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F amily Mixtape

It was pretty hard for me to grow up. I still remember sitting in the car trying to learn how to tie a ponytail. I
remember scooping my hair into a ponytail, left hand reaching for the scrunchie on my right wrist, pulling it through
and twisting, pulling again, letting go. It turned out loose. I realized that I had to twist the band several times. I
didn’t learn how to tie my hair into a bun until years later, even after years of ballet. When I went to China for a
study tour, my friends had to teach me how to make instant noodles. When it came to real life, I was helpless. I
struggled to fold a T-shirt, struggled to tie my shoelaces, and had trouble washing the dishes. There was so much
growing left to do. I still wonder who teaches people these day-to-day things. Do we all teach ourselves? My
mother didn’t teach me. I didn’t know how to care for my body. 

I am still working to learn parts of myself that I didn’t get to discover, parts of my family that they never thought to
share with me. I listen to 80s music because I like it, but also because it reminds me that my parents existed before
me, that they watched Madonna release Like a Virgin and sang songs like Sowing the Seeds of Love and People
are People. That before me, they had known what it was like to be young. When my father sings State Of The
Nation by Industry, he is no longer my father. He says, “When you listened to Madonna back then, it was like
listening to the devil. You would go straight to hell.” I’m still not sure what this means. My mother says, “My sister
had a poster of Duran Duran on the ceiling. She loved them so much.” They talk about the days of MTV. “It was
crazy then,” my father says, “These hits came out all at the same time… everyone was into music.” This is coming
from my father, who, when I was growing up, never seemed to listen to any music. It’s difficult to watch them both
sing along to Electric Youth as middle-aged adults, knowing that they can never get the 80s back, no matter how
much they want it. I wonder what I’ll have to look back on one day. “My sister used to call the radio station to
request songs,” my mother says, “and make us all call in to request that song, too.” I think about how much has been
lost since that time, for both of them.

Learning how to wash and condition hair was ridiculously hard for me. I would stand under the shower head,
obsessed with the idea that I had left shampoo in my roots, or conditioner at the ends. When I used to swim on a
team, my friends would always finish showering before me because I’d be there, in the otherwise empty shower
room, with shampoo in my hair. I imagined them to existence, scrubbing until I pulled strands out. They would call
for me outside, waiting. What was taking me so long? I would turn the water off and go into the changing room;
make them feel for conditioner. They would tell me that no, of course there was none left, I’d been standing there for
too long, but I’d go back to stick my head under water again and again. If my hair was too soft and smooth (which
was the whole point of applying conditioner in the first place), I’d panic. Eventually I would give up and towel dry
my hair, go outside to feel grossly slick in the warm air.

Music has that awful habit of humanizing people. These days I like to spy on people’s Spotify playlists, most
especially if I dislike them. These days music is much less surprising than it used to be. There’s a formulaic feel to so
much of mainstream pop nowadays, and it isn’t that I don’t like it– I do, very much so, because it was created for
me to like, but when I listen to music before the streaming age there’s a sense of soul present in the songs that too
many of the artists on Spotify’s New Music Friday playlists lack. Playlists, I think, retain a bit of the authenticity in
music. I don’t mean to generalize all music, of course– there are great artists even now, perhaps even more now that
music production is so readily available. I go on people’s profiles to like them better. Someone makes a playlist and
calls it “i hate myself” and another person makes one called “hunger makes me a modern girl” and another one has a
playlist called “Wanna be happy!” and I like all of them more than I did before I saw their playlists. No one ever
thinks anyone is interested enough to check what they listen to, even if their profiles are public. I am invading



something that isn’t even private. I later ask my mother if she has any cassette tapes from my childhood, but she tells
me that she’d only just thrown them out. I want to make cassettes for people. A physical rendition of a playlist,
maybe. 

When I move out of the house, I learn exactly how many tide pods belong in a medium-sized laundry load. I have to
estimate what medium-sized is, because the glossy pictures stuck to the container don’t do very much to help me. I
learn how to put a top sheet on a bed and fold it back neatly, and then how to dispose of the top sheet after realizing
how much work it takes to maintain it. I learn how to put dry cloths on a Swiffer and then I learn how much more
convenient vacuuming is. I learn that putting in my white clothes with my colored ones doesn’t work because the
whites come out grey. I learn that sometimes I can’t bring it in myself to care and wear grey for the rest of the
century. I don’t call my parents because they usually get upset that I haven’t learned a skill yet, so I rely on
YouTube, WikiHow, and blog posts by affluent stay-at-home moms whose life passions just happen to include
cleaning. I learn that for ramen, I sometimes need to put it in the microwave for longer than the label advises. I take
it a minute at a time. I learn how to tell people that you aren’t supposed to put popcorn in the microwave for as long
as the label advises, and then I learn how to avoid the stench of burnt popcorn. At night I know when the shampoo
is out of my hair, although I skip my roommate’s hair dryer and opt to wrap it in a towel. I’m unsure if this is what
growing is supposed to feel like. 

For a few days in April, I am obsessed with Madonna’s Material Girl. “Cause we are living in a material world /
and I am a material girl / you know that we are living in a material world / and I am a material girl” she sings on the
record. Madonna screams not caring about what other people think, and living her life out to the fullest, and I
wonder if this is what makes her so appealing. Or really, what makes the 80s so appealing: it sounds like an age of
hope and excitement. Even in photographs taken in the 80s, there is a sense of hope to all of it, even though the 80s
was a decade that started with John Lennon’s assassination, an age where the AIDS crisis was in full force. It ended
well: in 1989, the world got the Game Boy and Madonna released Like a Prayer. The World Wide Web was
invented and Seinfeld came out. There is a timelessness to many of the things released during this time, though, and I
wonder if I can say the same for this decade. It took things longer to age back then. Later, my family is sitting in the
living room when my father jumps up once De Do Do Do, De Da Da Da by The Police starts playing. He looks like
he wants to be young again. All three of the boys in the video are blond and very white. They kind of look like
brothers, but I know they aren’t. The music video is filmed in the winter, and flips between shots of them standing
next to a couple of trees while strumming electric guitars and shots of them skiing. My brother looks at me and says,
“The bar for music videos was on the ground.” 

I’ve yet to learn how to cook properly. I can make a killer stir fry at school, but when I come home my father
demands that I learn to cook. He bosses me around in the kitchen and I don’t learn anything. Everything arrives
decided for me. It’s like growing up all over again. He tries to teach me how to make stir fry and I don’t know how
to tell him that I’ve learned this already. His stir fry comes out too dry but soaked in too much oyster sauce at the
same time. I learn later that he doesn’t actually cook himself; he only followed YouTube videos. I suppose we are all
the same. Meanwhile, my mother tries to teach me how to properly get rid of things. My room is getting too
cluttered, she says, and I need to learn to let go of things.

These days, no matter how busy he is, whenever I start playing 80s music on the speakers in the living room my
father always stops by. Rarely with words to say, but he always listens. I sometimes wonder if he is reaching for the
person he used to be. I wonder if my mother wants those cassette tapes back. For instance, there is nothing that
special about a music video where three white guys ski and play guitars, yet my parents are captivated by them as if
pulled by nostalgia. I wonder if by learning too many things and growing too much, I’ll lose parts of myself, too. I
think about all the Spotify songs at the bottom of my music library, songs I haven’t touched in a long time. I’ve
debated getting rid of the songs I don’t listen to so that the app doesn’t take too much storage on my device, but I
remain afraid of losing them forever. I make a playlist called “somewhat obligatory” and fill it with music that’ll
remind me that I don’t want to forget because I feel the need to tie myself to a version of me that doesn’t yet exist.
 


