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Dedication

For my family(s)





Epigraph

JADE

wrist bathed in vaseline

moonlight, thrift

amulet embedded

as “family heirloom” my

mom bought at the airport,

i told the story and everyone laughed,

cuteness is the beauty i can afford which is the

beauty i deserve. thank you mommy for naming me

ross: dress for less, every

day i check craigslist for

those i could replace.

at the estate sale, i meet dorothy and her puka shell

necklace, her grandson i request on linkedin, pacsun &

tule lake, what we don’t have in common. my knowledge

of landfills ends at simcity. your necklace i can’t hug into

softness. in shanghai and paris, stars

on the ceiling, no i haven’t tried religion.

it wasn’t the airport i just said it for the story

—Julie Chen
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A Model Childhood
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My mom and I re-laying bricks in our patio in 2019.




You. don’t. have. to. hug. the. house. . . . You don’t have to hug the house.

—Maggie Lee, Mommy (2015)

I don’t feel that I assume a role or that I become someone else on the stage. . . . I become a rawer form of myself.

—Robyn, SVT documentary, 2010

My mom calls me. She has found a house on Zillow. It has all the extravagant, absolutely necessary fixtures of suburbia: a three-car garage, central air, four bedrooms, two bathrooms, and twenty-foot ceilings. If my brothers and I used our money for a mortgage instead of rent, she says, we could live there together.

She wants to move to a bigger house. I think that we have too much stuff, but she would rather expand the container than shear down the contents. She moved us from our small town house in Philadelphia to the three-bedroom split-level in the suburbs we lived in for the bulk of my childhood. The current house sits on a steep hill, sheathed in vinyl siding the color of butter. It has box-cutter hedges and blue shutters, and a patio—a middle-class mirage my parents saved up for.

“You have to climb the rungs when you can,” my mom continues over the phone.

I imagine the rungs she describes as a ladder submerged in a grain silo filled with water. As she monitors the water’s rise from her raft, our current house, she eyes the next rung: higher, drier, safer. This rung would have a house with high ceilings and two staircases, rooms for all of us even if we are old enough to live elsewhere now.

“We want to set you all up for when we’re gone,” she says. “But maybe I won’t get to live in a house with high ceilings until my next life.”

Somehow, with talk of houses, we always come back to the subject of death.

When the pandemic began in 2020, I moved back in with my parents, and we started sorting through the things they had collected in their garage. There were boxes of children’s toys, piles of IKEA furniture from several college move-ins and move-outs, heaps of yard machines, and miscellaneous materials from the sushi kiosk my mom used to run at a college food court—things accumulated in the twenty-six years since they had moved to the U.S. from Myanmar. I considered most of this stuff useless, but my parents disagreed; they were things lying in wait to be used again. I avoided the garage because I felt at different times suffocated by, responsible for, and protective of everything in it. Most of the time, though, I just wanted to throw everything out.

That March, as the world closed down, I burrowed into this unwanted inheritance. I changed into workout clothes and set up a speaker. I worked my way through Katy Perry’s Teenage Dream, then Lorde’s Pure Heroine, then Robyn’s Body Talk, morale inflated on the engineered euphoria of pop music. I sat on a low stool in front of two open garbage bags—one for donation, the other for true death: trash.

I sang as I worked. And the singing let my brain disco while my body stayed in the garage. A makeshift karaoke booth in the lawn mower sea of suburbia. My hands moved on their own. My mom hovered warily as I slashed, with particular glee, through convention paraphernalia that we would soon be rid of: bottle openers, stress balls, and collapsible sunglasses. Children’s clothes, kitchen supplies, side tables, and TV cabinets. These made it to the donation pile, and the fact that someone, somewhere, would put them to good use nominally eased my mom’s melancholy.

I am often stymied by the persistence of my mom’s desires, desires that are not difficult to understand but difficult for me to inhabit. When we took a break from cleaning the garage to repaint the living room, she repeated the name of the paint color she had selected like a mantra—Benjamin Moore, Chantilly Lace, Benjamin Moore, Chantilly Lace. It was the color the internet had confirmed would be the most elegant white. She vacillated between outsourcing her taste to the blonde YouTube renovation women and sticking resolutely to her instincts. Sometimes I was impatient with her as she searched for approval online. I saw her outsourcing as weak and her intuition as stubborn. And then I judged myself for being cruel.

I was jealous of my friend’s houses, where there never seemed to be any clutter. Objects there could live simple, frivolous lives. A cereal box was to be used and discarded. A broken lamp was removed from sight immediately. A sofa could work part-time, collecting dust in a room full of furniture that lazed about in slovenly repose.

At our house, aesthetics were produced through resourcefulness; beauty was to be found in an object’s resuscitation from the edge of disuse. After the circuit broke on a floor lamp my mom found on the street, she brought it out to her garden, extracting the wire like a vein and staking the hollow rod into the soil, curling a waylaid pea-shoot tendril around it. Plastic water bottles were snipped in half to store pennies and paper clips; torn shirts used as mops; detergent boxes fostered Tiger Balm. Objects were made to live multiple lives, so that our life—this life, not the next one—would be perfect.

Take all our bookshelves. My mom used to enroll me and my brothers in reading competitions at the public library near our house in Philadelphia. The prize was an IKEA Billy—a sturdy, albeit plain, wooden bookshelf that came flat-packed in a dense rectangle. My mom collected us after school, and we’d check out entire shelves indiscriminately, reading everything between BET and COR, and the next week COR–DEK. This systematic method, combined with an actual appetite for reading, meant that we had a steady stream of bookshelves. We have six IKEA Billys, and they’re filled with board games and McDonald’s toys.

Consider the aesthetic theory behind this kind of decoration: incentivize your child to read books and, in the process, furnish your home. What the bookshelves look like matters less than how they were acquired; they are conceptual artworks where the process of procurement is the art, a material manifestation of scholastic achievement. This was the dumb amazingness of America, where bookshelves could be grown by reading.

The urge to collect crystallizes most clearly in my parents’ love for containers. They wash takeout Tupperware, store Starbucks paper bags, and keep Danish butter cookie tins. One time, I came home to find a neatly arranged stack of paper sleeves from Popeyes. They had once held chicken sandwiches, and my mom saved them because she said they would be great to store seeds and other snacks.

Containers are not possessions in themselves but rather a promise of the ability to store more things. They expand one’s capability to stockpile, and this is what is so entrancing about them. Collecting containers feels like winning. It feels like drinking from the bountiful rain of capitalism when others seem to be ignoring it.

“What a waste it would be to waste,” my mom once said.

When my father asks why we need to clear this stuff out, I tell him it’s because we don’t need any of it. “It feels like the stuff lives here instead of us,” I told him. I was righteous, and I was right. They needed fewer belongings; they needed to shed this survivalist mentality. All of this was fat to pad the vital organs from the impact of migration. And what better life vest to the turmoil of immigration than a fortress of containers.

Houses are the perennial favorite of Asian American writers as the preferred form of metaphorical and material repayment for the sacrifice of one’s parents. Houses and what they contain (a stray calendar, a stuffed animal, the promise of a son, etc.) are the stage, the repository, and the laboratory for experiments in the aesthetics of the diaspora. I don’t find myself exempt from this yearning, but I do find myself critical of it. Who, and what, do we leave behind in all this middle-class striving?

But also, I get it. Without this upward drive, how else could my parents have gotten me to where I am? There will be corners of this house that will always be dark to me.

In 1941, immediately after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the artist Ken Okiishi’s grandfather, Kenneth T., received a frantic call from his brother, whose house had just been searched by the Honolulu police. They were looking for anything that might bear some trace of “Asianness” or “Japaneseness.” The police were searching for reasons to charge Kenneth T. and his family with Japanese sympathy, even if Kenneth was second-generation Japanese Hawaiian (nisei). On the West Coast of the U.S., some 120,000 Japanese Americans were forced, often at gunpoint, into euphemistically named “relocation” camps. More than two-thirds of these evacuees were American citizens who had lived on the land for two generations. In Hawai‘i, the entire territory was put under martial law for three years. Ken’s grandfather, to protect himself from suspicion, threw out all traces of the family’s Japanese possessions, including miniature figurines, clothing, toys, and dishware, dumping them into the Māmala Bay.

In 2018, reflecting on his family history, Ken loaded a minivan with all his childhood possessions and drove them from his parents’ home in Ames, Iowa, across the country to a gallery in downtown Los Angeles, where they were presented in his exhibition A Model Childhood. The archive included possessions from a twenty-three-year span, 1978–2001, that had been carefully stored by his parents.

Described as an “epic poem in objects,” A Model Childhood unfolds in several interlocking parts.1 The first consists of cardboard and plastic storage boxes, full of Ken’s possessions, arranged across the gallery floor. Old clothes and high school paintings and action toys brim over the top of the containers, the lids removed for viewing. The long, vertical shape of the gallery resembles a suburban garage. The deliberate spacing between the objects lets a viewer wander between the boxes. The installation feels like Ken is mapping memoir into physical space, each object an invitation.

A video, projected on and through these boxes, shows Ken walking around the ruins of the Topaz War Relocation Center, a concentration camp in Delta, Utah. Another video shows a forensic scan—typically used for crime scenes—of the basement of the Okiishi family home. The rendering is set onto a desert landscape and documents the family’s archive before Ken took his possessions out of it. Sections of the basement are cursorily sketched or distorted, the scan approximating round things like stuffed animals and basketballs into pixelated boxes.

As I sit in my parent’s garage, I imagine A Model Childhood installed across the rooms of my parents’ house. Maybe I can trick myself into doing what my mom wants. Instead of throwing away her belongings, I can transform them. Place Keanu Reeves DVDs and Shaboom! magic kits next to my Happy Meal toys and sushi bins, Ken’s Doc Martens box and a piano recital program beside my own shoes and recital programs.

I was drawn to Ken’s project because it is not so sanguine about these childhood memories. At the center of A Model Childhood is a statue of an angel in prayer. I imagine it might have resided in his parents’ garden. But elsewhere in the exhibition, a 3-D printed replica of that same angel, rendered in a ghostly white, is installed horizontally, as if it were emerging from the wall. In an adjacent room, its wings are replicated again in a corner upside down. I thought of these various copies as glitches in his memory, reminders that the memories of his childhood home are a blend of synthetic and real fibers.

In the third video, Ken follows his mom as she documents every object in the Okiishi household for insurance purposes. The handheld camera is shaky and intimate as it follows her from room to room, tracing her gaze across the house’s features. We see that their house is meticulously well cared for—clothes in plastic boxes, clean couches, and neatly arranged knickknacks; they seem to live a very comfortable middle-class life in Iowa.

Yet, in making the video, the orderliness is undermined by a threat: these familial objects might all be taken away. The video accumulates, but it also preserves. It extends the life of these objects beyond their physical life span. Ken’s work paws at re-creating something that can’t really be found—ancestry? inheritance? This distance is only exacerbated by the documentary nature of his practices—forensic scanning, insurance video, travelogue. What he’s hoping to document isn’t there, no matter how hard he looks. Weighted by his grandfather’s central trauma to expunge anything Asian from his house, Ken confronts absence through inventory, as if drinking all the water in Māmala Bay could bring back what was drowned so many years ago.

When I was in middle school, I begged my parents to buy me The Sims. We had just moved to the suburbs, and I wanted to act out the gay urge to interior design. I wanted to build houses, but I think I was also into the idea of making my Sims have sex.

“Your Sims can even have relationships,” I told my mom. “I could learn a lot about them.”

We were in the parking lot of Costco, loading things into the trunk of our Toyota Sienna. She paused to consider this, holding a carton of enormous, GMO-grown muffins in her hands.

“They can even have sex,” I blurted out. “It’s called ‘WooHoo.’”

She placed the muffins down. “Is that why you want this game?”

“No no no,” I backpedaled. “I want to build houses. I want to build houses.”

I used to watch a lot of HGTV. One of my favorite shows featured Candice Olson, a precursor to the blond YouTube renovation women that my mom would find later. Olson was a sparkly white lady who hosted Divine Design, a half-hour-long home renovation show where she filled every room with chandeliers and puffy white chairs. I was not yet out to my parents, so I remember frantically switching the channel whenever anyone walked in. Even then, I knew that an excess of sympathy toward aesthetic refinement somehow portended sexual deviancy.

The pleasure of shows like Divine Design, and other total home renovation shows, like Extreme Makeover: Home Edition, was its gift of instantaneous and immediate class ascension. A bigger house meant a bigger life, which also meant a better one.

When my parents finally conceded and got me The Sims, I was allowed to play for exactly one hour after diligently doing my homework. A silver, graying desktop wheezed mournfully every time I booted up the game. I liked making my avatars toil through endless job ladders. I never played with cheat codes; I savored the climb.

I made one a doctor and saved up money to renovate his poor house into an eventual McMansion. He started as “Medical Intern,” making $18 an hour, until days or weeks later (about thirty to forty minutes in the game) he’d become “Surgeon” or “Chief of Staff,” making nearly $300 an hour. Every Sims cent went toward renos. In the few times my Sim doctor was home (he worked a lot), I made sure his environment meter was full and that he had plenty of opportunities to Work on Skills and Enthuse About Video Games.

I loved how the game made very amorphous things concrete, the way it quantified things like “hygiene,” “hunger,” and the seemingly amorphous “fun” through easily measured colored bars and symbols.

Eventually, I used The Sims to model out the small renovation in my family’s home that my mom and I undertook when I was in middle school. We moved the kitchen from upstairs to downstairs and in the process, freed up two more bedrooms for my brother and me. I mapped out the idea in The Sims first. I watched my doctor Sit Down on the edge of my new bed, and then Sit Down on the edge of my brother’s new bed, and then Make Ambrosia in the kitchen downstairs to test out the flow. The fantasy of the game was that there was no clutter; every object was accounted for in its own little square.

Later, after moving back to New York, my roommates and I started playing a video game called Katamari Damacy (literally, “Clump Spirit”) designed by Japanese designer Keita Takahashi and first released in the U.S. in 2004. In the game, you are a five-centimeter-tall green man known as the Prince. Your father, an enormous, conspicuously muscled entity called the King of All Cosmos, wears revealing tights and has accidentally destroyed all the stars, planets, and moons of the universe, except for Earth. As the Prince, your task is to go to Earth and re-create the universe with a “katamari”—a magnetic, sticky ball that you grow by rolling around and accumulating progressively larger objects.

You swallow everything in your path, starting with things like ants and thumbtacks and rocks, then working your way up to chairs and tables, then humans and animals, and then entire houses and cars. By the end of the game, you’ve amassed a ball so big that it is bigger than the Earth, and it pulls away from the planet’s gravitational pull. Congratulations, you have made your own star. From your katamari, the Earth looks no bigger than a baseball.

Imagine the Prince arriving with his katamari in my parents’ garage, of the stars that would be born from all this accumulation.

It is not that Asian people do not exist in the Sims Universe, but rather that the tools to edit eyes do not contain enough nuance to successfully build a face without the result reading more “cat” or “alien” than Asian.

So, when I revisit the game during the pandemic, the Sims version I create of myself comes out a little wonky. I name him S and give him “genius,” “gloomy,” and “romantic” traits. S is going to be famous. I give S’s mom/my mom “ambitious,” “hotheaded,” and “creative” traits. I lobotomize them both, turning their Free Will meters all the way down. Now I can ventriloquize my own desires into them.

On their first night in their Sims home, S and his mom Make Dinner and Ask Each Other About Day. S has just returned from his work as a Medical Intern, and a few hundred dollars have appeared in the account. They both seem apathetic to their newfound fortune; S’s mom runs outside of the house to Chase Butterfly.

When S’s mom returns, she walks over to the sofa and Sits Down. She turns to S, who is doing the dishes. She then does Criticize Food, Have Deep Conversation, and then walks to the computer to Read About Business. S is confused by the slurry of commands and Stops Washing Dishes. In an idle moment, he decides to Set TV on Fire.

We take yet another break from cleaning, piling into the Toyota Sienna for our weekly Costco outing. My parents align their internal clocks to the rhythms of Costco’s sales schedules. They know if we are at the beginning or at the end of a coupon cycle. This will dictate whether it is acceptable to buy that bag of Himalayan salt potato chips or not. We eat what is on sale—Bagel Bites or frozen Alfredo pasta or Japanese yakisoba—our stomachs are subject to the whims of the Costco marketing execs.

After flashing my dad’s membership card, we disperse into our respective warehouse corners. My father goes to look at flashlights and tires, my mom, the cutlery and clothing. My brother Nick heads to frozen food while my other brother Duke and I drift over to the book section. Unlike most bookstores, Costco stacks their books flat on an oversized table, a map of titles and colors that makes it logistically difficult to reach anything near the center. (There is something vaguely democratic about this presentation: to present books as you might bulk packages of muffins and giant strawberries.) To read a book in a Costco is to go on the ultimate Side Quest, to diverge from your valiant path and opt, instead, to feel alone in a very public place, the sound of other people fading into the Simlish of NPCs.

It feels warm and comfortable to be surrounded by so much plenty. In Costco, I become my parents, I am relieved of the burden of finding the best deal. In Costco, it’s not a question of whether to acquire because everything is so worth it.

My parents hate cheese, but they’ll have it if it is presented in the form of a free sample. Why? Because free things taste better. Do we crave Pizza Bagel Bites? No, but we’ll wait patiently at the sample table for the elderly worker in a hairnet to microwave them, watching eagerly as she scissors the small discs in half and lays them on their crinkly cupcake liners. We’ll practice our best pleases and thank-yous, gracious yet insistent about our place in line next to Russian, Indian, and other Chinese immigrant families. There is a Rule About Samples: even if you didn’t want it, you get it for your brother.

My mom hates restaurants. She hates tipping and proclaims that she could make everything better at home. So, when Costco starts introducing restaurants’ frozen foods like TGIF’s Bloomin’ Onions or Panda Express Orange Chicken, the little impetus we might have to eat out evaporates. We can get a bulk-size package of heavily branded frozen food and defrost it at home. We can eat our chicken tenders in peace, where we don’t have to pay extra for rice. Costco is enlisted by my mom, and maybe immigrant moms everywhere, to lend weight to the rebuttal: “You want that? We have that at home.” There was nothing we did not have at home.

We head to the paint store. My mom tells the impatient white man at the paint counter the color as rehearsed—Benjamin Moore, Chantilly Lace—and he asks: “Matte, eggshell, or semigloss?” Here, my mom becomes meek, and I become protective. She asks which one he recommends, which one people use the most. Through a raised eyebrow, he says that matte is best if we do not have children. And adds that it would also look the most expensive, which turns out to be the secret word. “Chantilly Lace in matte, please,” she says.

When we get home, we start painting immediately. The paint goes on flat and luxurious, the texture like butter. But my mom is disappointed. She says it doesn’t look expensive at all; it’s just white. “We . . . ,” she says, pointing at herself, looking at the walls, “we are village people.” She is only half-joking. “And we village people like shiny, colorful paint. I don’t know what to do with this.”

I try to assure her that it will lighten up during the daytime. She accepts this with some resignation. We watch the paint dry. By the third coat, she seems to have accepted the subtlety of the color. “There’s the shine,” she says. “I can almost see myself in it.”

Back in New York, I go to dinner with my boyfriend, Ekin, and my friend Julie. We sit at Nourish Thai and watch versions of ourselves amble down Vanderbilt Avenue, which has been turned into a pedestrian walkway for the weekend.

Earlier in the week I had gone to see Everything Everywhere All at Once and we’re catching up about it now. We are generally unnerved by the saturation of multiverse movies these days (Ekin: “Escapist fantasies where we don’t have to reckon with the consequences of neoliberal capitalist destruction.” Julie: “lol there are so many avengers . . .”), but I’m thinking that the movie—about a Chinese American laundromat owner (Michelle Yeoh) who travels through multiverses to pay her taxes and eventually accept her queer daughter (Stephanie Hsu)—suits the format really well. There is something like a multiverse paradox already built into immigrant narratives. Is there anything more sci-fi, whacked out, and fantastical than uprooting your life to live in another country? Anything more multiversal than facing the counterfactual every day—what if I/they had stayed—or, what if I/they had been born there instead of here? Is not speaking Mandarin, Cantonese, and English, as the characters do in the film, already a kind of multiverse experience?

“Yeah, but I’m not sure every mom would pick to stay in this reality if they had the choice,” Ekin adds. I wonder if this is less a factor of moms and more a question for anyone presented with the choice of their life or another’s.

The food arrives. We talk about other, mundane things. A play-reading Michelle is organizing this weekend. Rachel’s opening. Plans to trip in Green-Wood soon.

As we eat, I am struck by the thought that this moment—to be able to make enough money working in art to go to a weekday dinner with a friend and boyfriend—is part of the life that my parents had moved here for me to live. Well, not exactly this, but probably some of its main tenets: our freedom of movement, our ability to pursue passions, to be gay. Even if they could not have imagined it, or perhaps even encouraged it, they were still the architects of this mobility.

Ekin is heartened by this thought. He imagines a version of his life where he had never left Turkey. His parents sacrificed for him to be able to come to the U.S. We sit in this grateful image for a beat, smiling.

“Wow,” I say.

I eat my pad see ew. Julie cuts through her mock duck curry.

“I don’t know. The Confucian stuff can get a little debilitating sometimes,” Julie says.

“Yeah, and I mean, we didn’t ask to be born,” Ekin adds. “In Turkish actually there’s a phrase we have for children or people who are ungrateful to those to whom they should be indebted. We call them vefasız.”

“Lol,” Julie says. “Sounds intense.”

“Vefasız,” I say aloud, letting the flat “siz” sit on my tongue. Vefa means fidelity, and sız is the suffix for without. “We’re all probably a little vefasız,” I say.

Our waiter clears the food off the table. She is young, and Asian, and not so different in age from us. When she leaves, Julie looks up and asks us, “Do you think your mom is living the life she had always wanted to by moving to the U.S.?”

It’s hard to say. I worry I tend to project my desires into her desires. When I write about my mom, I fear she becomes a caricature, or in the very least a character. How much could I really know? How much did I really want to know?

We could just ask.

Yea.

But with knowledge comes responsibility, and which of my desires was I willing to sacrifice?

The urge to know our mothers is not unique, and sometimes I found evidence of it in other people’s art. In 2015, the artist Maggie Lee released Mommy, a frenetic, devastating film about processing her mom’s passing. The film is organized into sixteen chapters, each with its own kind of DIY-meets-’90s-internet vibe. It begins with an epigraph: “My mom was always telling me she would write a book about her life,” Maggie narrates over a picture of her mom, smiling. “Before she retired, she finally began working on her autobiography. She would meet in the town library once a week with a ghostwriter to work on it. When she died, my sister found the book unfinished and gave it to me. This is my mom’s story, as well as my own.”

The film moves through various milestones in Maggie’s life: her childhood with her magician father, who leaves the family; her mother’s move to the U.S.; Maggie’s decision to go to art school. When Maggie moves to Bushwick, she falls in with the rave and DJ scene, much to the dismay of her mother. “I want to dance,” Maggie narrates over party pictures and the muffled sounds of a rave. “Parties are fun, yeah? Parties are important. Jamie’s DJing. Daniel’s DJing. Kiss me, squeeze me, blush pink love.” In the background, the buzz of a phone becomes more and more insistent. The music continues but now Maggie’s mom’s is yelling over the phone, intoning her to get a more traditional job: “You have to stop!” she says, the sounds of the party still rattling in the background. “You have to do something really good too.”

I revisit the film a lot. I showed it to Ekin and Julie and barely withheld tears. I’ve shown it to friends and colleagues as if it were my own, and each time I am struck anew by its disarmingly honest nature, how directly Maggie processes her emotions, how well she captures being an artist and a daughter. On my fifth viewing, chapter 11 (simply titled “The House”) sticks out to me. In it, Maggie is tasked, after her mom passes, with cleaning out the suburban New Jersey house she grew up in. It follows “RIP Mommy,” the section of the film where Maggie learns of her mom’s death. The chapter is tinged with shock and grief and anger, the indignancy of the fact that her mom died but left all this stuff.

“My mom never threw away anything, even if it was used up. So resourceful. Yet, on the brink of hoarding. I wish I could keep this,” Maggie narrates. By the end, everything in the house is waiting outside, a truck from the Salvation Army coming to collect it. I watch the film and feel that I am looking into a set of emotions that I have been preparing for my whole life. I recognized how this perceived indebtedness to her mother—and I would emphasize perceived because it is not always the case that our parents want this—leaked unconsciously into the artistic productions of Maggie, a vefasiz child of immigrants.

In another scene, Maggie expresses the tension between loving her mom and also wanting to create her own life: “In 2010, my mom found my blog, so I stopped blogging because now it was tainted, not meant for her to read. So I deleted it and started using the name Suede87. She only found my blog because her friend taught her how to use the computer. Then I created a new blog to please my mom. The posts were mostly about the music she would like, like Bach. I made this blog just for my mom to find, and she found it and left me a voicemail about it: ‘Oh, I love this so much,’ she said. I wish I had a recording of that voicemail.”2

We are burning money. Paper money to celebrate my grandfather’s death anniversary. We are in the cemetery next to the highway, and my mom is pretty sure that what we burn—paper houses, paper gold, paper iPhone 13s—will be sent to the afterlife. We’re never quite sure of this fact—of what precisely this act specifies—because my mom didn’t pay attention to her mom, and my grandma didn’t pay attention to hers, so now we’re ventriloquizing rituals, poking around the darkness of tradition. At one point, we flip a coin to ask if Grandpa has finished eating the fried snapper and three-layer pork that we brought. He has. We split it between ourselves.

We no longer live in Xiamen, China, where my great-grandparents are from, no longer live in Yangon, Burma, where my mom was born, but today we enact this Chinese ritual as if puppeteered by the past. The papers are seven by seven inches and feature a small swath of gold leaf inset into a larger square, like in a Josef Albers print. Placing a knuckle in the middle of the paper pile, I twist vigorously, which causes the square papers to fan out into a bloom. “We have to make sure that the papers do not fall into the fire facedown,” my mom says hesitantly. “Or else they will not be sent to the afterlife.”

Is art a burning of some kind? Another esoteric ritual, passed down? Is it a form of time travel, an epistolary fire where the substrate survives? I think of my Sim Setting a TV on Fire.

Between 1997 and 2001, Ken Okiishi made a photographic series called Wish I Were Here. In it, he collages images of himself onto photographs of other young men. In one he seems to cower by a wall, looking out to see if anyone else is coming. Behind him, a black-and-white Bruce Weber photograph of two young sailors kissing is cropped almost entirely. Wish I Were Here references a famous series by the photographer Cindy Sherman, who inserted herself into iconic images of actresses from Hollywood films to critique their stereotypical portrayal of women.

“Dear Cindy Sherman, I am lost,” Ken scrawls on the back of the postcard below the collage, writing to Cindy. “Not physically, but emotionally. I am on a cruise ship to Greece with my straight best friend, who I am in love with. Acting like ‘The Girl’ is getting me nowhere with him. Did it get you anywhere? Sincerely, Ken.”

To Bruce Weber, the gay photographer: “Does taking photographs of straight boys lying around without their shirts on make them gay in real life?”

To Jack Pierson, another artist, he asks: “Do you fuck all those pretty boys you photograph? Do you find me attractive?” And then, referring back to the photo collage of his unrequited love, he continues, “What if I took off my shirt and were really out of focus? Then would he sleep with me?”

The work tracks Ken projecting his life into art history and into other people’s art. I imagine him looking into their faces, searching for something of his own in them. From his own life, he looks into another’s for answers.

Dear Ken, did you ever fall out of love with your best friend? Do you still want to feel attractive? Did any of the fires you made keep you warm?

When I finally get around to meeting Ken in lower Manhattan, a few years later after the garage cleanout, I tell him how much A Model Childhood means to me. He blushes in response to the direct praise, instead telling me more details about the show: how the installation is traveling to Hawai‘i, where his parents grew up; how his parents were nonchalant about the whole project. As we walk, I ask if he can show me the clubs he went to in the ’90s.

Ken has long black hair that falls just above his cheekbones. He wears round black glasses and simple, loose-fitting clothing that is intentional and practical. He does not have an Instagram but does take video vignettes on his phone all the time. When I walk up to him to say hi and give him a hug, he is focused on filming a particularly scenic corner of Tribeca. It’s the first clear afternoon after a four-day rain has scrubbed the sky of any cloud cover, and New York feels carbonated by an early fall sun.

“This is where you would line up,” Ken says, standing in front of 6 Hubert Street, the location of the former club Vinyl. We stand before a nondescript, redbrick building and lean against the black metal stoop. Vinyl was a mixed club—as in gays and straights. “With a wooden floor that was easy on the knees,” he tells me winkingly.

I orient my body to sniff out something of the energy that had once been. I peer into the window and try to conjure up a dance floor obscured with smoke, the smell of poppers. I try to hear the echo of house music fighting for dominance against excited chatter. But there is nothing.

“It’s just a building,” Ken says.

“It’s just a house,” Maggie might have said after putting her childhood home up for sale.

“Shpansa Shoo Flee,” my Sim might say, standing outside his Sim House on Fire.

It’s just a building. And, judging from the designer chandelier inside, it is likely a private residence now. We are looking for ghosts, we are looking for 1997, but all we get is the flat dial tone of real estate changeovers. We walk around the building to a small alley.

“And this is where you went out to smoke?” I ask.

“Oh no, you could smoke inside,” he says with a laugh. “It was a different New York.”

When Ken first moved to the city from Iowa to go to school at Cooper Union, New Yorkers already bemoaned that the city was “over.” “There were the cranky, eccentric East Village people,” Ken tells me, “who rejected anything that had not been there when they first got off the bus in 1970 or whatever. People smoked and drank and never exercised. You went to places that had been there ‘forever’ and shunned the new.”

He points to the sky bridge over the Holland Tunnel entrance. He used to try to catch the sunrise over the water after the club, he says.

Suddenly he turns to me. “Is this good? Is this interesting to you?” he asks.

I nod. We have nowhere in particular to be, and for that I am grateful. I want to be tugged along down whatever memory Ken will allow me to accompany him on.

Ken and I, at the outer ends of the millennial date range, compare notes on being gay in the city. He was born in 1978 and I was born in ’95. Sometimes, I am struck by the feeling that I have known him for a while, even though we had only just gotten to know each other last year. We cross the West Side Highway into a shimmering view of the Hudson, and I think to ask about the piers, famous sites for gay cruising.

“When I got here, there was the very public mourning of the piers as a cruising site, by Douglas Crimp types,” he says, by which he means primarily cis white gays. “But they continued to be something special for others, mostly queer and trans POC.” And indeed, in the mirage of the poststorm sunlight, I did feel like I was walking through some paradise on water, the lingering history of a former home energizing the possibility of a future one.

“Everyone suffers from this history that has never been properly worked through,” Ken has said about A Model Childhood, “and it continues to be played out on the faces and bodies of all Asian Americans up to and including in the present.”

As I walk east toward Chinatown, I pass tiny bodegas and fancy apartment lobbies, sterile galleries and maximalist boutiques.

OEBPS/images/CH1_001_9780063316201.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780063316225_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Contents





		A Model Childhood



		For Everyone



		Vaguely Asian



		Party Politics



		A Terrible Sense of When He Was Wanted and When He Was Not



		Without Roots but Flowers



		After, Life





		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		About the Author



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		A Model Childhood


















		i



		ii



		iii



		vi



		v



		viii



		vii



		x



		ix



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22


















































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
DANCING ON
MY OWN

Essays on Art, Collecrivity, and Joy

SIMON WU

HARPER

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





