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Memoir Ghostwriter, Developmental/
Line Editor, Writing Coach, & Academic Writer

Ashley C. Lanuza

Ashley C. Lanuza is a ghostwriter, author, and 
editor. Her debut poetry collection, My Heart 
Of Rice, rose to the #1 bestseller list for Asian 
American literature on Amazon in its first week. 
With a background in Asian American Studies 
from UCLA, she is deeply interested in the way 
colonialism and imperialism affect the modern 
identity, socioeconomic status, and activism 
within BIPOC communities. Her experience 
working closely with affinity organizations, 
such as Samahang Pilipino at UCLA, propels 
her curiosity on the topic. Ashley’s academic 
writing is concise and technical, but when given 
the opportunity, she prefers to add a dose of 
creativity to make academia both accessible 
and engaging. She currently freelances with 
New Degree Press and Kevin Anderson and 
Associates.
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And it was paralyzing to share it with everyone.

The German countryside emulsified into a blur as my train sped past giant 
trees and burblings streams. The glow of my laptop flooded my face as I 
added a new poem to what would be my first book, My Heart of Rice: A Poetic 
Filipino American Experience. I pulled moments, senses, and thoughts from my 
memories and onto the keyboard. My fingers flew— writing has always been 
second nature to me. I was never hesitant in the pages I can complete given an 
hour, or in this case, the several hours between The Hague to Berlin. This was in 
the fall of 2019, right before the Pandemic. 

My Heart of Rice was a testimony to everything I had absorbed (so far) 
regarding my Filipino American identity. In short, it compiled my understanding 
with the Filipino food my Lolo (grandfather) cooked every night when I lived with 
my family. That, Filipino soap operas, and my limited understanding of Tagalog 
were my sole access to culture. This identity interacted, and came into crisis, as 
I was surrounded by predominantly Hispanic communities both at school and 
through my former stepfather’s family. I ignored who I was as a Filipino because 
it didn’t fit anywhere but home. I eventually attended UCLA, got involved with 
the premiere Filipino org on campus (Samahang Pilipino), and began to embrace 
my cultural identity further from food. It got into Fil-Am history, “community 
conditions,” and a sense of unity and kinship I found with my peers. I conclude 
in the book that I am still learning, but I’ve finally come to a place of acceptance 
with my mix of common and unique experiences.

My first book was published in February of 2020— yes, exactly right before 
The Pandemic. In the weeks leading up to Los Angeles County’s mandatory 
quarantine, I was lining up speaking events with my alma mater and university, 
prepared myself to attend live poetry readings, and planned to throw parties 
in celebration. Like the pre-planned events for many, my celebrations were all 
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canceled as everyone huddled into their homes, uncertainty filling the next few 
months.

In the midst of a global pandemic, it felt ridiculous to promote my book, 
especially one as specific as cultural identity. People were fearing an invisible 
enemy— hospitals overfilling, deaths accumulating, uncertainty lurking at every 
corner.

I had to reprioritize. 

In my final quarter at UCLA, I took five classes, which is a heavy load in the 
quarter system. In the middle of it, I had to also move out of my university 
apartment and into a new place across town. Then there was a job search, trying 
out new career paths, and moving around the world with caution, masked and 
gloved, and praying every night my family gets through this with zero casualties. 
Promoting my book fell to the bottom of the list.

I know I wasn’t alone in my thoughts, that many of my peers felt the exact same 
way, which made self-promotion even more difficult to stomach. I did a few 
virtual events here and there, but I couldn’t bring myself to do giveaways, virtual 
parties, or anything else that I created. I gave 45% of my effort to say I did it, but 
a solid 55% and a personal “I want to do it” was lacking. The social conversation 
wasn’t there and my imposter syndrome got the best of me. I was paralyzed in 
fear of what I thought people would say: 

Is she serious? … In the middle of The Pandemic?

Imposter syndrome is the feeling that an individual doesn’t belong in a certain 
place, especially one with extraordinary people surrounding them. The 
‘imposter’ believes it is only through extraordinary circumstances, and not 
their own capabilities, that got them to where they are. This feeling radiated 
during my time at UCLA. For those four years, I’ve never been so unsure of my 
abilities, my efforts, and myself. I thought the book, out of the many things I 
hoped it would do, would alleviate this feeling. But it didn’t. In fact, the feeling 
grew as I came back from Europe, ready to publish my first book, and found the 
conversation around me was moving away from identity.

Cultural identity has, and always will be, a complex and touchy subject for many, 
especially first-generation and second-generation immigrant children. This isn’t
to invalidate anyone still figuring that part out (quite honestly, we’re all learning 
and appreciating), but the conversations around me, because my circle was 
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maturing and exploring, went beyond.

The conversations talked more than representation and providing reparations 
for indigenous groups in the Philippines, going above “boba liberalism”, and 
addressing the proximity and position of Asian Americans in regards to the Black 
Lives Matter movement. Though there are poems in my book that addressed 
some of these issues in a broad way, the work’s overall message was still on 
exploring identity, and trying to connect it to the present felt like a reach.

TL;DR: it felt weird and my anxiety simply flew off the rails.

What if my information is wrong? What if no one relates anymore, or cares? 
What if it just sucks?

 and most importantly:

Maybe there’s a better time, maybe when I’m more confident or when the 
conversation is relevant, for me to share my story.

A full year later since my first book published and there’s a lot I’ve learned about 
publishing, marketing, writing, and situating a conversation in the digital sphere. 
I’ve been fortunate to receive a role as editor and strategist for my publishing 
company, allowing me to guide authors through their own journey and 
marketing strategies. Back in March, it wasn’t that the marketing was difficult, 
but the feeling right to do so was the barrier. My authors are all publishing 
during quarantine, with both timely and untimely topics, which made me think 
that there’s never a good time to promote something and to just do it knowing 
how much love and blood you put into it.

I’ve also come to find that I simply have grown up. I’ve grown from the person 
who wrote those poems two years ago— I’ve come to peace with personal, 
internal conflict and am no longer immersed in the community as I once was. The 
book is a time-capsule of someone who made me who I am today, but she doesn’t 
speak for my entirety. A part of the hesitation to give my best effort came from 
the fact that I am simply not the same person. And that’s okay.

But even so, that doesn’t mean someone else isn’t in their own exploration of 
identity and culture. Or there isn’t another writer out there understanding 
themselves through poetry. And that pushed me to write this reflection today.

It isn’t about when is the right time, but rather, when is it the right time for the
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right person to come across you? And how can those times overlap if you, the 
creative maker, stifle your voice? 

It still feels weird to situate a conversation on identity because the world 
becomes more and more restless each day. But I feel restless not trying to at 
least cast the line, in hopes that the right person who needs to hear my story or 
my words gets the chance to on their own time.

As I grow confident as a writer (currently an editor, ghostwriter, and visual 
media freelancer), I’ve learned that whatever I create, whatever I want to create, 
will find its people if it is meant to. I’m still trying to believe this because anxieties 
are real, but what good is making anything if they stay hidden in the drafts?

And for all my creatives reading this: if the thought nags you at the beginning of 
the day to its end, then make it.

The world will become blurrier if you don’t.
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On a sweltering July day in the summer of 2016, gazebos lined South Pasadena’s 
weekly farmer’s market, held every Thursday near the Metro train stop. In 
simple block letters read Homeboy Bakery, and under it, an overwhelming 
amount of spiced loaves, large chocolate chip cookies, and buttery carb-y 
pastries. Behind the counter was a man- bald, tattooed, and intimidating. As I 
picked up a jalapeño-cheddar loaf, I mentioned to him that I was a huge fan of the 
bakery, its mission, and its people. He was delighted by my mention of meeting 
his company’s founder and my adoration of the company itself. When it was 
due for me to go, I didn’t have cash to purchase my loaf of bread. I was about to 
return the loaf onto the dark blue table, but the man placed his trust in me. He 
allowed me to take what I wanted, with the promise that I would return the next 
week to pay him back. Trusting a stranger. Feeling compassion. Showing love.

Homeboy Bakery is nestled in Los Angeles’ Chinatown, adjacent to their 
sister, Homegirl Cafe. Both eateries are from Homeboy Industries, a gang 
intervention program focused on pushing the “restart” button on the social lives 
of marginalized gang members.

The program offers gang members, even those who are from enemy gangs, 
employment through their many job opportunities that range from silk 
screening, solar panel installation, and, of course, bakeries and restaurants. 
Additionally, the company provides educational services, such as GRE prep, 
mental health services for domestic abuse and substance abuse, tattoo removal, 
and legal counseling. The program seeks to decrease incarceration and death 
within gang communities by emulating their slogan “Jobs, Not Jails.”

In the wake of DuVernay’s documentary, 13th, American society is gaining 
awareness of incarceration in this country. The overpopulation, unfair 
circumstance and intentional abuse and mistreatment faced by inmates scream 
“injustice.” Additionally, socio-political conversations on immigration, particularly 
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the mistreatment of young children at the US-Mexico border, has highlighted 
a perception of the “other” rather than the “human.” As a society, we have 
responded with a lack of compassion and marginalization for people we deem 
different.

Father Greg Boyle, the founder of Homeboy Industries, writes in his novel 
Tattoos on the Heart about the boundless love and compassion he has felt 
towards gang members and how this love has transformed their lives and 
their relationship with others. The novel and program come from a very loving 
place as Boyle, a white priest, emulates patience and compassion towards gang 
members, mostly Latino or Black, who have been surrounded by death and 
criminalization. It’s a touching novel that explores the marginalization gang 
members feel, regardless of their imprisonment history, because we as a society 
have pushed them and their broken narratives into a corner. People shudder 
at the thought of places with “high gang activity,” but fail to recognize that gang 
life is a response to society’s lack of compassion towards those in poverty, those 
living in under-resourced areas, and/or coming from immigrant families. The 
novel leaves the message that no matter who you are or what you have done, 
you are capable and deserving of love.

Gang life is complex, and the reasons why people enter and stay in them is 
complex in and of itself. Multiple socioeconomic factors play a role in these 
individuals’ lives, factors that are mostly out of their control. Homeboy pushes 
these technicalities aside and sees the human behind the bars who seeks help, 
compassion, and love. If only we can perceive the world in this way- with love 
rather than fear or hate. Love takes on many forms, but overall, it seems to be a 
willingness to open up without judgment or predisposition, with blind trust and 
faith, and with boundless compassion.
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White. White. White. White kings, white queens, white scandals, and white 
colonies. There is a sprinkle of Black slavery, Hispanic territories, and Native 
American displacement. There is a short paragraph on Chinese railroad workers, 
a narrative making Japan out as the WW2 bad guy, and a two-liner on the 
refugees of Vietnam. And there is, for the benefit of my people, one line about 
the Philippine-American War.

I loved history because of its storytelling narrative, but as I learn in my college 
education, I have been robbed of a history that is very much American and a lot 
more relatable and personal to my narrative than what I learned in U.S. history. It 
took me 19 years to find this voice as, not just a Filipino, but a Filipino-American.

They were called manongs. In the standard contexts, the Filipino word signifies 
respect for an older family relative. In the context of the Filipino-American 
experience, it refers to the Filipino immigrants in northern and central California 
that started it all.

Snapshot of what a “manong’s” room may have looked like in his tiny apartment
Little Manila Community Cente

A little of a history lesson: during the 1920s and 30s, a wave of immigrants from 
the Philippines continent moved to the United States. Filipinos immigrated and 
concentrated in Stockton, California. Stockton was chosen for its proximity 
to the farms that the immigrants worked in and the dense Filipino population 
that had already made a home for themselves in Little Manila. In his 1943 
semi-autobiographical novel America is in the Heart, Carlos Bulosan arrives at 
Stockton on a bus and writes “...familiar signs glowed in the coming night... I saw 
many Filipinos in magnificent suits...there must have been hundreds in the street 
somewhere..I walked eagerly among them, looking into every face and hoping to 
see a familiar one.” His novel elaborates on the illusion of the American dream, 
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the harsh realities of poverty and discrimination these manongs were forced 
to face, and the suffering of Filipinos against policemen, employers, white men, 
white women, and America itself.

I recall the hot tears that sprang in my eyes reading about the hardships Bulosan 
faced.

I remember vividly the anger rushing through my veins as I sat in my Asian 
American studies class, learning about laws against early Asian immigrants. 
Most of all, I recall the solemn sadness and heartbreak I felt, standing on the 
sidewalks of Stockton, grasping at what it must have felt like to be bloodied and 
beaten on the floor for dancing with white women in a rented out “taxi dance 
hall.” As I stare at a white, dilapidated building, I am struck with a heavy hand at 
the image of Larry Itliong and Philip Vera Cruz in those rooms, mapping out the 
United Farmworker Association’s grape strike and their painstaking deliberation 
that is forgotten from the Cesar Chavez biography. I just can’t help but think 
how much we have been erased, and in a possible case, erased ourselves, from 
the American narrative.

Even if I tried when I was younger, this history was not accessible to me because 
my recently-migrated family does not know about it, either. Our first roots in 
America started in the 90s, decades after the manongs. There was no sense of 
knowing that I had roots as a Filipino-American and can claim a connection to 
American history.

Is this what being white feels like, learning about the colonies and democratic 
government in a formal classroom? Seeing your skin and your history reflected 
on textbooks and portraits around the country? I cannot fully relate to U.S. 
history or history in the Philippines, because I am neither American nor Filipino. 
I am both, a Filipino-American, and my history has been robbed from me. My 
identification with my culture and environment have been taken from me. My 
understanding of those who have come before me have been erased, and so I, 
too, have been erased. Because, how can I truly know my capacity for strength, 
perseverance, and power in the context of this American society if I didn’t even 
know it existed?

The Filipino American experience is still under full investigation and the 
academia surrounding it turns up new information every day (Did you know 
the first female doctor graduate from Harvard was a Filipina woman?). Filipino 
organizations try to keep our history alive through classes and workshops in the 
community and attempt to shed light on our forgotten histories. This passion, 
for many, comes from finding justice for the manongs nearly forgotten about.
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