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On her eighth birthday, the author's only wish was to disappear.

e

American, Like Me

For a refugee family starting over on foreign terrain,
a child’s birthday party is not as simple as it seems, and a mother’s
lavish gift not enough to shelter the feelings of a shy outsider

By Monique Truong



L

ay 13, 1976, was my
first real birthday in the United States. I was turn-
ing eight, and home for my family then was a
freckle of a town in the western part of North Car-
olina. What makes a birthday real for a child? For
me, it began with a cake. Candles were involved as
well. Atthat age, I longed for a double-layer devil’s
food cake covered in swirls of chocolate frosting.
Or a tower of strawberry-flavored cupcakes with
white icing and pastel sprinkles. Or a ring-shaped
cake so yellow it would hurt my eyes and tingle my
tongue. [ had no idea who Betty and Duncan were,
but I knew that they were magicians who could
make an entire cake come out of a box and a bowl
full of frosting fit inside an easy-to-open can. |
dreamed of a round pool of frosting lit from above
with eight tiny flames that I could extinguish all at
once, in just one breath. That was what my mother
gave me for my birthday and more. It is the more
part of this story that makes my heart tender and
keeps this story real.

Tall for my age, willowy to the point of appear
ing concave, with hair pulled into a long black
ponytail, I was a quiet child. Remote, or faraway,
may have been an even better word to describe
me. Foreign was probably the only adjective that
my teachers used. Every day during homeroom, |
would answer “here” or “present” when my name
was called—“MONickQ TrueON”—and every day
Twas lying. I was in fact trying as hard as | could
to disappear into the background, into the bulle
tin boards, into the walls themselves of Boiling
Springs Elementary. Named for the freckle of a
town, this school had one Asian child in its en
rollment, only one child who was different from
the rest. Her name was Monique Truong,

Before I arrived, the students made fun of a fat

girl who was gentle as a lamb and a skinny boy
who wore thick, black-framed glasses. In the fall
0f 1975, 1 came along and provided these students
with something new, an entirely revised idea of
what it meant not to fit in. They rewarded me for
introducing them to multiculturalism with a daily
barrage of name-calling, with most of the epithets
being generic and inaccurate. Jap and Chink were
favorites. Then a spark of creativity hit one of them,
like a clubto the head of a baby seal, and I was dub-
bed Pie Face because of my flat (very cute) nose.
Again, their insult here was off the mark because,
as we all know, in the vernacular of baked goods,
Pancake Face would have been much better for
signifying undesirable flatness.

Boiling Springs Elementary was a redbrick
schoolhouse that probably held a lot of happy
southern childhood memories, The teachers there
paid attention to their charges, They took the time
to decorate the hullways and bulletin boards with
construction-paper hearts, shamrocks, and tur-
keys. They celebrated birthdays in their home-
rooms and encouraged the mothers of their students
to bring in cakes and little cups for Kool-Aid.
That was how | was introduced to the American
idea of the birthday cake, an idea that in my young
mind quickly became an ideal.

I had celebrated my first six birthdays in South
Vietnam, Most of them I was, of course, too young
to remember, und then because of the circumstanc-
es ol our departure there were no photographs of
these occasions left in my parents’ possession. I
spent my seventh birthday at Camp Pendleton, a
Marine Corps base in California that was then
serving ng a relocation camp for Vietnamese refu-

pees, 1itis notalready clear, there is no roomin the
previous sentence for a birthday cake and candles.
After an entire school year of watching with

openmouthed fascination the variety of cakes and
the similarity of mothers who delivered them to
our homeroom, I told my mother about this ritual.
Thirty-three years old, long sleek hair parted right
down the middle, high cheekbones defining her
graceful face, my mother was much too beautiful
a woman to be the mother of a little girl called Pie
Face, Nonetheless, Pie Face needed a cake.
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Children are by their nature self-centered or, as
I like to think of them, myopic. They can see only
what’s right in front of them, and sometimes even
that is invisible to them until much later in their
lives. I can see the pattern on the raincoat that my
mother placed over me on the day that we left Sai-
gon in April of 1975: multicolored polka dots. 1
can see what she did at Camp Pendleton until she
found my father’s name on a Red Cross list for re-
uniting lost family members: She lay on an army
cot in a tent and cried. I can see the steps leading
up to the trailer that my parents and I lived in when
we first came to Boiling Springs: gray, rough cin-
der blocks that took the skin off my knees when I
tripped. I can see the cake that my mother brought
to my homeroom on May 13, 1976: a three-tiered
génoise covered in smooth-as-satin buttercream,
decorated with hand-piped pink and yellow roses
nestled in a spring-green bramble of leaves and
vines, and edged all around with a lavender ruffle
of icing that made all of it seem beribboned. If it is
not already clear, there is no room in the previous
sentence for Betty or Duncan.

That cake was a homemade masterpiece, a feat
of engineering and artistry, a birthday cake that
only a young woman raised on the ideals of French
patisserie, a lady of leisure who was schooled in the
art of cake decorating, a young mother who want-
ed to give her daughter a taste of a life that had so
suddenly vanished could have made.

[ remember standing next to that cake about to
blow out the candles, and I remember despising it
for being too tall, too smooth, too decorated, too
buttery, too foreign. [ was embarrassed by it.
wanted it to disappear. At that moment, it was to
me a three-tiered monument to my now cemented
status as the freak of Boiling Springs Elementa-
ry. AllI wanted was to blend into the background,
into the bulletin boards, into the walls. All T had

asked for was a simple birthday cake, with eight
candles, made from a box and a can.

There is a photograph of me at that very mo-
ment in my life. My mother must have taken it.
The cake is exactly as | have described it. A thing
of beauty. I am looking directly at the camera
with a wan tight-lipped smile. I look somewhat
dazed. Maybe I look faraway or remote. The faces
of a couple of the kids in my homeroom are visi-
ble in the photograph. They look amused or, most
likely, amazed. I doubt that they or I will ever see
a birthday cake like that again in our lifetime.
What I wish I had in my possession is a photograph
of my mother standing next to my first birthday
cake in America. I think she would have looked a
bit frazzled, having baked and decorated the cake,
carted it in three pieces, constructed it there on
the spot, and then watched as it was gobbled up by
a pack of unfamiliar children. Above all, I wish I
had this photograph of my mother so I could say to
myself with a bit of conviction that she was happy
at that very moment, because somehow the weak
smile on my face had covered up my misplaced
disappointment and astounding lack of apprecia-
tion for her labor of love.

Now that I am 38, a full five years older than
my mother was when she took that photograph of
me, I think I can finally see her as she must have
been: confused that a private occasion such as the
day of your child’s birth would have to be cele-
brated in a public classroom with children who
you knew taunted her daily; panicked to find rec-
ipes, cake pans, columns, icing spatulas, decorat-

ing bags, tips, and nails in a town so small that
your little girl would grow up to compare it to a
freckle; and determined to make her birthday
memorable because normal life, with its celebra-
tions, its photographs, and its cakes and candles,
had to begin again sometime.¥

I wish I had a photograph of my mother standing next to my
first birthday cake in America so I could say to myself with a bit of
conviction that she was happy at that very moment.



