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Dedication

I dedicate this entire book to my younger self, Bretman Pebble—bitch, I cry every time I think of you, and I just want you to know that your older self looks up to you so much. You are so confident and so strong, and stop worrying about the gap in your teeth—don’t worry, you’ll meet some really nice people who will fix it for free (you just have to post about it #ad).
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A Cute Intro
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Me, age three, looking to the left because these bitches ain’t never right

Courtesy of the author.



Growing up in the Philippines, I loved watching my grandma Lilang get ready for church. I’d lie on her fainting couch, mesmerized by her creative choices, like which of her three lipsticks she’d choose (usually auburn) and how she’d style her kinky hair with bangs. One magical morning before church, when I was four, she came over to me and put the tiniest amount of red blush on my cheeks. It was the very first time makeup ever touched my skin. I literally went to church feeling like a girl. It was the first time I fell in love with vanity. It was the first time I ever felt like that bitch.

Without even realizing it, my grandma had given me my superpowers.

Since that herstorical day, I’ve immigrated to Hawaii from the Philippines, become a digital superstar, and have figured out how to just be unapologetically me. My impulsive, spontaneous posts—taken while beating my face, donning corsets and pearls, working out, unboxing, eating breakfast cereal, jumping off my roof, whatevah the day may bring—are watched by millions globally and have led to some of my wildest dreams coming true. Like creating a makeup line with Wet n Wild that sold out in minutes. Or sitting front row at Fashion Week, and making award-winning shows. I’ve been a model for Nike and a cover girl for Playboy. I’ve done commercials with Lizzo. SZA and Ariana Grande follow me on social media. I got to meet RiRi. Thinking about all these accomplishments could make me cry—I won’t, though, because crying just makes me look so damn ugly.

Are you thinking, Who does this bitch think he is . . . Beyoncé? Girl, I may be writing this book at only twenty-three, but I’ve got stories to tell. For the last eight years I’ve shared so much of myself on Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube. But on social media I’m a curated brand—I don’t have time to show off my full self, or to explain who I really am in addition to the jokes and glamour. So you probably know Bretman Rock the comedian and extrovert who pole dances and calls everybody “bitch,” but you don’t really don’t know Bretman Sacayanan. These Bretmans are two different people, but they are both 1,000 percent me. And we’ve both lived lifetimes already. The essays you’re about to read are totally fresh, sort of like my mom’s vagina shampoo but even more tingly—they’re about being a queer first-generation Asian immigrant, who just happens to be Da Baddest content creator of all time.
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Me visiting me at Ulta
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I’m gonna talk more in depth about growing up in the Philippines, all of the Filipino cultural traditions and superstitions ingrained in me from an early age, being left behind with my dad when my mom and siblings moved to Hawaii, and how I learned how to speak English and become an entertainer by watching reality shows like A Shot at Love with Tila Tequila and America’s Next Top Model. And obviously, a big part of who I am is about being genderqueer (I mean, did you see my Playboy cover?). I have lots to say about it, and I hope it will not only help other LGBTQ+ people but also open the hearts, minds, and eyes of my straight fans. Let’s make one thing clear right off the bat: I identify as a human-fucking-being. I’ve always been a divine blend of omasculine and feminine—so if I look like a lesbian after a bicep-bulging workout, call me he, but if I’m in full makeup wearing a Catholic schoolgirl plaid skirt and barrettes, call me she. I don’t mind, I’m cute either way! (Maybe I should just make my own gender at this point . . . I am a Bretman.)

I’m very proud of being LGBTQ+ and Filipino, so it’s an honor to be a pretty face for both underrepresented communities. Plus, Asian Americans and Asian immigrants are increasingly facing hate and violence, so I’m passionate about helping create more positive visibility for us—especially for brown Asians—in entertainment, beauty, and fashion. I want to make all of my communities proud—native, immigrant, Filipino, Hawaii.

People often ask me what my beliefs are, and the answer is simple: I believe in myself, duh! I mean, I also believe in family, and my heritage. Like I may curse like a motherfuxin’ bitch, but I also embody the Aloha spirit, which is carefree, kind, spiritual, and peaceful. Back to myself: I went from living in a house with twenty-five people to owning my own home on the island of Oahu. I am the American Dream and I made it happen by hustling my whole life. I’ve been an entrepreneur since I was a toddler, and all of the little businesses I started as a kid—from selling feather earrings plucked straight off my cousin’s cockfighting chickens to using makeup to cover up all the girls’ hickeys in high school—led to my success and prepared me for this wild-ass life I created.

And what’s a celebrity memoir without spilling some iced matcha latte about dating—I’ll tell you about how I lost my virginity at Disneyland, about being scared of white penises, and about falling in and out of love for the first time, stuff I’ve never talked about publicly. [Programming note: 99.9 percent of the stories I tell are true but some names have been changed to protect those bitches.] Like, how one of my biggest accomplishments and blessings in life was not fucking anyone from my high school—I didn’t date anyone the entire four years. Do not shed tears of pity for me (even if you’re a cute crier)! While my classmates were busy getting STDs, I was busy becoming Bretman Rock.

You’re That Bitch reflects all sides of me: I am Bretman Rock, the entertainer and an extrovert, but sometimes I also just wanna be Bretman Sacayanan in my crop top and shorts, eating my lunch unbothered. I’m just an ordinary gorl—at the same time, I’m also that bitch every minute, meaning I’m always authentically me. Sometimes I’m lazy, I get bored, I get scared, I feel ignored, I feel happy, I get silly, I choke on my own words. I’ve literally been diagnosed with ADHD, so like my videos and my mind, my book is organized chaos, visually gorgeous (of courz), and packed with essays, anecdotes, journal entries, and advice from my life that I want to pass on to you. Give me any topic, and I’ll tell you a funny story in the way only I can. But bitch, my stories also have depth.

The full Bretman is not only what the internet sees—there are so many different sides to me. Like how I’m smarter than people think. I love learning new things and trying everything at least once. Most of all, I don’t like labels, and I refuse to be pigeonholed. At the end of the day, I’m thankful for every day and every chance I get to share my light with the world—whichever facet of Bretman might be shining brightest at any given moment. So even if you’re not also a genderqueer Asian influencer, I think you’ll relate to my stories. These essays are about not fitting in but learning how to not give a fux, how to exude effortless confidence and win people over with charm and humor, being authentic and original, and turning your fantasies into reality the Bretman Rock way—that is, doing the least while looking the most. I want you to learn how to stop and smell the flowers and just realize: Wow, I’m that bitch, too.

Okay, I’m gonna go write about Jollibee in my journal, and get sweaty, stoned, and emotional. I hope you enjoy You’re That Bitch. And if you don’t, you can always eat a dick. I’m just kidding. I hope you have a cute day!




One

Born to Be Beautiful
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Giving you ring bearer fantasy at my aunt’s wedding at age two
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From brown earth I was born, from fertile ground I blossom.

Being beautiful is not something that describes me, it’s who I am. It’s not a hobby or a phase. I was born to be beautiful. Now, I didn’t say I was born beautiful. Newborn babies look like uncut dicks. And, damn, I was ugly as shit as a kid, but that was the past, and I’m willing to get over it. I’m actually glad I experienced being ugly, because now I know how not to look like that ever again. Being gorgeous has always been my destiny—it just took a minute.

From the minute I burst out into the world, I’ve rejected every binary and expectation of who I was supposed to be. The earliest memory I have from growing up in the Philippines is playing with a big blue truck that I’d bedazzled with glitter glue. I put my sister’s Barbie behind the wheel and her suitcase packed with the cutest outfits into the trunk, then sent her off on her exotic adventures. I always played with boys’ and girls’ toys, I didn’t discriminate. I built things with Legos, but it would be like a kitchen table for my Barbies. I had miniature toy soldiers, too, because someone had to guard and protect Barbie’s house from dangerous bandits. My parents never walked in on me playing with dolls and freaked out like, “That’s for girls, bitch!” Nobody around me ever made a big deal about it—that wasn’t the environment I grew up in. My parents let me be me, because they saw a lot of both of themselves in little Bretman.

My sassiness definitely comes from my mom. That woman is a Scorpio, and she does not take shit from anyone. She’s very much a my-way-or-the-highway kind of lady. But she’s also really funny, and I inherited my charismatic side and the way I love talking to people from her. My mom also always likes to take credit for being my makeup role model, but bitch, no. When I was growing up, she couldn’t care less about being girlie and barely ever wore makeup besides a little mascara.

People always ask me, “Who’s the first beauty queen you’ve ever known?” Surprise, that would be my dad. He was such a metrosexual guy. He used yummy-smelling body spray, skincare products for days, and had long, luscious hair like a rock star. His hair was longer than my sister Princess’s ever was growing up, and he feathered it like the guys in his favorite band, Journey. When I’d ask him, “Can you put my Barbie’s hair up?,” he could put it into a perfect ponytail.

My dad was a metrosexual, but at the same time he was also totally butch. It’s funny because he always reminded me of Freddie Mercury from Queen. When I was little, everyone around me in the village seemed to be super skinny, and no one went to the gym. But my dad always found a way to exercise and was really into bodybuilding. He was huge by Filipino standards, a muscular guy like his WWF wrestler idols Bret “the Hitman” Hart and The Rock, who he named me after. My dad was the kind of guy women wanted and men wanted to be. He was known for being a babaeng lalake—a ladies’ man. And a lot of the guys looked up to him because they could show up at our house, and my dad would always provide drinks. He was that guy.

Something else I drew from both of my parents as a kid: being a bit of a rascal. I constantly got in trouble for getting into physical fights with boys and girls (remember, I don’t discriminate), and I also had undiagnosed ADHD, so I was a pain in my parents’ asses. My dad just couldn’t figure out how to keep me occupied all the time, especially before we went to church on Sundays. Everybody else in the family would be busy getting ready, and as the baby of the house (Princess hadn’t been born yet), I wanted attention. First my dad told me to go outside and play with our birds—we raised pigeons, quail, and cockfighting chickens—but I kept breaking his valuable eggs. He was not happy but, still determined to tame me like a wild horse, tried buying me puzzles to stave off my boredom. I figured them out too fast, though—I was kind of a prodigy, like Beyoncé.

So after I finished my puzzles, there would be only one place left I was allowed to go—upstairs to my grandma Lilang’s room. In the Philippines, my whole extended family lived in the same private compound, nine separate families in nine houses on a half acre of land. I was forbidden to go into any other rooms in our house because my auntie hated people barging in on her. (Bitch, I didn’t want to see you naked, either.) But I loved wandering into my nana’s room, which was the most fun anyway because it was so fucking weird. She was a witch doctor, and such a vibe. Nana had covered her walls with Chinese calendars, mirrors, and symbols, and her cupboards were filled with things I wasn’t allowed to rummage through. Probably because it was like voodoo dolls and human hair and shit. I still don’t fully know what the fuck that woman was ever actually up to. But I know she didn’t believe in pills, even though our house was right next to a drugstore. If someone in the family had any ailment under the sun—headaches, burns, cuts, pussy itch—she had a paste for it. If I was sick, she made me drink nasty-ass potions; she could have peed in them, and I’d have no idea.

Nana Lilang had a signature lewk—a hunch and curly short hair with bangs. She also always wore the same dusty-rose-colored shirt with holes in it. It was her security blanket. She had a ton of other cute clothes, but she washed and wore this one raggedy-ass pink shirt every single day—she would literally be buried in it when she passed, when I was in fourth grade.

Besides the shirt, Nana took great pride in her appearance, especially when she was getting ready for church—she needed to show off for the other girls. It was a ritual, and while she beat her face sitting at her little makeup table, I’d lie on her mahogany fainting couch and pepper her with questions about the process. I was mesmerized by her creative choices. I could sit there and watch my grandma for hours, but sometimes she put me to work and had me color her hair with the cheap dye from the drugstore next door, or pay me to pluck out her white hairs. (OMG—I just realized that was my first-ever paying job, and I was just a toddler!)

Sometimes my grandma got frustrated with me. I was one of those “Why?” kids who needed everything explained to me. “Why is it called Sunday?” “Why do we go to church?” “Why are we going to burn in hell?” But she was the only person who never scolded me, and she always answered all my questions, no matter how stupid or annoying. My grandma was an angel, and I was always by that bitch’s side growing up. I was like her shadow.

Remember the story that I mentioned in the intro, about the magical morning Nana Lilang put makeup on my face for the first time? Let me finish telling you the full story. When I was four, I was standing by her vanity as she got ready for church and firing off my usual barrage of whys. When I asked, “Why does blush make your face red?” she turned to me and, with the kindest smile, put the tiniest amount of red blush on my cheeks. I did a happy dance—girl, I was really feeling myself, and I’ll never forget her laughter and joy watching me. That was the first time I fell in love with vanity. My grandma gave me the superpower of feeling like that bitch.

I felt so pretty and couldn’t wait to leave the house and be out in public with my fiery cheekbones. I went to Catholic church that morning feeling like a girl. I was so fishy in my mind, like my hair was touching my asshole. Before we walked through the front door of the chapel, I cupped my hands together and dunked them in the two angel figurine bowls right next to the entrance, then drenched myself in holy water, ready to get on my knees and pray to whoever God was. It was truly a religious experience.

My grandma Lilang was the first person in my family to actively signal to me that it was okay to openly express my feminine side. I don’t know what the fuck I did to her for her to love me that much, but from that moment with the blush on, I felt like it was me and her versus the world. She was also the first person in my family to tell me it was okay to be gay—when our priest talked about how two men sleeping together was wrong, she’d lean over and whisper to me, “Don’t listen to him—he’s not always right.” Duh, Nana! I already wasn’t paying attention at mass to begin with.

The Philippines are super Catholic, and it’s not the most progressive place in the world, so it’s actually pretty shocking how almost nobody ever messed with me about being gay when I was growing up. I think people could sense that my parents and grandma knew I was gay but didn’t give a fuck. Also, my dad was this big muscular guy, so even if they had a problem with me being gay, they knew to keep it to themselves, bitch.

My dad was never the best husband, but he was a really great father to me, and I think it had a lot to do with my grandma Lilang, his mom, being so open first. (I’m pretty sure she told him I was gay, and he accepted me without ever actually telling me that he accepted me.) We had a local illegal lottery called Jueteng, and my dad always bet a few pesos when the people who ran it came by, using my birthday, 731. One time his number came up, and he won enough money to buy us a tricycle: basically an electric motorbike that had a sidecar. We tooled around everywhere together in that tricycle, me riding shotgun. If he skipped church, we’d ride over when it was closed, and he’d guiltily drop some coins into the donation box outside.

He also took me to work with him. My dad had a twin brother, and they owned a transportation company called . . . Twin Bros Transportation, don’t @ me. I’m not gonna lie, for a long time I couldn’t tell my dad and uncle apart, and it confused me. Sometimes when my dad would travel for work for a long time, I’d cry, and my uncle would pretend to be my dad so I wouldn’t get upset. It was only when my uncle broke his fucking leg and got crutches that I realized which one was which and that I’d been bamboozled my entire first few years of life.

For work, my dad and uncle would drive buses to the rice paddies and farms outside of town so people could load up fruits, vegetables, and rice to bring back and sell at the local market. I sat next to him while he drove, and he made me his official conductor. If I couldn’t go with him that day, he’d bring home Jollibee for dinner—two chickens with gravy and rice to cheer me up. You don’t understand, where we lived, there were no big restaurants and stuff like that—it wasn’t a rich village or anything—so it was very cool of him. I would literally be crying and fucking eating the bones and toes because it was such a luxury. I knew my dad loved me unconditionally, even when I ate my chicken like an animal. “Are you sure you’re gay?” he’d ask me. “That’s not how gay people eat.”

My uncle liked to tease me, too. One time I was eating a peanut butter sandwich, wearing a cute little red and blue jersey jacket with the letter B on it that my mom got me.

“The B is for Bretman.” I beamed.

“Are you sure it doesn’t stand for ‘baklâ’?” my uncle said, laughing. Baklâ is Filipino for “fag.”

My dad picked up my sandwich and threw it at his brother. “Don’t ever call him that again!” he yelled. I really wanted that fucking sandwich, but it was so sweet of my dad to do that. It was the first time anyone ever defended me for being a flaming homosexual. And you know what? My uncle never called me baklâ again.

After that, if other people made comments about me being gay, I remember my dad would shoot back, “He’s gonna make me rich one day.” Such a cute burn.

Insecurity was something I never really struggled with because all that early support from my family kind of made me feel unstoppable. I meet so many queer people with such different growing-up and coming-out stories, and I start thinking like, I never even had to come out, and all of that is because I had the luxury of a very open and accepting family, who made me feel seen and let me explore my gender. There is so much power in acceptance. Acceptance created the bad bitch I am today.

My grandma will never know just how powerful her implicit acceptance would become for me. In Filipino families, we often have a totem we pass down to future generations. On my mom’s side of the family, it’s her mom’s necklace, and on my dad’s side, it’s a ring from my grandpa. I feel like that simple act of putting blush on me that day was my grandma passing a totem to me. Even though I probably sweated it off from running around the church five minutes after I got there, it meant the world to me. And as I grow older, I’ve come to see it more and more as a moment where she handed her powers over to me. When I put on makeup, I think of her. And when I look in the mirror, I see beauty everywhere, even in my uneven eyelids, because one of them looks like my grandma’s eyelid, and one of them looks like my grandpa’s.

Now, whenever people ask me, “When was the first time you wore makeup?” I think about my nana laughing and smiling as I peacocked in her witchy room, and it still makes my heart warm. That was the moment I realized you can do anything when you’re really feeling yourself. You can do anything you want when you’re a bad bitch.
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Crystals I travel with
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YOU’RE THAT BITCH, TOO

Finding Connection

There’s a word in Filipino, kapwa, which means your connection not just with yourself but with other people. Lately I’ve been thinking about my grandmother and her witchy herbs, and how both sides of my family were rice farmers and worshipped water for generations—you know, you water the plants and crops so that we can eat. As I’ve gotten older (and even wiser, girl), I’ve realized that kapwa isn’t just your family and friends and human communities but also your relationship with the earth and everyone on it, living and nonliving things. I think, in order to find your inner bitch, you’re gonna need to be able to make these connections—to find that fierce energy within yourself, within other people and living beings around you, and channel that energy back out, in bigger and bigger circles of nurturing. You know, like you care about your family, and then you care about the environment that you’re in, and ultimately all of that care, love, and acceptance kind of cycles back to you. Period.




Two

Halo, Asong Babae

The biggest question that everyone has always asked me, even way before I was anyone, is: “Why are you like this?” or “What are you on?” (Which breaks my heart, because nobody ever asks, “What are you under?”)

I can’t help who I am. I don’t think it’s possible for me to be any other way than “this.” I’m the definition of being a product of my environment. I mean, I was born and raised in the Philippines, a country that literally shuts down to watch the Miss Universe pageant. There are so many Filipino influences that made me the bad bitch I am today, from speaking three languages (Ilocano, Tagalog, and English) to how hard I brush my teeth.

My hometown, Sanchez-Mira in the province of Cagayan, sits on a seaside peninsula at the tippy top of the Philippines, about six hours away from the capital, Manila. I think it’s like six hours? It depends on traffic and road conditions. And when I say “road,” girl, that’s open to interpretation. There aren’t really stop signs or established lanes marked with lines, so the journey is always chaotic and unpredictable (kind of like me). When you’re on the road, you kind of just pray you don’t get hit.

The Philippines is a wild country. Third world (which I know isn’t the phrase we use anymore, but it was while I was growing up there) did not even feel like the way to describe what it was like then—if anything, our village felt like fourth world. No, fifth world. Don’t get it twisted, I didn’t say it’s not beautiful, okay? I grew up surrounded by jungle, mountains, and black sand beaches nestled on clear blue seawater. My tiny rural town—population two thousand bad bitches—is an agricultural potpourri, teeming with rice paddies and cornfields, pineapple and banana farms, and fruit trees: coconut, cacao, and coffee. We had it all—frogs and little animals were obsessed with the abundance of crops we had, and then every winter, the grey-faced buzzards (or sawi, as locals call them), would migrate there to feast their ugly little faces off on the frogs.

Whatever food the frogs and the motherfuxin’ buzzards left for the rest of us would be put on buses, like the ones my dad and uncle drove, and brought back to be sold by vendors at the central market. How do I even describe the market? It was right next to the river and smelled like dead fish, goat carcass, and chicken shit. I swear to God they would murder cows straight up inside the market, it really did smell like death. I feel like I’d need to make a Google Maps to explain the layout of the market to you, but it also changed every day . . . it was so disorganized and chaotic.

One day a week the market transformed into a flea market where you could buy furniture, medicine, cleaning equipment, and school supplies, which is what my mom sold. I’d usually go and bother her at the market and take things like shoes from our own store. You could find the cheapest things there, things that you never even thought you needed, like pellet guns. Everything cost a peso, the equivalent of a nickel. My dad would give me five pesos every day—one peso got me chips and my favorite snack, a green mango pickled in a vinegar juice concoction, thicc as Bisquick, which came in a little baggie. With the leftover pesos I’d buy baby duck hatchlings that I’d bring home to add to our coops and take care of. Or if I was feeling like a generous little bitch, I’d treat my friends to a snack.

A lot of kids would be like, “You came to school with five pesos in your pocket? Girl, are you a billionaire up in this shit?”

In first grade, I’m not gonna lie, I was a bougie kid. My family was considered a little wealthier than most people in town. So I had a driver who took me to school in my dad’s electric tricycle. And I had two babysitters who fed me and gave me sponge baths in bed when I refused to get up for school. (I guess it was more like a whore’s bath—just the pits and the naughty bits.) Okay, I exaggerated, the “driver” was my cousin, and if I didn’t get out of bed after like fifteen minutes, I’d get my ass beat. No need to call social services, besties—in the Philippines, all children get their asses beat. Every Filipino kid’s worst nightmare is seeing a shoe, stick, belt, or slipper because you will get hit with it.

We weren’t actually rich, just above average for where we lived, and we never went hungry because my extended family all worked in catering and owned a bunch of restaurants. On the family compound there were people everywhere and tons of animals and birds running around our property at all times. Every morning I’d wake up to the aroma of pinakbet, adobo, and sinigang cooking in giant clay pots, wafting in my bedroom window. For breakfast, my auntie would serve us a dish of chicken breast and rice with banana ketchup, and girl, I gobbled that up so fast. I don’t even remember what other ingredients were in it, but it gave me all the energy I needed for the rest of the day. But I never took having plentiful food for granted. I’ve always eaten moderately (even if I’m not eating slowly) because I was taught from the day I was born, “You eat until you’re full,” period. As soon as you’re full, you stahp.

Our compound was really cool—between the nine families, we were like a modern-day tribe. I mostly hung out with my cousins, like Keiffer, aka Miss Kay. Growing up, I didn’t even know they were my cousins. I didn’t know what a cousin was! I just thought I had so many friends. I found out later they were all just required to be my friends cuz they were my blood relations.

Our town was made up of mostly large clans like ours. Our entire community was so tight-knit, it was almost a cult. Like, if you wandered into my town and asked anyone where my family lived, they’d be like, “Oh sure, go down to the third rice paddy, make a right at the white cow, and it’s second house from the jail.” There were no secrets in my hometown. If somebody killed somebody, everybody would know who did it and everybody would go to the funeral. Probably even the killer and her family, too.

I did have some neighborhood friends who I wasn’t related to. Melony, who we called Ading Ading, which means “Baby Baby,” was my first girlfriend. We played bahay bahay—the direct translation is “house house.” Don’t ask me why we say everything twice. Twice is nice, bitch. People always told me and Melony to kiss, and I’m ashamed to say I succumbed to peer pressure more times than I want to admit. (Please don’t take away my gold-star lesbian badge, I’m very proud of it.) Melony and I planned a faux wedding, something I couldn’t pretend to do with my other friends because they were my cousins, and it’d be weird if I married my cousins. We may have been in a developing country, but we weren’t motherfuckin’ Alabama. (JK, love you Alabama.) Even though I already knew I was gay, I remember being totally into the wedding because I loved being the center of attention. I played an excellent husband. You could say I was the greatest actress since Darna, the Philippines’ most famous comic superheroine. Darna was our version of Wonder Woman. I’d watched all of Darna’s shows and movies as a kid, and identified with her because she loved swallowing balls (in times of danger, she would swallow a round white stone to transform into a badass bikini-clad superhero bitch). If I wasn’t watching Darna, I’d be watching other super girlie shows, like Winx Club.

Anyway, bitch, Melony and I exchanged vows, we kissed, we put a rock in her stomach, pretending it was a baby, and she gave birth to my cousin Niña. That’s what we did for fun, pretended to have babies. Some people grow up with expensive video consoles like PlayStation, but our broke asses had to make up games. Another one was tumbang preso, a mash-up of lawn bowling and kick-the-can. You put a slipper on top of a can, run a hundred yards out, and throw another slipper at the can. Once the slipper is knocked off the can, you run and put it back on the can. That’s at least an hour of free entertainment. We also played the pobrecita version of dodgeball. We didn’t have rubber balls, so we found small rocks, covered them with crumpled paper, and threw them at each other. Don’t worry, bebé, we did make sure the rocks were small enough not to take out an eye or cause permanent brain damage.

When you got nuthin’, honey, you gotta get creative. We did not have a playground. We didn’t have a jungle gym; we had the real motherfuckin’ jungle in our backyards, with legit anacondas, water snakes, scorpions, flying frogs, three-foot-tall monkey-eating eagles, and fruit bats the size of a toddler. All the parents knew if they needed to find their kid, we were probably somewhere deep in the jungle throwing extravagant weddings in our makeshift tree houses. Or collecting snails. On rainy days, if the jungle flooded, all the snails got washed down into the fields. Before they could eat all the rice, the kids would be put in charge of snatching up the snails and selling them at the market. A pound of snails earned you five pesos—enough to buy this beetch more candy and soda pops from my favorite sari-sari.

I loved to buy tasty snacks from street vendors with my allowance or hard-earned snail cash. Food just tastes so much better when you pay for it yourself. It’s also so Asian—not just a Filipino thing—to eat a lot of street food. Every street in my town had tons of stalls. My favorites sold barbecue, balut, lumpia, fried banana fritters wrapped in wet banana leaves, silky tofu, and a refreshing creamy fruit juice called sago’t gulaman, doled out of big colorful jars with ladles.

Also being business-savvy is in my blood. In addition to selling school supplies at the market once a week, my mom also sold fruit and vegetables in our designated stall on the other days, and like a good little carny and a natural-born salesman, I’d help her out, since I wasn’t in school yet at that point. But my first serious job was working for my auntie. She was really into plants and would always need fertilizer, so she’d give me a bunch of bags and say, “Fill these up and I’ll give you ten pesos for each bag.” I literally picked up cow shit with my bare hands to earn those pesos. You might be like, Ew, you nasty boy, but I would not have traded that experience for anything—I didn’t even feel like I was working because it was so fun! Listen, a little shit-stain never hurt nobody. When we were in the jungle, if we had to go number two, it’s not like we could run all the way home, so we’d wipe our asses with whatever we could find, leaves, sticks, stones. Back when I was a bully for a hot minute, I’d throw poo-covered sticks at my friends. Precious memories.

My family and I were barely ever indoors, no matter how hot and humid it was. Girl, let me tell you, you don’t know hot and humid until you experience the Philippines from August to October. It’s rare to see anyone in jeans because the air’s so muggy and heavy. I’d like to say I’ve been into fashion from an early age, but girl, there was just no fashion where I came from. Fashion doesn’t exist in a tiny village in a tropical hothouse. It’s just not a priority. Nobody dressed up, there was no such thing as “fancy.” We only had two seasons—wet and dry—and either way, you were gonna be soaked, whether from sweat or rain. You glistened all day, every day, and not in the zexy way. I actually don’t think it’s a joke that the Philippines does not have an ozone layer. The air is dirty and sticky, and the sun pushes through it to just punch you. There’s a stereotype that Filipinos take multiple baths per day, but that one’s true. You shower, you go outside, you play for an hour, you’re dirty and sticky again, you get back in that shower. All of this also explains why I’m usually in some state of shirtless to this day.

And don’t even get me started on rainy season. I lived in the north, literally the typhoon capital of the Philippines. We would get hit first, every year at the same time in October. But as scary as typhoons and flash floods and landslides are, we learned from an early age to celebrate the rain. It’s going to come regardless, but you know what always comes after the rain? Rice and rainbows. Filipinos see the rain as an opportunity to not water their plants for a week. If there’s one thing about Filipinos, no matter what we’re going through, in general, we’re going to find the silver lining. Instead of complaining, we know the skies will eventually clear up and life goes on.

Filipinos are the most optimistic, resilient people on the planet, and I love that. Like, we might have gotten colonized and forced to convert to Catholicism, but let me tell you, people like my nana Lilang were still low-key practicing our ancient spirituality, keeping altars and sneaking in our traditional icons for worship by hiding them beneath, like, a statue of Mother Mary. And still showing up with a full face beat for the Lord on Sundays. Or when my whole town was flooded, girl, we were out on our roofs doing karaoke. Filipinos love to sing, and they can belt. Unfortunately, while I got the gene for every other stereotypical Filipino thing there is, singing skipped me for some reason. Do I think I can sing? Absolutely. Does anybody else think I can sing? Absolutely not. (But whether I’m good or not, I will sing. I really do think I’m Beyoncé.)

And if you think I’m funny, bitch, everyone in the Philippines is funny—we literally cannot outfunny each other. It was only when I moved to America that I saw so many distraught people all over the place. It was so weird to me, like Wow, what’s wrong with everyone? That was the exact opposite attitude to the one where I grew up. Where I come from, we’re literally always looking for any reason to celebrate.

I mean, my fellow countrymen, -women, and everyone in between celebrate Christmas for six months straight. We actually call it “Ber Months” because once the months turn to the Bers (September, October, November, December), you are legally allowed to go Christmas caroling. Imagine it being September and you hear people singing “Deck the Halls” outside your house. I mean, I can belt out “Ang Pasko ay Sumapit” with the best of them, and I’ll even add in my own ad-libbed lyrics such as “Open the fuckin’ door, bitch,” but after month two even I’m like, Please stahp. And when I tell you that they will continue caroling all the way up to January, I’m not kidding. After January, we get started on Chinese New Year’s. My family isn’t ethnically Chinese, but we’re
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