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Introduction

“You don’t have to act like a woman. You already are one.”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

It was supposed to be a soul-searching vacation brought upon by an existential crisis post-divorce. One broken marriage. One movie night with Eat Pray Love. One impulsive flight to Bali.

I wasn’t looking for answers—just space.

Then I met Dewa. A healer with calm hands, a voice like honey, and eyes that didn’t just look at me… they saw me.

He called me Hana before I ever dared to. He asked nothing—just listened, as I slipped into dresses, softness, her. Suddenly, I wasn’t Henry anymore—I was her. Feminized. Loved. Free.

I cried in sacred water. Laughed in lipstick. Tasted devotion under the stars. But now, the flight home is calling. But so is the life I found in his arms.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender romance, gradual feminization, friends to lovers, romantic comedy, crossdressing romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Eat, Pray, Be a Girl.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You
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Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

THE THING ABOUT getting divorced is that no one claps for you. There’s no party. No tearful toasts or awkward cake-cutting ceremony. Just your name in legal print next to the word dissolved and a lawyer who doesn’t even look up when he slides the final papers across the table.

I sat there staring at that word like it meant nothing. Dissolved. Like sugar in water. Like I hadn’t spent six years waking up beside her.

Jill didn’t even flinch. She just tucked her blonde hair behind her ear and said, “You can keep the plants.”

The plants.

What a joke.

My apartment looked like it belonged to someone on the verge of either starting a self-help blog or disappearing entirely. A mattress on the floor. A dead fern on the windowsill. Two mugs, one spoon, and an unopened yoga mat I’d bought during some midnight crisis.

I tried therapy. One session. The guy asked me to describe myself in three words. I said “male, Midwest, tired.” He nodded like that was deep. I never went back.

The truth was, Jill didn’t leave because of one big reason. It was a thousand little things. But if I had to pick the sharpest thorn in the bunch, it was the baby argument.

She wanted one. I didn’t.

I told her I wasn’t ready. That I needed to build something first. Something real. A solid foundation. A career that actually meant something. She said I was full of it. She was right.

I was scared. Not just of becoming a father. I was scared of becoming a version of myself I didn’t recognize.

She said I had no idea who I was.

She said I had no spine.

She said, “You act like a man, but deep down, I don’t think you even believe it.”

That one stuck.

I lost more than her. When we split, she got half of everything. And since “everything” included the money I inherited from my grandfather’s farm in Iowa, it meant she got a slice of land she never even saw.

I sold the farm right after Grandpa died. Didn’t want to deal with tractors or corn or Midwest weather. Thought I was leveling up. But after the divorce, the money was almost gone.

Turns out Chicago isn’t cheap when you’re trying to buy your identity in overpriced whiskey and rental suits.
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So that night, on a couch that felt lonelier than it had any right to be, I opened a takeout box of cold pad thai and scrolled through Netflix.

Eat Pray Love showed up in the suggestions.

I laughed out loud.

It felt like an insult. Like Netflix knew I was pathetic and wanted to rub it in with Julia Roberts wearing flowy skirts and kissing different men.

But I clicked it. Because why not.

The noodles were stale, my life was stalled, and if anyone could distract me for two hours, it was a woman who got paid to cry beautifully in Bali.

By the time she was on the boat to Italy, I was halfway through my third beer and already hating myself less.

By India, I was kind of hooked.

By Bali, I was weirdly emotional.

She smiled with this sort of peace I hadn’t seen on my own face in years.

I paused the movie and stared at my reflection in the black screen.

What the hell was I doing with my life?

I was thirty-three, technically single, financially unstable, and completely uninterested in logging into another Zoom meeting about quarterly reports.

I hadn’t laughed in weeks.

I hadn’t touched anyone in longer than that.

I hadn’t looked in the mirror and felt like I was real in… maybe forever.

I got up, brushed pad thai off my chest, opened my laptop, and typed in “flights to Bali.”

There was one leaving in two days. The price was insane. But the idea of staying here another week felt worse.

I booked it.

Then I panicked.

But it was done.

I sat back down, hit play, and watched Julia Roberts float on that damn bicycle through rice paddies, looking like she’d finally figured it out.

I didn’t want to be her. Not exactly. But I wanted that feeling.

I wanted to stop feeling like I was pretending. Like every shirt I wore, every bar I walked into, every opinion I shared—it was all some character I was playing for an audience I didn’t even care about.

I didn’t know what I was looking for.

But maybe Bali did.

Days later, I regretted everything somewhere over the Pacific.

It wasn’t even the cost of the flight or the insane layovers. It was the baby behind me who had been screaming since Guam, the fact that my knees had fused into my chest from the cramped legroom, and the moment I realized I forgot to pack deodorant.

The flight attendant smiled when she handed me a tiny bag of pretzels like it was a peace offering for my crumbling spirit.

“Is this your first time in Asia?” she asked.

“First time out of America,” I said, voice dry.

“Good luck,” she whispered with a wink, then moved on.
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The moment we landed in Denpasar, Bali’s international airport, the air changed. It wasn’t just the heat. It was like the atmosphere itself was heavier. Wet and alive. My shirt stuck to my back before I even made it off the jet bridge.

Immigration was a blur of signs I didn’t fully understand and officers who barely looked up as they stamped my passport. I must’ve said “thank you” eight times before realizing no one cared.

I grabbed my suitcase from the conveyor, surprised it actually made it with me, and wheeled it outside like a zombie in cargo shorts.

Then came the wall of sound.

Taxi drivers, hotel reps, shouting, whistling, kids running around barefoot, the thick smell of incense and fried chicken clashing in the air. I stood there, blinking, gripping my suitcase like a shield.

A man approached me, waving a laminated card with my name misspelled: "Mr. Henrit."

Close enough.

The driver’s name was Wayan, like every other Balinese man I’d read about. He had kind eyes and drove like he had no fear of death, which honestly, I kind of admired. I sat in the back seat, pressed against the window, watching scooters weave in and out of traffic like fish.

“First time Bali?” Wayan asked, glancing at me through the mirror.

“Yeah,” I said. “Needed a change.”

“Change good,” he nodded. “Bali good place for change.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I just smiled and nodded back, hoping he wouldn’t sense the midlife crisis oozing out of my pores.

Seminyak was chaos and charm and scooters and temples and surfboards leaning against every wall. My hotel was tucked behind a café with pink beanbags and avocado toast signs in handwritten chalk. The air smelled like coconut oil and exhaust.

The receptionist greeted me with a flower behind her ear and a welcome drink that tasted like cucumber soap.

“Your room is upstairs,” she said brightly. “If you need massage or motorbike, we help you.”

I thanked her and took the key.

The stairs were uneven stone and my room looked like something out of an influencer’s dream. White linens. A bamboo headboard. Mosquito netting like a bridal veil. I opened the glass doors to a tiny balcony with a view of palm trees and power lines.

It was hot.

So hot I peeled off my shirt and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling fan as it creaked and spun like it might fall on me any second.

I should’ve felt relief. Or excitement.

But mostly, I felt numb.

I dug my notebook out of my bag and flipped it open to a blank page.

“Eat Pray Leave Me Alone: A Man’s Guide to Running Away from His Own Life.”

I scratched it out.

“Eat Pray Cry on a Motorbike.”

Scratched that out too.

Finally, I wrote:

“Day 1 – Seminyak. I have no idea what I’m doing. But Julia Roberts made it look easy.”

I sighed and leaned back. The pillow smelled faintly of lemongrass.

I wasn’t brave. I wasn’t spiritual. I wasn’t even sure I was ready for anything except overpriced smoothies and maybe a tan.

But I was here.

No wife. No job. No plan.

Just me and whatever this island wanted to do with me.

The weird part? That thought didn’t terrify me.

It was kind of… freeing.

I wasn’t sure who I was anymore, but at least here, I didn’t have to pretend.

No one expected me to be Henry the provider, Henry the man with a five-year plan, Henry the husband who couldn’t commit to a baby but could recite his company’s elevator pitch in his sleep.

Here, I was just… Henrit, I guess.

Misspelled and sunburned, but maybe on the edge of something real.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

TWO DAYS after arriving in Bali, I still hadn’t figured out how to cross the street without risking my life. Scooters came from all directions like they were playing some kind of private joke. I stood on the curb in flip-flops, watching the swarm, and wondered if this was how the universe would get rid of me—flattened by a teenager on a Honda wearing a shirt that said "No Bad Days."

A honk snapped me out of it. A black van with tinted windows pulled up in front of the hotel, and a guy in aviators leaned out the window.

“You Henry?” he asked.

“Yeah?”

“I’m Made. Instagram Bali Tour.” He grinned. “Let’s go viral.”

I climbed into the van and found myself in a cloud of perfume and high-pitched laughter. Three girls were already inside—thin, tan, glowing like they’d been bathed in rosewater and compliments their whole lives.

Russian, I figured. Maybe Ukrainian. They all had matching manicures and portable ring lights.

“Hello!” one of them said, looking me up and down. “You are American?”

“Last I checked.”

They giggled. Everything I said was apparently hilarious.

We drove out of Seminyak, past temples and warungs, rice paddies and roadside shrines. The first stop was a jungle swing in Tegalalang. The girls squealed before the van even parked.

“I don’t do heights,” I mumbled, but nobody heard me.
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The swing itself was a thick rope contraption hanging over a rice terrace. From far away, it looked peaceful. Up close, it looked like a lawsuit waiting to happen.

The girls took turns going first. They shrieked as men in sarongs shoved them into the air. Flowing red and white dresses puffed up around their waists while drone cameras circled them like vultures.

“Your turn, Henry!” Made called.

“No thanks,” I said. “I’m good.”

But the girls weren’t having it.

“You must! You get amazing photos!” one of them said. “Wait, wait—” She dug into her tote and pulled out a spare dress. Long. Pink. Puffy sleeves. Ruffles like cake frosting.

I stared at it.

“Oh hell no,” I said.

She pouted. “Is for picture. No one cares. Is Bali.”

It was hot. I was outnumbered.

Five minutes later, I was cinched into the thing like a birthday balloon, standing on a wooden platform, clutching the ropes like my life depended on it.

“Smile!” one of them shouted.

The man behind me pushed, hard.

My scream wasn’t masculine. It cracked halfway through. I soared out over the rice terraces, legs flailing, the dress catching the wind like a kite.

I was sure I looked like an idiot.

But I also felt… something.

Weightless. Ridiculous. Alive.

When I finally stopped swinging, I stumbled off the platform, breathless and laughing.

One of the girls handed me my phone. “I took so many photos!”

I scrolled through them.

There I was—windblown, pink-dressed, mid-scream, eyes wide. And then, on one of the swings, I wasn’t screaming. I was smiling.

It didn’t look fake.

We stopped at a coffee plantation next. It was called something like Bali Jungle Beans. We sat under a thatched roof while a woman explained how luwak coffee was made—by feeding beans to a civet, then collecting what came out the other end.

“Is very smooth,” she promised.

I took a sip. It was decent. But all I could think was, “I’m drinking poop coffee in a borrowed dress with Russian influencers and I don’t hate it.”

What the hell was happening to me?

By the time we reached Lempuyang Temple, the sun had started to dip. The line for the famous “Gate of Heaven” photo was at least forty people long, but the girls didn’t care. They were adjusting hair, fanning themselves, checking angles.

I wandered off. The temple was high in the mountains, surrounded by mist and silence.

An old woman in a yellow sash handed me a flyer as I passed.

It was printed on cheap paper. A beach meditation group. Sunrise sessions. Free for first-timers. Location: Echo Beach. No RSVP.

I almost tossed it.

But something made me fold it up and slip it into my pocket.

The van ride back was quiet. The girls were editing photos. I was staring out the window, dress folded neatly in my lap like it had done something sacred.

That night, in bed, I opened my notebook again.

“Today I wore a dress, screamed into a jungle, and didn’t die. Might be progress.”

I didn’t know what I was becoming.

But for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t trying to be anyone at all.

The next day, the beach wasn’t even on the map.

I walked past three cafés, a surf shack, and what looked like a tattoo parlor in someone’s garage before I finally saw the tiny painted sign nailed to a coconut tree:

“Sunrise Stillness – All Are Welcome”

It pointed down a narrow path lined with mossy stones and blooming frangipani. My flip-flops made soft slapping sounds as I followed the curve of the trail. Then, like a curtain pulled back, the trees parted, and the ocean appeared.

Fine sand. Crashing waves. Salt in the air.

There were maybe ten of us. No mats. Just sarongs, towels, and awkward hellos.
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A man stood barefoot on the sand with a bamboo staff and a long linen shirt, rolled up to his elbows. His hair was pulled back in a low bun, streaked with salt and silver. His skin was the kind of gold that only came from years in the sun, not from spray tans or serums.

He looked maybe thirty-five. Or forty-five. Or timeless.

“I am Dewa,” he said, with a smile that wasn’t trying to sell you anything. “We begin by sitting. If you cannot sit, you may lie down. If you cannot lie down, you may simply breathe.”

Some people laughed. I didn’t.

Because I realized—suddenly and without warning—I hadn’t actually breathed in years.

We sat in a wide circle on the sand. The waves roared nearby, but Dewa’s voice carried like it had its own frequency.

“Most people come here to find something,” he said. “But before we find, we must learn how to see.”

He paced slowly, barefoot, stopping occasionally to draw symbols in the sand with his staff.

“You’ve all been told who you are,” he continued. “By family. By teachers. By lovers. By Instagram. But none of them live inside you.”

Someone sniffled behind me.

“Your body remembers who you were before the pretending began.”

I stared down at my knees. My borrowed board shorts. My bitten nails. My hands looked strange. Like they were trying to hold something invisible.

Then, he turned. His eyes met mine. And he spoke directly to me.

“You,” he said. “You wear your costume well.”

A couple of people chuckled. I stiffened.

“What costume?” I asked.

Dewa tilted his head. “The one you’ve been taught to believe is you.”

I felt my stomach twist. My instinct was to argue. To joke. To deflect.

But instead, I asked, “How do you know I’m wearing one?”

He smiled, soft. Patient. “Because it doesn’t fit.”

I didn’t have a comeback.

We meditated for twenty minutes, then did breathwork that made me lightheaded.

Afterward, everyone shared herbal tea from a metal thermos Dewa had brought. It tasted like lemongrass and smoke.

“I didn’t expect tea,” I said, sipping.

He looked at me. “The body needs grounding after opening.”

“Right,” I said, as if that made sense.

I stuck around as the group disbanded. Some folks stayed to swim. Others walked back up the trail in silence.

“You’re American?” Dewa asked me gently, rinsing his thermos with sea water.

“Yeah. Chicago. Well, kind of. Iowa originally.”

“Cornfields,” he said, grinning. “And big sky.”

“You’ve been?”

“No. But I listen.”

I nodded, unsure how to respond.

“Would you like to eat?” he asked. “There’s a warung here. Quiet. They serve good bubur.”

I had no idea what that was, but my stomach had been making whale noises since sunrise.

We walked to a tiny open-air café tucked behind the dunes. Plastic stools. A chalkboard menu. The smell of garlic and chili made me dizzy.

Dewa ordered for both of us.

The food came in mismatched bowls. A thick rice porridge, steamed and hot, topped with sautéed mushrooms, crispy shallots, fresh herbs, and what looked like chili oil.

“This is bubur ayam,” he said. “But no chicken. You look… vegetarian.”

I laughed. “Trying to be, is it too obvious?”

“Just a feeling.”

I took a spoonful. It was warm and rich, but soft. Gentle. Like food that wanted to take care of you.

“I haven’t had breakfast with anyone in months,” I said, mostly to myself.

Dewa didn’t pry. He just kept eating, slow and thoughtful.

“Why did you come here?” he finally asked.

I hesitated. “I watched Eat Pray Love in my underwear and booked a flight.”

He nodded like that was the most reasonable thing in the world.

“And now?”

“Now… I don’t know.”

He finished chewing, then said, “When you are ready to see her, she will appear.”

I blinked. “What?”

He looked at me carefully.

“There is a woman inside you,” he said. “Not a fantasy. Not a game. She’s been knocking for a long time. But she’s polite, so she waits.”

My heart thudded once. Loud.

“Look, I’m just—”

“You don’t have to explain anything,” he said. “I see her.”

I stared at my half-empty bowl.

Something about his voice made it impossible to lie.

For a long time, I’d felt like a blurry version of a person. Like someone tried to draw me with the wrong hand.

And now here was this stranger, saying the quiet part out loud.

“When you are ready,” he said again, tapping his chest, “you won’t need anyone else to see her. You will.”

I didn’t say anything.

But I finished the porridge. Every bite.

And I knew I wouldn’t come back.

I wasn’t sure why I came back the next day.

I told myself it was for the sunrise. The tea. The porridge.

But the truth was—I wanted to see Dewa again.

I showed up barefoot. No sunglasses this time. Just me and a towel, damp from yesterday because I didn’t have the energy to figure out laundry.

There were fewer people this morning. Two Australians in yoga pants. An old man with a long white beard and a turtle tattoo on his foot. No Russians. No cameras.

Dewa nodded when he saw me, like I was expected. Like I belonged.

We sat in the circle again, facing the ocean. He spoke about breath like it was a secret passage. He told us to listen to it without trying to control it.

“Most people think surrender means weakness,” he said. “But surrender is the bravest thing you can do when you’ve spent your whole life pretending.”

That word—pretending—sat with me longer than I wanted it to.

I closed my eyes and breathed, but my head was full of noise.

Bills. Regret. The pink dress. The feeling of my stomach dropping when I swung over the rice fields.

The smile in that photo.

Was that really me?

After the session, I sat in the sand while the others trickled away. Dewa walked over and sat beside me, knees folded, staff resting across his lap.

“Today your breath was softer,” he said.

I didn’t respond.

He pulled a thermos from his bag and poured the herbal tea into two tiny cups.
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I took a sip. Lemongrass and ginger again. Calming.

“I don’t know what I’m doing here,” I admitted. “I’m not… spiritual. I’m not even sure I believe in half the stuff you say.”

Dewa chuckled. “You don’t have to believe. Your body already knows.”

“That’s the second time you’ve said something like that.”

“It’s the second time you needed to hear it.”

I picked at the edge of the cup. My hands looked smaller in the morning light. Less sure of themselves.

“You said something yesterday,” I said, not meeting his eyes. “About… her.”

He waited.

“I don’t know what that means,” I said. “I mean—I’ve had thoughts. Feelings. Stuff I buried so deep I forgot they existed.”

“But they’re surfacing now.”

I nodded. Slowly.

“I wore that dress because I didn’t want to be a buzzkill. But when I saw myself on that swing, in that ridiculous pink thing… I looked happy. Not normal. Not manly. But—happy.”

Dewa didn’t smile or nod. He just listened.

“That scares the hell out of me,” I whispered.

“It’s okay to be scared. Change should scare you. Otherwise, it’s just rearranging furniture.”

We sat in silence, the waves shushing the rest of the world.

Then my phone buzzed.

I almost didn’t check it. But I did.

Jasper. My ex-wife’s new man.

A FaceTime request.

I answered without thinking.

Jill’s face filled the screen first. Her hair was longer now. Softer. She looked… settled.

“Wow,” she said. “You look tan.”

“Bali,” I said, forcing a smile.

“Soul-searching?” Jasper’s voice came from the side. Then his face appeared next to hers. They were on a couch. Holding hands.

Like it was normal. Like we weren’t all part of the same mess.

I wanted to hang up. I wanted to throw the phone into the ocean.

“I just called because we’re finalizing the taxes,” she said. “And I need your signature.”

“Sure,” I said, my voice flat.

“And—hey, I mean this kindly—but you’re not joining a cult, right?” she added, laughing.

I laughed too. Hollow. “No cults. Just breathing.”

They talked a bit more. I don’t remember most of it.

When the call ended, I sat there frozen, my phone clenched in both hands.

I could feel my throat tightening. My chest rising too fast.

Dewa didn’t say anything. He just sat beside me.

And that’s when I broke.

The tears came out of nowhere. Not loud. Just constant.

I wiped my face with the back of my hand, embarrassed. “God, I’m sorry. I don’t even know why I’m crying.”

“Because something ended,” he said softly. “And you’re finally ready to grieve it.”

I nodded, sniffling.

“You’re not just grieving her,” he added. “You’re grieving the man you thought you had to be.”

The words cut clean through me.

I let the tears fall. No one was watching. The sea didn’t judge me. And Dewa… he made it feel okay.

Like I wasn’t falling apart. I was finally being put back together.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

THE MOON looked unreal. Too perfect, too round, like someone had photoshopped it into the sky. I was halfway through a dragonfruit and wondering if I should just give up and fly home when a text buzzed in.

Kadek: “Full moon ceremony tonight. Wear white.”

Kadek was one of Dewa’s cousins—or maybe a niece, I hadn’t figured out the family tree yet. Everyone in Bali seemed to be cousins. She helped run the beach meditations, taught yoga near Canggu, and always smelled faintly like sandalwood.

She was younger than Dewa, but spoke with the kind of confidence that made you straighten your spine. She had this way of looking at you like she already knew what you'd been through but wouldn’t make you say it out loud.

I looked at my bag. No white clothes. Just a wrinkled off-white T-shirt and a pair of linen pants I bought from a street stall that were already starting to unravel.

I put them on anyway.

The temple was just outside Ubud. I took a Gojek scooter up winding roads through rice fields, the wind tugging at my shirt, the sky glowing darker by the minute.
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When I arrived, the air smelled like frangipani and fire.

Kadek was waiting near the entrance, her hair pulled back in a braid threaded with jasmine flowers. She wore a long white kebaya blouse and a gold sash tied tightly around her waist.

“You came,” she said, handing me a flower.

“I’m not exactly dressed for the occasion,” I said.

She smiled. “The moon doesn’t care.”

Inside, the space felt sacred without trying. No neon lights. No music. Just oil lamps flickering and the slow rhythm of feet padding across stone.

Women arranged offerings of fruit, petals, and incense on woven trays. Some men sat silently with eyes closed, palms pressed together.

Kadek leaned in and whispered, “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

She led me toward the main altar, where a woman sat on a low cushion, her posture relaxed but regal. She wore a layered white sarong and a yellow scarf that draped around her shoulders like a sunbeam.

Her name was Ibu Nyoman.

Kadek told me she was a local priestess and healer—a respected elder in their spiritual community. People traveled from all over the island to receive her blessings.

Ibu Nyoman looked up at me like she had been expecting me since before I was born. Her skin was the color of rich earth, deeply lined, and her eyes were half-lidded but sharp. She smiled with more wisdom than warmth—but not unkind.

She took my hands without asking. Hers were warm and dry.

“You carry too much,” she said, her voice low.

I laughed nervously. “Don’t we all?”

She shook her head gently. “Not yours. You carry other people’s weight. Other people’s names.”

I didn’t know what to say.

She dipped her thumb into a small brass bowl filled with thick, gold-colored paste and marked my forehead with it.

“Let go of what is not yours,” she said. “And take back what has always been.”

The ceremony started slowly. A chorus of chanting began behind us—low, rhythmic sounds that filled the air without crowding it. The smell of burning herbs swirled between the chants. I knelt down on the mat Kadek gave me and tried to keep up with the movements.

It wasn’t like anything I’d seen in church or yoga studios. It wasn’t performative. It wasn’t trying to be profound.

It just was.

Somehow that made it even more powerful.

The air felt thicker, but not heavy. My breath deepened on its own. I closed my eyes and let the sounds pull me in.

When I opened them again, Ibu Nyoman was standing right in front of me.

She didn’t say anything at first. Just looked at me.

Then she touched the center of my chest.

“You are Hana,” she said.

I froze.

“What did you say?” I asked, barely audible.

“You’ve always been Hana,” she said again. “Your body just forgot.”

My skin went cold, even in the heat.

I looked at Kadek, but she didn’t look surprised. She just gave me a soft nod.

“I never told anyone that name,” I whispered.

“You didn’t need to,” Ibu Nyoman said. “She’s been speaking through you for a long time.”

I swallowed hard. My hands were trembling, and I didn’t know why.

She stepped back and let the silence settle. No one rushed to explain. No one clapped. The chanting picked up again, slow and deep.

We ended with a water blessing. Everyone lined up. I watched as each person stepped forward, bowed, and let the priest pour sacred water over their heads.

When it was my turn, I felt something shift.

The water hit my scalp, my face, my chest.

And I felt stripped—not exposed, but clean. Like something heavy had just rolled off me and disappeared into the wet ground.

Not fixed. Not finished.

But lighter.

And when I walked out of that temple under the moonlight, flower tucked behind my ear, feet dusty and soaked, I didn’t feel like Henry.

Not completely.

Something was changing.

Something had already changed.

The next morning, I caught myself humming in the mirror.

I didn’t recognize the tune. It just showed up, like everything else had lately.

I had left the moon ceremony feeling half-floating, half-frayed. I hadn’t slept well, but it wasn’t insomnia—it was a restless kind of unraveling. Like something under my skin didn’t want to be ignored anymore.

So I went to the market.
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The street was lined with stalls selling woven baskets, knockoff sandals, and batik sarongs in every color imaginable. I wandered aimlessly until I saw a vendor with a stack of pale lavender cloth, embroidered with tiny silver fish.

“Very soft,” the vendor said, holding it up.

I ran my fingers across the fabric. It was softer than anything I owned.

“I’ll take it,” I said.

He smiled, folded it expertly, and tucked in a small bottle of coconut oil. “Gift,” he said. “For beauty.”

I didn’t argue.

Back at the guesthouse, I locked the door, stripped to my shorts, and stood in front of the mirror with the bottle in one hand and the sarong draped over my shoulder.

I poured a little oil into my palms and rubbed it in.

My legs. My arms. My chest. My neck.

The scent filled the room—sweet, warm, familiar in a way that made my throat tighten.

When I wrapped the sarong around my waist and tied it carefully, the reflection staring back at me looked like someone who had finally stopped clenching.

I tried speaking.

Just a greeting, like I was meeting someone.

But I said it softly. Gently. I lowered my voice, not to make it deeper, but to let it fall where it naturally wanted.

“Hi,” I said to the mirror. “I’m…”

I couldn’t finish the sentence.

Not yet.

I met Kadek later that day at a juice bar hidden behind a surf shop. She waved me over, sipping something bright orange and frothy.

“You look different,” she said.

“Different how?”

She grinned. “Like you’re listening to yourself more.”

I blushed. She wasn’t wrong.

“I want you to meet someone,” she said, already standing up. “You’ll love her.”

I followed her around the corner to a shaded garden café strung with hanging lights and orchids.

At a corner table sat a woman so beautiful I almost forgot how to walk.

Long black hair curled over her shoulder, skin like polished teak, a delicate gold nose ring catching the light when she laughed. She wore a green wrap dress and no shoes. Her ankles were crossed beneath her, her smile easy and open.

“Tari, this is Henry,” Kadek said. “Or Hana, depending on the day.”

Tari raised an eyebrow. “That’s my favorite kind of person.”

Her voice was soft, but not quiet. Every word had a kind of melody.

I sat down, trying not to stare.

“Tari’s a dancer,” Kadek explained. “But also… kind of a local icon.”

Tari rolled her eyes playfully. “Kadek exaggerates. I just know how to walk into a room without apologizing.”

We ordered fruit bowls and tea. Tari talked about her childhood in Gianyar, how she used to sneak into her mother’s closet and wear her sarongs sideways just to feel like the wind understood her.

“I was always like this,” she said, spearing a slice of mango. “But it took everyone else a while to catch up.”

I nodded.

“I didn’t have a name for what I was,” she continued. “No internet. No visibility. But I had mirrors. And I had daydreams. I knew I didn’t want to be seen as a boy. I wanted to be adored like my mother. I wanted softness. Music. Meaning.”

Her words settled into me like seeds.

I’d had daydreams too. Long ago.

But I had buried them in jobs and gyms and button-down shirts.

Tari turned to me. “You’re in the middle of something, aren’t you?”

I hesitated. “Feels like it.”

She tilted her head. “You know, you don’t have to land on a label today. Or ever, really. But if it feels good when you’re soft, you owe it to yourself to explore why.”

That made something inside me ache.

“It’s not a game,” I said. “I know some people might think it is.”

“No, it’s not,” she agreed. “But that’s what makes it sacred.”

I looked down at my coconut bowl. Half-melted. Pink dragonfruit staining the spoon.

“I think I’m scared that if I say it out loud, it becomes real. And then I have to deal with what I’ve ignored for years.”

Tari placed her hand over mine. Her nails were painted lilac.

“Or,” she said, “it becomes you. And that’s the real you finally being honored.”

We sat there a long time, sipping tea.

No rush.

No big declarations.

Just two women in the middle of their stories. One further along. One still figuring out what chapter she was in.

When I left, Tari kissed me on the cheek and said, “The mirror never lies. But it waits until you’re ready.”


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

IT STARTED with a whisper, not a plan. I had just finished breakfast at the guesthouse—toast with banana and instant coffee—when Maya texted me.

“Meet us at the studio. Don’t be late. Bring nothing but yourself.”

I stared at the message, heart thudding.

By “studio,” I knew she meant the loft above the eco boutique she sometimes helped run in Canggu. The one with all the open windows and paper lanterns that moved when the wind passed through.

The idea of walking in there, of seeing them, of letting anyone do things to my face and my body, should’ve made me turn off my phone.

Instead, I showered.

I shaved, carefully, as if the shape of my face depended on it. I put on a loose tank and linen shorts. Slipped on sandals. Left my room smelling like coconut soap and fear.

Maya was already there when I arrived, barefoot, hair in a loose bun, wearing a robe that looked like it belonged to a tropical witch.

“You came,” she said, her grin half-mischief, half-pride.

“Regretting it already,” I said.

“No you’re not.”

Tari arrived a few minutes later, carrying two big canvas bags and humming something low and melodic.

“Look at our girl,” she said when she saw me. “You’re glowing.”

I laughed, nervous and exposed.

“I don’t know if I’m ready.”

Tari placed her bag on the floor. “You don’t have to be ready. All we ask is willingness.”

Then she held out her hand. “Come sit.”

There was no grand chair, no makeover throne. Just a wide rattan stool in the center of the loft, framed by mirrors and light.

I sat. My knees touched. I folded my hands.
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“Phase one,” Maya said. “Deforestation.”

She was holding a tiny pot of wax and a wooden applicator stick. The smell of honey and something chemical floated up.

I blinked. “That’s for…?”

“Your arms first. Maybe your legs if you’re brave.”

“Is this… necessary?”

Tari laughed. “It’s not about necessity. It’s about choosing what makes you feel good.”

I swallowed. “And what if it makes me feel like I’m faking it?”

“Then we stop,” Maya said instantly. “The goal is euphoria, not punishment.”

But I didn’t say stop.

I let them warm the wax, test it on my wrist, and then—press. Smooth. Rip.

I yelped.

“Sorry!” Maya winced. “Okay, that was too much.”

“No, it’s okay,” I said, gripping the stool. “Just surprised me.”

We kept going. Arm by arm. Strip by strip.

With every patch of hair gone, something inside me loosened.

Like I was peeling off old rules, old shame.

It hurt. But I didn’t want to quit.

When they finished, Maya handed me a cool aloe cloth to pat on my skin.

I ran my hand over my forearm. Smooth. Too smooth.

It felt like I’d borrowed someone else’s body.

And I didn’t hate it.

“Next,” Tari said, “hair.”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a wig stand, then a long dark brown wig with soft waves. It shimmered in the light, realistic and luxurious.

“Do I need that?” I asked.

Tari raised a brow. “You want that.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Maya helped me pin back my hair, slick it flat, and slide on a cap. Then Tari lowered the wig onto my head like she was crowning me.

It was snug. Warm. Soft where it framed my cheeks.

They adjusted the part. Combed it out. Fluffed the waves until they fell past my shoulders like I'd always had them.

“Take a peek,” Maya said.

I turned to the side mirror.

I looked like someone from a memory I couldn’t quite access.

Someone I might’ve drawn as a kid.

Someone who should’ve grown up but never got the chance.

“She’s in there,” Tari said quietly, reading my face. “She’s always been in there.”

Soon after, Maya began unpacking her brushes. There were dozens of them, each neatly stored in a soft leather roll that she unwrapped like a spellbook. The sight of them made me nervous all over again.

“Now,” she said, holding up a small tube, “this is just BB cream. Nothing crazy. No heavy drag, I promise.”

Tari chimed in from the corner, “You’ll still look like you. Just… a prettier version.”

“Your English is pretty good. Did you guys grow up somewhere else?”

“Maya and I grew up listening to Britney Spears and replaying the Spice World movie.”

I sat still while Maya dabbed the cream onto the back of her hand and gently applied it to my cheeks, forehead, chin. Her fingers were light and warm. She blended it in slow circles, humming softly under her breath.

I closed my eyes.

Something about being touched like that—tenderly, without expectation—got to me more than I thought it would.

It wasn’t sexual. It wasn’t performative.

It just felt like someone was helping me become real.

She moved on to concealer, then a tiny flick of peach blush on the apples of my cheeks.

“You’ve got a soft face already,” she said. “You don’t need to change anything. Just letting the softness show.”

Tari brushed out my wig again, adjusting the part, letting some strands fall naturally across my forehead.

“Can I try lip gloss?” I asked suddenly—surprising myself.

Tari didn’t blink. “Yes, you can.”

Maya handed me a tube. Pink. A little sparkly.

I applied it slowly, staring into the mirror the whole time. My hand trembled slightly as the wand touched my bottom lip.

When I finished, I sat back and looked at myself.

She was still there. The girl from before.

But now she looked… less like a shadow.

More like someone who had always existed, just waiting for me to catch up.

I touched my neck, then my hair, then my lips again.

“You okay?” Maya asked.

I nodded, slowly. “I didn’t know I’d like it this much.”

Tari crouched beside me. “Why do you think that is?”

I swallowed. “Because I’ve always told myself this wasn’t for me. That it wasn’t allowed. That I had to pick one path and walk it forever.”

“And now?”

I blinked fast, trying not to cry.

“I feel like I stepped off that path. And I’m standing in the grass for the first time.”

Tari took my hand.

“There’s nothing wrong with grass,” she said. “Some of us were never meant to follow a straight line.”

They gave me a moment, then offered choices.

Three dresses, all borrowed from Maya’s collection: a white sun dress with a smocked top, a loose floral slip, and a pale yellow maxi dress with fluttery cap sleeves.

“This one,” I said, pointing to the yellow. “It looks like something she’d wear.”

“She?” Maya asked gently.

I nodded. “Me. I think.”

I stepped behind the folding screen, changed slowly, carefully. The dress fell just past my ankles. It was soft, airy, light against my freshly waxed skin.

When I stepped out, barefoot, they gasped—playfully, but genuinely.

“Okay,” Tari said. “This is a moment.”

Maya picked up a small gold mirror and handed it to me.

“Take a good look, Hana.”

The name hit me like warm water.

Hana.

I looked.

And for the first time, I didn’t feel like I was dressing up as anyone.

I felt like I was finally letting her breathe.

She wasn’t perfect. She wasn’t polished. But she was there.

And she looked back at me with a kind of hope I hadn’t seen in years.

I laughed through a sob.

“Wow,” I whispered.

Tari stood behind me, her chin resting lightly on my shoulder.

“She’s beautiful,” she said. “You’re beautiful.”

Maya took a photo. Just one. She didn’t ask. She just knew I’d want it later, when doubt came back knocking.

“Can I keep it on?” I asked.

Tari squeezed my hand. “You never have to take her off again, if you don’t want to.”

And in that glowing, soft-lit studio above the boutique, I believed her.

I believed me.

We left the studio just before sunset.

The air was soft, tinged with salt and clove smoke from a street vendor grilling satay nearby. The sun lit up the sky in streaks of rose gold and mango orange, and for a second, it felt like the world was dressing up too.

I walked behind Maya and Tari at first, too nervous to take the lead. Every footstep felt louder than usual, like the pavement could tell something was different.

But I didn’t turn back.

I couldn’t.

Not after what I’d seen in the mirror.

Maya looked over her shoulder and smiled. “Still with us?”

“Barely,” I said. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only to people who’ve done this before.”

Tari winked. “Besides, you don’t need to pass. You already exist.”

That sentence stayed with me as we made our way through the side streets of Canggu.

I expected stares. I expected whispers.

And yes, they came.

A guy in a tank top glanced a little too long. A woman walking her dog smiled but then did a double-take. One teenage boy whispered something to his friend in Bahasa and laughed, but I didn’t hear what he said.

Normally, I would’ve shrunk.

But now…

I just walked.

Head up. Chin soft.

I held my little woven bag close to my side like a lifeline and kept moving.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Nowhere,” Maya said. “Everywhere.”

We stopped at a roadside cart where a girl was selling iced es cendol in plastic cups.

Tari bought three and handed one to me.

“Taste,” she said.

It was sweet and milky, with green jelly ribbons and cold crushed ice. It tasted like summer in a cup.

“I’m not used to people looking at me,” I said, half-laughing into my drink.

“You will be,” she said. “And not just because of how you look. But because of who you are becoming.”

That landed somewhere deep.

We sat at a warung bench outside a souvenir shop, just sipping and watching people go by.

At some point, Maya reached into her bag and pulled out a compact mirror.

“Check again,” she said.

I opened it.

The gloss had faded slightly. A smudge of mascara dotted my lower lid. The wig was a little frizzy around the crown.

But she was still there.

Still me.

I touched the mirror lightly and whispered, “Hi.”

Tari leaned her head against mine. “It’s not about looking like a woman. It’s about looking like yourself—finally.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

Because what do you say when the thing you thought was forbidden feels like coming home?

We stayed out a while longer. Just long enough to let the light fade, just long enough for me to stop flinching at shadows.

When we finally headed back to the guesthouse, Maya hugged me tightly.

“You did it,” she said. “First day of being fully visible.”

And she was right.

It wasn’t a costume.

It wasn’t pretend.

It was the first day I let myself be seen.

When I got to my room, I didn’t want to take the dress off.

But I did. Carefully.

I laid it on the bed like something sacred.

Then I sat down, took a photo of myself in the mirror again, and saved it in a folder labeled:

“Hana – Day One.”

Later that night, I showed up to the warung in the yellow dress.
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I thought I’d chicken out and change before I left the guesthouse. But when I looked at the other clothes in my bag—those boring, stiff, masculine things—I couldn’t bring myself to take her off.

I walked in feeling like a balloon with a slow leak. Floating, but fragile.

The warung was small. Four tables. One old fan spinning halfheartedly in the corner. The smell of grilled pork and lemongrass hit me the second I walked in.

Dewa was already there, sitting at a table by the window with two glasses of water and no phone in sight.

Of course.

He looked up and paused.

For a moment, he didn’t say anything.

Then he smiled.

Slow. Warm. The kind that started in the corners of his eyes.

“Hana,” he said. Just like that. No hesitation.

I sat down across from him, suddenly aware of everything—my smooth arms, the wig, the way my lip gloss probably faded from the walk.

“Is it… too much?” I asked, folding my hands in my lap.

“It’s not enough,” he said, then shrugged. “I mean that in the best way.”

I laughed, blushing. “I almost didn’t come like this.”

“I’m glad you did.”

The server came over and rattled off the specials in Bahasa. Dewa nodded along, then turned to me.

“They have babi guling tonight. The full roast.”

“Oh, the pig…” I said. “Um. I’ve been… trying to eat more vegetarian lately.”

He didn’t tease me. Just smiled and said, “Then we can order the sayur urap. And maybe a little of the pork for balance?”

I hesitated.

“You don’t have to,” he added quickly. “But Bali is all about harmony. Sometimes our body craves what the soul’s been avoiding.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I nodded.

“Okay. A little.”

We ordered both. And rice. And tea.

I took a sip of water and stared at the table.

“You’re quiet,” he said.

“I feel like if I start talking, I won’t stop.”

He leaned in slightly. “Try me.”

I glanced around. The other tables were mostly empty. One couple sat in the back, laughing quietly.

“I’ve been remembering things lately,” I said. “Things I buried so deep I forgot they happened.”

“Tell me one.”

“When I was five,” I began, “I used to play with my cousin’s Barbie dolls. I loved brushing their hair, changing their outfits. I’d hide them in my backpack and bring them home. One day, my dad found them.”

Dewa didn’t interrupt.

“He got so mad. Said I was embarrassing him. He spanked me. Not a light one, either. He told me I had to act like a man. That boys don’t play with dolls. That I was weak.”

My throat tightened.

“I stopped after that,” I said. “I started hiding everything. Even from myself.”

Dewa’s eyes didn’t flinch. “That’s a heavy mask to wear for so long.”

“I didn’t realize how heavy until I took it off.”

He nodded.

“You know,” I continued, “I used to joke about people like me. Make fun of feminine guys. I thought if I laughed first, no one would notice I was one of them.”

Dewa didn’t shame me.

Instead, he said, “Survival teaches strange strategies.”

The server returned with the food. A plate of shredded roast pork, crispy skin glistening, and a bowl of warm sayur—steamed vegetables with spiced coconut. The smell was rich and nostalgic, though I couldn’t say why.

I tried the sayur first. Earthy. Spicy. Then, slowly, I took a piece of pork.

The flavor hit hard.

Warm. Crispy. Juicy. A little too good.

Dewa watched me chew. “Still vegetarian?”

“Still confused,” I said with a grin.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. I kept stealing glances at him between bites.

The way he moved—calm, steady, grounded—made me feel like maybe I wasn’t floating after all. Maybe I had somewhere to land.

After a while, I asked, “Have you always done this?”

“Done what?”

“Seen people. The way you saw me.”

He paused, wiping his mouth with a napkin. “I try not to see who people pretend to be. That’s the part that lies. I listen to what doesn’t speak.”

I swallowed.

“Am I pretending now?” I asked quietly.

“No,” he said. “You’re finally letting go of the act.”

I felt tears pressing at the corners of my eyes.

“I’m scared,” I admitted.

“Of what?”

“That I’m not enough. Or too much. Or too late.”

Dewa reached across the table and gently took my hand.

His fingers were warm.

“You’re exactly on time.”

I looked down. “Sometimes I feel like Hana is just a dream. That I’ll wake up and be Henry again, and none of this will be real.”

He squeezed my hand.

“Then let me ask you this,” he said. “When your flight leaves Bali… do you want to return as Henry?”

I didn’t answer right away.

The fan creaked overhead. A dog barked in the distance.

Dewa didn’t rush me.

He just waited.

After a long pause, I whispered, “I don’t know.”

He nodded, as if that was okay.

“But I know I don’t want to leave yet.”

“Then stay,” he said. “Stay until you’re ready to answer that question. With your whole heart.”

I smiled, finally.

Because for the first time, the future didn’t feel like a punishment.

It felt like a choice.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

WE LEFT BEFORE sunrise the next day, before the roosters even started. The sky was still a soft purple, like it hadn’t made up its mind yet, and the streets were empty aside from a few shopkeepers lighting incense in their doorways.

Dewa picked me up on his motorbike. I wore a borrowed white kebaya top and a long batik sarong that Maya had taught me how to tie. My sandals felt too delicate for the road, but Dewa said it was fine. “We’re not rushing,” he told me. “Today is for slow things.”

The ride up into the hills was quiet. I didn’t talk much. Neither did he.

But the silence didn’t feel awkward. It felt full.

The kind of silence that wraps around you like a shawl.

We reached Tirta Empul just as the morning mist was lifting from the rice fields. The temple entrance was wide and ornate, carved with swirling patterns of gods and demons locked in a cosmic dance.

I followed Dewa past the ticket booth and into the heart of the temple grounds. The air smelled like stone and flowers, like earth after a long sleep.

“You know why we’re here?” he asked me.

I shook my head.

“This is where people come to cleanse,” he said. “Not just the body. The heart. The spirit.”

I nodded slowly.

He led me to a small changing area where I was handed a fresh green sarong and a yellow sash. I wrapped them around my clothes, tucking them carefully. The coolness of the fabric made me feel grounded.

When I stepped back out, Dewa was already barefoot, standing at the edge of the water.
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The purification pools stretched out in front of us—stone basins filled with sacred spring water, fed by spouts shaped like lion heads. The water was clear and cold, bubbling like it carried secrets.

He motioned for me to follow him into the shallow end.

We waded in together. The cold hit instantly—up my legs, through my chest. I gasped.

“Breathe,” he said. “Let it sting. Let it wake you up.”

We stood beneath the first spout.

“Each one is for something,” he explained. “This one is for letting go. When you’re ready, place your hands together, bow your head, and let the water hit you. Stay until it hurts a little.”

I nodded.

He stepped aside.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and stepped forward.

The water hit the back of my head and ran down my shoulders. Cold, sharp, alive. I held my breath, then exhaled slowly.

I thought of my dad. My ex-wife. My old name. The boy I pretended to be.

Let go.

Let go.

I moved to the next spout. Then the next.

Forgiveness. Gratitude. Clarity.

Dewa stood nearby, silent, eyes closed, his presence steady like a tree.

By the time I reached the seventh spout, my knees trembled. Not from cold. From something else.

At the eighth, I broke.

I stepped under the water and something inside me cracked wide open.

The tears came fast. Not sobs. Just hot, quiet streams that ran down my cheeks and mixed with the water from the spring.

I didn’t try to stop them.

I let them fall.

I let them say everything I couldn’t.

I don’t want to be a man.

I don’t want to pretend anymore.

I want to be free.

I want to be her.

I want to be Hana.

When I stepped back from the spout, Dewa was waiting. He opened his arms, and I stepped into them like it was the most natural thing in the world.

We didn’t say anything.

He just held me.

Tight, but not too tight.

Long enough for me to remember I had a body. Long enough for me to believe I had a soul.

My face was still wet when I whispered, “Thank you.”

He pulled back, brushing a strand of wet hair from my cheek.

“You didn’t need permission,” he said. “But I’m glad you claimed it.”

We walked the rest of the temple barefoot. My sarong clung to my legs. My body felt lighter. Like I had dropped a suitcase I didn’t even know I was carrying.

There were statues of gods and goddesses around us, their faces serene, arms raised in blessing.

At one point, I caught my reflection in a sheet of still water near the koi pond.

I didn’t see Henry anymore.

Not even in the eyes.

It was Hana.

New. Raw. But real.

We left the temple just as the sun broke through the clouds. Light spilled across the courtyard, catching the edges of my wet hair and turning everything gold.

Dewa handed me a towel and said, “You look radiant.”

I didn’t argue.

For the first time, I believed him.

When I got back to my room, the air smelled like jasmine and laundry soap.

The sarong was still damp from the temple. I hung it over the edge of the bamboo chair and sat cross-legged on the bed, trying to replay every second of the morning. The water. Dewa’s arms. My own tears.

I thought I’d cry again, but I didn’t. I just felt quiet.

The knock on the door came gently. Two soft taps.

I opened it to find Maya standing there, holding an iced coffee and a small pink notebook. Her lips were glossed and her curls were pinned up with a gold clip.

“You look so soft,” she said. “Like someone who got reborn without the hospital bill.”

I smiled and stepped aside to let her in.

She sat on the edge of my bed and placed the journal on my lap. The cover was pastel pink, soft-touch matte, with tiny gold stars embossed in the corner.

“For you,” she said.

I ran my hand over the cover. “What’s this for?”

“For writing to yourself. Not the old self. The new one. The real one.”

I opened it. The first page was blank. So was the second. I flipped through slowly.

“You really think I can do this?” I asked.

She raised her brows. “Do what? Be you?”

I nodded.

“I think you already are. The rest is just documentation.”

I laughed under my breath, then leaned in to hug her.

She held on tight. “I came to say goodbye, too.”
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I pulled back. “Wait—what?”

“I’m leaving Bali,” she said. “I got accepted into a mentorship program in Jakarta. A celebrity makeup artist, one of his clients is Luna Maya. Big-time. Crazy opportunity.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s… amazing.”

“It is,” she said, her eyes glimmering. “But a little heartbreaking, too.”

I nodded. “Because you’re leaving this version of yourself behind.”

She touched my cheek. “And because I don’t get to watch you bloom in person.”

My throat tightened again, but I managed to say, “You gave me more than makeup.”

“I didn’t give you anything,” she said. “I just dusted off the mirror. You were always there.”

After she left, I sat with the journal in my lap for a long time. I stared at the first page. Then, without really thinking, I wrote:

Dear Hana,
You made it through another day. And today, the world didn't fall apart.

I signed it with a shaky heart drawn at the bottom.

That night, I put on the yellow sundress again.

Not because anyone told me to. Not because I had company.

Because I wanted to.

I slipped into it slowly. Smoothed it over my hips. Brushed out the wig, just slightly. Dabbed on some gloss.

Then I walked out into the night alone.

It was my first time being her without backup.

No wig, just a hairclip. No Maya. No Tari. No Dewa waiting nearby to whisper words of reassurance.

Just me.

My heart pounded the second I stepped into the street. Every footstep echoed louder than usual. The hem of my dress swished around my calves like it had its own rhythm.

The sidewalks were busy. Young couples, barefoot surfers, a few older tourists carrying shopping bags.

I passed a group of guys sitting outside a warung. One of them looked up. Did a double take.

“Hey,” he called out. “You look beautiful.”

I froze.

He wasn’t mocking me.

He was smiling. Not creepy. Just sincere.

“Thanks,” I said, and kept walking.

A few more steps down, two men on scooters passed. One whistled. The other said something in Bahasa I couldn’t catch.

I held my breath.

Then exhaled.

They kept going.

I kept walking.

And nothing happened.

I wasn’t chased. I wasn’t called out.

The world didn’t end.

In fact, the world kind of… smiled back.

I stopped at a Circle K convenience store and bought an iced tea, clutching the bottle like it was a trophy. The cashier gave me a nod. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink.

I walked all the way to the beach. The moon was high, the sand cool beneath my feet.

I sat down near the rocks and opened the pink journal again.

Dear Hana,
You went out alone tonight. In a dress. And people saw you. And you didn’t disappear.

I underlined it twice.

The waves rolled in and out. Gentle, forgiving.

And in that moment, under a silver sky, I wasn’t afraid anymore.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

THE CLIFFS of Uluwatu didn’t look real. It was like someone had cut the island clean and let the sky pour in. The edge of the world felt sharper there, like it could slice through whatever story you brought with you.

Dewa rode with one hand on the handlebars and the other holding mine gently against his stomach. I’d gotten used to riding behind him, my dress fluttering behind me like a second skin, the ocean wind blowing strands of my wig loose around my cheeks.

We parked in the gravel lot outside the temple complex. I stepped off the bike and adjusted my sarong. I wore a soft blue sundress today—fitted at the waist, cottony, with thin straps that made me feel a little exposed but quietly proud.

He walked beside me, and as we neared the ticket booth, the woman behind the glass gave us a wide smile.

“Dua orang. Husband and wife?” she asked, holding out two paper tickets.

Dewa said nothing. He just nodded politely.

I blinked. My throat caught.

I didn’t correct her.

She handed me my ticket like I belonged there. Like I was the kind of woman who came to temples with her husband on warm Bali evenings.

We followed the crowd into the open-air amphitheater. The sky was starting to blush with sunset, streaks of coral and purple melting into the sea below the cliffs.

We sat on the stone steps, Dewa’s arm brushing against mine, our tickets folded into little fans in our hands.

“This is the Kecak dance,” he said. “It’s not just performance. It’s ceremony.”

I nodded, eyes wide.
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As the sun dipped lower, men began to enter—dozens of them, bare-chested and wrapped in black-and-white sarongs. They sat in a wide circle and started to chant.

No drums. No instruments. Just voices.

Overlapping. Intertwining. Building.

“Cak-cak-cak-cak-cak.”

It rattled something inside me.

The sound was hypnotic, pulling everything else—thoughts, fear, ego—into the background.

Then came the characters.

The monkey god Hanuman. The demon king Ravana. The kidnapped queen Sita.

Dewa leaned in, whispering the story in my ear as the dancers moved.

“It’s from the Ramayana,” he said. “Ravana steals Sita. Rama tries to save her. Hanuman helps. But it’s not about the fight. It’s about devotion.”

I watched Sita being led across the circle of fire by masked demons.

“She stays loyal to Rama,” he said, “even when she’s trapped. That’s what makes her powerful.”

The flames danced between them. The chanting rose.

My hand found his without thinking.

He held it tightly.

Not like an answer. Not like a question.

Just something true.

When Hanuman leapt through the fire, unburnt, the crowd gasped. The chanting turned frenzied. I felt it in my chest like thunder.

The air was thick with heat, smoke, and something holy.

When it ended, the sky had turned dark.

We didn’t speak as we walked out. The ocean roared below. Dewa held my hand like it had always been his.

I didn’t want to let go.

And neither did he.

We found a quiet stretch of beach near Padang Padang, far from the crowd. The moon hung low, bloated and soft, making the ocean look like silver glass.

Dewa led the way down a narrow path through wild shrubs and limestone boulders until we reached the sand. He laid out his sarong like a blanket and sat down cross-legged.

I hesitated a moment before sitting beside him, my bare shoulder brushing his arm. I could still hear the echo of the chants from the fire dance in my chest.

“I’m not used to being called someone’s wife,” I said, trying to sound light.

He turned to me. “Did it feel wrong?”

“No,” I admitted. “That’s the scary part.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes, listening to the waves. My heart felt too full, like it was trying to tell me something before my brain could catch up.

Dewa picked up a handful of sand and let it spill through his fingers.

“You’ve changed so much since you arrived,” he said. “But none of it feels like a disguise. It feels like someone coming home.”

I looked down. “Sometimes I still feel like I’m pretending. Like this is all some beautiful accident I don’t deserve.”

He reached over and took my hand, just like he did at the temple.

“I’m in love with you,” he said, like it wasn’t up for debate.

My throat went dry. “You mean... now? Like this?”

He nodded. “Not with who you were. With who you are. With who you’ve always been trying to be.”

I looked at him, really looked. His eyes were steady. His jaw tense but soft. There wasn’t a flicker of doubt in him.

I leaned in. He did too.

Our lips met gently, like testing the edge of something sacred. He kissed me with a kind of slowness I hadn’t known I needed.

But then I pulled back.

“Wait,” I said. “I’m scared. I still feel like a fraud sometimes. I look in the mirror and love her... and then there’s still this voice that says I don’t get to be her. Not fully.”

Dewa brushed his thumb against my cheek.

“Love doesn’t wait for permission from pain,” he said. “But we can go slow. We go only where you want.”

I nodded. I kissed him again.

And this time, I didn’t stop.

We lay back on the sarong, the stars above us and the world below fading into hush.

He touched me like every part of me mattered. No fear. No shame. Just awe.

I wanted to give something back.

I kissed down his chest, trembling, nervous, but sure. His skin tasted like salt—something novel yet addictive. When I reached him, I instantly knew that the stereotypes about Asian men were nothing but lies. He was big, throbbing, almost oppressive.

I was scared, but I was in love, and I wanted to make him happy. I’d never held another man’s penis before. Slowly, I took him in my hands and then into my mouth. I moved slowly, learning his rhythm, his breathing.
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“Hana…”

He let out a low groan, not loud, just real.

And I didn’t stop.

I didn’t hold back.

I swallowed all of him.

Because in that moment, I wasn’t trying to prove that I was a man. I wasn’t trying to perform.

I just wanted to be close.

Closer than skin.

Closer than words.

I pulled back and looked up at him, my lips wet, my chest rising fast.

“I feel like we’re one,” I whispered—his love liquid still streaming down my throat. He pulled me up into his arms. And we stayed that way for a long time.

No pretending.

No masks.

Just me.

Hana.


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

I PACKED everything twice. The room looked smaller without my things in it. The sarong hanging over the chair. The pink journal tucked into my backpack. The yellow dress folded neatly on top of my sandals. My wig stand was still perched by the window, tilted like it was waiting for me to change my mind.

I sat on the edge of the bed, holding my plane ticket like it might burn through my palm.

Chicago.

The word felt foreign now. Like an address to a house I hadn’t lived in for years.

I walked through the guesthouse slowly, taking in every corner. The lemon tree out front. The cracked tile in the hallway I always stepped over. The little chime near the gate that never rang unless the wind was just right.

Kadek was the first to say goodbye. She waited by the garden steps, holding a tiny cloth pouch filled with essential oils.

“For sleep. For courage. For softness,” she said. “Don’t let America make you forget.”

I hugged her tightly, breathing her in.

Tari showed up right after, wrapped in a green floral kimono, her lips a perfect berry red. She pulled me into a hug before handing me a lipstick tube.

“Wear it on the plane,” she said. “Or when you feel like hiding. Let the world see what you chose.”

It was deep mauve. Bold. Feminine without apology.

“You changed my life,” I told her.

“You changed your own,” she said. “I just got to watch.”

I cried a little.

She let me.

When Dewa arrived, he didn’t say much.

He helped me bring my suitcase down the path to the gate. I walked behind him, my sandals brushing dust from the stone.

At the entrance, he stopped.

The air was heavy with heat and something else.
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He looked at me, eyes unreadable, and asked, “Are you sure this is what you want?”

I swallowed hard.

“I think I need to try,” I said. “I need to go back and build a life. A real one. As her. As me.”

He nodded slowly. “Then I’ll trust you to know your own heart.”

I reached for his hand. Held it.

“Will you wait for me?” I asked.

He smiled gently. “I’ll keep the water warm.”

I leaned up and kissed him.

It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t desperate.

It was something soft, something final without being goodbye.

“I’ll stay in touch,” I promised.

He nodded, but didn’t let go of my hand until I stepped past the gate.

And even then, I felt it.

Like part of me was still standing there with him.

The airport smelled like air conditioning and stale coffee.

I moved through it like I was floating. My dress clung to my thighs. My wig itched under the fluorescent lights. My fingers kept reaching for something—my journal, a hand to hold, anything.

I kept my sunglasses on, even inside. I told myself it was to hide the redness in my eyes, but the truth was, I didn’t want to be recognized. Not as Hana. Not as Henry. Just as a woman passing through, anonymous, unreadable.

Security asked me to step aside.

“Random check,” they said.

They asked for my passport. They looked at the name, then at my face.

I smiled politely. Said nothing.

The officer gave a small nod and waved me through.

My heart kept racing even after I slipped my sandals back on.

At the gate, I sat with my knees together, hands clasped, staring at the digital board that said TPE Taiwan Taoyuan International Airport in bold white letters. My first layover back to the States.

It didn’t feel like home.

Not anymore.

I pulled out my journal and flipped to the last entry.

Dear Hana,
You’re doing the hard thing. You’re choosing to live your truth where no one knows you yet. Maybe that’s brave. Maybe it’s foolish. But maybe it’s both.

I stared at the words until they blurred.

Then I looked up.

And saw it.

A wall-size advertisement. Julia Roberts, smiling in soft-focus, barefoot on a cobblestone street. Her eyes were dreamy. Her hair perfect. The tagline across the top read:

GOING HOME? THIS IS NOT THE RIGHT WAY.
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I froze.

Something inside me cracked open.

I closed my journal slowly.

And I started to cry.

Not the silent, composed kind.

The ugly, can’t-breathe, body-shaking kind.

People stared. I didn’t care.

Because in that moment, I knew.

I wasn’t going home.

I was home.

And I was about to leave it.

I grabbed my phone, hands trembling, and scrolled until I found Dewa’s number.

The line rang once.

Twice.

“Hello?” he answered.

I couldn’t speak. I just cried.

“Hana?”

I took a shaky breath.

“I want to stay,” I whispered. “Not as a guest. Not for another chapter. I want to build something here. I want to grow something real.”

Silence.

Then:

“Come home,” he said. “Now.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too,” he said. “You’ve always had a place here. You just needed to choose it.”

I hung up.

Stood up.

Walked straight out of the boarding line.

No one stopped me.

No alarms went off.

Just the sound of my sandals hitting the floor.

Step by step.

Back toward the life I was meant to live.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

TWO YEARS later, I no longer flinched when someone said my name. Hana. It rolled off people’s tongues like it had always belonged to me.

I had been on hormones for a year now. The changes were subtle yet surprising. Softer skin. Slight tenderness in my chest. Emotions that used to trickle now spilled like rain.

My body curved in places it hadn’t before.

Not dramatic. Not overnight.

But mine.

My thighs touched. My waist narrowed. My face grew rounder, and I liked the way my cheekbones softened into something warm and kind.

I still wore wigs sometimes, but more out of fun than need. My real hair reached past my shoulders now—wavy, unruly, kissed by the Bali sun.

I wore dresses without second-guessing it.

I held Dewa’s hand in public without looking around first.

We lived together just outside Ubud, in a bamboo house built on the edge of a jungle path where the frogs sang loud and the stars didn’t care who you were.

We weren’t married. Not officially. Not legally.

But we built something truer than ceremony.
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We called it Sundari Sanctuary.

It started small—just us, a few cushions, and a pot of herbal tea.

Now we had a full schedule. I did all the marketing online while Dewa taught morning breathwork and movement. I also led afternoon sessions on self-image and feminine embodiment. We offered massages, moon rituals, herbal facials, and space.

Space to be.

Space to soften.

Tourists came and went, some looking for detox, some for themselves.

Not all of them understood. But the ones who needed it always found us.

Sometimes a woman would sit in front of me and cry without saying a word.

Sometimes they brought their sons.

Sometimes their husbands came alone, broken and unsure.

But mostly, they were people like me.

People who had been told to quiet something inside them for too long.

Dewa and I didn’t talk about forever.

We just lived it.

He still walked barefoot everywhere, still made his own coconut oil, still kissed my forehead every morning before opening the windows.

I still wrote in the pink journal Maya gave me.

Still wore the lipstick Tari left behind.

Kadek visited sometimes. We’d laugh late into the night and tell her she should run a yoga class again. She’d roll her eyes and say, “Only if you serve me pancakes after.”

I made pancakes for all of us the last time she came. Blueberry.

The house smelled like laughter and cardamom for hours.

One afternoon, I sat on the balcony after everyone had gone. The sun was starting to dip, the jungle casting long gold shadows over the retreat center.

I pulled out a postcard from a stack of blank ones we sold in the lobby. It had a photo of our little garden altar on it—flowers, marigolds, rice, and incense in a handmade offering bowl.

I took a pen and wrote:

Dear Henry,
You were always her.

Love,
Hana

I placed it in the wooden box where guests left their intentions.

Then I closed my eyes.

And smiled.
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Because this—this whole life—wasn’t a fantasy.

It was mine.

And I had chosen it.

Every single day.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Eat, Pray, Be a Girl? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Eleven fine femboys, feminized by chance, self-discovery, and love.”
This is an illustrated novella collection, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy! No cross-additions guaranteed. You won’t find these best-selling stories in any of my other collections.


Story 1 – Secret Girlfriend
I didn’t expect that the price to pay to be walking the hallways with them would entail me, serving the jocks food and drinks every weekend… in his sister’s clothes.


Story 2 – Becoming My Mother
Little did I know, it was the beginning of a new role that I’d never imagined I’d assume to heal my stepfather’s wounded heart.


Story 3 – Female ID
It was only the beginning of something more challenging. Something that would compromise the life I’d gotten so used to living.


Story 4 – In The Navy
I didn’t expect that I’d be asked to slip into something more appropriate for the bedroom and not the ocean. Something that was so out of character and out of my job description. But then again, he was the Captain, it was his ship, and I had to follow his orders...


Story 5 – Cheerleader By Chance
When I met the cheer captain… everything changed. Even my wardrobe!


Story 6 – The Secretary
Being his secretary not only opened me to a world of lingerie, dresses, and scintillating shoes. He also bossed me around to unleash the yearning and absolutely gorgeous woman within me.


Story 7 – Old Maid
When I stumbled upon the chance of discovering my glamorous alter ego and the chance at love, I started questioning if I was still okay with being the male version of an old maid.


Story 8 – Angel Baby
She was beautiful, kind, and had all the answers to my questions. But then, she started telling me to try the shoes of another person, and that pair… had six-inch heels.


Story 9 – My Crazy Girl
One night, I met that drunk girl in the subway station, my crazy girl who showed me how femininely beautiful this world could be and left me questioning if I was ready for it.


Story 10 – Miss Meow
During one of my overtimes, I decided to wear one of my creations—the ones that he deemed were trash. Soon after, night after night, I would prowl the dark streets and discover facets of myself in my tight and glossy leotard—letting everyone know how extraordinarily fun it was to be Miss Meow.


Story 11 – After Midnight
My hands started having a life of their own and clicked the Women’s Shoes category and then the cosmetics section. I thought the mystery ended with girly things. Little did I know, my nights would turn sleepless—prowling and yearning to satiate my novel hunger for… men. 

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Femboy Diaries


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of e-mails but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“You’re softer now. Walk like your thighs know it.”

It was just an old book. No title, no author—just a single line scrawled inside: “She who reads, will become.”

I should’ve put it back on the shelf. Instead, I woke up in another world. In a silk robe. With breasts.

Suddenly, I wasn’t Burt anymore—I was Bethany Tilly. A concubine in a violent empire. Trained to serve, softened by magic, and handed over to a war general named Franklin Winston.

The strange part? My body changed, but it felt… right. More right than it ever had before.

And him? He saw me. Touched me like I was never meant to be anything else. Now I have to decide: Tell him who I am? Or let the past stay lost forever?

Read The Femboy Concubine

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.

	[image: A person in a blue dress  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a pink suit  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a uniform  Description automatically generated]


Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Eat, Pray, Be a Girl.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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