THAT ONE TIME

I HATED MYSELF

SO MUCH,

I WANT TO BE WHITE !

(Tran Nghi Au Co)

My mother started packing my lunch when I entered the sixth grade. She
was super excited about it. She bought small plastic containers and a purple
lunch bag for me. Every night before she went to bed, she’d prepare steamed
vegetables, meat, shrimp, the best of Vietnamese cuisine. She’d always say, “I
already added the nudc mém for you.”

But when I sat down next to my friends, and opened the lid, they all
simultaneously held their hands up to their noses. Ewwww, what is that
smell? I remember half-heartedly taking a bite, then closing the lid, pretending
that I wasn’t hungry. I spent the next few weeks eating in the bathroom, or
mostly not eating at all. When my mother realized I wasn’t eating, she asked
me what [ wanted. What I wanted was to eat her food because she was the best
cook in the world. But what I said was, “I want Lunchables.” And that was
what she got me.

Really I didn’t want Lunchables because they were good. (They were pretty
gross, actually.) I wanted them because I wanted to be white. I was tired of
being that kid with the weird name. (Kids can be assholes, man. I got called
Alcohol, Cocoa, Opi, Ow-Cootie...the list goes on and on.) I was tired of being
asked to teach everyone Vietnamese swear words or translate things like
“Jimmy” or “Michelle” into Vietnamese. I was tired of having kids pull up the
corners of their eyes at me or shouting gibberish at me thinking it means
something in Vietnamese.

So in my genius, logical little kid brain, I thought the only solution was to
become as white as possible. "White" = "normal"; "normal" = "cool"; "cool" =
"popular". The "whitest thing" I thought I could reach was Lunchables. But I
couldn’t even enjoy it because I was so ashamed for having hated my heritage
and scorning my mother’s efforts. Then I entered high school, went to VN
every summer, fell in love with the country, and went through my “vI3t PryDe”
phase, which we’re not gonna talk about ever.

To this day, I still experience a hot flush of shame whenever I think about
my “white” period. Luckily, the only “white” thing I committed to was
Lunchables. And that was bound for failure anyway; seriously, have you ever
eaten Lunchables? Everything tasted like cardboard.

These days, I'm pretty damn proud to be Vietnamese. Pho, thit quay, goi
ga, banh cudn, banh mi. (omg, banh mi, I love you.) And Au-Co, the goddest,
the mother of Viet Nam. When Vietnamese elders ask me if I knew what my
name meant, [ always scoff and say, “Do I? Do 1? Why, HECK YAH I DO.” (1
don’t actually say that. I’'m very polite.)



I don’t know how to gracefully end this post so basically, “To thine own
self be true.” (Shakespeare)

(Winter 2012)
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DA COLAN TOI TU

GHET MINH GHE LAM:;

TOI CHI MUON LA

MOT NGUOI MY TRANG THOI!

(TTBG chuyén Viét ngir)

Me t6i khoi sy xéb vao hop bita an triea cho toi khi to6i moi lén lop Sdau. Me
16 ra rdt hirng thii theo diéu do. Ba mua nhitng cdi hép nhé bang nhiea véi cdi
tui dung thirc an mau tim. MGéi dém trude khi di ngu, Me sira sogn nao rau, nao
thit, nao tom, nhitng thirc an VN ngon nhdt, cho vao hop. Va luén luon nhdc,
"Me dd thém miede mam vao cho con réi dé nghe!”

Nhueng khi ngoi xuéng canh lii ban trong treong, mé ndp hop ra thi tat ca
bon chiing déu cung lic dwa tay 1én che miii. Ewwwwwwww, muii gi thé? Toi
nhé minh khung di mét chit, roi déng ndp hép lai, gic vor t6 ra nhw minh khéng
thay doi. Vai tudn ké tiép, téi an lén thirc an ciia minh trong nha vé sinh, hodc
da phan la nhin d@6i. Khi me t6i biét ra rang t6i chang an nhitng thirc mang
theo, ba lai héi t6i muén an gi. Cdi t6i muén la an nhitng gi Me ndu béi ba la
tay dau bép gioi nhdat thé gidi. Nhung diéu t6i dap lai la "Con muon
Lunchables". Va Me di mua ngay cai do cho toi.

Thiee sie t6i khéng thich an Lunchables boi vi né rdt bo (sé lam minh phdt
béo). Téi muon né chi vi muon minh la mot diva My trang. (Tré con thi ¢é thé
khon nan nhu thé.) Cdi tén cua toi ciw mdi bi goi trai thanh ra la Alcohol,
Cocoa, Opi, Ow-Cootie... mot danh sach dai thoong. Toi thdt mét khi cir bi
chiing bado t6i day chiing cdc cdu chiri thé bang tiéng Viét, hodc dich cdc cdi tén
ciia ching nhw "Jimmy" hay "Michelle" ra tiéng Viét. Téi ciing thit mét khi cir
bi lii ban kéo mdt ching lén dé thanh mdt hy, hodc néi lam nham cdi gi d6 nhu
thé chiing dang néi tiéng Viét véi téi.

Cho nén véi tdi tri trong cdi oc 16 gic bé nhé ciia mét diva tré, téi nghi rang
gidi phdp duy nhdt la tré nén mét nguwoi My trdng cang nhiéu cang tot. "Trdng"
6 nghia la "binh thwong", "binh thuong" c6 nghia la ngau” "ngau” c¢é nghia
la "nhiéu ban". Diéu "trdng nhat" t6i tw cho rang co thé véi téi chinh la
Lunchables. Nhung dii vdy t6i ciing khong thé thdy ngon khi dn no boi vi t6i rdt
mdc cé vi dd ghét giong giong t6i va khinh thuong nhitng cdi ¢é gdng cia me
16i.

Khi lén Trung hoc, di vé VN moi mia hé, téi dam yéu thich xit sé VN, va
thong qua duoc cai giai dogn "vI3t PryDE" ma t6i sé khong bao gio noi dén.

Cho t6i ngdy nay, téi van con do mdt xdu hé bat cir liic nao nghi lai thoi ky
"trang" ngay dé. May la cdi "trdang" téi dinh vao chi la Lunchables. Va ciing



rat han ché khi dung no; that su, ban co bao gio thu an Lunchables chua? Moi
thir ¢é maii vi nhu thive dn lam bang gidy.

Bay gio, téi rat hanh dién la ngwoi VN. Phd, thit quay goéi gd, banh cuon,
bdanh mi. (omg, banh mi, t6i rdt thich). Va cdi tén Au Co, niv than, me VN. Khi
nghe nhitng nguwoi Viét lon tuéi hoi khéng biét t6i c6 biét y nghia cdi tén dé
khéng, t6i luén luén cwoi nhe va dap: “Con ha? Con ha? Ui cha cha! Tai
sao?" (Thuec tinh thi t6i khong néi nhue thé. Téi la dira rdt 1é phép ma).

T6i khong biét lam sao két thiic bai nay cho hay, nhung tém lai la "Phdi
thdt voi chinh minh" (theo loi noi cua Shakes- peare).

(Mua dong 2012)
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