whose shape had been influenced by the countless spinning grips of latherseekers, and now resembled a set of brass knuckles. The soap was deeply scored with furrows of grime from a hundred previous hands that had deposited all their ink, scalp scum, sloughed skin, and various dogday particles onto the soft, wet pellet.


Her hands felt dirtier after washing them, and she used her last tissue to flush the toilet and turn the doorknob. On her way out of the store, to appear inconspicuous she asked the salesgirl for the price of a lucky bamboo sprig, and when she walked away without buying it the shopgirl called her a cheapskate tourist.














Little Miss Owyang Falls in Like







It all began when he pissed her off at work. Lindsey had sent him a scathing e-mail about his inadequacy at keeping the common areas litter-free. She constantly found detritus from FedEx packages, crumpled Post-it notes, and Twix wrappers around the office, and she suspected they were his. Everything he touched seemed to turn into trash, and he left a trail around the office for her to clean up. And she had had it. And thats what her e-mail said. Three little words: Ive had it. She followed that sentence with a detailed description of his offenses and the usual plea to work as a team, blah blah blah.


Michael Cartier was the magazines travel editor, and although Lindsey hadnt had much contact with him, she did suspect that he was a closet meat-eater like herself. She had once overheard him getting berated in the lunchroom by Yvonne, the public relations planner, because he had destroyed the sanctity of a microwaved baked potato by sprinkling it with bacon bits.


She tried to picture him now, conjuring basic details about his appearance, such as brown hair and eyes, perhaps around six feet tall with somewhat squarish shoulders. As she tried to remember any other details about him, she was unprepared for the reply that shot back to her screen. This guy had his own three-word e-mail as a response. When she clicked open the message, there it was. That sentence that packed the sucker punch, the phrase that girls waited for months to hear from their boyfriends, the phrase that was most definitely inappropriate at the moment, yet somehow thrilling:





From: michaelcartier


To: lindseyowyang





I love you.





She sat and stared at the eight letters, which looked so trite on heart-shaped Mylar balloons and Hallmark cards but which now seemed like the most original, refreshing combination of lines and circles she had ever seen. At first she scoffed, reacting with a dont get fresh with me, young man attitude. She fumed at her desk for about ten seconds, but then she allowed herself to wonder, What does this mean? One doesnt dash off those words to just anyone. No guy writes that sentence to someone he doesnt like, even a little. For instance, even if it was a joke, she couldnt imagine any guy writing those words to the old hippie accounting secretary with the chin hairs and stained polyester pantsuit.


Could it be true? Could Michael, this non-cleaner of his own coffee mug, actually, you know, love her?


She didnt know it yet, but she totally fell for it.






This was by far the most exciting thing she had experienced within these vegan-chili-splattered halls. This enigmatic e-mail distracted her from the monotonous duties of her workday: cleaning the mailroom with Simple Green, confirming an appointment with the catch-and-release exterminator, and ordering time sheets printed on acid-free paper for allergy-sensitive employees prone to eczema. Between phone calls, she changed the toner cartridge in the printer and restocked the vending machine with turkey-jerky and carob-flavored gluten krispies.


An hour passed, and in that time she convinced herself that there was something about Michael that intrigued her. He reminded her of the days when shed been annoyed by teasing high school boys but had secretly liked the attention. Ah, her stupid, lost youth.


She told herself that she didnt miss having dates with sexy but self-centered guys. Rather, she had gotten sick of them never being on time or calling her back or picking up the tab every now and then. She had become tired of being disappointed at parties, of always wanting to go home and cry and die, just like in songs by the Smiths. She had given up on her social life early on, and now, as a receptionist extraordinaire, she was hardly interested in spending weekday happy hours with her nine-to-five tormentors who ostracized her for eating chicken and, she suspected, held her personally responsible for the caged animals in Chinatown.


Just because she spent most evenings at home with her grandmother didnt mean she had lost her youth. She had chosen to get rid of it. Actually, she had left it in the garage to collect dust. But something about Michael made her want to drag that old youth thing out from behind the Oriental rugs.


So she started flirting with him.





I know you love me, Stud, but dont think youre going to sweet-talk your way out of cleaning up after yourself.







There. That was sassy. She wasnt turning to mush. Yet. Barely a minute passed before he replied:







Youre quite cute when youre irritated.





Hmm. What was up with this person? She decided she had no choice but to be cool. She wouldnt fall for it.





I dont understand people who claim to love me but have never even talked to me in the hall.





It was true that Lindsey and Michael had hardly ever spoken in the year shed been working at the magazine. Maybe once she had said something like, Heres your mail, or Lonely Planet is on line three.


Michael skulked through the office hallways without saying much. Now that she strained her mind for clues about him, she remembered that once in a staff meeting, she had noticed his voice was tinged with something south of the Mason-Dixon line. She regarded him now as quite a mysterious entity. She left for the day feeling flattered, intrigued, and also a little annoyed. She didnt admit to herself that she felt a little gooey inside, too.



The next day she wore her pink angora sweater to work. It was a subconscious sex message that she would be too embarrassed to admit, even to herself. She wore it for Michael, of course, and not for the accountant who passed her in the hall and accused her of wearing the processed pelt of a murdered rabbit. Lindsey shrugged it off. She was thinking more Playboy bunny than bunny killer.


She scanned the office foyer for Michael but did not see him. When he finally did appear, exactly nine minutes later, she seemed to notice for the first time that he was quite handsome. He had a sullen, brooding kind of masculinity that reminded her of how hopelessly hetero she was. Despite two lesbian friends and some vaguely imagined scenarios that involved kissing girls, seeing Michael Cartier at this very moment made her fallopian tubes vibrate in a warm sort of way. She thought she felt her uterus move.


Her vision zoomed in on his well-groomed hands and his calm, confident walk. As he stared at her with his chocolate brown eyes, she noticed a softness around his cheekbones that hinted at some kind of sensitive wounded puppy thing.


She could tell that her pink sweater was working its furry, fuzzy magic. From experience she knew that pink and angora together cast a magical spell over the heterosexual human male. It was something primal; seeing her fluffiness would give him the Cro-Magnon urge to pounce on her, carry her back to his cave, and impregnate her.


Then perhaps he would barbecue some meat (optional).


Good morning, Lindsey, he said, enunciating her name slowly, but without stopping or breaking his stride.


Hello, she replied, feeling a pure ray of energy exit her eyes and enter directly into his. Sensing the intensity of his gaze, she felt a surge of adrenaline and suddenly wanted to run away and hide.


She watched him move around the corner and disappear into his office.


END OF TAPE 1. PLEASE REWIND, LIKE,
 A THOUSAND TIMES IN YOUR HEAD.




When Lindsey was nineteen she dated, hated, and berated many boys. She wanted them to love her, not just feel her up and then not pay for the movie. She vowed to stop letting boys get the better of her.


So she became a bronze medalist in the mind-fuck Olympics. She flirted heavily with guys and then pulled back and ignored them. She wore barely-there dresses to class but made sure she could quote Descartes or Sartre more accurately than anyone else in her study group.


She learned to keep guys in a constant state of aroused angst and developed a haughty attitude that she wore like a dainty pantyshield for daily protection against feeling not so fresh. Her invisible defense told boys, I know you want me, but I regret that youre just not museum-quality. Oh, and by the way, Ive got way better grades than you.


Straight As got her through a lot of heartache. She told herself, Yeah, he dumped me, but hes gonna take six years to graduate with his crappy mass communications major, and Im graduating summa cum laude in four years with a double major in English and French Literature.



She trained for hours in the gymnasium of her mind. She became adept at the double entendre, going out to dinner armed with impeccable table manners and a forked tongue. She savored the chase but never actually tasted the food. By the end of the dating marathon, she was always left with hunger pangs. Proficient as she was at mind manipulations, the pursuit of boys soon became like a video game requiring so many quarters to get to level 10 that she eventually ran out of coins. She began to realize that maybe there wasnt any prize at all at the end of the game. Perhaps she would get her initials on a digital scoreboard, but that was it.


Lindsey counted the times Michael walked by her desk that day. While she busied herself answering calls and filling out forms for office supplies, she counted seven times that he happened to breeze past. Even though she was situated near the coffee, watercooler, and mailroom, she convinced herself that her angora sweater was pulsing like a beacon in the night and he couldnt help but be drawn to her. Three times she caught him looking at her, and when their eyes met he smiled, but she held back and didnt smile. She wasnt the type to doodle his last name as if she already dreamed of marriage, but she definitely started thinking about him in a different way. In that kissy kissy love way. How embarrassing.


















Bananas, Twinkies, and Eggs







Occasionally Lindseys older brother, Kevin, treated her to dinner. He was the top salesman for a company that manufactured and sold microchips to Asian countries, and he pitied his sisters lack of status as a worker drone. The fact that she had no Mercedes-Benz, no Palm Pilot, and no stock options really disturbed him. Her sad-sack salary was evidence that she desperately needed guidance.


You like quail egg, right? he asked.


I guess Ill try it, Lindsey said, sipping her ice water as Kevin poured his Asahi into a frosted glass.


So whats going on? How is it living with Pau Pau?


Its okay. Sometimes she wakes me up with her hacking cough and spitting.


Well, I guess its a small price to pay for free rent. He carefully rubbed his chopsticks together to rid them of their tiny balsawood splinters.


She stewed a little over the free rent jab.


Hey, I vacuum and take out the garbage, was all she could think to say in her own defense.



Well, if you got a job that paid any real money, you could move out. He mixed his low-sodium soy sauce with a big chartreuse marble of wasabi.


Lindsey squirmed. The worst part is not being able to bring any friends over, she said.


Why cant you?


Well, Pau Pau doesnt really say I cant. Its just that, well, the smell of all those Chinese herbs and medicines is terrible!


Kevin shrugged. Just open a window.


Are you kidding? Shed
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