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THE LOST NOTEBOOKS OF GISELLE CHIN






Before the raids, before the hidden compartments and career retrospectives, there was a lonely girl in her room. A lonely girl in a vast cocoon of a bedroom with her own computer, privacy unquestioned. A lonely girl in a busy suburb, brother’s weights dropping across the hall, mother scolding her for spending too much time in her notebooks. A lonely girl in an apartment shared with sisters, and then alone. Secret journal entries, pilfered booze, furtive masturbation.


They were born in the same year, their families part of a network of Hong Kong Chinese and Taiwanese and Malaysian Chinese and Chinese Filipinos around New York, differences flattened by proximity of exile. Some families stayed in the city, while others, like Giselle Chin’s, flighted to the suburbs, existing in an alternate reality of holidays and weekends, Thanksgiving turkeys with sticky rice, Chinese New Year parties with parents blotto and maudlin as they sang along to Teresa Teng, after which Giselle would fall asleep in the back seat of her family’s Chevy wood wagon on the ride back to Jersey. On Saturday mornings Giselle and her brother Alexander went to Chinese school in a Hackensack church basement with the other jook-sing kids and one white dad who had a Chinese wife and kid, where they learned how to count in Mandarin and replicate Xeroxes of brush paintings with ink.


The Weis’ Fourth of July barbecue was supposed to be a summer reunion for the Chinese school students and their families. Larry Wei, a year younger than Giselle, made his presence known as she circled a table of potato chips and onion dip. “Guess what,” he said, mouth full. “I made a sandwich out of chips with chips inside.”


She considered ignoring him. The TV was on, and Giselle was surprised to see Jackie Ong slouched on the sofa, hair cut in a short, sleek angle following her jawline. Jackie lived in a town with no public schools because all the kids were rich and went to private. Jeans looked stylish on her without trying, while Giselle’s were bunched around her crotch. She had a wedgie, her butt was sweating, and around Jackie Ong, she felt like she stomped when she walked.


This was 1983. Chinese school wasn’t like regular school, where boys made kung-fu shouts as they pelted Giselle’s face in gym-class dodgeball. Jackie had arrived at Chinese school the previous year, at the end of fifth grade. One Saturday, when they were supposed to be painting pictures of flowers during Culture Hour, Giselle pressed her brush against the paper to drip shapes with the ink, large blots of black against smaller, lighter ones, and across the table, Jackie said, “Very Jackson Pollock.” Giselle didn’t know who that was but figured she should pretend. She said, “Oh, yeah?” The teacher came over and shushed them, but Jackie flashed her own painting at Giselle. She’d colored the entire piece of paper in solid black.


They were friendly, but they were not friends. Instead, Giselle tolerated occasional Saturday afternoons with the Lin sisters, who excelled at Culture Hour painting and liked to play Baby Shower with their Barbies. But now the Lins were away for the summer, and so Giselle moved to the sofa with a handful of potato chips, Larry trailing. She asked Jackie what she was watching, and Jackie made a fart sound with her lips and said, “My mom says I have to make friends because she’s worried I’m going to turn out strange.”


Larry said they could go up to his room. “Let’s make prank calls,” Jackie said. They made Larry go first. The phone had a plastic case designed to look like a football. He turned the pages of the phone book for a long time before dialing the number for an I. PUFFENBARGER, only to panic and hang up as soon as someone answered. Jackie dialed M. LORENTZ and read a string of numbers in a Cookie Monster voice. Giselle dialed D. HIGON and, when a man picked up, asked if he liked the movie E.T. He said, “I guess I do.” They crowded out Larry, calling one name after another. Somehow Jackie knew exactly what to do to make Giselle laugh, and somehow Giselle was doing the same to Jackie, whose goofy, braying snicker belied her usual cool.


There was a girl in the doorway that Giselle didn’t recognize, hair in two long braids, the left one partially undone. Her skin was summer brown, her features broad, and her eyes inquisitive. Her jaw, set square, moved slightly. She was chewing gum.


“What are you guys doing?”


“We’re making prank calls,” Larry said.


“Like calling people and pretending to be someone else?”


Jackie held up the phone book. The girl took a spot on the carpet. She extracted her gum and pressed the gray wad against a page as if to bookmark it, then dialed a number. Someone answered, and the girl said, in a Bugs Bunny voice, “It’s a Fourth of July sale, save save save, our prices are in-sane!”


Giselle laughed. The girl hung up. “This is dumb. Let’s do something else.”


Larry took the football phone and kept it in his lap. “Who are you?”


“Ellen Ng. Who are you?”


“Are you new here?” Giselle asked.


“I live in the city. Sandy Wong’s sort of my cousin. I’m just visiting.” Ellen Ng picked at a scab on her knee. “What do you do out here for fun besides prank calls?” The way she said it made Giselle embarrassed for laughing so hard.


“We do nothing,” Jackie said.


Larry said, “Sometimes I ride my bike.”


“We ride the subway,” Ellen said.


“My dad says the subway is dangerous,” Larry said.


“How do you know it’s not dangerous here? The worst things can happen in the quietest of places.” Ellen stood, adjusting her denim cutoffs. “Let’s go outside.”


They walked down the carpeted stairs into the kitchen, where Larry’s mother intercepted him with a platter of spare ribs. Ellen and Giselle and Jackie continued into the yard, past the dads drinking beer and grilling, past Alexander smoking cigarettes with the Pan twins and Sandy Wong behind the Weis’ garage, and through a gap in a fence. Weeds and oniongrass brushed at their ankles. They faced a backyard on the next street over, with a swing set and little blonde kids and a long table of food, Coke cans and hamburgers and fixings, potato rolls pricked with toothpicks flying tiny American flags.


Giselle moved through the grass toward the strangers’ barbecue. She felt Jackie and Ellen following her and let her body loosen, mosquitoes grazing on her arm. At the table she took a paper plate, then a bun, a slice of cheese, and one beef patty. Jackie took a bun and patty, a pickle, and a slice of tomato. “Ketchup?” Giselle said, and Jackie said yes, please. Giselle inverted a bottle of Heinz. Ellen thumped it with her hand.


They waited for ketchup. A mom in khaki shorts had noticed them and was walking their way. Jackie put down her food, and Ellen locked eyes with the mom as she took another burger. Giselle turned to leave, smoothing her breath until it came out steady. She saw the mom approaching, but as they reached the fence, they didn’t speed up, didn’t run. As they returned to the Weis’ yard, Ellen took a bite of her burger, and Giselle took a bite of hers and said, “Delicious.”


“It would be even better with ketchup,” Jackie said.


For Giselle, the best thing was that none of them reacted. They had all instinctively agreed to play the situation with straight faces. To acknowledge that it was a situation would break the spell, but they all knew, and knew the others knew, that it was, indeed, a situation. A kind of performance.


Everything looked the same at the Weis’ barbecue. Giselle watched her mom talking with Jackie’s mom, who wore tinted glasses and preppy clothing and chain-smoked. She watched Larry Wei lighting a sparkler. She felt like she’d gone through a miniature time warp, touching down on another planet to return ten minutes later.


They forked noodles into their mouths. Down the street came the sound of fireworks. “You guys should come to the city,” Ellen said. “We could get into something together.”


This was the beginning, what Giselle would describe, years later, writing in one of the many notebooks lost to fire, working for hours at that long table in her apartment by the water, as


. . . the SEEDS of our aesthetics


. . . we saw each other for who we were // masked weirdos, undercover pranksters


And later:


. . . MEAT the RICH


GISELLE’S PARENTS WATCHED TV news footage of a man assassinated as he came out of an airplane in Manila. Dinner was chicken stew with mushrooms and carrots. Giselle’s mother, Mercy, cooked every day. When she had to work late at St. Joseph’s, Tony, Giselle’s father, took Giselle and Alexander to Burger King. “Don’t tell Ma,” he said, though Mercy always found out. The food she’d made that morning would still be in the fridge.


Mercy, former pageant winner, Miss Photogenic, migrated three resentful sisters, two aunts, one uncle, and many resulting cousins from the Philippines to North America on the power of her looks. A millimeter in the space between her eyes, the shape of her mouth, and the hang of her nose, and the Bautistas understood how Mercy’s face made her different from the rest of the family. Her parents sent her to Manila to live with a cousin. She met Tony Chin, a university graduate with a job offer at a pharmaceutical company in America.


After a few fraught years, it was clear that looks-wise, Giselle would take after her mother rather than her father, though both Giselle and Alexander shared Tony’s flatter, wider nose, something Mercy never ceased to lament, so powerful her conviction that if Giselle’s nose were a bit thinner, the bridge just a bit higher—Then what? Giselle would say.


Alexander and Tony ate and stayed thin, though Alexander lifted weights to get bulkier, but for Mercy and Giselle, eating required rigor and constant diligence. Women were in danger of letting themselves go. Leg lifts, aerobics videos, and Crystal Light: homework for grown-up women. If you did not let go, you got an A. You were being tested all the time.


Earlier in the day, Mercy had taken Giselle shopping for bras. In two weeks, Giselle would start seventh grade, and before she got her own, she’d prayed for boobs. Like Kodak film, she waited to develop, jumping in front of the mirror each morning until finally she spied movement, two minuscule meatballs. In a Kmart dressing room with ossified gum on the walls, Mercy scrutinized the meatballs, snug in two bright white cups with a rose sewn in the middle, plucked from the clearance bin of Ladies’ Undergarments. Prickling beneath the tidal force of her mother’s inspection, Giselle closed her eyes and awaited the pronouncement. “Remember,” Mercy said, “you need to be careful now. Don’t let boys touch you.”


Giselle took a scoop of rice. A scoop of stew. Tony took two scoops of each. Alexander took three; Mercy half a scoop. “Lou Borelli’s full of hot air,” Tony said, complaining about his boss. “Acts like he knows everything.” Giselle finished the food on her plate. There were more carrot pieces in the stew, chunks of chicken.


Tony’s and Mercy’s paychecks helped Giselle’s grandparents in the Philippines and those who had stayed behind. Auntie Pacita stayed to take care of her parents because she was the youngest daughter and unmarried. Uncle Bong stayed because his mistresses were in Manila and he’d married into money. Auntie Cecilia stayed because she was married to a man who did not want to leave. Being an adult meant you had to work at a job you hated in order to support your family. “Work, work, work, until you die,” Tony liked to say to Giselle and Alexander.


Giselle eyed the carrots. Maybe when she was an adult, things would be different. She had a weak perm and bangs streaked orange with hydrogen peroxide and wore a retainer that entrapped food. Alexander had a baby mustache and zits. Maybe she would never have to become an adult.


She transported a piece of carrot to her plate and divided it into five pieces. She would chew each piece thirty times, like she read in an article in Seventeen. Alexander dumped the rest of the stew onto his plate.


She hit ten chews on the first piece. Alexander burped. “Yummy, yummy.”


“Fuck you,” she mouthed across the table. She reached thirty and swallowed, though by then the carrot was liquid.


“Did you read about that model in the paper today?” Mercy said.


Every weekday, Tony brought home the Post after his 5:14 NJ Transit train. Giselle had studied the newsprint pictures of the model smiling. A month after the photo was taken, an ex-boyfriend slashed her face.


I’LL NEVER MODEL AGAIN!


“She was slutty,” Alexander said.


“She was pretty,” Mercy said. “What a waste.”


Giselle said, “Would it be as much of a waste if she was ugly?”


“Of course. But it’s different.”


Giselle leaned forward to take another carrot, then hesitated. She was small but not small enough. Small with the potential to get less small. A girl at school puked after every meal and got so sick, she had to go to the hospital. Giselle tried it, but there was something too animal about it, too uncontrolled. She couldn’t puke without hearing her father saying, like he did when she and Alexander didn’t finish all the food on their plates, “American kids waste and waste.” Eating to barf was a waste of both food and energy. Why bother to eat in the first place?


“Like mother, like daughter,” Tony said. “Always dieting.”


“Too bad you don’t need to diet,” Mercy said. “Food is expensive.”


“What do you know about money?”


“Stop,” Giselle said.


Mercy said, “Don’t talk back to your father.”


ON MTV, men with long hair and tight pants screamed and pumped their crotches, volume tweaked on their electric guitars. A guitarist played a solo between two women with towering perms, draped over the front of a sports car, as the women raked the air with clawlike fingernails, boobs squeezed high inside their red dresses. Giselle let her own hair fall over her eyes. She did a guitar solo, air. She pretended her hand didn’t belong to her and pressed her lips against it, left a damp ring.


With anthropological attention, Missi Santamaria had shown Giselle and Taryn McMenamy her dad’s Hustlers one day after school, where the women resembled beige seals, coated in oil, with hard, shiny balloon tits. In the Santamarias’ living room, they watched scrambled cable channels, the premium ones their parents didn’t subscribe to, and tried to decode body parts. Was that squiggle a butt or a dick? Did fast wavy lines mean that people were doing it? While Taryn and Missi were downstairs, Giselle snuck back into Missi’s parents’ bedroom and carefully removed a page from one of the magazines, a photo of a topless model riding a horse. The picture had made her warm between the legs, then angry at the model and her giant hair and frozen smile. Back at home, she cut the page up and there was a relief, rearranging the pieces into an abstract blur of grays and browns, which she affixed on a new sheet of paper with Scotch tape. If you looked closely, you could make out the tits, but you had to know what to look for.


Even at that age, before Giselle knew the words for what she was doing, before she gained familiarity with the lineage she might someday become part of, she valued process and practice. She wasn’t thinking about how to make the most interesting collage, the prettiest painting. The physicality of making things, the performance, temporarily displaced how stuck she felt, in this particular body, family, town, time. Like during what she referred to as the burger situation at the Weis’ barbecue, when she’d been momentarily immune to the gazes and projections of others and she had moved through the yard invulnerable. Conscious and not-conscious. This would become her private superpower, the ability to escape herself, to circumvent expectations.


She pushed a videocassette labeled mom aerobics into the VCR and hit record as the music video played. Counted to ten and stopped. She changed the channel and recorded ten seconds of a commercial for maxi pads, ten seconds of a news anchor with twin fountains of feathered hair. The jerky cuts, the random clips smushed together until they approximated something new, amused her in the way that making prank calls with Ellen and Jackie had. She could record things every day, make her own videos.


In the bathroom she stood on the scale. The numbers remained the same. She would let herself expand, let her family’s disappointments accrue.


NEW YORK CITY, according to the papers, was a cesspool of violence, but New Jersey was the smell of cut grass, the squeak of swing sets, and the hazy idyll of clockwork holidays: July Fourth fireworks, Halloween, a dad in a Santa Claus suit ho-ho-ing at the mall. Jump rope, tag, kick-the-can; the presumption, enforcement, of sealed suburban safety. Cops came to school and fingerprinted everyone in case they got kidnapped. Giselle saw Close Encounters of the Third Kind and The Day After with Missi and Taryn and had nightmares of aliens and glowing bombs. “When there’s a nuclear war,” Missi whispered, “run to the basement bunker as soon as you see the mushroom cloud.”


Communists hated freedom. At school Giselle recited the Pledge of Allegiance every morning, ran laps and obtained a certificate of physical fitness signed by Ronald Reagan. There was a war going on, a war on drugs, and the PSA warnings made drugs sound amazing; she couldn’t wait to do them too. Something about absolutes, the cultish nature of them, made her wary of unconditional loyalty to sports teams, politicians, alma maters, never mind nation.


Giselle’s favorite book was a biography of a deceased heiress who starred in Warhol’s Factory films before dying of an overdose. She borrowed this book from the Millwood Public Library, returned it, and borrowed it again. She was obsessed with a photograph of the heiress in a leotard, bleached hair chopped short, lying across a bed in a hospital with her legs kicking at the air. Giselle wanted to be known for something but didn’t want to be the muse of some male artist. She wanted to be the artist. She recorded her video clips and collected fingernail clippings, earwax, rubber bands, and paper clips inside empty jars, labeled. After the Our Father, Hail Mary, and Glory Be, prayers so fused into her days that although she no longer feared God would be offended if she skipped them—couldn’t picture God beyond some principal-cop entity in the sky—not saying them would feel like she’d left the faucet running, she extracted a notebook from under her mattress and drew a picture of what she had done that day. She did this every night because if she missed a day, she felt incomplete, like the day hadn’t happened or hadn’t meant anything. Her parents said it was Alexander’s and Giselle’s responsibility to remember things, to be the repository of family memories. At the end of each year, she created a time capsule, a note to herself to be opened a year from today, unless the nukes or aliens get us 1st!, folded into an envelope she taped onto the back wall of her closet.


In the winter of seventh grade, Evan Krantz creamed Giselle with a snowball during a playground free-for-all. She’d been flattered by his attention until he chased her behind the slides, ski-lift tickets clanking on his coat zipper, and shoved her hand down his pants. She told no one, especially not Missi, who had a crush on Evan, and wondered if it had been her fault because she thought he was cute.


In the fall of eighth grade, while walking home from school, a man in a fancy car pulled up next to her and made kissing noises out the window. She walked faster. He followed, driving slowly, until he pressed too hard on the gas and the car jumped the curb. “Look what you made me do!” he shouted. She took off, running across the street and into someone’s yard.


Giselle no longer dieted. Her hair was long and all one color, bangs arching over her forehead, eyes lined in black. She wore jeans with rips in the knees and sweatshirts that fell over one shoulder. She saw Jackie Ong at Chinese school on Saturdays, where they got in trouble for not following directions during Culture Hour. They each talked to Ellen a few times on the phone. Mostly, Ellen was the one who talked: about some kid who’d gotten the shit kicked out of him because he hit on the wrong girl, this boy in her building who had a pet shark, a girl she knew with seven fingers on her left hand. Giselle didn’t mind listening. She thought Jackie was cool and mysterious and pampered, but Ellen was interesting and brave.


The calls with Ellen were short because long distance was pricey, and Giselle’s parents made her pay out of the money she made babysitting the neighbors’ bratty kids. When Giselle called Ellen, the line was usually busy, or she’d leave a message with someone she assumed to be one of Ellen’s sisters and wasn’t sure if the message would ever be received. She wrote Ellen a four-page letter, and three months later received a sheet of crumpled notebook paper with small, blocky handwriting. Ellen wrote that her sister Betty had eloped with a guy who worked in a Greek restaurant who was ten years older and fuck were their parents fucking pissed. Gotta run, she signed off at the bottom of the page, write soon!! Giselle wrote back the following day, but Ellen never replied.


AT THE BEGINNING of Giselle’s freshman year at Millwood High, 1985, Tony accepted a transfer to an office in Taiwan and moved into a company-sponsored apartment in Taipei. His workplace was expanding and he was the one New York employee fluent in English and Chinese. He would come back to New Jersey three times a year: in April, to do taxes; in August, to visit Mercy’s cousins at the shore; and in December, for Christmas.


Without him, dinner was usually just Giselle and Mercy, meals that Giselle prepared. Soups from cans with vegetables from cans; TV dinners and Steak-umm sandwiches with fried eggs on top. Giselle searched through her mother’s recipe box, yellowed index cards written in Mercy’s optimistic, newlywed handwriting, recipes for beef pot pie (via Better Homes & Gardens), something called “Engagement Chicken,” and pork embotido (T’s favorite! His mom’s recipe). She didn’t remember her mother ever cooking these things. She chose a clipping for salmon in creamed spinach and walked to ShopRite to pick up the ingredients, paid for with coupons from the Sunday circulars. Mercy ate the food. “Where’s Alexander?”


“I don’t know, Ma.” Alexander was a junior with a car and part-time job at the Route 4 cineplex. He lifted weights while blasting the synthetic repeti-beat of freestyle, the helium voices of the Cover Girls, the thin monotone of TKA, tossing his dumbbells on the floor after each set. He had a girlfriend, Stephanie Kuo, clean-cut and churchy in khakis and headbands, whose parents didn’t let her go to parties. Alexander liked to brag that Stephanie got good grades and had never been drunk.


Giselle watched her mother. The muscles around her eyes and mouth wavered, then stilled. It was hard to predict when Mercy would slide from anger to self-pity, from sarcasm to grief. It was Giselle’s job to make sure Mercy was okay.


Giselle’s features solidified. Whether she was beautiful, hot, pretty, or none of the above changed according to who was doing the looking and to whom she was being compared. Beauty was relative, reflective; you learned early to rank and code, to tally appearance and desirability in seconds, a subconscious algorithm that input body parts, clothing, attitude, makeup.


At the mall food court, cruising for boys: the cute ones usually went for Taryn or even Missi, leaving Giselle with the shortest boy or the one with bad skin. When the cute one did talk to her, he would say things like “What are you, anyway? You speak English good.”


The one time the hottest guy in the group asked for Giselle’s number, Taryn said, afterward, “I don’t know. He was a little weird.”


“I thought he was cute,” Giselle said.


“Ew,” said Missi, though she had sped up her walk to get the seat next to him. “You’re not going to go out with him, are you?”


Giselle, Taryn, and Missi sent away for Burning Airlines catalogs and joined Amnesty International to write letters in support of political prisoners in Asia and Africa. Giselle’s parents scoffed at her earnest insistence that writing letters would change the world. “Tell that to Ferdinand Marcos,” Tony said. They flirted uselessly with the college guys who worked at the record store, congratulating themselves on name-dropping the right albums, not yet understanding it was the wrong currency entirely, Missi in her combat boots, Taryn with her forehead acne, Giselle saying nothing and wondering if any of them thought she was the prettiest one, or at least the most intriguing, with a silent, moody allure.


They cut school and took the bus into the city to buy 45s at Tower and clothes at the flea market on Fourth and Broadway, Giselle acquiring a rayon minidress with a zipper on the side and a mustard-yellow beret that would pill in the wash. The night before, she had called Ellen, who, beyond hope, answered the phone and said sure, she could meet Giselle in the East Village tomorrow afternoon. Giselle hadn’t mentioned the Ellen plan to Missi and Taryn, not wanting to be burned if Ellen didn’t show, but then there she was, waiting at the Astor Place cube in a trench coat, Air Jordans, and blue track pants with yellow stripes down the sides.


Giselle saw Ellen’s eyebrows pop up at the sight of her, eyes sliding over Taryn and Missi as if she was configuring some new information about Giselle.


“You look smart,” Ellen said, and Giselle wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or an insult.


“So do you.”


She introduced her friends. Missi’s voice went quiet and Taryn laughed when Ellen said “Hey,” but it was a small, nervous laugh.


“What are you all up to?” Ellen asked.


Giselle said, “Just walking around.”


“You have a particular destination in mind? Some special big-city tourist thing you want to do?”


“We went shopping,” Taryn said.


“You want to go shopping.”


“No,” Giselle said. “Anyway, I’m not a tourist. You hang out around here a lot, right?”


“Queens,” Ellen said.


Ellen started walking, Giselle beside her, matching her pace. They wound east. Behind them, Giselle heard Taryn saying something to Missi about the neighborhood being sleazy, and Giselle wanted to protest and say, I’m not like them. But she was, and she was anxious, too, not because of the city but because of the possibility of Ellen’s judgment.


SOPHOMORE YEAR, Giselle made out with a junior named Craig Sammons who sort of looked like Axl Rose. Craig had an electric guitar and talked about how he could play, but when Giselle asked him to, he said he was still learning. Lying on his bed, they listened to Exodus and the beat made Giselle feel like she had to French kiss in double time.


On the phone, Craig Sammons talked like his mouth was pressed against the receiver. “Rrr-arr,” he said, a cat noise, when Giselle answered his questions about what she was wearing and what kind of boys she liked. He expected her to be flattered by his resulting pronouncements: girls don’t like sports, girls scream when they are scared and are scared often, girls don’t like true metal.


Craig said, “I bet you like romantic movies.”


“I like the ones where the guy gets killed.”


“What?”


“The kind where there’s a serial killer and the guy gets killed or eaten by a monster. Or a wolf? Total romance. I swoon.”


“What movie is this? I don’t get it.”


“There’s too much to get, huh.”


Giselle got off the phone. She drew in her notebook, a new one with a Salvador Dalí print on its cover, and played a tape Jackie had sent her, the music dark and electronic.


Jackie and Giselle didn’t see each other now that they no longer went to Chinese school, which was for kids. They didn’t talk on the phone; they sent each other art mail. This was an idea Giselle had proposed, and unlike Ellen, Jackie was a dedicated correspondent. Giselle didn’t know much about Jackie’s regular school life; she rarely mentioned the names of any friends or enemies or crushes, though Giselle talked about hers all the time. In a large envelope that included ads from Seventeen sullied in Sharpie, she wrote to Jackie about drinking wine coolers at a party while the host’s family was away. And here’s the thing, we were in Craig’s kid sister’s room on this bed with stuffed animals. Don’t tell anyone, but when I was making out with Craig, I felt so weird and lonely and sad.


Jackie wrote back: Sometimes in the winter when it’s 4 in the afternoon and I’m alone in the house I’ll play a 45 and watch the record spinning and you can see on the label how long the song is and I’ll think: Now I am 4:02 minutes closer to death. Now 3:59. Now. Now. Now. The rest of the page was filled up with the same word, again and again, in increasingly smaller letters. Jackie’s aesthetic was stripped-down, monochrome. Now. Now. Now. Now. Now. Now.


Sometimes they wrote to one another as made-up characters. Giselle’s pseudonym Lora Day lived on a Mediterranean island in 1912, a year that gave Giselle the chills. Jackie wrote from the point of view of a robot named Celeste, after the frozen pizza, who lived in the year 2024 on a space station on Mars. When they said the years aloud, they shivered. Giselle felt disgusted by that old song that went In the year 2525. Jackie was nauseated by that old song that went When I was seventeen / It was a very good year.


Giselle sliced up her report card and recollaged it over an ad for Stridex acne pads. Jackie typed a log of the conversations she’d had over three days and printed it on a scroll of perforated paper with holes in the margins and long strings of computerized numbers on the back, paper from her dad’s job.


At school, Missi and Taryn whispered and laughed to one another and Giselle asked what was so funny. “Something that happened when Missi slept over on Saturday,” Taryn said.


In Chemistry, Giselle cornered Missi as she shook a test tube. “Are you mad at me?”


“You know Taryn liked Craig and everything. It sucks, what you did to her.”


“She liked him last year.”


“You didn’t have to get him to like you. How could you do that to her?”


“He was the one who started calling me. I don’t even like him that much.”


“Wow.” Missi’s lip curled. “You think you’re such hot shit now.”


GISELLE EXPLORED the nether regions of the radio dial, the fuzzy talk shows, religious programming and college radio, discarded genres of polka and folk and bebop. She heard a DJ talk about two performance artists who tied themselves together with a rope for one year. That was the art piece; that was the art. They were always together but not allowed to touch. The rope was long enough so they could be in different rooms and one could go to the bathroom without the other. When one of the artists taught a class, the other went along and sat on the ground. “What was the point?” the DJ said. “Isn’t life complicated enough?” This was followed by a cartoon boing! noise.


She never found that station again but couldn’t stop thinking about the piece, the idea of art being a performance, the performance itself so ordinary and therefore so absurd. It was a situation! There were no tickets for it, no audience, or was everyone the audience? You could make something that wasn’t a picture or a movie, create a dare for yourself and live it every day, going to work or school, sleeping and taking a shower, and that could be art. It offered a comfort: she didn’t have to be a famous adult to be an artist. It lobbed a challenge: If she was to create a performance, what would it be? She drew a red dot on her arm every day for a week and Mercy asked if she had a rash.


Giselle wrote about the rope piece in a letter to Jackie, who wrote back that she’d heard of the artists before, of course she had, and did Giselle know that one of them was a woman and the other a man and Taiwanese? Giselle had assumed they were both men, both white. Jackie sent Giselle a videotaped copy of a movie called News from Home, where the filmmaker read letters, in French, that her mother had sent to her over footage of New York City, what she saw on her walks, the streets, the muted and drifting cars. Giselle wanted to make a similar movie with footage of Millwood but didn’t have a video camera. Instead she made mixtape covers with rubber cement and magazine clippings, cutting up letters for the titles. She decided she would start a performance where she would listen to the same song every day for a year but couldn’t decide which song. Jackie made mixes on TDKs; Giselle on Maxells, bought in sixteen-pack bricks. When she ran out, she put Scotch tape across the plastic indentations of her parents’ cassettes and taped over them, and when her father came home for Christmas, she apologized for erasing his Elvis’s greatest hits.


CHRISTMAS WAS A SUBDUED AFFAIR at the Chins’. There was no tree with actual pine needles dripping with ornaments and tinsel, no holiday roast or grandparents to visit like there were at Missi’s and Taryn’s.


Giselle didn’t hang out with Taryn and Missi anyway. There was only Tony home after four months in Taiwan. Giselle had met her grandparents twice, and never at Christmas. Her father’s parents had visited the States for a month when Giselle was too young to remember, and later, the Chins visited the Philippines and Mercy’s family commented on Alexander’s height and Giselle’s weight as evidence that their parents were rich, the children sloppy and undisciplined.


The Chins exchanged practical gifts in reused wrapping paper, slippers, socks, gloves, plastic squirt pumps of Keri lotion and Jergens moisturizer, and ate pancit bihon in front of the TV. They went to midnight Mass on Christmas Eve so they could stay in their pajamas the next day. Then the phone rang on the morning of the twenty-sixth, and Giselle was surprised when Mercy said it was for her. It was Jackie. “What are you doing?”


“Nothing,” Giselle said.


“Let’s go to the mall. Let’s get some Orange Julius.”


They met at Paramus Park because their parents refused to drive them twenty minutes farther to drop them off at Garden State Plaza, which had three levels, two record stores, and a movie theater. Paramus Park was a mall for babies and old people. It was where you went because you couldn’t get anywhere else.


But Jackie was waiting by the fountain, dressed in a slouchy black blazer, black leggings, and a black baseball cap. One side of her hair was cut shorter than the other, bangs smoothed down under the rim of her hat.


Jackie was the type of beautiful that people didn’t immediately notice. You thought you were the first to discover it, and then it was all you saw. She was thin and tall, sure-footed, boobless with perfect posture, a quick, unfettered confidence mostly seen in alpha white girls. When picking up Giselle at Chinese school, Mercy commented on Jackie’s bone structure and creamy skin, the arch of her eyebrows, the tip of her infrequent smile, her petite, symmetrical face.


“Merry Christmas,” Giselle said, trying to slow her walk. She hoped she didn’t sound corny.


“Season’s greetings,” Jackie said. “I have something for you.”


“I have something for you!”


They exchanged tapes wrapped in magazine pages. They chomped on grape bubble gum and practiced blowing bubbles inside bubbles, browsing T-shirts and sterling-silver jewelry. “Let’s get Orange Juliuses,” Jackie said, and Giselle said, “I love Orange Julius.” Jackie’s tone, deadpan and breezy, allowed Giselle to feel like they were playing at being white girls, and in doing so, making fun of them.


In the food court they spotted three boys in denim jackets, preppy with fluffy hair and collared shirts. “Well, lah-de-dah,” Jackie said. “Very European,” Giselle said. It was understood, without saying, that they were doing this as a prank. Not seriously, not like with Taryn and Missi.


Giselle swiveled her head so her hair fell over her shoulders. This was a performance. This could be Art. She suppressed a laugh, cocked a hip. The boys’ eyes skimmed over her, turned to Jackie, then back to her. They introduced themselves. The short and skinny one was Erik, the freckled one with zits was Will, and the cute one was Steve. Jackie raised her hand in greeting but didn’t move closer.


“Are you two sisters?” Will said.


Giselle said, “What made you think that?”


Steve punched Will on the arm. “It was a joke.” Steve sat with his legs spread out, taking up so much room that Erik was almost falling off his chair. Giselle could see facial hair on his jaw. “You’re funny,” he said to her.


Jackie seemed bored, and Giselle saw her through the boys’ eyes: a snob, a weirdo. The pretty one, uninterested.


“We’ve got to go powder our noses,” Giselle said.


They palmed tubes of lip gloss and compacts of eye shadow and slid them into the pockets of their coats. They walked calmly past the salesgirls restocking banana hair clips and body spray as “Baby Love” blared on the store speakers, past the Chess King, past the Sharper Image where Giselle once fell asleep in the massage chair. “They’re coming for us,” Giselle whispered, “the salesgirls.” Jackie whispered, “I won’t let them get us.” They linked arms and walked faster. “I can hear their heels clicking and clacking, click click click,” whispered Giselle. If the barbecue with Ellen had been the site of a burger situation, then this was a situation, too, a mall situation.


They turned down a passageway and Giselle twisted the knob of a blank gray door, not expecting it to open, but it did. Jackie stepped inside. They entered a hallway, which led to another door, which led to a room, and then they were in the guts of the building, in a dusty, windowless space with two-by-fours and plastic tarps. It was dark and smelled of sawdust. They heard a rustle. “A mouse?” Jackie said. Giselle said, “Let’s go.”


She slept over at Jackie’s house, which was angular and modern and spooky with quiet. The house scared Giselle because there was so much of it. Jackie was an only child and had her own bathroom, TV, and VCR. She had a computer, which Giselle had never seen in someone’s house before. She had a queen-size bed and a wall unit with a desk, while Giselle’s room could only fit a twin bed from when she and Alexander were babies, the space underneath it used to store clothes. Jackie’s mother was religious, not Catholic like the Chins, but something Protestant and therefore suspect. Jackie’s father worked with computers and set up a security camera at the bottom of their driveway.


There was no alcohol in the Ongs’ house, and it smelled faintly of fabric softener. In Jackie’s room, they ate Ferrero Rocher chocolates from a heart-shaped plastic box and watched a movie called Times Square, Nicky Marotta leaping off a rooftop into a crowd of Sleez Sisters fans and running into the seedy Manhattan night. “If they treat you like garbage, put your body in a garbage bag. If they treat you like a criminal, black out your eyes.” They called a radio station and requested songs, dedicated from Pammy to Nicky.


“I want to be an artist,” Giselle said. It was the first time she’d said it aloud. In middle school she had gotten good grades in art class, praised for her drawing skills and ability to color inside the lines. That changed at Millwood High. In Art I, they painted color wheels and the teacher gave Giselle a C-minus because of her inability to mix colors in the right proportions. In Art II, they reproduced prints of famous paintings in an art book and sketched fruits in a bowl. Giselle got a C-minus in that class because she drew horns and teeth on the fruit, then wrote dialogue. She’d grown annoyed by the limitations of drawing, how it could never fully convey the feelings and ideas she wanted. Her teacher thought her depiction of Sunday-night malaise was “a pretty lake.” In general, she was a lazy student, bored and daydreamy, prone to napping in back rows. Her grades were mostly Bs, better than Alexander’s, but Alexander was putting off college. He wanted to take some time to work and make money after high school before going for a business degree. Mercy and Tony were trying to persuade him to apply sooner. When it came to Giselle, Tony said he wasn’t going to help pay for college if she wanted to do something pointless that didn’t make any money. You can draw pictures after work, Mercy said.


Jackie didn’t laugh or roll her eyes. “What type of art do you want to make?”


“Not paintings of mountains or anything like that. More like, I don’t know, performance art, like those artists who spent a year tied together with rope. Some art that hasn’t been invented yet.”


“What do you think you could do like that for a year?”


“Lots of things, actually. I already keep records of what I do every day.”


“I do too!” Jackie turned on her computer and showed Giselle a program she wrote, which asked and answered questions. She said she wanted to make computer programs. “You can also type in a record and save it, like a diary.”


“That’s so cool,” Giselle said. Everything Jackie did was cool without trying. “I bet you can make a lot of money writing computer programs.”


Jackie shrugged, as if she’d never thought about it. “You can probably make money being a famous artist.”


“I don’t think so. I’ll probably have to work a job I hate. I don’t even know if I’m going to college.”


“Really? My parents would kill me if I didn’t go. But who cares. If you were an artist, you could leave and go live anywhere.”


“I can’t. My mom needs me. The whole family would fall apart if I wasn’t there.”


“What about your brother?”


“He’s a dumb boy.”


“So what? It’s your life, not theirs.”


“So everything.”


“I can’t wait to be old enough to get out of here.”


“Me too. But I feel bad about it.”


They drank from a thermos of whiskey Giselle had brought, filled from one of Tony’s big bottles, and she told Jackie what her mother had once said: “Chinese girls are a good influence. They’re nice girls, not like American girls.” Trashed, they laughed so hard, they peed a little. Jackie had a video camera, and they recorded themselves doing things. Giselle instructed Jackie to stand in a corner and rise up, then down, on her toes while counting out loud. Jackie instructed Giselle to stand partly off-screen and talk about her favorite TV commercials. At first Giselle was uncomfortable being on camera, but recording with Jackie inspired her to make things of quality. Whatever Jackie’s tastes were, they were the right ones. Smart, sometimes funny, but never overstated.


Jackie hadn’t been in touch with any of the other kids from Chinese school. Giselle said her brother still hung out with Charlene Wei and the Pan twins and that they were okay. The Pan twins had known her since she was a shrimpy pest who begged to tag along with the older kids to the Mott Street arcade and would never creep on her the way Alexander’s Millwood roid-rager friends did.


Jackie said, “But I talked to Ellen a few weeks ago.”


“You did?” Giselle hadn’t spoken to Ellen since the day they saw each other in the city. “So you talk to her all the time now?”


“No, more like the opposite. We should call her.”


They called. Jackie had her own phone line, her parents didn’t care about the cost of long distance, but Ellen wasn’t home.





After high school, Giselle signed up for classes at Bergen Community College and quit before her second semester. That winter, she moved into the top floor of a crumbly house in Hoboken with her friend Sherilyn, whom she’d met while selling shoes at Garden State Plaza, and Sherilyn’s friends Carmen and Miles. She got a new job at a copy store, walking distance from the apartment. Giselle’s room was the smallest and crappiest, with two doors on opposite walls, doors through which other people frequently passed on their way to other rooms, and for this she paid the cheapest rent. It was the start of a new decade, 1990.


In the apartment, no matter how late she fell asleep, she woke early. Six thirty, seven. She appreciated regimen, routine and order, that precious window of time when everything was quiet. She sat in bed, pulling the sheets around her, and retrieved her notebook and markers to write about the day before. She sketched her friends, kept lists of shows she saw, people she fooled around with, movies watched. If you did not maintain the days, what proof would you have of your existence, time passing?


When she got home from work, there were people in the living room passing around Miles’s bong. “You mean you haven’t even seen Repo Man,” one of them said, a girl whose voice resembled a goose. A pepperoni pizza lay ravaged on the table, leaking oil on a Snapple bottle stuffed with cigarette butts. Giselle dreamt of space, in her head and her surroundings.


Her parents were pissed at both their kids for not furthering their educations. Alexander had moved to Florida with friends and gotten a job at a gym. Mercy called to voice her concern, long messages on the answering machine that Giselle tried to erase before her roommates could hear. “Your mom’s really worried about you,” Carmen said. But spending four years at college just to get a job you hated seemed like a waste of time and money.


On the floor of her room, materials strewn out in front of the bed, Giselle assessed the piece she was working on, a diced-up tourism photo with a diced-up slogan: LOVR YOU FALL UP. From the living room came the sound of something crashing, followed by laughter. Her latest obsession was creating collages of cutout women and ads in free newspapers, each woman composed of ten or more different women. At work, between customer requests to collate a textbook and fix a jammed machine, she layered and copied the collages, the copies copied until it was impossible to tell what the first image had been. It was technically fulfilling but felt like routine action, like shitting or brushing your teeth. She could see a picture and reconstruct it in her mind, then produce that reconstruction. She wanted a challenge.


A knock on the door. It must be Carmen; she was the only one who ever knocked.


Carmen took the collage and held it to her glasses before Giselle could ask her to only touch the edges. “This is so cool.”


“Thanks.”


“We’re going to Debbie’s. Why don’t you take a break and join?”


“I’m in the middle of this thing. But maybe next time.”


“Next time. It’s a promise,” Carmen said, though it wasn’t.


ON HER DAY OFF, Giselle took the train into Manhattan. At MoMA, she saw a retrospective of a famous artist’s work, his doodles and diary notes, a painting made with semen. The accompanying text, with phrases like aesthetic response and disseminating language, made the art seem more serious than it was. The artist had three ex-wives, he was arrested for beating one, he was a heavy drinker prone to getting into fights. The guy jizzed into his paints and now he was in a museum. Giselle wondered how important it was to have a complicated life in addition to making your art.


She made her rounds on the other floors. She loved the Adrian Piper videos she saw from the 1970s, the artist walking around Manhattan in a wig and fake mustache, muttering lines from her journals as people pointed and gawked. The decaying footage felt archival and gluey, with a hint of the archaeological, familiar streets as black-and-white relics. You made a thing and it slipped through your hands like toy slime, instantly a thing of the past. She loved Gretchen Bender’s riot of music and TV clips, mashed together and beamed onto thirteen surround-sound monitors, reminiscent of Giselle’s own childhood VCR cuts. It was freeing, joyful, to let herself succumb to the wall of lights and noise. The Jenny Holzer slogans in all-caps italics, subliminal in their repetition and sexily authoritarian. Giselle wanted to be able to replicate the feeling of seeing these pieces, but how? She wanted her work to provide a container for the uncertainty and overwhelm of the future, an expression of her concerns and a way to corral them.


CIRCLE PIECE (1991): For twelve hours one Saturday, Giselle drew circles on a piece of poster board until her hand cramped and froze into a claw. At first she felt uncomfortable, then enraged, then gloriously emptied, like the time she posed for a life-drawing class at a community center and the pain of holding herself still passed into a euphoric state of blankness.


COFFEE PIECE (1991): Giselle went a week without coffee and thought she would die, but even though her head ached and she fell asleep at work, there was a lightness, a barbed pleasure. Nothing could control her except herself. Maybe this was what her mother had felt when she didn’t eat full portions, or what you were supposed to feel when you prayed, the accomplishment of discipline. She didn’t want to think about her mother.


DIET PIECE (1992): For one week, Giselle ate nothing but No Frills–brand cottage cheese until she puked so violently, her roommates made her Clorox the bathroom. Miles said, “Can you make less gross art next time?” Now even thinking of cottage cheese made her stomach tighten.


GISELLE RECEIVED a rare letter from Ellen, saying she was taking classes at CUNY, crashing some nights with her family in Queens and most nights with friends in the city. Giselle wrote postcards to Jackie: I am here. I am alive. Jackie, at some private college outside Philadelphia called Wellington, tuition paid for by her parents, wrote back infrequently. When they spoke on the phone they would talk for hours, tying up the line. Jackie told Giselle that she liked girls, had hooked up with a girl in her dorm, and that girl wanted a relationship, but Jackie had a crush on another girl who worked in the campus bookstore. It didn’t surprise Giselle that Jackie was a lesbian. It clicked, brought Jackie into sharper relief. When Jackie asked how Giselle’s art was going, Giselle said, “I keep doing all these things, but nothing feels right.”


“You’ll figure it out. It’s part of the process.”


“But I’m running out of time.”


“Dude. You just turned twenty-one.” Giselle started to protest, but Jackie said, “I feel that way, too, sometimes.”


Sherilyn moved in with her boyfriend, so Giselle moved into her old room, paying more rent, but it was worth it for privacy. She took on shifts at a café in addition to the copy shop. She answered phones, filling in for someone at the rental-car office where Carmen’s mom worked. Thomas, the guy she was dating, was a paralegal who DJed at a bar that played electronic dance music. He was a few years older, lived in a new town house near the river. Giselle spent two, then three nights a week at his place. “You can move in if you want,” he said.


On the rare instances when Thomas was at work and Giselle wasn’t, she spread her notebooks, pictures, and cutting board across his dining table.


She blasted X’s “True Love Pt. #2” and pretended the place was hers. It was important to keep busy and do her collages with the aspiration that they might lead to more, and having the space to do so made her hopeful. She cleaned up the table before Thomas came home.


Thomas was happy when Giselle and her roommates came to his DJ nights and danced to the music that sounded like one endless track interspersed with the chorus of that annoying EMF song, but when Giselle talked about how she was trying to figure out a performance, he said, “That sounds nice.” The one time she didn’t come to his Thursday-night set because she wanted to finish something, he put his jacket on top of her papers while she slept. “I’m going to work in the bedroom,” she said, and moved her things in there.


Ten minutes later, he came in and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her shoulders and neck. “I miss you, babe.”


“Okay, can you knock next time?”


She closed the door.


BACK IN HER APARTMENT, she was relieved at the familiar mess, the ashtray smell and runny toilet, even the dishes steeping in the sink. Carmen, who’d always had a mom vibe, usually did them, but she was taking classes and working. A piece of paper taped to her door announced that Jackie had called. Giselle called back. “I’m in Jersey on spring break,” Jackie said.


They met at a diner over mozzarella sticks and fries. Giselle said, “I think I’m going to break up with my boyfriend.”


“Oh, why?”


“You know when you love someone and everything shifts and you can’t get it back, and then you want to get away as soon as possible?”


“Yeah,” Jackie said. “You should probably break up with him.”


“Boys think you want something from them. Then, when you try to convince them you don’t, they get mad. They want to believe you’re some delicate angel who can’t survive without them. They want to be the one who rejects you. Fuck that.”


Jackie pulled a mozzarella stick away from her mouth, watching the cheese extend and droop. “I don’t mess with them.” She had dated Anita, the girl at the bookstore, but they’d broken up too. “I hate being home. My mom’s throwing a shit fit because she wants me to go out with her friend from church’s son, and my dad’s checked the fuck out. It’s a bleak scene.”


“That sucks.”


“It’s like they don’t even need to say anything, and I can feel the unspoken energy of their disapproval.”


“I know what you mean.” Giselle drizzled marinara sauce on her plate. “Well, as my mom says, Chinese girls are a good influence.”


“Right. Anita was Chinese.”


Giselle showed Jackie her latest collages, which Jackie said reminded her of early Barbara Kruger. “That’s nice of you to say,” Giselle said. Jackie talked about something called a BBS, where you could type things on a computer and other people could see it. “I wish I could show you,” she said, “but we’d have to set up the right equipment.” They rented Cinema Paradiso and stayed up late to see it with Miles, who was twenty-five but looked sixteen and definitely had a crush on Jackie. Full of love and gratitude for her friends, Giselle didn’t feel like she should be doing something else.


The next day, Jackie and Giselle went into the city, where they ate veggie burgers at Dojo and shopped for sunglasses on St. Mark’s and snuck into diners to pee. They went to a boring party at the apartment of a friend of a friend of Jackie’s from Wellington College, then met Sherilyn at some industrial dance club, but that also felt claustrophobic and they weren’t dressed for it, and so they left and walked through the Meatpacking District, nothing but closed warehouses and occasional creepy men, and all the way east to Alphabet City, to a basement show where Ellen said she’d be—somehow Jackie had tracked down a phone number for where Ellen was staying—a band of emaciated dudes screaming in a room that smelled like being inside of an ashtray inside of a latrine. They found Ellen jumping in the pit up front, and she hugged them and kissed them on the forehead, dripping sweat everywhere, the music too loud to hear what she was saying, and Giselle could feel herself shifting, relaxing, becoming less self-conscious in that dark basement because no one could see her and she couldn’t see them either. Finally they went to the party that was just right, an art party on the Lower East Side to celebrate something called E-Quinox ’93, an event Giselle had read about on a flyer. It was a performance space that was celebrating a show. They drank free wine and studied what people were wearing, eavesdropping on the conversations, and talked about what they saw and heard all the way back to the PATH, where they stood on the platform during the long post-midnight wait for the train. Later, as Jackie slept, Giselle wrote everything down and drew pictures of the people with the most memorable outfits. The following week, her landlord told her and her roommates that he would not be renewing their lease because his brother’s family was moving to New Jersey and wanted the apartment.




CHEONGSAM PIECE


I WILL WALK ON THE SIDEWALK DOWN WASHINGTON


STREET IN HOBOKEN IN A CHEONGSAM. I WILL


OBSTRUCT MY VISION. I WILL STOP WALKING WHEN I


AM NO LONGER ABLE TO WALK. WHEN I STOP WALKING


THE PERFORMANCE WILL END.


SIGNED,


GISELLE CHIN


JULY 8, 1993





Giselle Chin walked through Hoboken in a faded red cheongsam she bought in a thrift store, fake brown bloodstain painted on the ass. She was twenty-two years old. She wore sneakers and a bandana over her eyes, knotted behind her head. A camera, held by Jackie Ong, followed her.


After Jackie developed the film, Giselle saw what had taken place around her as she walked, the confused, concerned, and intermittently angry faces directed at her own lurching body. What she would recall was the rush of it: being so obvious yet also so purposely oblivious. For a moment her body felt like it did when she was jumping at the show with Ellen but better, so vulnerable, it tipped into invincibility. Limitless, fantastic. On the corner of Washington and Third, a van accelerated through a yellow light, and the pain Giselle had anticipated and lunged toward arrived at last. She heard herself scream; she blacked out.


She woke in a hospital bed with her leg in a cast, head padded from painkillers. A nurse said she was hit by a car. She received a ticket for jaywalking and obstruction of traffic and a large hospital bill.


MERCY HAD MOVED into an apartment in Fort Lee, in a high-rise complex not far from the George Washington Bridge, a twenty-minute drive from Hoboken. Everyone Giselle saw in the lobby and elevator was old. Tony lived full-time in Taipei, and Giselle hadn’t seen her father for two years. He had a girlfriend, Mercy said, some widow he’d met at work. Giselle hadn’t seen her mother since Christmas.


“Ma, when did you get reading glasses?”


“I’ve had them for a while. If you visited more, you would have known. What happened to your leg?” Mercy pointed to the brace. The cast was finally off.


“I was in a car accident. It wasn’t my fault, it was the car’s.”


“Are you sure you’re not hurt?”


Giselle shook her head. She’d brought dinner from a Filipino restaurant in Jersey City, and they ate with the TV on. The Fort Lee apartment had most of the same items from the Millwood house crammed into a smaller space. Giselle had forgotten about the teapot with its orange triangles and blue squares and the brown chair that used to be next to the TV, where she would eat fruit cocktail in heavy syrup and battle with Alexander for the lone maraschino cherry. She recognized her mother’s small collection of paperbacks—Mercy liked true-crime mysteries, admitted to having wanted to write them herself when she was younger, before she had a family to take care of and couldn’t waste time on such things.


Even the anticipation, the potential, of her mother’s displeasure made Giselle want to cower and go small. Her mother was working the same job at St. Joseph’s. She had friends in the area whom she met for dinners and TV nights. Occasionally she visited her cousins in South Jersey, who said that if she’d been nicer to Tony, he wouldn’t have moved to Taiwan.


Alexander’s girlfriend, who was in nursing school, was pregnant, and Giselle asked Mercy if she was going to visit them in Florida. “When’s the wedding? Did they set a date?”


“They’re going to postpone it until after the baby is born. There’s so much happening when you have a baby.”


“You’re okay with Alexander having a baby without being married?”


“I didn’t say I was okay.” Mercy looked at Giselle’s striped T-shirt and baggy jeans. “I pray you find someone before it’s too late. Remember, men don’t like it when you’re too independent.”


“Oh my god. Ma.”


“I just worry about you.”


“I’m fine.”


After her mother went to bed, Giselle sorted the mail, which had piled up. She opened bills for her mother’s credit card, a five-figure balance that never got lower since Mercy only paid the interest. She found her mother’s checkbook in the kitchen. The bank account balance was sixty-two dollars. She wasn’t sure how much Tony contributed to Mercy’s rent, but it obviously wasn’t enough.


It pissed her off. Mercy had married Tony and moved to New Jersey so she could take care of her family back home, and now Tony had left her with nothing. Giselle had never asked Mercy what she would have wanted to do if she hadn’t done what was expected of her.


What did Giselle want? To have a life in which it was possible to make art, to keep her mind and time clean, working jobs that paid enough money without having to work too much. To not have to get married or have sex with someone she didn’t want to have sex with in order to do this. The projects she’d done felt incomplete in their aftermath, but she wasn’t yet sure what would be better.


Two weeks later, the lease for the Hoboken apartment ended and Giselle returned to Fort Lee with her things. She would stay for a bit, help Mercy with the rent, pay off the hospital bill, and try to save money as she figured out what to do. The apartment only had one bedroom, so she slept on the pullout couch next to the living-room window, the city aglow across the Hudson River. As sitcoms played on a low volume, Mercy shared stories Giselle hadn’t heard before. Auntie Cecilia lost a beauty pageant and put a dead cockroach in Mercy’s shoe. Po Po once tried to leave Gong Gong and went to stay with her sister for a week, and after she came back, she never talked about it.


BIDING TIME BECAME passing time; passing time became routine. Giselle got a temp job, word processing and collating at an insurance company in an Oradell office park, and found undercover corporate to be a minor, unexpected thrill. She wore office-casual rayon slacks and a matching blazer in flammable-feeling fabric. In her cubicle were pictures of some lady’s kids and a bubble-print #1 MOM mug, and the paycheck was far more than what she’d made at the copy shop. She put some money in her bank account and some in her mother’s. This was adulthood, the sacrifice, forsaking. She wrote a postcard to Jackie: I’m still alive?


OFFICE PIECE (1994): For six days, Giselle pretended to be a permanent employee at the company, someone enthusiastic about insurance. She made small talk about her kids and husband, invested in a MOM mug of her own. But she abandoned the performance. All that smiling gave her a headache.


Mercy and Giselle walked around the Paramus Park Mall. Girls still wore their hair high, but their pants were looser, flannel shirts around their waists. Alexander’s girlfriend, Jessica, had a baby boy, and Mercy bought a plane ticket to visit them with money Giselle had given her. Now Mercy wanted to shop for clothes and baby gifts. Giselle told her mother she’d meet her at the carousel in an hour.


The mall was built like a wheel, with three spokes meeting in the middle. Giselle walked to the end of one of the spokes. There was a store with no one inside, not even a cashier, which sold paintings of impossible historical dinner parties, Abraham Lincoln, George Bush, George Washington, and Ronald Reagan eating a Thanksgiving turkey together. The store next to it had a for lease sign, and Giselle remembered, years ago, when she and Jackie had found the secret room.


She backtracked, walking slowly. She passed an electrical closet and an emergency fire door. She tried one door, but it was locked, turned to check again, and saw a door she hadn’t noticed before.


This door was unlocked. It opened into a passageway with another door, and Giselle was in a hidden room in the middle of the mall.


The idea came to her and was so preposterous, so impossible, that she began to laugh, and then because it was so impossible, she had to consider it. She sat on a bench by the mall’s fountain, surrounded by children and families, and laughed to herself. She couldn’t wait to tell Jackie.


In the art classes she’d taken, teachers spoke about different mediums: ceramics, painting, drawing, video. Clay and resin were mediums. Digital was another medium. The oil paints and brushes on sale at Pearl Paint were not mediums but materials.


Giselle’s medium was time; her material could be too. The Xerox machine at work with its ten different paper slots; her isolation, banishment, and deprivations. Mercy said the Pan twins were working in finance and had girlfriends their parents approved of. Larry Wei was engaged to a girl who was pretty and well behaved; his sister, Charlene, had graduated from Harvard Business School and was engaged to a man who was successful and well-off. Giselle bet the MoMA artist with the semen painting, whose fame and ease seemed unreachable, hadn’t been told his life would only be worthwhile if he got married. She felt trapped by her failure to be the daughter Mercy needed. She could not make her mother happy yet felt responsible for her mother’s unhappiness.


Her coping mechanism was to treat everything like it was a situation, but her performance self and real self had become indistinguishable. Work was a performance; life was work and also a performance. It wasn’t that she needed to wait for the perfect idea or invent something new. Instead, she recognized how she could shape her life into the performance itself. By removing the option of being anywhere, the feeling that she should do something else—go to school, get a new job or a relationship, make a different kind of art—would cease to exist. She would have made the choice. There would be nothing else to choose.




MALL PIECE


FROM FEBRUARY 1, 1995, TO FEBRUARY 1, 1996, I WILL:


• LIVE IN A ROOM IN THE PARAMUS PARK MALL


• ONLY LEAVE THE ROOM AT NIGHT AFTER THE MALL CLOSES


• NOT READ, WRITE, WATCH TELEVISION OR MOVIES UNLESS I ACCIDENTALLY STUMBLE UPON THEM WHILE WALKING IN THE MALL AT NIGHT


• NOT SPEAK TO ANYONE OR INTERACT WITH ANYONE UNLESS THEY APPROACH ME FIRST


• ONLY HEAR THE NOISES THAT ARE CREATED AROUND ME


• NOT LEAVE THE MALL OR HAVE ANY CONTACT WITH ANYONE OUTSIDE OF THE MALL FOR THE DURATION OF THIS PERFORMANCE


SIGNED,


GISELLE CHIN


FEBRUARY 1, 1995





Giselle quit her temp job. Her new job would have no paychecks, no goal except to pass and waste time. At the end of the year, nothing would have changed, except she would be a year older, which didn’t feel so different from spending the year temping and watching TV. The piece was satisfying in a way that the others she’d done weren’t, for its length and difficulty. It was a piece she could respect.


Planning the performance gave her a sense of calm. She lay awake on the pullout couch at night, plotting, and in the mornings smuggled supplies into the hidden room, a sleeping bag and foam padding, a folding table and chair, basic kitchen items and a battery-powered lamp, placing a fake wall panel over the outside of the door so no one could access it unless they knew exactly where it was. She told Mercy she was moving back to Hoboken, and Mercy seemed relieved.


Every couple days, Jackie snuck in, bringing food and taking away the contents of the waste buckets. She refilled the containers of water and exchanged Giselle’s dirty clothes for clean ones. She and Giselle did not make eye contact or talk unless necessary. The food was basic, canned soups in thermoses, bread and processed cheeses, apples and oranges. Jackie replenished items in a container of toiletries when they ran out. Giselle cleaned herself with a washcloth and used a special dry shampoo when her hair began to smell. Jackie took a photo each week.


The room was so far inside the building that she couldn’t hear anything. Out there, people were working. After work, they went home to their families. But Giselle was the one who was free. For the first time in years, maybe ever, she pooped first thing every morning. She did push-ups and sit-ups and composed intricate fantasies about fictional and real people. She masturbated furiously, counted to six thousand, spent hours trying to recall song lyrics, the name of an actor. She worried about her mother, then felt bad that she was making her mother worry. She thought of people in prisons, locked up for far longer than a year, and how this was nothing like that. This was a choice she had made, and even when it was hard and lonely, it was also exhilarating. There was control, and such power in the relinquishing of control. The accomplishment of simply existing each day in the mall gave her more fulfillment than anything she’d done before.
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