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Cathy Xu (she/her): Okay. So, the date is April 7, and the interviewer is Cathy Xu
(she/her/hers), and the interviewee is Khôi Nguyên Trinh (she/her/hers). And so, do you consent
to an audio and video recording that will be eventually publicly available on the website?

Khôi Nguyên Trinh (she/her): Yes.

CX: Perfect, thank you. Okay so, we'll start the interview. The first question is: What role has
imagination and/or fantasy played in your life? How has it been formative for you?

Childhood imagination (animation, imaginary friends, creative writing, magical spaces,
adventure) and community formation

KNT: So, I think I mentioned this in a text to you, but like completing your survey, I was
reminded of a lot of things from my childhood that were really interesting. So, I have an older
sister. She's five years older than me. And I grew up in a neighborhood with a lot of other kids
my age. And so, we're all hanging out. And so, I definitely had friends to hang out with. I also
just loved having imaginary friends or interacting with characters from a lot of animated shows
that I was watching, like Digimon was a really big show I loved growing up. And I remember,
there was one night, I laid horizontally in my bed and set up my entire bed, so that I could have
a sleepover with all of the main characters of the show. And Dragon Ball Z. Dragon Ball Z Kai
was another animated show that I would just like, yeah make believe, do imaginary friend stuff
with.

I had an imaginary friend named Ken who, in the third grade, I convinced everyone had moved
to Japan. And we would—I don't know if this was a thing when y'all were in elementary and
middle school, but like there was a weird phase where people made paper phones. I don't—I
don't really know [laughs]. But people made paper phones, and so I remember making one. And
within the fold, I would draw different pictures of me and Ken as if they were saved onto the
little SD card of the phone. I just—I had a lot of fun with it. And I never felt lonely. It was never
out of not having a community or not having people to interact with. It just felt like extensions
of community for me.

And when I started writing stories around the fifth grade, a big way that I would generate
material is I would pick some scenario to dream about when I was still semi-awake, and I would
just run through scenarios in my head. And I don't know, it felt like there was so much more
[laughs] to the world than what I was perceiving. Another thing I remember growing up
watching and then ended up reading was the Spiderwick Chronicles. And I was really fascinated
by this idea that there could be creatures existing in our world that we just don't have the ability
to see. And I think it's just—I don't know, it just made things a lot of fun growing up.

And as I've gotten older, a lot of the stories and shows that I have found a lot of joy from are
also ones that I've found little pockets of community in. An anime I really enjoy is Hitman
Reborn which is like—it’s a mafia anime, but there are some fantasy elements in it. And this
past summer I was re-reminded of that, and a part of the show is everyone in the Mafia family
has a flame according to some attribute in the sky, like lightning, storm, rain, etc. I took so many
quizzes, figured out which flames I would be, and then from there was like “Oh, what would be
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my weapon? What combo moves I would use,” and just yeah. It just was always a lot of fun,
getting lost or going deeply into these worlds and figuring out what my roles could be in them.

And, I don't know. I guess there are also just places that felt magical. So, in my neighborhood,
there's a levee behind it. And my friends and I would go over there, and it just felt like a separate
space. And it was just really…I don't know. It was just fun to go there and feel like we were in a
completely separate place from our neighborhood, even though we could literally see all of the
neighborhood houses and be like, “Oh, that's our house,” or like, “That's Thanh’s house,” but
having these little pockets of areas where I'm like “Ooh, what are we going to find here?”
There’s actually once when we went down a pathway. It was kind of creepy actually, because we
had no idea where it led, but we were just walking through it, and it was a little bit of a forest-y
area, and I was just like “Ooh, what am I going to find here?”

I also had various phases of being highly convinced that I was non-human. And I was
like—Vampires? Werewolves? Demigods? But yeah, I guess to boil it down, it always just felt
like yeah, community within imagination and fantasy, even if it wasn't community with other
physical people. I really like—[sighs] I remember an embarrassing story. So, we had a
standardized test called the LEAP and the ILEAP, and in the fifth grade, we were doing a
practice essay. And it was like, “What makes someone a hero,” or write about heroes. And
people wrote about firemen, policemen, teachers, their parents. I had lied a little and wrote about
my good friend Percy Jackson, who I considered to be a hero, because he always stuck up for
his friends and fiercely believed in them. I had to, obviously, not include the fact that they were
always fighting monsters. But yeah, I never found it strange. And over the years, I’ve also had a
habit of writing letters to show characters. Like Hitman Reborn, I would always write letters to
this one character, Bel. When I was in a bad place or just felt alone, I would just write a bunch
of letters to him, and it was always like, yeah—they always felt like real people to me and just
an extension of my friend group.

Online quizzes as a form of worldbuilding

CX: Yeah, thank you so much for that answer. So, I'm thinking a little bit about the—you talked
about the quizzes that you took. And it seems like those are the kind of guiding questions that
help you to imagine. And so, I'm wondering what type of questions were involved in those
quizzes to see, to shape their worldbuilding, or to reveal what your role would be in their world?

KNT: So… I’m trying to remember the good ones, because there are bad ones, where they're
like “What's your favorite color,” and I'm like “This is not…this won't do anything.” But
especially because it's built on the premise of a mafia alternate universe, or not alternate
universe, because the Mafia exists, but the show was centered around the Mafia. Sometimes
they would present scenarios like, “If say your best friend is in danger, how would you react?”
And so, it's sometimes situational stuff, because the correlation between your flame type and
your role in the family was pretty large. So, I guess an example of this is a lot of time I got
lightning, which was a little upsetting, because I thought the lightning flame was just
aesthetically not as pretty, but that's fine. One of the descriptions for lightning guardians is to be
the lightning rod that directs all of the danger away from the family. And so, it was just like, you
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probably will attract danger to yourself to protect those around you. So, at least for the Hitman
Reborn quizzes, it was much more situated in group dynamics and your role in a mafia family.

I did, however, as a kid also take a lot of the quizzes of which magical creature would you be.
And I feel like a lot of those—I took a lot of Quizilla quizzes back when that site was still a
thing. Some of the questions that I can sort of remember is like “Pick which picture you like.”
Sometimes they'd be random sceneries, natural or in the city, and it'd be like, “Choose which
one you have an attachment to.” And I think I always chose ones related to the forest and/or
water. And…trying to think. [Whispers] I took so many quizzes...Yeah, I think for the quizzes,
the Hitman Reborn one is a lot more grounded in, I guess, our reality. But the quizzes I used to
take growing up, it would be—I guess the questions were basically “Which one do you feel the
most pull towards,” or “which one do you vibe with?” And so, sometimes the questions were a
little heavy handed. Because you could pick ocean, and they'd be like you are a mermaid. But it
was always just for me, it was like, I would see a picture, and I’d be like “Oh, I really like the
sunlight in this one,” so I would grab onto that one.

Role of reality in imagination

CX: Yeah, I'm thinking—in trying to connect what you said about quizzes and also what you
said about Percy Jackson, there seems to be—whether it be real-world scenarios or values of
loyalty, that type of stuff that ends up becoming a kind of, like branches out into—these
real-world aspects branch out into fantasy.

And I was wondering if you can talk a little bit more about that, the role of the real world in the
imagination that you've been engaged in. Whether it be someone else’s imagined world or your
own—I know you do creative writing, so your own imagination.

KNT: I'm sorry, can you repeat the question one more time.

CX: Yeah, sorry, that was a really long question. Basically, where the real-world is—like what
role the real-world has in this worldbuilding that you do or someone else does that you consume.

KNT: The first thing that jumps to mind I guess was Percy Jackson, because you mentioned it,
and then, for me it was always like what—again it was one of those cases where the fantasy
world wasn't necessarily separate from our reality. And it always felt like our reality was a
jumping off point, and then that the fantasy supplied questions, or supplied answers for
questions that I couldn't really answer. Although I know a problem—a big problem I had with
the Percy Jackson universe was the whole caveat of it being like: One of your parents is a Greek
God, and you're going to constantly be hunted by monsters, and you have to leave home. So,
when I would have dreams and ideas of being a demigod, I would always morph it slightly so
that I wasn't currently living with my mom, or that she just wasn't my mom, because the thought
of leaving her even in a dream was just really hard for me, and I didn't want to do it. And so, I
would just always shift it slightly so that wherever I was leaving, I wasn't leaving her.

As far as...I would say that I think I was partially scared of participating in this project, because
I feel like a lot of my ties to fantasy and the imagination are so rooted in this world, and
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sometimes I feel like I don't really think beyond this reality a lot. It like—sorry, I just thought of
a reference I was thinking of. I was thinking how the Avatar is supposed to be the bridge
between the spirit world and non-spirit world, our reality always felt like the bridge, that it was
something that I could occupy to get to another place. Or was this in-between space where the
fantasy existed just undercover or just not as noticeable to people who weren't involved in it.

But yeah, I always saw this as a bridge. I remember also when I was younger, I have a specific
memory of having a dream that I had a set of keys that depending on which key I used, I could
enter a different world I wanted to occupy. This also makes me think of Digimon, because the
entire premise of the show is that they go into a separate digital world that can be accessed from
their world and has features of their world. It has telephone booths, trains, etc, but just in a
different context than they were in our world. And that's, I guess, how I view a lot of the fantasy
stuff. A lot of the stuff that exists in my current reality would just exist in different contexts in
fantasy worlds. I don't know if that answered your question [laughs].

Imagination as a political act

CX: No, that did completely, thank you. Yeah, I'm very glad that you were not deterred away
from joining this project, because I do think that the reality, our reality is very important in what
we end up imagining, and I really appreciate your answer.

In connection to that, what power and potential do you think the imagination has for you
personally, but also for like society, maybe politically? We talked about how the reality
influences the imagination, but maybe even how—if we could talk more about how the
imagination in turn also affects the reality.

KNT: I think one of the things I think of immediately, which is more I guess, socially and/or
politically—and this is also with the caveat that I’m still very much figuring out, where I fall
within political matters and activism and figuring out the spaces and how to navigate through
them. But um, I guess I’ve heard a lot, and particularly with Black activists, is thinking outside
of what our world is already. Because obviously it's not giving us what we need to thrive and
live. And so, by being able to have the fantasy or the imagination, just thinking beyond the
systems that already aren't working for us. And we can't do that without imagination, because if
we just keep it limited to what we’re already in, nothing's going to change. It's just going to be
different iterations of structures that are already present.

Imagination as personal comfort

I guess for me, personally...I haven't done it as much lately, because I think I have fallen more
into slice of life narratives in my head. But maybe this isn't healthy, but it feels like the
imagination and fantasy were almost coping mechanisms or comfort. Even with Hitman Reborn
or Percy Jackson where it’s high intensity, because your life is on the line. In those worlds, I'm
also given what I need to make it through those moments. So, it’s like, I’m not a helpless
civilian, who just has to take it. It's like “No, I have flames. I have box weapons. I have a family
that will also help protect me.” Or with Percy Jackson, it’s like “I'm going to be trained in
whatever defense I need to.” I would have the things I need to get through the situations I'm put
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in. And if I can't by myself, then there will be other people to be there. And so, I guess it was
empowering, because I didn't feel so helpless. Or sometimes I just feel very overwhelmed, I'm
like, “How am I going to do this? Do I have everything I need to do this?” And yeah, in those
scenarios it was never—in those worlds, it's not really a question. It's like these things exist for
me to—not take advantage of, but to use, that help me through these things. And so, I’ve just
felt a lot of comfort in that.

And with the pandemic and limited seeing people and things. Again, the narratives are more
slice of life, but I've made narratives of going to college with idols [laughs] that I am a fan of,
but they're not idols. They're just like regular non-celebrities, but getting to explore the fashion
that I want to, or getting to explore different countries, and just traveling, or coming up with an
entire new life while my personality and my origins stay the same, but just in a completely
different context. And becoming friends with these people and having a community through
there. And I've had moments where I’ll get really excited to go to sleep, because I'm like, “Ooh,
what new scenario can I come up with?” And it's been helpful in moments of being
overwhelmed or not really sure what to do, or just feeling isolated with the pandemic, of
knowing here are scenarios with communities that I adore, really do love, that are going to be
there.

Finding a balance between fantasy and reality

CX: Yeah. I kind of want to go back to something that—and this could have easily just been,
you know, didn't have that much meaning to it. But you mentioned that this might be unhealthy
to find mainly comfort from fantasy, and I was wondering if you could expand more on what
you mean by that.

KNT: One of the first things I think about is, I’ve always created a lot of scenarios in my head.
And it’s because sometimes I'm too afraid to take initiative and take action, and so I’ll hide in
these scenarios or fantasies. And so sometimes, I worry that I'm going to either build something
up so much, and then not take it—and this is particularly with people where I’ll build up the idea
of people or the idea of a relationship with someone, no matter romantic, platonic etc., and then,
just lose sight of the person. And then there's the moments where when it comes to more fantasy
stuff, where I don't want to disconnect myself from our reality to the point where I just refuse to
acknowledge what's happening and the ways in which I can contribute to things. Because I
know when I get overwhelmed, I'll just like shut down and enter this mode of scenarios, or
dream world, or fantasy worlds that don't engage with the real world at all. And I also want to
acknowledge some of the privileges I get to just turn off that part of my brain and not have to
think about real world stuff that is happening. And yeah, I also think this is also just growing up
and hearing people going, “Oh, you can’t always have your head up in the clouds,” or “You're
going to have to grow up.” And my mom didn't really say that stuff to me, and I don't think
anyone in my nuclear family did, but I sometimes don't talk about my hobbies or the fantasies
I'm interested in, because I feel like they'll be seen as childish or that I need to grow out of them.
And so, I just would rather not talk about them, because there's some things that I care about a
lot, and I find so much joy in that—it's like when you have a favorite dish, and you present it to
someone, and then they tell you that it's aggressively okay, or that they don't like it, and it just
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really hurts [laughs]. Even though I know that not everyone has to like it. It just hurts, because
it's something that I care about so much.

CX: Yeah, could you talk more about your refusal to completely be in a fantasy that's
completely devoid of our reality and how, maybe, when you're imagining things…basically,
when you're imagining things, when you're worldbuilding, whether it's just in your brain or
when you're writing, what parts of our reality you do you incorporate? Or what parts do you
acknowledge, and then maybe reject?

KNT: Mhm...I feel like in my writing, a lot of the things I acknowledge are family dynamics and
structures. That’s something that has always really come up for me, just struggling to understand
my dynamic with my parents, their dynamics to one another. I know that this is a common thing
in a lot of stories, but I do really gravitate to ones that there’s some sort of community, even if
it's not as strict as family ties—and not family ties in just being blood, but even found family
and stuff like that, when there’s just community and understanding there. So, I feel like I address
that in both the things that I write and the content I consume.

I will say, one, that—again, I do think it's a privilege for me not to think about—is in my
imagined universe, but also the ones that I consume, race isn't hyper-present. It's not something I
think about. Reading Percy Jackson, I forget that a lot of people interpret the characters to be
white. That just always slips my head, and I don't really think about it. And then with all the
anime I consume, most of it, if it’s somewhat real-world based, most of the characters just tend
to be Japanese. And if it's fantasy, it's not really said, because it's fantasy stuff, but it's still
this—race isn’t something that plays a huge part in it. And so, I think that's something that I do
want to be conscious about, because I do know that it just doesn't, it doesn't come up for me in
fantasy stuff whether it's my own content that I’m creating, or content I’m consuming.

And I know that I follow a number—well actually, I don't know if I follow, but they come up on
my social media feed, especially with magical creatures and faes and mermaids and all of these
things, where I know artists who will re-draw creatures so that more people of color are
represented in these depictions. And I don't know if it's—I don't know if my default is just white
characters, or it's just I almost don't...I don't feel like I picture them as human entities. They just
are there, and they have their own personalities and everything, but there's not always bodies
attached to them. Which is something—I don't really know how I feel about it, because the body
is something that's important to me.

Imagining an “ultimate self”

CX: Okay, so we're going to move on to the next part, basically talking about if given no real-
world restrictions, what would be the “ultimate self” or elements of it that you would imagine
for yourself?

KNT: So, I've always really, really, really loved nature and the elements, and I remember when I
was reading Percy Jackson, I was like, “What if I was a tree? That would be so cool.” I think as
I've gotten older, I still think that the two natural/elemental things I gravitate towards is fire and
light. So, I would love to have the ability to not control fire, but have some relationship, whether
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it's creating fire, manipulating it. But the same with light, just being a creature of light, and
specifically sun, is something that I just really love. I also have always really wanted a creature
companion. I think it's so cool to just have a companion that is just an intimate friend with you.
The same way that like Aang has Appa and Momo, or just Pokemon the whole thing is like,
“Here's your team. Here's these companions you have.” And I've always thought dragons were
so cool [laughs]. Especially dragons more so in Eastern cultures, where they’re more I guess
snake or serpent-like. I just love the idea of just being able to call up your companion, and then
you just hang around the world, and fly, and do stuff. But yeah, I've really always liked a
companion creature. And I say creature, because I could say animal, because there was a point
in time where I was obsessed with wolves and was like “I want a wolf companion. That'd be so,
so cool. “And then I’m like bears are really cool to me. I think sharks are cool, but dragons. I
remember, I used to have dreams of having a Charizard that I could go to school with. And if
anyone bullied me, I’d just be like, “Charizard, use flamethrower.”

And I guess another thing is I don't mind ageing. I don't think I would want to be an immortal
creature. I am very sentimental, and I get very attached to things and people. So, I wouldn't
mind having a lifespan, I guess. I also want to fly or teleport. That would just be so—not even
just convenient, but just the idea of getting to go to wherever my loved ones are, it just seems so
nice. And I also just think the clouds in the sky are so pretty, and what would it feel like to just
be flying through the sky and getting to go through a cloud? I’m sure that it would probably be
very damp and uncomfortable, but that's just so cool to me to just float in the sky.

Let’s see, are there any other things…Oh, this is also just, this has definitely developed because
of things like Winx Club, and also just my love for fashion, but just getting to have outfits to
change, or staple outfits. It’s just the same way that Winx Club, they have the outfits when they
are the fairies, and I’m like, those are so cool. The magical girl transformation, I find so cool,
because it’s just like, “How does it work?” I don't know, but it just looks so cool. And also I
really, really love fashion, and so it's just…yeah. Magical girl, the magical girl animes, I
watched a number of them growing up, and [whispers] they were so cool to me.

And there's also probably something there with plants, because I really love plants, but I don't
think I can raise them very well. So, I just, I would love to talk to plants, yes. I would love to
talk to plants. It would just make me so happy to be able to talk to them and share in moments of
that. Okay, yes, that was a lot.

CX: No, thank you [laugh]. Yeah, so I think, some questions I'm wondering about is a lot of
these feel like very personal choices, very tied to things that you enjoy. And so, you know, that
might just be it, that they're tied to the things that you enjoy, but I was wondering if there are
any other things that, you think, parts of your life informed why you would want to choose these
specific forms.

KNT: One of the things that sort of comes to mind with the plants is my mom gardens. And I
haven't ever gardened with her, mainly because there would be spiders in her garden, and I
would cry, so I would just observe her. But when I think of gardens and flowers and plants, I
think of her. She’s doesn't have like—she's not magical with plants, but she knows how to take
care of them. And I know, always as we were growing up, if my mom had the choice, she would
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probably grow and raise everything that she consumed. And so, when I think of plants, I think of
her, especially with gardens and everything.

I think, at least for the companion creatures, it goes back to—and again, this is not to diss out
my family or my friends, because I definitely had them growing up and I love spending time
with them, I love my sister. But just, I also really was attached to the idea of a companion
creature that you hold such a close bond to. And like what that sort of means to have, like no
matter what, that this companion, you'll be there for one another. Just because I know I had
problems with that growing up, with having to realize that as much as my friends and family
wanted to be there for me, they couldn't always be, and there was going to have to be a point in
time that I would just have to be able to be with myself. I'm still working on that. I still don't
particularly like being alone, and I know I've heard people say all the time, “The only person
you can rely on all the time is yourself.” And that’s kind of terrifying for me, I don't like
that…And so having this lifelong bond with a companion-creature. I also just had pets growing
up, and I really loved having them. And, yeah, despite my pet being a dog or a cat, them still
coming up to me and sensing things or me sensing things with them, and so that bond is
something that I was really into.

Oh, and a lot of the nature stuff, I wish I was more in tune with the earth. I wish I had a better
understanding. And I know that a part of it is that I could. I simply could just learn to have a
better relationship with the earth and nature. But yeah, while I think that the idea that tree
nymphs and other nymphs were sort of tied to the place that they belonged or originated to was
not something that I was necessarily interested in, because I liked the idea of traveling and
moving and fluctuating, I think I admired the accountability, but also connections that those
creatures would have to that specific pond or that specific tree. That this is them. And that
connection to the earth.

CX: Yeah, thank you. I'm also wondering—so it's really cool to hear the things that form why
you’re imagining this specific form for yourself. I'm also wondering, so if you were to actually
assume all of these powers and all these forms, what would you imagine yourself? What would
you be doing? What are the things that you would want to be doing?

KNT: [Laughs]. I think the first thing that came to mind was almost a guardian angel of just
looking after and protecting my loved ones. I just think about my mom and how I would want to
just—in particular with if I was a creature of light—to make sure that all her plants are getting
enough sunlight and nurturing them and trying to figure out like “Oh, do they need something?”
I just—while it’d be fun to also occasionally use my attributes or powers for myself, I would
love to use them for other people. And I don't know exactly what that would look like, but in
some form of taking care of and loving and protecting loved ones.

CX: Thank you. I'm actually going to pause the recording really quickly now.

Cool, so I’m also—I really like that you want to take on this kind of guardian, protection role.
I'm also wondering, so you talked about the plants, but I'm also wondering in terms of the other
aspects that you want to have, especially maybe you were talking about some type of
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relationship with fire and light. I’m wondering how that kind of protective role might play into
what type of relationship you have with fire and light, like what abilities you would have.

KNT: So, with fire [laughs]…I think my gut reaction is a similar relationship that firebenders
have with fire. And I'm thinking a lot about Zuko in both using it as offense, defense, but also
just survival when he was stuck in, I forget what it's called, but when he gets stuck in a frozen
place, and he's breathing fire to just keep himself going and not die, essentially. And I don't
necessarily think I’d be using…I wouldn't want to necessarily use my powers to attack other
people. That’s not really the vibe I’m trying to go for. But learning how to harness it...I guess
sometimes for convenience if I need—convenience and safety of thinking of, say, for some odd
reason I’m in a really cold place, and I just don't have access to other things, and fire is helping
to keep me going. But also, I've had to—because when I was younger, I always used to be like
“Haha, my element would be fire, because I'm aggressive and hot-headed,” and it was really
negative attributes. And my best friend was like, “Hey, you also know that fire provides warmth,
and helps living things keep going, right?” It’s not just all this negative stuff. Fire can get out of
control, or if it consumes a lot, then it does just go wild, but it doesn't have to be bad. With the
light, because I cannot think of a “useful” way I can use the light, but just—I guess I associate
sunlight with happiness and warmth, and so to just be able to walk around and just be a ball of
light or have that in my hand just seems so comforting. I guess those attributes would be
extensions of comfort, because for me, they're so warm and bring me joy to just fall back on. I
also just think fire is absolutely beautiful. And so, it's slightly an aesthetic thing too. I just am
really fascinated with fire and light.

CX: Yeah, and that completely makes sense. Yeah, I definitely don't think—I definitely think of
fire and light as both can be nurturing things, and light associates with growth, and fire
associates with the hearth—I don't know if I’m pronouncing this correctly. Yeah, because I also
took one of those Percy Jackson quizzes, and they said that my mother goddess would be
Hestia. So, I completely understand where you're coming from, and that's really cool.

Loving and being loved

CX: I want to also move on into the last part of the interview, which is about love [laughs]. And
so, “how do you enjoy loving and being loved” would be the main question. So, we can start off
with: How do you like to be loved by others, and what are expressions or ways of love that you
especially appreciate from others?

KNT: I think, and I think I wrote about this, but a big one that comes to mind is just food. Since
being in college, I can think of all the times that it's been 2AM in the morning, and I just really
want home cooked meals. And I expressed that to my sister once, and she was just like, “You
know you can come here, and I'll make food.” And I'm like, “I really do appreciate that, but
also, I just miss being in the kitchen with mom and watching her cook.” And then just getting to
eat with her. And in high school—I went to a high school that was, I think, a thirty-minute drive,
depending on the traffic, away from my house. But I took the public transportation to and from
school, so what was a thirty-minute drive would sometimes become an hour commute back
home.
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And my mom knew that I would be hungry, or she'd call and be like, “What do you want to eat,”
so coming home, there was always something for me to eat. And most of the time, because she
had already eaten, she would just sit there and watch me eat. And since being away at college,
whenever I come home, she's always very quick to feed me—her and my dad, they're always
very quick to feed me. There’s the joke that with immigrant parents, it's like you say you like
one thing when you were five years old, and then they buy you Costco-size quantities of that
one thing, no matter whether or not you still like it. And that's very much my parents, especially
my dad. Or he'll see something, and he'll be like, “Ah, I think Nguyên would like this,” and buy
it without asking. So sometimes I don't like it, but they show a lot through food. And I
actually…this was more so in high school, where I started developing problems with eating, and
I was eating less and was potentially, borderline eating disorder, but I had always been known
for having a pretty big appetite, growing up. And my parents noticed in high school that I would
eat less, and they were just like “Hey, are you okay? You're eating less than you normally are.”
And so, food has always been really big. I think about it—Over break sometimes, we’ll get
seafood. My mom knows that I don't get a lot of seafood while I'm in North Carolina, so she’ll
buy five pounds of shrimp, and then freeze them for when I'm going to come home, and then
she’ll make them for me. And I remember there was this one time where I’d already eaten, and I
was full, and I was in the living room, and she started cooking shrimp, and she was just like,
“Oh, do you want to eat some?” And I was like, “Mom I’m full,” and she's like “Oh, okay,” but
she would peel them for me and then just hand feed me them. And it was just those
moments—Or I would wake up, and then there would be a mug of tea in my room, or sprigs of
Thai basil, she’s like, “It’s natural mosquito repellent,” and I’m like “Okay.” Yeah, so food for
me is really, really big.

And I think about it too with Jun. I never remember what they're called in English, because it
always changes, because sometimes they're called summer rolls, sometimes they're called
Vietnamese Spring Rolls, like the rice paper ones. In Vietnamese, they're called Gỏi cuốn. Jun
knows I really like them, and so there was one time in freshman year, where he had went
some—he went to a place with his friends. And then he came back, and he was like “Oh here,”
and he had gotten me a to-go box of Gỏi cuốn. And I was like, “Oh, are these leftovers or
something,” and he was like, “No, I ordered it.” And I was like “Why?” He was like, “You like
them,” and I was like “Shut up…” [smiles and laughs]. It’s really endearing when people are
just like, “Oh, I know you like this food.” Or unprompted, Maurice once was like, “I'm buying
you dinner tonight. Venmo request me whatever you want to eat.” So, food just always makes
me really, really sentimental and soft, whether it's home cooked or not, especially so if it's home
cooked. That’s just a big way of, a big way I like to be loved, because it just feels so warm and
nourishing and like “Here, I want to like take care of you” in a way that doesn't feel demeaning
or pitying. It’s just, “I want you to be full.”

And another thing—I'm very verbal with my love. I express it a lot in words, or I joke with my
friends, I’m the friend that will write paragraphs and essays on birthdays and stuff like that. And
so, it's something that I do appreciate, but understand is not for everyone. There are so many
people in my life that actually do not verbally express things. Because I scream “I love you” to a
lot of my friends and everything, but it will be down to being…I remember Jun once asked me
to describe one of my best friends, and I described my best friend Jones, and I was just like “He
always makes me think of like worn leather bounded books, and the galaxies, and the earth, and
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old spices, and etc.” I was saying all these things. And yeah, that's another way I say I love. And
I've also told Jun before, when I ask for—to be loved, I don't just mean to be like “Oh, I love
you,” but even just “Oh, good morning, good night, have you eaten yet?” Or just things like that.

I also, it's a habit I’ve developed—wait, this is how I like to—I guess it applies to how I like to
be loved too. I developed the habit since going to college of taking pictures of a lot of things to
send to my mom, because I don't call her nearly enough [laughs]. And so, I just take pictures of
flowers, or what I'm wearing that day, or what I'm doing, and I send them to her. And so, when
people do the same to me, I get really excited. I have a friend who routinely takes photos of
flowers to always send to me. And I just find that, just to be very sweet. I’m also very physically
affectionate [laughs]. I very much like to hug my friends and loved ones, just be in physical
proximity. There are some friends where we can coexist just fine over technology, like my best
friend actually. We don't know what to do with ourselves and our bodies when we're in the same
space. There was one summer where I went to go see her at her house, and we sat in front of the
mirror and looked at each other through the mirror, because we were like “We never see each
other in person, what do we do?” But I do like being physically near my loved ones.

Loving self for oneself

CX: Cool, yeah, all of those are really good ways—and all of them are ways that I definitely
think that I appreciate or do myself as well. And so, we talked about loving others and also
being loved by others. I’m going to ask you: How do you love yourself? [Laughs].

KNT: [Laughs]. That’s something that has definitely been hard for me [laughs]. I know with
most people, it's just an ongoing journey of figuring it out. But I know, in particular in high
school, I took care of myself for others. That’s how I...went about things. It just didn't, it didn't
do enough to motivate myself to take care of myself, or to love myself for myself, but I was
just…“My best friend, or my mom, or my sister would be really sad if something happens to
me, so I should take care of myself.” And then it was actually, I think freshman year of college,
and shortly after my birthday—or maybe it was before—no I think it was after. Yeah, it was
after my birthday, a couple days after. I was sitting in my dorm room, and it had dawned on me,
I was like, “It's October 4th, 2018, and I’m finally ready to love myself.” I remember, I called
my sister, because my best friend was busy, so I called my sister, I told her that, and immediately
burst into tears. And just because, it was such a big deal to take the initiative and say “I’m going
to do this for myself.”

And even now, it's definitely something that's reared its head even recently. My best friend and I,
just because of school, but also our own personal well-being have to go on a hiatus talking to
one another, because things were just picking up. And her parting message before our hiatus
was: I’m not angry at you, but please, take care of yourself and actually do what you need for
yourself.

So, the ways that I love myself. I get very excited about writing, particularly my fanfics. And I
love to do deep dives and do research and stuff like that. And even though sometimes it's tiring
or work, I enjoy it a lot, and so it's a treat for me to be able to write a new chapter of my fanfic.
I'm also learning and trying to learn to just actually rest and not just say—I think we had a
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conversation about this, like the difference between accidentally doing nothing and then
intentionally setting out time to do nothing and to actually rest. And I definitely want to learn to
do that. I also—cooking is something I end up doing, because I’ll be like “I don't want to put in
work,” but also just will end up mincing garlic, and cutting up onions, and sautéing mushrooms,
and all of this just to make lunch or breakfast. But I enjoy cooking so much, it doesn't really
bother me, and I like to eat well, so I’ll do that.

But it’s definitely hard to break the thought of “I’m doing this for other people.” And being like,
“No, no, no. I have to do this for myself.” Another way that has been very hard to do is to be
assertive, or actually say what I want as a way of loving myself. Because I very much do think
I'm a people pleaser, and this goes into stuff with family dynamics growing up, but I much
rather become very small and quiet than rock the boat. And so, I've been working with my
therapist to actually say what I want, because I know that it's not good to put my desires and
needs and things aside for other people.

On a more lighthearted note, plants and going outside. It makes me really happy to go outside or
be in the sunlight. Yeah, I love to be outside, and I love to be around plants. I’ll sit in the grass.
Unless there are ants, that's kind of like a bummer. But I do really just like going outside.

Materializations of love

CX: Yeah, those are all great ways. And so, just another last quick question: What are ways that
you see these forms of love being materialized? Whether it's in actions or objects. Basically, I'm
thinking in terms of if I were to visually represent you loving and being loved in the ways
you've talked about, what are some actions or objects you would want to include or would think
of?

KNT: I’m thinking a lot about food, but not necessarily food in its finished form, but ingredients
that go into making some of my favorite dishes. Or just ingredients I use a lot. I just
immediately thought of garlic. Garlic makes me so happy [laughs]. And I also just, I really love
Ginkgo leaves. I think they're so pretty. I want to get Ginkgo leaf tattooed somehow on me. And
so, I’m just thinking about plants, and if Ginkgo leaves could be somehow incorporated.
Sunflowers, I love sunflowers, and sometimes when I go to Teeter I will literally just go look in
the flower section to see if there are any sunflowers. I never buy them, because spending money
makes me nervous, but I'll just stare at them, because I just love them so much. So yeah. I
also…that’s sort of the things that come to mind.

I also just with objects…chopsticks. I’ve been thinking about chopsticks a lot lately, and there's
something about chopsticks that make me so sentimental. I use chopsticks for everything when I
cook. Adriel teases me sometimes, because I'll just use them for things that it would probably be
easier to just use a spoon or something else to make it easier. But I just use them all the time,
and they really make me think of growing up and being at home, because my mom just only
uses chopsticks when she’s cooked, and that just passed down on to me. And I've just been
thinking about chopsticks a lot more, because they’re also so pretty. I currently have wooden
ones. Growing up, we used more of the plastic ones, but we always moved back and forth
between plastic and wooden.
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There’s also this—I think it's Eagle Brand oil, and it's green and a little glass bottle. Do you
know what I'm talking about or no? That [laughs] brings me so much joy. Whenever we got
mosquito bites or stomach aches, my mom would just be like “Here.” And so, when I smell it, I
think of home. There's a picture of me somewhere on Snapchat or my Instagram, where it's like,
“You know when you just get really sad, so you swipe dầu xanh on you like perfume and just
think of home.” I also just think it's really pretty...My sister sent me someone who had a tattoo
of it on them, and it was colored, and I was like “Maybe I have to.” But yeah, it's something that
just brings me comfort and that just makes me feel very warm. That's such an odd assortment of
objects I’m giving you [laughs].

CX: No, I love it. I love it. Are there any actions that you can think of that…I’m also thinking in
terms of in relation to other people.

KNT: Oh. I really like holding hands, or linking pinkies, or forehead kisses. I both love to
receive them, but I just like giving them, too, to my friends and everything. Folding blankets or
clothes. I don't know what it is about it, but it just makes me—it's very endearing, and it just
makes me very…particularly if someone else folds my clothing or I fold someone else's
clothing. There have been times where Jun has folded a shirt or shorts of mine, or whatever, and
just makes me feel very loved [laughs].

CX: That's beautiful, I love that. So just to wrap up the interview, is there anything else that you
would like to add that you haven't talked about yet?

KNT: I don't think so. I feel like I said a lot [laughs]. This has been a really great time though,
getting to think through and talk about all of this stuff.

CX: Yeah, I'm glad. It was really fun for me as well [laughs[. Thank you so much for your time
and for participating [laughs]. Thank you.
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