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Introduction

“The oils and the bikini are part of your surfing lessons.”
This is an illustrated romance novel, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I used all my savings to fly to the Philippines—Siargao, to be exact, for one reason: to learn how to ride the waves like a man who finally had his life together.

Instead, I found Ramon Dela Cruz.

He’s the island’s most feared and desired surf instructor—broad-shouldered, impossibly masculine, and far too intense for my comfort. He doesn’t teach tourists in groups. He doesn’t tolerate whining. And when he offers to train me alone on a secret islet called Babaylan, I say yes before I can think better of it.

That’s when everything changes.

The oils he rubs into my skin make me stronger in the water… and softer everywhere else. My body starts shifting in ways that should terrify me—smoother skin, fuller curves, breasts, hips, and a face so pretty I barely recognize myself. The more feminine I become, the better I surf. The better I surf, the harder it is to stop.

Soon, I’m no longer just learning the waves.

I’m learning how it feels to be wanted as a woman.

But Siargao is no ordinary island, and Ramon is no ordinary man. When a storm nearly kills me, and his touch becomes the only thing keeping me together, I have to face the truth I’ve been running from my whole life:

Did I come to Siargao to become a better man… or the woman I was always meant to be?

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: The Summer I Became a Girl: A Magical Feminization Romance in Siargao is a steamy magical transformation romance full of transgender transformation, tropical longing, forced proximity, island sensuality, surfing lessons, feminization, emotional surrender, and a deeply satisfying happily-ever-after.

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 The Summer I Became 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
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I HAD SPENT the last six months turning Siargao into a personality disorder. It started with one surf clip and ended with me draining my savings account like I was funding a spiritual emergency.

Every night after work, I would sit in my apartment in Chicago, loosen my tie, microwave something depressing, and then spend three straight hours watching other people live the life I wanted. Cloud 9 at sunrise. Tanned surfers with impossible balance. Girls in tiny bikinis drinking out of coconuts. Vloggers talking about how they came to Siargao for two weeks and somehow never left, because the island had “changed them.”

I hated those people.

I also wanted to become one of them.

At twenty-six, I was already terrified my life had flattened out before it had even properly started. I was an entry-level finance analyst, which sounded more impressive than it felt. Mostly it meant spreadsheets, long hours, cleaning up decks for people who made six times my salary, and pretending not to notice that my entire adult personality had become caffeine, Outlook, and low-grade dread. I wasn’t poor, exactly, but I wasn’t rich enough to be reckless either, which made what I was doing even dumber.

I had burned through almost all my savings to book three months in Siargao.

Not because I was brave. Because I was scared I would never do anything bold unless I cornered myself into it.

So I cut back on everything for months. No casual online shopping. No overpriced dinners. No random weekends out. I sold a few things, skipped a few things, transferred money around with increasingly dishonest optimism, and kept telling myself this wasn’t a vacation. It was a reset. A pivot. A better use of money than letting it sit in my account while I slowly became one of those tired men with a standing desk and no story.

By the time the plane started descending, my heart was pounding so hard it actually annoyed me.

From above, Siargao looked fake. The water was too blue, the little roads too neat, the green too bright. It looked like some place a startup founder would describe as “healing” right before cheating on his girlfriend. I pressed my forehead to the window anyway.

This was it.

This was the island I had built up in my head so aggressively that it had started to feel like a dare.

The heat hit me the second I stepped outside the airport. Not just heat, but thick, damp air that wrapped around my body like it wanted to remind me I wasn’t in Chicago anymore. By the time I got my bag and found the van going to General Luna, there was already sweat at the base of my neck.

“First time in Siargao, sir?” the driver asked as he tossed my duffel into the back.

“Is it that obvious?”

He laughed. “Surfing?”

“Trying to.”

That got another laugh out of him, the kind that suggested he had seen a thousand men arrive with exactly that same hopeful stupidity.

The drive to General Luna should have felt magical, and parts of it did. Palm trees, little roadside shops, scooters flying past with suicidal confidence, surf signs everywhere, flashes of sea between buildings. Dogs sleeping in patches of shade. Laundry hanging out behind houses. Fruit stands. Tricycles. A kind of beautiful mess.

But when we got into General Luna proper, what struck me first wasn’t paradise.

It was competition.

That was the weird thing. After months of consuming Siargao online like it was some untouched tropical fantasy, the actual place, at least at first, felt less like escape and more like Chicago in beachwear. Not literally, obviously. There were no bank towers, no gray sidewalks, no men in quarter-zips speed-walking to meetings. But the energy was familiar. Busy. Curated. A little performative. Everybody looked like they were trying to become a shinier version of themselves.

Back home the currency was salaries, promotions, apartments, and who looked busiest. In General Luna, it seemed to be tans, boards, abs, scooters, and the ability to act like you belonged there.

There were tourists everywhere. More than I had expected, honestly. Girls in expensive little resort outfits and bikini tops. Guys with boards and tattoos and shoulders that made me instantly regret every gym session I had ever mistaken for progress. Couples in linen. Backpackers. Digital nomads who probably described themselves as “location independent” with a straight face. The whole place had the same low hum of aspiration I knew from finance, only here it came wrapped in coconut oil and sunlight.

And somehow that made me feel better and worse at the same time.

Better, because I didn’t feel like the only outsider.

Worse, because now I had other outsiders to compare myself to.

I checked into my guesthouse and carried my duffel into a room that was small, warm, and definitely not luxurious, but I didn’t care. It had a bed, a fan, a little bathroom, and a narrow balcony overlooking a sandy side lot where a few scooters were parked under a leaning coconut tree. I stood there for a second, listening to the distant buzz of traffic and voices, and felt something in my chest loosen.

I was here.

Not fantasizing. Not pricing flights I wouldn’t book. Not stalking surf schools online during lunch breaks. Actually here.

I should have unpacked. Instead, I showered fast, changed shirts, fixed my hair in the mirror with more effort than I wanted to admit, and headed straight back out. I had not flown halfway across the world to sit in a humid guesthouse room and admire my own initiative.

I wanted to see Cloud 9.

That name had annoyed me for months. It sounded too perfect, too on-brand, too made for drone footage. But when I finally got there and saw the boardwalk stretching out over the water, with the waves lifting beyond it in clean, dangerous sets, I shut up immediately.

It was gorgeous.

Not soft gorgeous. Not honeymoon gorgeous. It was the kind of beautiful that made you aware of your own insignificance. The sea looked alive in a way Lake Michigan never had. The waves weren’t decorative. They looked like they could embarrass you, hurt you, or transform you depending on your skill level and attitude.

I stood there with one hand shading my eyes, trying to look casual while mostly feeling inadequate.

Surfers dotted the break, and even from shore I could tell who was good. The good ones didn’t fling themselves around or rush. They looked calm. Intentional. Like they understood timing in a way my body absolutely did not. I had watched enough clips by then to know that surfing wasn’t really about brute force. It was about reading. Patience. Commitment. You had to feel when to move.

Which was irritating, because those were not the qualities I naturally brought to anything physical.

I brought tension. Overthinking. The urge to muscle through.

A group of surfers came off the water laughing, carrying their boards like they weighed nothing. I moved aside too quickly and hated myself for it. One girl had this incredible body—lean, strong, deeply unbothered—and watching her walk by made me feel weirdly defensive. Not because I was attracted to her, although she was beautiful. More because she looked like the kind of person who had already unlocked whatever this place was trying to teach, while I still looked like a man who had learned everything important under fluorescent office lighting.

I stayed at Cloud 9 longer than I meant to, just watching.

I kept imagining myself out there. Falling, probably. Swallowing water. Looking stupid. Then, eventually, not looking stupid. Standing. Riding. Becoming one of those people whose bodies made sense in motion. One of those people who looked like they belonged to the island instead of merely arriving there with a budget and a fantasy.

By the time I got hungry, the late afternoon light had gone syrupy and gold.

I wandered back toward the main road and ended up in a café with hanging plants, woven lampshades, and the kind of effortless design that probably cost a lot of money to make look accidental. I ordered an iced coffee because the heat was making every liquid decision feel urgent, then sat near the front where I could watch the road.

Scooters kept passing in noisy bursts. Beautiful people kept appearing as if on cue. There was always somebody coming from the beach, going to the beach, carrying a board, adjusting sunglasses, laughing too loudly, or looking expensive in that aggressively casual way rich people had mastered.

I was halfway through my drink and pretending not to eavesdrop on the surf conversations around me when a voice said, “You keep looking at people like one of them owes you a life-changing recommendation.”

I looked up.

The woman standing beside my table had dark hair tied back, a café apron around her waist, and the kind of easy face that made friendliness seem native. She was smiling at me like she had already figured me out and wasn’t especially impressed by what she’d found.

“Wow,” I said. “That was a little invasive.”

“It was accurate.”

I laughed. “Unfortunately, yes.”

“First time?”

“Is it really that obvious?”

“Yes.”

“Great.”

She shifted the tray tucked under her arm. “You have that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where somebody spent a lot of money on a dream and now needs the dream to justify the spending.”

That made me laugh harder because it hit way too close. “Okay. Violent.”

“Still accurate.”

“Annoyingly.”

She grinned. “Maya.”

“Clyde.”

“Nice to meet you, Clyde. Now are you going to ask your question, or are you planning to keep scanning the room like a man waiting for fate to make eye contact?”

I leaned back in my chair. “I’m looking for a surf instructor.”

“Mm.” She nodded like that confirmed everything. “There are plenty.”

“I don’t want plenty.”

That got her attention a little more.

“I mean,” I said, correcting myself, “I don’t want a generic beginner thing. I didn’t come all this way to stand up once for a photo and call it a personal breakthrough.”

Maya laughed. “Good. Because that would be embarrassing.”

“I want someone actually good.”

“If you want the best,” she said, “you ask for Ramon Dela Cruz.”

The name landed harder than I expected.

I had seen it before online, buried in old threads and under videos where people got distracted talking about surf conditions or the instructor’s body instead of giving useful information. But hearing it spoken by someone local made it feel more real. Less like internet folklore.

“The best?” I asked.

“That’s what people say.”

“And what do you say?”

She smiled a little strangely. “I say Ramon is Ramon.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It should.”

I studied her face. “He teaches?”

“Sometimes.”

“That doesn’t sound promising.”

“He doesn’t like groups. He doesn’t like loud people. He doesn’t like students who want to feel cool more than they want to learn.” Her eyes flicked over me once, not rudely, but enough to make me sit up straighter. “No offense.”

“Ouch.”

“You asked.”

“So how do I find him?”

“Ask around near the surf. Ask the board repair guys. Ask people who actually know the water.” She tilted her head. “Don’t ask the drunk tourists.”

“Good note.”

“And don’t act entitled to his time.”

I snorted. “Trust me, I don’t think I radiate entitlement.”

“No,” she said, smiling. “You radiate expensive desperation.”

I laughed again, and before I could answer, somebody called her name from behind the counter.

She sighed. “I have to get back.”

“Wait.” I leaned forward slightly. “What’s the catch?”

She paused.

“If Ramon agrees to teach you,” she said, “it probably won’t be in the way you expect.”

Then she walked off before I could ask what the hell that meant.

That sentence stayed in my head all evening.

Later, when hunger finally outweighed curiosity, I followed the smell of grilled food to a roadside place with smoke rising from a metal grill, mismatched tables, cold beer, and exactly the kind of atmosphere I had hoped existed here beyond the polished cafés. I ordered grilled squid, rice, and a beer, then sat near the edge where I could watch the road and shamelessly listen to everyone around me.

The squid came out glossy, charred at the edges, and better than anything I had eaten in the airport or on the plane. The rice was simple and perfect. The beer was so cold it felt medicinal. I sat there sweaty and pleasantly tired, feeling more alone than I usually liked and weirdly peaceful about it.

Around me, the conversations drifted in and out.

Surf conditions. Wind. Parties. Somebody’s ex. Somebody’s rash guard. Somebody else’s bad tattoo. And then, more than once, from different tables, the same name.

Ramon.

Every time I heard it, my ears perked up.

“—doesn’t teach just anyone.”

“Well, because most people are idiots.”

Laughter.

Then from another group:

“He only likes one-on-one.”

“Yeah, because he wants focus.”

More laughter.

There was a tone to the way people said his name. Half respect, half amusement, maybe a little fascination. I kept piecing him together from scraps. Selective. Apparently hot enough to come up in gossip. Serious enough that even people joking about him still sounded a little careful.

By the time I finished eating, I knew one thing for sure:

I wanted that instructor.

Not just because everyone said he was the best. Because I had already spent too much money and pinned too much hope on this island to settle for decent. If I was going to fail, I at least wanted to fail in front of somebody exceptional.

After dinner I should have gone back to the guesthouse and slept. Instead, I drifted back toward the water again, pulled by the same restless feeling that had gotten me here in the first place.

The road was darker now, lit by scooter headlights, café signs, and scattered warm bulbs strung outside bars and restaurants. Music leaked out from somewhere. So did laughter. The sea sounded louder at night, or maybe just closer.

When I reached the shore, the sunset was in its final stage—one of those dramatic tropical displays that looked almost vulgar in their own beauty. The horizon was streaked with orange, rose, and bruised purple. People moved in silhouettes now, some walking, some carrying boards, some just standing there watching the water like they owed it attention.

And then I saw him.

I knew before I knew.

He was coming in from the direction of the surf with a board tucked under one arm like it weighed nothing. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark hair pushed back from his face. Skin bronzed by the kind of sun exposure no dermatologist would ever approve of. Even from a distance, I could tell he was built in that deeply unfair way certain men were—solid without looking stiff, muscular without looking cultivated, like his body came from actual use instead of carefully scheduled self-improvement.

He moved with an ease that made everyone else look a little performative by comparison.

That was what struck me most.

In a place full of beautiful people trying, he didn’t seem to be trying at all.

He said something to another surfer in passing and kept walking. No swagger. No big social energy. No need to project anything. He carried himself like the island already knew who he was.

I stood there, suddenly very still, my pulse kicking harder.

The board under his arm looked effortless. The sunset behind him turned the whole scene cinematic enough to annoy me. For one stupid second I actually thought, Of course he looks like that.

This had to be Ramon Dela Cruz.

I didn’t know yet that he was about to alter the course of my life. If you had told me then, standing there with grilled squid still warm in my stomach and salt in the air and the world turning pink around him, that I had just spotted the man who would eventually rename me, reshape me, and ruin every old idea I had about myself, I would have laughed in your face.

At the time, all I knew was that I had come to Siargao chasing a fantasy.

And for the first time since I landed, that fantasy had started to look back at me.


Chapter 2
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I SAW RAMON again the next morning, and my first thought was how he looked even more intimidating in broad daylight. It was that he looked exactly like the kind of man I had flown halfway across the world hoping to learn from, which was somehow unhelpful.

Some men looked gym-built. Sculpted in mirrors, optimized under fluorescent lighting, assembled out of protein powder, discipline, and mild vanity. Ramon didn’t look like that. He looked like the island had made him. Broad shoulders, thick arms, a little belly with definition, narrow hips, skin browned by actual weather instead of spray tans or rooftop leisure. He moved like someone who had spent more time using his body than thinking about it, and standing there in my purchased-for-the-trip board shorts, I felt suddenly, painfully artificial.

Like I had brought office muscles to a place that respected real ones.

He was near the beach, waxing a board with the kind of calm focus that made interruption feel like a personal flaw. I hesitated just long enough to annoy myself, then walked over before I could talk myself out of it.

“You’re Ramon?” I asked.

He looked up once.

“Yes.”

That was all. No follow-up, no smile, not even the basic curiosity most people offered strangers. Just yes.

I cleared my throat. “I’m Clyde. I was told you do private lessons.”

“There are many instructors.”

“I know.” I shifted my weight and tried not to sound overeager. “But people keep saying you’re the best.”

He went back to the board.

It was amazing how efficiently silence could humble a person.

“I’m serious about learning,” I added. “I’m not just here to stand up once and get a nice photo. I came for three months. I saved up for this.”

He looked at me again, briefly. “Saved up?”

“Yes.”

“You spent your money to suffer in hot water.”

I blinked. “That’s one way to frame it.”

He gave no indication that he’d made a joke.

“I want to get good,” I said. “Actually good.”

“Why?”

The question caught me off guard. It felt embarrassingly simple and embarrassingly difficult at the same time.

Why did I want to surf?

Because I was bored with my life. Because I was tired of being competent only in climate-controlled environments. Because I wanted to become the sort of man who could do something beautiful and difficult with his body instead of just arranging numbers on a screen. Because this whole trip was a slightly unhinged attempt to prove to myself that I wasn’t already fixed in place.

“Because I want to do something real,” I said.

Ramon’s face didn’t move. “Surfing is real because it hurts when you fail?”

“That’s not exactly what I meant.”

“No,” he said. “Probably not.”

I exhaled slowly. He had the unsettling habit of making every answer sound underdeveloped.

“Have you surfed before?” he asked.

“A little.”

“How little?”

“Enough to know I’m not good.”

That got the smallest nod from him, as if honesty at least ranked above self-delusion.

Then he tilted his head toward the water.

“Show me.”

I stared at him. “Now?”

He looked at me the way a man might look at a dog that had suddenly asked for paperwork. “You are here now.”

That was how, ten minutes later, I found myself dragging a rental board toward the shallows while Ramon stood behind me, watching.

No warm-up pep talk. No introductory overview. No effort to make me comfortable. Just the sea, the board, and the deeply unpleasant awareness that a man I had already decided was superior in every relevant way was about to evaluate me in my weakest area.

The water was warm, the sky was clear, and the whole morning should have felt energizing. Instead I felt like I was in some sort of practical exam I had forgotten to study for.

I paddled out clumsily, trying to remember everything I’d read, watched, and poorly practiced. Keep your balance. Don’t overthink. Time it right. Don’t panic. Don’t force it.

Naturally, I did all of those things.

I went for the first wave too early, burned too much energy paddling, misjudged the timing, and ended up half-rising before the board shot forward without me. I hit the water in a way that felt loud and undignified.

When I came up, blinking salt out of my eyes, I glanced back toward shore.

Ramon was still standing there.

Not waving. Not calling out encouragement. Just watching.

That somehow made everything worse.

I dragged myself back into position and tried again. Same problem. Too much force, not enough feel. By the third attempt I managed a sort of temporary stand, but only in the technical sense that I was upright before immediately losing the argument with gravity.

When I came back in, my chest was heaving and my dignity had been sanded down to almost nothing.

Ramon took the board from me and set it upright in the sand.

“You are strong,” he said.

I waited.

“You think strength is the answer to everything.”

I frowned. “That sounds like the start of an insult.”

“It is the middle.”

I was still catching my breath. “Okay.”

He looked toward the break, not at me.

“You are too hard everywhere. Shoulders. Back. Hips. Even your feet.”

“My feet.”

“Yes.”

I gave a short disbelieving laugh. “That’s very encouraging.”

“I am not here to encourage you.”

That was increasingly clear.

“You attack the wave,” he continued. “You do not read it. You do not wait. You do not listen. You decide what you want it to do, then become angry when it does not obey.”

That one landed hard enough that I actually went quiet.

Because it was not just true in the water.

It was probably true in every part of my life.

I hated that he had figured that out in under fifteen minutes.

“I can improve,” I said. “That’s the point of getting lessons.”

“Maybe.”

I stared at him. “Maybe?”

He folded his arms, and I got the sudden irrational feeling that I was twelve and being judged by a coach who had already picked the varsity team.

“You came here wanting to become somebody,” he said. “Men like that usually do not listen.”

I bristled. “You don’t know me.”

He looked at me directly then, calm and unreadable and completely unbothered by my defensiveness.

“I know enough.”

That did it.

“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I know I’m not good. That’s why I came here. I didn’t travel all the way to Siargao because I thought I’d already mastered it.”

“Good.”

“So teach me.”

“No.”

I actually laughed once, out of pure disbelief. “Seriously?”

“I do not teach men who are in love with their own effort.”

It took me a second to process that sentence.

Not because I didn’t understand the words. Because I did, and I hated them immediately.

“What does that even mean?”

But Ramon had already picked up his board.

He started walking away, and I stood there dripping in the sand like an idiot who had somehow paid international airfare to be personally criticized by a stranger before breakfast.

“Wow,” I called after him. “That’s a very specific kind of rude.”

He did not look back.

By the time I got back to General Luna, I was in a mood so bad I could feel it in my jaw.

The place looked annoyingly perfect that morning. Sun everywhere. Scooters zipping past. Beach cafés already filling up. Tourists with fresh tans and expensive-looking leisure. Girls in bikini tops and cover-ups walking around like humidity had never once betrayed them. Men carrying boards, iced coffees, and whatever natural confidence I had apparently missed out on at birth.

I had crossed an ocean and spent most of my savings to be told I had the wrong spiritual relationship with waves.

That was not how I had imagined the trip going.

I ended up back at Maya’s café because humiliation, apparently, made me crave caffeine and familiar faces. She spotted me before I even sat down.

“Ah,” she said, approaching with a glass of water already in hand. “He said no.”

I lowered myself into the chair. “Is it that obvious?”

“Yes.” She placed the water in front of me. “You look like a man who lost an argument with philosophy.”

“That’s basically what happened.”

Maya smiled and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. In daylight, with less first-meeting banter between us, I noticed she carried herself with this quiet, self-possessed confidence I liked immediately. Not loud. Not trying too hard. Just very sure of her own mind.

“What did he say?” she asked.

“That I’m in love with my own effort.”

Maya paused, then laughed softly. “That is also very Ramon.”

“That phrase doesn’t even mean anything.”

“It means he saw through you quickly.”

“That’s not a defense.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

I sighed and leaned back. “I told him I was serious. I told him I wanted to get good. I told him I came all this way for real lessons.”

“And?”

“And he acted like I had shown up proposing marriage to the sea.”

Maya laughed again, this time more openly.

“You should eat,” she said.

“I’m not injured.”

“No, but men are always one meal away from becoming dramatic.”

“That feels sexist.”

“That feels observed.”

I smiled despite myself.

She glanced toward the counter, then sat across from me for a minute, lowering her voice like we were about to discuss actual business.

“Go to Tita Nilda’s place,” she said. “Open-air carinderia past the side road near the board repair shop. Blue sign. Plastic chairs. Very good food. If you still want to chase Ramon after a proper meal and a damaged ego, maybe you are serious after all.”

I studied her for a second. “You speak really good English.”

That made her smile in a different way.

“I publish romance on Kindle,” she said.

I blinked. “You what?”

“I’m an independent author. Amazon, mostly. Under a pen name.” She lifted one shoulder. “English-language romance sells better. So yes, my English is good. It feeds me.”

I stared at her. “That is not the answer I expected.”

“Most people don’t expect me to say that.”

“That’s actually kind of amazing.”

“Thank you.” Then, matter-of-factly, like she was telling me the weather, she added, “Also, I’m trans. I mention that early when I can. It saves everyone time.”

I blinked again.

Not because it bothered me. More because of how casually she said it, with none of the tension people usually wrapped around personal disclosures. She seemed completely at ease with herself, which made my surprise feel clumsy by comparison.

“Oh,” I said. “Okay.”

Maya smiled. “Okay is fine.”

Then she rose as someone called her back to the counter.

“Go eat,” she said. “You need rice and humility.”

“That sounds like a very local prescription.”

“It works.”

Tita Nilda’s place looked exactly like Maya had described it: patched metal roof, open sides, plastic chairs, steam rising from trays of food, and a smell so comforting it almost corrected my mood on contact.

An older woman stood behind the counter ladling something into a bowl with the authority of someone who had no time for indecision. She looked up when I walked in.

“You’re Maya’s disappointed tourist,” she said.

I laughed before I could help it. “Word travels fast.”

“She texted.”

“Of course she did.”

Tita Nilda jerked her chin toward the food. “Get rice first. Self-pity later.”

I obeyed.

I ended up with grilled fish, rice, vegetables, and a bowl of something sour and savory that tasted like exactly what a bad day needed. I sat at one of the plastic tables under a ceiling fan that made more noise than breeze and realized, by the second bite, that I was starving.

The food was excellent. Not refined, not curated, not trying to be worth a photo. Just good in a way that made me feel instantly calmer.

Tita Nilda seemed to approve of my reaction. When the lunch rush eased, she came out from behind the counter and sat across from me with a glass of water.

“Maya says you want Ramon,” she said.

It was such a blunt opening line that I almost smiled.

“I want lessons,” I said.

“With Ramon.”

“Yes.”

She nodded once. “Then maybe you want trouble too.”

“I’m getting that impression.”

Tita Nilda had a face built for honesty. Not harsh exactly, but not interested in making things prettier than they were.

“The sea around Siargao is generous until it is not,” she said. “That is the first thing visitors forget.”

There was no local-tourism theatricality in her tone. She wasn’t performing island wisdom for me. She was just stating what she believed.

“Ramon understands the water,” she went on. “That is why people talk about him. Not because he is handsome.”

Apparently that was a point worth clarifying.

Though to be fair, she was right. The force of the man came less from looks than from certainty. Even I could admit that.

“He teaches the old way,” she said.

I frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means he is not interested only in money.” She folded her hands over the table. “He watches a person first. How they move. How they speak. How pride sits in the body.”

That phrase stayed with me.

“How pride sits in the body?”

“Yes.”

I thought, against my will, of what Ramon had said about my shoulders, my hips, even my feet.

Tita Nilda studied me. “Many men come here wanting to conquer the sea. That is foolish. The sea is not waiting to be impressed.”

I looked down at my plate.

“What if I just want to get good at something?” I asked.

“Then be honest about that,” she said. “But if what you really want is to become a different kind of man, he will smell that on you.”

The annoying thing was that she wasn’t wrong.

Over the next three days, I kept seeing Ramon.

Not because he sought me out. General Luna was just small enough, and he was noticeable enough, that crossing paths felt inevitable. Once near the board repair shop, where he ignored me so efficiently it bordered on performance art. Once at dawn, carrying two boards toward the beach while I stood there with takeaway coffee feeling ridiculous. Once at a roadside store where a teenage boy was loading supplies into a crate and looking at Ramon with the mixture of admiration and caution usually reserved for very competent bosses.

Each time I told myself I would not approach him.

Each time I did anyway.

The second attempt went badly because I had prepared my words too much, which meant I sounded rehearsed.

“I’m willing to work,” I told him.

“You think willingness is rare?” he asked.

The third time I tried brutal honesty.

“I came here because I’m tired of my life,” I said.

Ramon looked at me for a long moment, then said, “That is not the sea’s problem.”

I should have been offended. Instead I found myself thinking about it for the rest of the day.

It was on the evening of the third day that he finally gave me something besides rejection.

I was standing near a quieter stretch past the main road, half-watching scooters pass and half-arguing with myself about budgeting, pride, and whether continuing to chase this man was a form of self-respect or self-harm, when Ramon appeared beside me.

“Tomorrow,” he said.

I straightened. “Tomorrow what?”

“If you still want me to teach you, I will make one offer.”

My entire mood changed so quickly it was embarrassing.

“Okay.”

He held my gaze with that same steady, unreadable calm.

“One month,” he said. “Private training.”

I blinked. “One month?”

“No distractions. No bars. No audience. No quitting.”

“Where?”

“A small island.”

“What kind of small island?”

“Babaylan.”

The name was unfamiliar.

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“Most tourists have not.”

That should have reassured me. Instead it made me instantly suspicious.

“What’s there?” I asked.

“Big waves,” he said. “Too big for visitors. That is why surfing is not allowed.”

I stared at him. “You realize that sounds insane.”

“It is true.”

“Then how are we going there?”

“Quietly.”

The fact that he said this without the slightest hint of irony made me pause.

He continued as if the whole thing were perfectly reasonable.

“There are two huts. One for you. One for me. Food is simple. Training is strict. You follow all my rules. If you do not, I bring you back.”

Somewhere behind us, General Luna kept moving—music, scooters, laughter, the low hum of another island night pretending to be effortless. But the world around Ramon always seemed oddly stripped down, like he carried his own atmosphere with him.

“Why me?” I asked.

He was quiet for a moment.

“Because you are stubborn,” he said. “And because you came here wanting to become someone else.”

That line hit me harder than I wanted it to.

“Maybe Babaylan can use that.”

I had absolutely no idea what that meant.

I also knew, with the sick clarity of a finance analyst making a terrible personal decision, that whatever number he named next was about to ruin my spreadsheet.

“How much?” I asked.

He told me.

I went still.

It was painful. Not impossible, which would have made life easier. Just painful enough that saying yes would be stupid in a memorable way.

I mentally ran through what I had left. Guesthouse costs. Food. The rest of the three-month plan. My return flight. Emergency margin. The increasingly theoretical concept of being responsible.

Then I pictured myself going back to Chicago having done exactly what I always did—overthought, hesitated, and chosen the safer version of disappointment.

“I’ll do it,” I said.

The answer came out before my caution could stop it.

Ramon gave one short nod, like he had expected that.

“Sunrise,” he said. “Bring only what you need.”

Then he walked away.

I stood there in the thick evening air, pulse suddenly loud in my ears, feeling like I had just agreed to something either very stupid or very important.

At that point in my life, I was no longer sure there was much difference.


Chapter 3
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IF YOU HAD asked me before that morning what I thought private surf training with a local legend would look like, I would have said something sleek and aspirational.

Something involving premium boards, protein shakes, maybe one aggressively minimalist beachfront property with expensive concrete and the kind of architecture people called intentional. I had imagined the whole thing would feel elite in a way I could brag about later. Difficult, yes, but polished. Worth the stupid amount of money I had just agreed to spend.

Instead, Ramon took me to the market at six in the morning.

I was still half asleep when he showed up outside my guesthouse, standing beside a motorbike like he had materialized out of the dawn itself. I had packed the night before and then barely slept, partly because the fan in my room sounded like it was trying to confess something, and partly because I kept doing mental math until I made myself slightly sick.

Even in the weak early light, the financial side of what I had agreed to still looked reckless.

I had paid deposits before. Rent, flights, bookings, the occasional dumb hopeful expense. But there was something uniquely unsettling about handing a large chunk of your remaining money to a man who spoke like a warning and then agreeing to go with him to a semi-secret island where surfing was technically not allowed.

Not my usual asset class.

“You are late,” Ramon said.

I looked down at my phone. “It’s 6:02.”

He did not reply.

“Right,” I said. “Sorry. Terrible character flaw.”

My bag was already packed: clothes, basic toiletries, sunscreen, charger, wallet, a notebook I had brought for no good reason, and a thin, nervous sense that I was participating in the beginning of either a breakthrough or a cautionary tale.

Ramon looked at the bag once.

“That is too much.”

I frowned. “It’s a duffel.”

“You will not need half of it.”

“Great. Good to know after I packed it.”

He reached for it before I could protest, hefted it once, then handed it back to me with a level of disappointment I usually associated with supervisors reviewing entry-level work.

“Come,” he said.

That was how my last morning in General Luna began—not with some cinematic departure, but with me walking after Ramon through a market still shaking itself awake.

The place was already alive by the time we got there. Not crowded yet, but moving. Vendors were arranging fruit in bright pyramids. Fish lay silver and glassy-eyed on crushed ice. Trays of vegetables gleamed under hanging bulbs. Men carried sacks. Women called prices. The air smelled like salt, ripe mango, damp wood, vinegar, soap, and the faint metallic edge of fresh fish. Somewhere nearby, oil crackled. Somewhere else, someone was already laughing.

I had expected Ramon to move through it like a customer.

He moved through it like a man with a system.

There was no lingering, no browsing, no idle small talk. He bought rice in a quantity that made me briefly wonder whether this was private surf training or wartime preparation. Then dried fish, eggs, green mangoes, onions, garlic, ginger, calamansi, bananas, soap, matches, lamp oil, coffee, salt, and drinking water. He picked up a bundle of leafy herbs from one table and didn’t explain what they were for. At another stall, he bought fresh fish that was wrapped in old paper with the kind of speed that made me think he’d done this a hundred times.

Then came the oils.

A woman with deep lines around her mouth and sharp, appraising eyes produced several small glass bottles from a box under her table. Each was corked and wrapped in cloth, the glass tinted amber or green. Ramon handled them carefully, with more attention than he had given the fish, the rice, or me.

“What are those?” I asked.

“Oil.”

“Thank you. Very clarifying.”

He ignored that.

The woman glanced at me, then at him, then smiled in a way I didn’t like.

“First time?” she asked in English.

I nodded. “That obvious?”

“Yes,” she said, which I was beginning to understand was apparently the national response to my face.

She handed one of the bottles to Ramon. “This one is strong.”

He nodded and tucked it into the crate.

I watched him wrap the bottles separately in cloth before stowing them, and something about the care he took with them made the whole morning feel less like travel prep and more like ritual. Nothing glamorous. Nothing branded. No surf-camp energy, no polished brochures come to life. Just practical things bought by people who understood that living somewhere, really living, meant knowing what mattered and carrying it properly.

It should have made the whole thing feel less impressive.

Instead it made it feel more serious.

By the time we finished, I was sweaty, under-caffeinated, and carrying one side of a crate full of things I had not expected private instruction to require. At one point I found myself holding onions, lamp oil, and three mystery oils while Ramon negotiated for bananas, and I had the surreal thought that if anyone from my office in Chicago could see me right then, they would assume I had been kidnapped by a sustainable living cult.

We stopped at a little roadside stall for coffee and something fried that Ramon handed me without explanation.

I bit into it. “What is this?”

“Banana cue.”

I chewed. Sweet, sticky, fried, and excellent. “Okay. That’s dangerous.”

Ramon drank his coffee without comment.

It was strange, the way silence worked around him. With most people, silence begged to be filled. Around Ramon, it felt like an atmosphere he preferred and I kept intruding on by existing too verbally.

By the time the market stop was done, the sun had risen high enough to make everything feel brighter and less forgiving. We headed toward a quieter side of the shore where a narrow bangka was waiting.

A teenage boy was already there, crouched beside the boat with a coil of rope in his hands. He looked up when we approached and immediately brightened at the sight of Ramon.

“Kuya Ramon,” he said, grinning.

Ramon nodded once. “Junjun.”

Junjun sprang up and started taking things from Ramon with the kind of eager efficiency usually reserved for people trying to impress someone they admired. He was maybe fifteen or sixteen, all elbows and sun-browned limbs and quick energy, with a smile that made him look younger than he probably was.

Then his eyes landed on me.

He looked me over once, took in my duffel, my very city posture, and probably my entire confused aura, then grinned wider.

“So, this is the student?”

Ramon gave a short nod.

Junjun looked delighted by this information. “You better not cry after one wipeout, sir.”

I laughed. “I’ll do my best.”

“He will cry inside,” Junjun said cheerfully. “Tourists always do.”

“Good to know I’m starting from a position of respect.”

Junjun slung a crate into the boat. “No, no. Respect comes later. First, suffering.”

“That sounds like Ramon’s slogan too.”

For the first time all morning, I thought I saw the faintest shadow of amusement on Ramon’s face. It was so slight I could have imagined it, but I decided to count it as progress.

Between the three of us, we got the supplies loaded quickly. The oils were placed carefully in a smaller container near the center. Boards were tied down. My bag was shoved somewhere less important than I would have preferred.

Junjun wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and looked at me again. “You know Babaylan?”

“No,” I said. “Not at all, actually.”

His grin changed slightly. Not meaner, just more interested. “Good luck.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

He laughed.

Ramon stepped into the boat first, then glanced back at me. “Come.”

There are few dignified ways to climb into a small boat while carrying all your uncertainty in visible human form. I managed something functional, then sat where Ramon indicated and tried not to think too hard about the fact that I had just willingly left the part of Siargao with iced coffee and stable plumbing.

The boat pushed off.

At first, the ride gave me exactly what I had spent six months fantasizing about.

This was the postcard version of the island. Bright water. White sand in the distance. Little strips of green rising out of the sea. Sunlight flashing off the surface so sharply I had to squint. Boats moving lazily across the horizon. Here and there I caught glimpses of the kind of places I had seen online and saved privately to a folder on my phone during meetings I should have been paying attention to. Small islands that looked almost decorative. Sandbars that appeared and disappeared with the tide. Bits of paradise arranged so neatly they seemed rendered.

For a while, I just let myself enjoy it.

Whatever else this trip became, I had wanted this. The blue of it. The openness. The stupid beauty.

I could see why people came to Siargao and convinced themselves they had found the answer to something.

We passed far enough from one little island that I saw a cluster of boats gathered near the shore, the kind of island-hopping scene I recognized instantly from every reel I had ever watched. People in bright swimwear. Coolers. Photos in progress. Somebody standing in knee-deep water trying very hard to look spontaneous.

“This is more what I expected,” I admitted.

Ramon was looking ahead, one hand steady on the side of the boat. “What did you expect?”

I gestured vaguely at everything. “You know. Tropical fantasy. Boats, beaches, coconuts, attractive people pretending not to know they’re attractive.”

“And now?”

I looked ahead too.

We were angling away from that world. Away from the places arranged for day-trips and photos and leisurely appetites. The water ahead looked darker. The little green shapes farther out were less decorative and more remote. The breeze felt sharper somehow.

“Now,” I said, “I think I may have paid a lot of money to be traumatized in a more scenic location.”

Junjun laughed so hard at that he almost dropped the rope he was untangling.

Ramon, predictably, did not.

As we left the more familiar routes behind, the mood changed. Not dramatically, but enough that even I could feel it. Fewer boats. Less visible movement. More distance between one piece of land and the next. The sea seemed less interested in entertaining anyone.

Then I saw it.

At first Babaylan did not look special. Just another island shape rising green from the water, fringed with pale sand and dark rock. But the closer we got, the more it separated itself from the postcard version of Siargao I had built in my head.

This place did not look curated.

It looked watchful.

The beach was narrower than I expected, the palms thicker, the stretch of shore less forgiving. Beyond it, I could see the waves breaking farther out in a way that immediately made me sit up straighter. Even from the boat, they looked rougher than anything I had touched. Not necessarily bigger in a dramatic movie way, but stronger. Wilder. Less likely to forgive hesitation.

“Those are the waves?” I asked.

Ramon followed my gaze. “Some of them.”

That was not a comforting answer.

As we neared shore, I finally saw the huts. Two of them, set a modest distance apart under the trees, simple and raised slightly off the ground. There was a shared outdoor cooking area between them with a rough table and a little covered spot for supplies. Off to one side stood a rain drum, dark and practical-looking. Nothing about the place suggested luxury. It looked like a place where you were expected to cope.

And under one of the huts, as if included in the property inventory, lay a thin brown dog.

She didn’t bark when we approached. Didn’t even stand. She just lifted her head and watched us with the patient, unimpressed expression of a creature who had already seen enough nonsense for one lifetime.

I pointed. “Is that dog yours?”

Ramon stepped out of the boat with a crate in his arms. “She belongs to herself.”

“Fair.”

Junjun jumped into the shallows and started unloading supplies. “She likes fish heads,” he told me. “And she steals if you are stupid.”

The dog blinked slowly, as if confirming this.

We made several trips from boat to shore, carrying crates, bags, boards, and supplies up toward the huts. By the end of it I was sweating again, my shirt sticking to my back, my city muscles filing formal complaints.

Up close, the place felt even more stripped down.

One hut for Ramon. One for me. Both simple, clean enough, and deeply unconcerned with comfort as a brand experience. My hut had a bed with a thin mattress, a shelf, a little lamp, and windows that would clearly let in every possible sound the island had to offer. There was a woven mat on the floor and exactly zero decorative objects. It looked less like accommodation and more like a test.

Outside, the cooking area had a charcoal stove, pots, a knife that looked alarmingly real, hanging utensils, and a washing basin. The rain drum stood nearby beside a line for drying things. I could hear the sea almost constantly, louder here than in General Luna, as if we had moved closer to its actual voice.

Junjun finished unloading and stretched his back.

“I go back now,” he said. “If you swim home, it is far.”

“Very supportive,” I said.

He grinned. “You survive one week, maybe I respect you.”

“One week? That’s generous.”

He hopped back into the boat, gave Ramon a quick nod, then shot me one final delighted look. “Do not die, sir.”

Then he was off, and just like that the boat was pulling away and taking the last easy route back with it.

I stood there on the beach, watching the water trail behind it, and felt something sharp move through me. Not exactly fear. Not exactly regret. More like the realization that I had crossed a line I couldn’t neatly uncross. General Luna—with its cafés, crowds, and performative beauty—already felt farther away than it should have.

Ramon set down the last crate and looked at me.

“Come.”

We went to the cooking area first, where he began putting things in their places with the same quiet efficiency he had shown at the market. Rice in a sealed container. Fruit in a basket. Lamp oil under the table. Fish cleaned and prepared. The bottles of oil placed separately, wrapped and protected from the sun.

Again, he handled those more carefully than almost anything else.

I noticed.

Again, I said nothing.

Once everything was arranged, Ramon finally turned to me fully, like now that the necessities were handled, I could be addressed as one more item requiring structure.

“This is the routine,” he said.

Something in his tone made me straighten automatically.

“Wake before sunrise. Stretch. Eat. Train. Rest. Oil. Train again. Help cook. Sleep early.”

He said it flatly, as if there were no imaginable objection.

I nodded once. “Okay.”

He kept going.

“No solo surfing.”

“Right.”

“No complaining.”

I almost smiled. “That feels subjective.”

His face did not change. “No alcohol.”

“I didn’t bring any.”

“Good.”

He let the silence sit for a second, and for some reason that was when I felt it coming—some strange final condition designed to remind me I was no longer operating under my own normal logic.

“You will wear what I tell you to wear.”

I blinked.

“I’m sorry?”

“You heard me.”

I stared at him, suddenly very aware of the sea behind us, the dog under the hut, the trees overhead, the distance from literally everyone else I knew.

“What exactly does that mean?”

“It means I know what is needed for training here.”

That was not an answer. Or rather, it was the kind of answer that told me I would not like the more specific version.

I laughed once, partly because I didn’t know what else to do. “You really enjoy sounding mysterious, don’t you?”

“No.”

That somehow made it worse.

I folded my arms. “I’m not wearing anything insane.”

Ramon looked at me steadily. “You came here to learn.”

“Yes.”

“Then learn.”

That landed with the annoying force of something that sounded simple but wasn’t.

The dog yawned under the hut.

The wind shifted.

Farther out, I could hear the waves breaking against whatever waited past the safer edge of the island.

I looked around again—the huts, the cooking area, the rain drum, the narrow beach, the green wall of trees, the water that had already started to feel different here—and understood, maybe for the first time, that this was not an extension of the trip I had imagined.

This was something else.

Something simpler. Stranger. Harder.

And I had chosen it.

“Fine,” I said at last.

Ramon gave one short nod, as if that settled everything worth settling.

“Good,” he said. “We begin tomorrow.”

That evening we ate fish, rice, and green mangoes at the rough table between the huts while the sky turned orange, then violet, then black. The dog drifted closer once and sat just out of reach, watching us with quiet opportunism. The food was simple and excellent. The air smelled like charcoal, salt, and leaves cooling after heat. There were no scooters, no music from bars, no glow from cafés, no soft illusion that I was still surrounded by backup plans.

Just the island.
Just Ramon.
Just the surf breaking somewhere beyond sight.

Later, in my hut, I lay on the thin mattress and listened to the sea, to insects, to wind moving through the palms, to the occasional faint scrape of the dog settling somewhere under the floor.

I should have felt peaceful.

Instead I felt alert in every inch of myself, as though my body already knew before my mind did that I had crossed into the part of the story where things would stop being familiar.

At the time, all I knew for sure was this:

I had come to Siargao to become better at surfing.

And somewhere between the market, the boat, and that narrow strip of sand called Babaylan, the whole thing had started to feel like I had agreed to something much bigger than a lesson.


Chapter 4
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ISLAND LIFE was not cinematic. That was the first thing Babaylan taught me. Not in some grand spiritual sense. In a very practical, sweaty, deeply unflattering sense.

The first morning I woke up on the island, I learned that tropical beauty and actual tropical living were two completely different products. One was drone shots and beach captions.

The other was waking before sunrise sticky with sweat, slapping at a mosquito near your ear, and trying to remember where you were while the sea made itself impossible to ignore outside.

For one disoriented second, I thought I was back in Chicago and late for work.

Then I heard the waves.

Then I felt the heat already sitting on my skin, even before dawn had fully broken.

Then I remembered the hut, the island, Ramon, the amount of money I had paid to be there, and the fact that I had gone to sleep listening to a dog breathe under my floorboards like some mildly judgmental island spirit.

I sat up on the thin mattress and immediately felt every part of my body complain.

My shoulders were sore from carrying crates and hauling things the day before. My lower back was tight. My neck felt slept on in a way that made me miss my extremely mediocre mattress in General Luna, which was not something I had expected to miss within twenty-four hours of leaving it.

Outside, the sky was still in that gray-blue stage before sunrise. I could hear movement from Ramon’s hut already. A pan. Water. The soft, efficient sounds of somebody who had been awake long enough to start winning the day.

Of course he had.

I pulled on a shirt, stepped outside, and found him near the cooking area with a kettle on the stove and the calm expression of a man who had never once in his life woken up groggy and resentful.

“Good morning,” I said.

Ramon glanced at me. “You are slow.”

“Good morning to you too.”

That got me nothing.

Breakfast was garlic rice, eggs, and coffee that hit my bloodstream with almost religious force. We ate in relative silence while the sun slowly strengthened and the island changed color around us. What had seemed dark and watchful at night became sharp and vivid by morning—green leaves glossed with light, pale sand already warming underfoot, the sea shifting from slate to blue in stages.

The dog emerged from under my hut and wandered over as if to inspect whether I had survived the night.

“Good morning to you too,” I told her.

She blinked, sat near the table, and stared at Ramon with single-minded concentration.

“She knows you are weak,” he said.

I looked at him. “That feels unnecessary.”

“She waits to see if you will give her your food.”

“I’m not giving her my food.”

The dog kept staring.

I broke off a little egg under the table when Ramon wasn’t looking.

He was looking.

He said nothing, which somehow felt more incriminating than if he had.

After breakfast, training began. Not surfing. Stretching.

A lot of stretching.

The kind of stretching that made me immediately aware of every shortcut my body had ever taken. Hamstrings that were tighter than I thought. Hips that did not want to open. Calves that had apparently spent my entire life waiting for a chance to betray me. Ramon moved me through everything with clinical impatience.

“Lower.”

“I am lower.”

“You are lying.”

I glared at him from a lunge that already felt morally excessive. “This is very motivating.”

“You do not need motivation,” he said. “You need less stiffness.”

That became the theme of the week.

Less stiffness.

Less force.

Less panic.

Less ego in the body.

More feel.

More patience.

More listening.

More surrender, though he did not use that word yet. Not at first.

By midmorning, I was already sweating hard enough that my shirt clung to me like an accusation. The sun had climbed. The beach looked brighter and less forgiving. We went into the water, and I learned very quickly that Babaylan had no interest in flattering me.

The waves were rougher than anything I had touched before, not monstrous, but demanding. They didn’t seem particularly interested in whether I was trying my best. Ramon kept me near the safer break, but even there I felt constantly half a second behind what the water wanted.

Paddle.

Wait.

Not yet.

Now.

Too early.

Again.

Everything was harder than I wanted it to be.

By the time we came back in, my arms were burning, my thighs were shaking, and sand had found places in my life that should have remained private.

I wanted a shower, a nap, and maybe the emotional support of air conditioning.

What I got instead was my first real shock.

Ramon went into his hut and came back out holding a small bundle of fabric.

He handed it to me.

I took it automatically, then unfolded it.

And stared.

It was a bikini bottom.

Not a joke version. Not some prank-store thong. An actual bikini bottom, dark and minimal and completely incapable of being misinterpreted by any man who had once, at any point in his life, been inside a women’s swimwear section by accident.

I looked up at him.

“No.”

Ramon’s expression didn’t change. “Yes.”

I laughed once, because the alternative was to assume I had suffered heatstroke. “No, I’m sorry, absolutely not. I know you said I’d wear what you told me to wear, but I assumed that meant rash guard versus no rash guard. Not…” I held it up. “This.”

“Too much fabric makes you lazy.”

I stared at him.

He continued in that same infuriatingly calm tone.

“You hide inside loose shorts. They catch water. They drag. They let you ignore your hips, thighs, and alignment. I need you to feel how your body moves.”

I looked back down at the bikini bottom as if it might, through continued observation, become less insane.

“This is absurd.”

“It is practical.”

“It is women’s swimwear.”

“It is fabric.”

I gave him a long look. “You really know how to make a person feel heard.”

Ramon folded his arms. “Do you want to learn or not?”

That was the problem.

I did.

I wanted to learn badly enough that the line between dignity and negotiation had started blurring.

Still, I looked at the thing in my hands and felt heat rise into my face for reasons that had absolutely nothing to do with the climate.

“This is humiliating,” I muttered.

“Only if you decide it is.”

“Oh, that’s easy for you to say.”

“Yes,” he said. “Because I am not the one making drama with cloth.”

I exhaled through my nose and looked away, toward the huts, toward the sea, toward literally any object that was not the bikini bottom in my hand.

The dog had wandered over at some point and was now sitting nearby, watching.

“Great,” I said. “I even have an audience.”

“She does not care.”

“She absolutely cares. Look at her.”

The dog blinked.

Ramon jerked his chin toward my hut. “Change.”

I stood there a second longer, hoping the earth might open and resolve things. When it didn’t, I turned and walked toward my hut carrying the bikini bottom like it was a legal document I deeply regretted signing.

The dog followed me.

Of course she did.

“Oh no,” I said quietly as she padded behind me. “No, no, you don’t get to witness this.”

She ignored me and sat outside the hut while I went up the steps.

There are humiliations that come in public, hot and immediate, and then there are humiliations that unfold slowly while you are alone with your own thoughts and a tiny piece of swimwear that clearly has no respect for male anatomy.

This was the second kind.

I changed out of my board shorts and stood there with the bikini bottom in my hands, actively offended by its size.

“This is ridiculous,” I told the empty hut.

Then I put it on.

It fit.

That was somehow the worst part.

Too snug, obviously. Too exposing. Hugging me in ways I did not want anything hugged. But it fit. The fabric sat low on my hips and high enough on my thighs that I immediately understood, with terrible clarity, what Ramon meant about “feeling movement.” There was nowhere to hide inside it. No loose fabric, no masculine camouflage, no pretense that I was just another beginner in generic board shorts.

I looked down at myself and had a full-body reaction of refusal.

“Nope,” I said to my reflection in the dark window. “Absolutely not. This is a hate crime.”

The dog made no comment from outside, which somehow felt smug.

When I finally stepped out of the hut, I did it with the rigid posture of a man trying to survive social death through spinal discipline alone.

Ramon looked at me once.

Not lingering. Not amused. Not ogling. Just assessing.

That almost made it worse.

“Well?” I snapped, because I had to put my humiliation somewhere.

He nodded toward the beach. “Better.”

I stared at him. “Better?”

“You can feel your legs now.”

“That is not the issue.”

“It is the issue for me.”

I wanted to argue more. Instead I crossed my arms, which would have been more effective if I weren’t standing there in a bikini bottom like somebody’s deeply confused beach awakening.

The dog trailed us to the edge of the sand and settled down as if she had front-row seats to my collapse as a person.

Then came the oils.

Ramon brought out one of the bottles from the market and uncorked it.

The smell hit me first—coconut, yes, but not the cheap sunscreen version. Something richer. Warmer. Floral underneath, but also green and earthy, like leaves crushed between fingers after rain. The scent was strange in a way I couldn’t categorize. Familiar enough to be pleasant, foreign enough to feel slightly dangerous.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Oil.”

I gave him a flat look. “You are very committed to useless answers.”

“It loosens the body,” he said. “Sharpens the senses.”

That sounded made up.

“Take it easy,” I said. “I’m already in a bikini against my will. Don’t start sounding mystical.”

He ignored that too.

“Sit.”

I looked at the sand, then at him. “And do what, exactly?”

“Let me apply it.”

I stared.

He waited.

There are moments in life when refusal would probably preserve your self-respect, but compliance might preserve your goal. That week on Babaylan, I chose my goal with increasingly alarming frequency.

I sat.

Ramon crouched beside me and poured a little of the oil into his palm. Then, with the same unceremonious focus he applied to everything, he began working it into my calves.

I had expected the touch to feel awkward in a more obvious way. Instead it felt practical. Firm. Competent. Not sensual, exactly, though I was uncomfortably aware that another man was rubbing warm oil into my bare skin while I sat there mostly naked on a remote island trying not to think too hard about the absurdity of my own choices.

His hands moved methodically up my lower legs, then to my knees, then my thighs, though not too high. He worked the oil into my lower back next, into the knotted muscles near my spine, then into my shoulders and hips.

I hissed once when his thumbs found a tight spot.

Ramon didn’t pause. “Too hard.”

“You keep saying that like I chose it.”

“You did.”

I turned my head to glare at him over my shoulder. “You know, people usually try to retain clients.”

“You are still here.”

Unfortunately, that was true.

The oil warmed further against my skin as he worked it in. The scent settled around me, oddly calming. By the time he was done, I felt loose in a way I didn’t trust and more aware of my body in pieces—calves, hips, shoulders, thighs—as if everything had been separated out and introduced properly for the first time.

When I stood, I had the disorienting sense that I could feel each part of myself more clearly.

“This better not be a setup for public humiliation and death,” I said.

Ramon handed me the board. “Go.”

So I went.

And damn him, he was right.

The bikini bottom was unbearable from a dignity standpoint and annoyingly useful from a physical one. In the water I could feel everything more sharply—the way my thighs gripped, the angle of my hips, the exact moment my body tensed too soon. The oil made my muscles feel warmer, more fluid. I still wiped out. Still swallowed water. Still had moments where the sea treated me like a suggestion rather than a participant.

But I understood my mistakes faster.

That was the difference.

By lunch I was exhausted.

Meals became the structure of the days after that. Not in a luxury-travel way. In the way real hunger turns simple food into emotional architecture.

At sunrise: garlic rice, eggs, coffee.

Midday: grilled fish with calamansi, sometimes green mango on the side with salt, sometimes rice again, because of course rice again.

In the thickest heat: coconut water split fresh, cool and sweet and almost medicinal.

At night: broth with ginger and bits of fish, something warm and savory that settled my body after the sea had worked me over all day.

The rhythm of the island got under my skin fast. Wake. Eat. Stretch. Sweat. Paddle. Fail. Rest. Oil. Try again. Help with food. Sleep. Repeat.

And every part of it was less glamorous than I had imagined.

My shoulders burned constantly.

My thighs ached.

Salt found every small abrasion and turned it vindictive.

My skin felt tight with sun and grit.

The inside of my upper legs resented the bikini situation so deeply that by the third day I had developed a whole private vocabulary of complaint just for changing into it.

But humiliation, it turned out, became easier with repetition.

Not pleasant. Just less shocking.

The dog—who still had not decided to belong to me in any official sense—kept following me whenever I went back to the hut to change. She would sit outside while I muttered to myself and emerged with as much dignity as the situation allowed.

“Don’t look at me,” I told her once while stepping out onto the sand.

She yawned.

“Traitor.”

Ramon heard that and, I swear, almost smiled.

Over the course of that first week, I began noticing things about him I hadn’t let myself register in General Luna, because back there he had mostly just been frustrating.

On Babaylan, there was nowhere for competence to hide.

He was good at everything.

Not in an obnoxious way. In a practical way that became impossible not to notice. He knew when the wind was changing before I felt it. He knew how long fish needed over the fire without checking them twice. He could split a coconut cleanly, fix a fin, mend something on the hut roof, read the water, and cook rice over charcoal without ever making the process look dramatic. He managed silence the way other people managed conversation. Even his stillness seemed skilled.

And I hated how much I respected that.

By the fourth day, I was too tired most of the time to be defensive in my usual polished, urban ways. Island life had stripped me down to simpler reactions: hunger, soreness, irritation, satisfaction, embarrassment, sleep.

At some point during one of the afternoon sessions, while standing in the shallows with the board tucked under my arm and the sun burning straight into the water, I realized I had stopped thinking about how ridiculous I looked in the bikini bottom every second I was wearing it.

Not because I liked it.

I absolutely did not.

But because the body adapted faster than the pride did. I had grown too preoccupied with not getting thrown off the board to maintain full-time outrage.

“Again,” Ramon said.

I gave him a look. “One day I’m going to say no just to create mystery.”

“You are not mysterious.”

“Cruel.”

“Again.”

So I went again.

That was the whole week, really. A slow wearing down of the version of me that thought intention mattered more than repetition. I kept expecting a breakthrough to feel dramatic. Instead it arrived in small humiliations and tiny improvements.

I lasted longer in a stance.

I fell a little better.

I read the break half a second sooner.

I stopped trying to overpower every movement and started, against my will, understanding that the wave was not an obstacle but a timing problem.

By the end of the week, I was sun-tired down to the bone.

That afternoon the water was brighter than usual, almost metallic under the light. Ramon had me positioned farther out than before, though still not where the bigger waves broke.

“Wait,” he said.

I was breathing hard already, fingers curled over the board. “I am waiting.”

“No. You are anticipating.”

“That’s because things keep happening.”

“Feel first.”

I wanted to say something sarcastic, but the wave was already building.

I paddled.

Not too early.

Not too hard.

Not trying to dominate it. Just moving with what I had finally started, dimly, frustratingly, to understand.

“Now,” Ramon called.

I pushed up.

For one terrifying second I thought I had missed it.

Then the board caught.

And I was up.

Not gracefully. Not beautifully. My stance was rough, my arms ugly, my balance imperfect. But I was up, and the board was moving, and the wave was carrying me instead of discarding me, and for those few seconds everything in me lit up with one clean electric shock of yes.

Yes.

This.

This.

I didn’t think. I didn’t narrate. I didn’t calculate. I just felt it—the rush of speed, the instability, the impossible fact of being carried forward by something bigger than me and not yet failing inside it.

Then I wiped out.

Of course I did.

But when I came up laughing and coughing and pushing wet hair out of my face, I realized Ramon was standing in the water not far away, watching me with that same unreadable calm.

Only this time there was something else there too.

Approval.

Not much. Just enough.

“You felt it,” he said.

I grinned before I could stop myself. “Yeah.”

He nodded once. “Again tomorrow.”

Which, from him, was practically a standing ovation.

That night, after dinner, I took a pail bath beside the hut under a sky so full of stars it almost made me angry. I poured cool water over my shoulders and tried to wash away the day’s salt and sweat. The dog circled once nearby and settled down in the sand where she could supervise me with quiet moral superiority.

I scrubbed at my arms, then paused.

My skin felt strange.

Not sunburned. Not irritated. Just… softer.

I ran my palm over my forearm again.

Then over my shoulder.

Then my thigh, where the skin seemed smoother than it had any right to after a week of salt, sun, friction, and whatever humiliation-based athletic program Ramon had invented for me.

I frowned.

Maybe it was the oil. Maybe all the saltwater had done something weird. Maybe my body was just reacting differently than I expected.

But standing there half wet under the stars, with the pail at my feet and the dog watching me like she already knew something I didn’t, I had the sudden uneasy feeling that the island was not only exhausting me.

It was doing something to me.

At the time, I told myself that was ridiculous.

Then I touched my skin one more time, and did not feel quite so sure.


Chapter 5
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BY THE THIRD week, the island had stopped feeling like somewhere I was visiting. That was the first part that unsettled me. Not the heat. Not the surf. Not even the humiliation of the training itself, though that was still alive and well.

It was the way Babaylan had started to build a rhythm around me so complete that I caught myself anticipating it before it happened. I woke before Ramon called for me. I knew where the cups were kept, where the extra matches were, where the good knife hung, where the water felt coolest when poured from the drum at the right hour of the day.

I knew which patch of sand stayed comfortable in the late afternoon and which one burned. I knew the sound of the wind changing in the palms before a rougher tide.

I had not meant to settle in.

I had not meant to become the kind of person who found comfort in a hut, a stove, a rough wooden table, and a dog sleeping under the floorboards.

But there I was.

And annoyingly, I was getting better.

Not dramatically. Not enough to start thinking I was some hidden talent waiting to be discovered by the ocean and monetized on social media. But better in ways that mattered. My balance had improved. My shoulders weren’t as rigid. My hips didn’t feel like decorative joints somebody had attached to me as an afterthought. I stopped trying to fight every movement of the board and started, however reluctantly, understanding what Ramon had been trying to beat into me from the beginning.

The wave was not there to be conquered. It was there to be read. Which still sounded suspiciously spiritual when I put it into words, but in the water it made practical sense.

I moved differently now.

Not gracefully yet. Not consistently. But with less brute force and less panic. There were moments—brief, bright, humiliatingly addictive moments—when my body responded before my mind could overcomplicate things. A turn of the hips. A better stance. A cleaner rise. Enough to make me crave the next session in a way that felt dangerously close to faith.

And every night, after dinner, after the last traces of daylight had drained from the sky and the island had narrowed itself down to sea, wind, charcoal, stars, and Ramon’s presence moving quietly near the cooking area or his hut, the oil came out.

I did not talk about the fact that I had started looking forward to it.

I barely admitted it to myself.

It still embarrassed me on principle. Sitting there with my legs out or lying on the woven mat while another man worked scented oil into my calves, thighs, hips, lower back, shoulders—none of that should have felt normal after the life I had lived up to that point. I had spent twenty-six years defining masculinity in the usual ugly ways: competence, stoicism, ambition, control, and the very firm belief that if another man’s hands were on your body, it should probably involve either sports medicine or violence.

And yet.

The oil made everything feel better.

That was the problem.

By the time the sun went down, my muscles usually felt like they had been arranged by a vindictive god. The ocean worked parts of me I had not known existed. My shoulders ached less now than they had in the beginning, but the effort had gone elsewhere—my thighs, calves, hips, lower back. The oil softened all of it. Or seemed to. It warmed under Ramon’s hands and left my body feeling looser, more awake, more connected somehow. Not numb. The opposite of numb.

The scent had become part of the island for me too. Coconut, yes, but not the synthetic beach lotion version. Flowers, but not sweet enough to be pretty. Something green and earthy under it, something almost medicinal, like leaves bruised in the rain.

I told myself I only liked it because it worked.

Anything else would have been stupid.

Still, I caught myself thinking about it before bed.

That was embarrassing enough on its own.

The other thing I did not want to think about was my body.

Or rather, the increasingly weird little signs my body kept offering me as if it were quietly changing the terms of our arrangement without my consent.

It started with my skin. That had already happened. Too soft, too smooth, especially for somebody spending all day in the sun, salt, and wind. Then the body hair on my arms and legs seemed finer somehow, less obvious. My lips felt softer too, which was not a sentence I enjoyed thinking. My eyelashes looked darker and longer when I caught my reflection in the hut window at the wrong angle. My hair—already blond and not especially short to begin with—seemed to be growing faster than biology had ever intended. It kept falling into my eyes now, and when I pushed it back after a wipeout, I could feel the length of it more than I should have.

Then there was my chest.

At first, I blamed jet lag.

That was a man’s explanation. A safe explanation. My chest was sore because I was working harder. My pecs were adjusting. The board pressure was different. It was all mechanics. Repetition. Strain.

But the soreness kept changing.

It wasn’t just muscle fatigue. It was a strange ache high in my chest, tender in a way that felt almost too specific. The kind of soreness that made me hiss if I knocked myself the wrong way while changing. I ignored it for days, because ignoring things was free and I had already overspent my emotional budget.

I also stopped shaving.

That was partly laziness. Partly because island life had sanded away whole categories of unnecessary effort. If I wasn’t checking email and wearing a collared shirt, what exactly was the point of being precise about grooming? So at first, when my body hair looked different, I told myself it was just the effects of not paying close attention.

Then one afternoon, rinsing off with a pail beside the hut, I ran a hand over my legs and frowned.

The hair there wasn’t just neglected.

It was finer.

Lighter.

Not gone, but reduced in a way that felt wrong enough to make me stand there for a second under the fading light with water dripping down my body and a knot forming quietly in my stomach.

“It’s the salt,” I muttered.

The dog, who had begun spending more and more of her time near me, looked up from where she was sprawled in the sand and offered no opinion.

By then she had also started sleeping outside my hut every night.

At first I thought it was random. Then I thought maybe she liked the scraps I gave her when Ramon wasn’t looking, though he always seemed to be looking. But by the third week it had become a pattern. When night fell and we each drifted to our own separate spaces, she would circle once or twice under the steps or near the side of the hut, then settle in like a little guard I had not hired.

One night, as I lay there listening to the sea and her quiet shifting outside, I realized she needed a name.

The next morning I looked down at her stretched in a stripe of early light and said, “You know what? You look like a Sunny.”

She opened one eye, considered me, and went back to resting.

“Okay,” I said. “That’s your name now.”

Ramon heard me.

“Sunny?” he asked.

I shrugged. “She seems bright enough.”

“She steals fish.”

“Exactly. Sunny.”

He gave me one of those unreadable looks that suggested he had thoughts but no desire to package them for my comfort.

Still, from then on, she was Sunny.

And somehow naming her made the island feel less temporary. Less like a training site and more like a place that already had a life unfolding around me, one I was slowly getting folded into.

That week, the island itself started to feel different too.

Or maybe I did.

The light seemed thicker somehow, richer in the late afternoon when the sea turned metallic and the palms cast long, dramatic shadows across the sand. The water felt more seductive now that I could actually respond to it a little. There were moments while paddling out when I felt almost… eager. Loose in my body in a way I had never been in Chicago, where I had mostly treated my body as a commuter vehicle with deadlines.

At Babaylan, my body had become the whole story.

Which was maybe why I noticed every strange thing it was doing.

One afternoon, after a session that left my chest aching sharply enough to irritate me, Ramon told me we needed supplies and that we were heading back to the mainland for a few hours.

That should not have excited me as much as it did.

I had not realized how isolated I had started to feel until the idea of General Luna—noise, coffee, normal toilets, other human beings—landed in me like a treat.

We left Babaylan by boat with a couple of empty containers, a short list of things Ramon wanted to restock, and Sunny watching us from the beach like a small brown wife seeing someone off to war.

By the time we hit the mainland side and transferred inland, the whole island of Siargao hit me differently than it had before.

Maybe because I had already been stripped down by Babaylan’s routines. Maybe because after days of sea, huts, fish, and Ramon’s impossible standards, General Luna now looked even more obviously performative.

It was still beautiful. More than beautiful, really. But now I could see the machinery of it too. The curated leisure. The social display. The layers of style and money and effort underneath all that beach ease. Tourists in linen and tiny bikinis. Men with hair that had clearly met product. Fruit stands bright enough to deserve their own cinematography. Little roadside stores with snacks, phone load, sunblock, cheap beer, bottled water, and things hanging in plastic packs from strings like a practical version of decoration. Scooters and chatter and iced coffees and tan skin and that familiar low hum of people trying to look like they belonged.

The weird thing was, after Babaylan, I no longer wanted to belong to General Luna in the same way.

It felt too crowded. Too aware of itself.

Still, I liked seeing it. The movement, the color, the social noise.

We ended up on a habal-habal for part of the errands because Ramon needed to haul more than one crate back toward the shore before we took the boat out again. The driver was a wiry man with a bright grin, mirrored sunglasses, and the kind of shameless sociability that made silence impossible.

“First time on habal-habal, sir?” he asked me.

“First time, no Fast and the Furious driving, please.”

He laughed loudly. “You are funny. You staying long in Siargao?”

“Three months.”

“Maybe six,” he said, grinning. “Many tourists say three months. Then they fall for the Siargao curse.”

“With the island?”

“With something.”

That made me smile despite myself.

He kept talking as we rattled along the road, the wind hot against my face, my hands awkwardly placed because I was trying not to cling like a nervous bride. At one point he looked back and said, “You are cute, sir. Foreign boys always come here and then find their soulmate.”

I laughed because the alternative was to process that too deeply. “That’s a very specific island review.”

“It is true,” he said. “You already look happy.”

I opened my mouth to answer, then caught Ramon’s expression from the front of the second bike where he was balancing one of the crates and talking to a vendor.

Not angry.

Not quite.

But sharper than usual.

We stopped near a row of little stores and fruit stands where the air smelled like frying oil, cut pineapple, and gasoline. Ramon moved quickly through the errands—soap, rice, matches, dried goods, lamp oil again, another sack of fruit, coffee, salt. I got sent to carry things and stand where instructed, which was humiliatingly easy to comply with after two weeks of island discipline.

At one point Ramon told me to wait while he went into a stall, so I stood by a fruit stand under a scrap of shade and watched the road. A group of girls in bikinis and cover-ups went past laughing. Two tourists in linen argued softly over where to have lunch. A little kid with no shoes ran between parked scooters like traffic was theoretical. The whole place was alive in a way Babaylan wasn’t.

“Clyde.”

I turned.

Maya was standing there holding an iced drink and looking delighted by whatever she saw in my face.

“Well,” she said. “Look at you.”

I frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means island life is treating you very intensely.”

“That sounds vaguely threatening.”

“It was meant fondly.” Her gaze moved over me once, not critically, just with the sharp amusement of someone who made a living noticing details. “You look different.”

The knot in my stomach returned.

“Sunburned?” I asked.

She smiled. “No.”

Before I could press her, Ramon reappeared with another bag and gave her a curt nod.

“Maya.”

“Ramon.” She glanced between us like she was privately writing a better version of the story already. “You brought him back alive. Congratulations.”

“Barely,” I said.

“That means progress.”

We ended up stopping at Tita Nilda’s place for lunch, because apparently everyone on the island had jointly decided that all my pivotal emotional experiences should involve rice.

The carinderia was busy but not packed. Fans turned overhead. The smell of vinegar, grilled fish, and garlic hit me the second we stepped in. I realized I was starving.

Tita Nilda took one look at me and let out a short laugh.

“Oh,” she said. “He is looking softer already.”

I nearly inhaled my own spit.

“What?”

She smiled in a way that said she had no intention of explaining gently. “Your face. Your hair. Your skin.”

I reached up automatically. “It’s the sun.”

“Mm,” she said.

Maya, who had apparently decided to join us for lunch because the universe hated my peace, sat down nearby with her own plate and looked like she was enjoying this too much.

Ramon said nothing.

That was somehow the loudest reaction of all.

I focused on the food. Kinilaw, rice, something grilled, and a cold drink that made me briefly willing to forgive life. The kinilaw was bright and sharp and fresh enough to reset my brain. I ate fast enough that Tita Nilda gave me an approving nod.

“See?” she said. “A little more island, a little less Chicago.”

I swallowed. “I don’t know if that was an insult.”

“It was a blessing.”

Maya laughed into her drink.

We were halfway through the meal when Ramon looked at me and said, very evenly, “Be careful flirting with the locals. Not all of them have pure intentions.”

I stared at him.

Tita Nilda looked down at her food too quickly.

Maya bit the inside of her cheek, which was suspicious.

“Flirt?”

“Yeah, with the habal-habal driver earlier.”

I put my fork down. “Why would I flirt with a guy?”

Ramon just raised one eyebrow.

That was it.

No explanation.

No correction.

Just the eyebrow.

The sheer certainty of my own straightness should have made the whole thing easy to dismiss. Instead, for some reason I felt heat rise into my face.

“That’s not even remotely what was happening,” I muttered.

“Then why were you holding on to his arms like you’re newlyweds?”

“I was holding on for my life. He was driving like we were being chased by the cops.”

Ramon went back to eating.

Maya took a very interested sip of her drink.

I wanted to disappear into the rice.

By the time we got back to Babaylan that afternoon, I was irritated, overfed, sweaty, and too aware of my own body again.

The second session of the day did not help.

The waves were rougher. My chest was already sore before we even started, and halfway through a drill I misjudged my landing and hit the board in a way that made a sharp pain flash through me high in my chest.

“Shit.”

I straightened too quickly and immediately regretted it.

Ramon was beside me a second later. “What happened?”

“My chest,” I said. “It’s been sore.”

He looked at me steadily. “How long?”

“A few days.”

That was technically a lie. It had been longer. But I did not enjoy discussing my chest with him under the best of circumstances, and these were not those.

“Come in,” he said.

Back on shore, he opened one of the supply bags and took something out.

When he handed it to me, I froze.

A bikini top.

Padded. Not frilly. Just simple and fitted and unmistakably meant for breasts, which I absolutely did not have, except apparently in whatever deranged direction the island had decided to take with me.

I stared at it.
Then at him.

“You cannot be serious.”

“Your chest is tender. It’ll help protect it.”

“That does not justify this.”

“It supports the tissue.”

I let out one short laugh of disbelief. “What tissue?”

Ramon’s gaze did not shift. “Enough.”

The word landed harder than it should have.

I looked down at the top in my hands and felt that weird cold drop inside me again. Because my first instinct was outrage, yes, but underneath it there was something worse.

Recognition.

Not full acceptance. Not even close.

But recognition that he wasn’t improvising. Recognition that he had expected this before I had. Recognition that when he said “enough,” some part of me knew he was right.

“This is insane,” I said quietly.

“Maybe,” Ramon said. “Go change.”

I stood there for another second, the sea loud behind us, the evening light thickening around the island, the whole world narrowing to that scrap of fabric in my hand.

Then, because the week had already taught me that dignity was no longer the main currency on Babaylan, I turned and walked toward my hut.

Sunny got up and followed me, of course.

I looked down at her as we reached the steps.

“You,” I said, “are witnessing way too much of my personal decline.”

She wagged her tail once. Which, given the circumstances, felt almost rude.


Chapter 6
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BY THE FOURTH week, denial had stopped being practical. I still used it, obviously. I was not above lying to myself if the lie got me through breakfast. But the problem with denial was that it worked best on subtle things, and my body had started doing things that were no longer subtle unless I was committed to clinically unreasonable levels of delusion.

My skin was softer. My body hair had thinned so much that shaving had become almost theoretical. My lips looked fuller.
My hair had gotten longer, faster than it should have, enough that I had started tying parts of it back with a strip of cloth while training because otherwise it kept falling into my eyes.

And my chest—

My chest was a problem.

The soreness had turned into shape. Not dramatic shape. Not overnight-magic shape. But enough that the bikini top Ramon had given me no longer felt absurd in the purely hypothetical sense. It felt absurd in the much worse sense of fitting a little too well.

Not perfectly. Not comfortably. But enough.

Enough that when I put it on in the mornings, I had to actively avoid looking at myself too long.

Enough that when the fabric pressed against me in the water, I could feel the difference.

Enough that my hands, when they moved over my body in the dark or while bathing or while changing clothes, no longer met the same version of me they had known in Chicago.

The first time I really looked, really looked, I did it by accident.

I had changed out of the training bikini one evening and was toweling off in the hut when I caught my reflection in the dim glass and stopped.

I was still me.

That was the disturbing part.

I was still recognizably me. Same face, same coloring, same bones, same basic structure. But everything had shifted toward some softer, stranger version of itself. My waist looked narrower. My hips had started curving in a way that did not belong to any explanation I was prepared to accept. My chest had a visible softness to it now, the beginning of actual breasts pushing more clearly into the line of the bikini top. Even my face looked different around the mouth and eyes—less blunt somehow, less ordinary.

I stared at myself for too long, then looked away like the reflection had committed the offense.

“Nope,” I said out loud to the empty hut. “Absolutely not.”

Sunny, from outside, offered no assistance.

That morning I confronted Ramon.

Not dramatically. I was too tired for drama by then, and besides, drama required a sense that reality still cared what I thought. Babaylan had cured me of that. But after breakfast, while he was checking one of the boards and I was standing there trying not to feel my bikini top against my chest every time I breathed, I finally said it.

“This is not normal.”

Ramon looked up once. “No.”

The immediate agreement threw me off so hard I almost forgot my own outrage.

I stared at him. “That’s it?”

“You wanted honesty.”

“Yes, but I was hoping for a more reassuring version.”

He went back to the board. “There is not one.”

The sea was loud behind us. The morning was already warming. I stood there in my ridiculous, increasingly well-fitting swimwear and felt my frustration sharpen into something more dangerous.

“So, you knew,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t think to mention that your training methods were going to turn my body into—” I cut myself off because I had no vocabulary for what exactly it was turning into, only a growing list of visual evidence and a deep unwillingness to say the word aloud.

Ramon set the board down and finally looked at me properly.

“The sea responds to surrender,” he said.

I laughed once, hard and humorless. “That’s not an answer.”

“It is the answer.”

“It’s mystical nonsense.”

“No.” He stood, wiped his hands, and stepped closer. “It is simple. Some bodies become more teachable when they stop insisting on being hard, rigid, and proud.”

That landed in me like a bruise.

Because I knew what he meant. I hated that I knew what he meant. And I hated even more that my body had apparently agreed with him before the rest of me had.

“So what,” I said. “You’re telling me the ocean decided I needed hips?”

“If you want to surf better,” he said evenly, “you must stop trying to be made of force.”

I looked away, furious because it would have been easier if he were mocking me or lying. But he never sounded amused when he said things that ruined me. He sounded factual.

“And the boobs?” I said at last.

His eyes dropped once, briefly, then rose again.

“Balance changes.”

That was such an insane thing to say that I almost laughed again. Instead I folded my arms, then immediately unfolded them because the motion pulled at my chest in a way that made me wince.

Ramon noticed.

Of course he noticed.

“I can stop the training,” he said.

That surprised me enough to cut through the anger.

“What?”

“You can leave Babaylan. Go back to General Luna. Find another instructor. Keep your old shape. Keep your old habits.”

The option was there. Calmly offered. No challenge in his voice, no trap.

That should have made the choice easier.

Instead it made everything worse.

Because I knew, with a clarity that felt humiliatingly total, that I did not want to go.

I wanted the surfing.

That was the ugly truth at the center of everything. I wanted what the changes were giving me. I wanted the fluidity, the responsiveness, the way the board now seemed to meet me halfway instead of fighting me every second. I wanted the way my body moved in the water now, the way it listened faster. I wanted to keep getting better enough that the rest of the problem had started becoming negotiable.

I hated that. I hated him for seeing it. I hated myself for knowing it.

So instead of answering, I said the only thing that was still available to me.

“Fine.”

Ramon held my gaze a second longer, then nodded once. “Then train.”

And God help me, I did.

That was the week the water started loving me back.

Not all the time. Not enough to make me arrogant. But enough that the difference between Week One and Week Four was almost offensive. My balance had improved so much that the board no longer felt like something I was trying to dominate through upper-body effort alone. My hips—there they were again, the cursed betrayal of my own skeleton—had become useful in ways I could not dismiss. I could feel the adjustments more clearly now. Weight shifting through the legs, center settling lower, turning with less force and more give.

The new shape made a difference.

There was no point pretending otherwise.

A narrower waist changed the way I held myself. Fuller hips altered my balance in ways that had felt wrong at first and then, annoyingly, started feeling precise. My center felt lighter somehow, less top-heavy and less aggressive. The old version of me had surfed like a man trying to win a bar fight with water. This version moved more fluidly. Not feminine in any way I was prepared to endorse verbally, but undeniably smoother.

And once the body figured out it could do something well, it started wanting to do it again.

That was the part nobody warned me about.

Competence is erotic in its own way.

There were moments out there now—brief, bright moments—when I would catch the wave at just the right second, rise, settle into the movement, and feel something rush through me that was bigger than pride. Pleasure, maybe. Relief. Some hot, electric satisfaction that began in my body and spread outward. My skin felt too alive all the time now. The oil made that worse. The sea made that worse. Even the air on Babaylan sometimes seemed to move over me with unnecessary intimacy.

And the bikini—

The bikini no longer felt like pure humiliation.

I refused to feel good about that.

But it was true.

The bottom still exposed too much of my dignity for comfort, and the top had become its own category of betrayal, especially now that the faint padding and stretch were giving me a line of cleavage if I leaned even slightly forward. The first time I noticed that in the hut mirror, I actually made a noise out loud and looked around as if someone else might be guilty.

Still, in the water, the suit worked.

It held me close. It forced awareness. It made every movement legible to me—thighs, hips, chest, shoulders. There was no hiding inside it, which had once felt intolerable and now felt… useful.

That was as far as I was willing to go.

Useful.

Not good. Not exciting. Not secretly thrilling when Ramon’s eyes moved over my stance and paused on how the suit fit me now.

Just useful.

Except the lie was thinning.

Because I had started to like being seen.

That realization came in pieces, the way all the worst ones did.

At first it was just relief when Ramon corrected me with his hands instead of words, setting my hips, adjusting my shoulders, pressing a palm briefly to my lower back so I could feel where the alignment belonged. Then it was the way his gaze on me in the water no longer felt purely evaluative. Or maybe it always had been evaluative and I had changed enough that being evaluated this closely had started turning into something warmer and stranger.

I wanted his approval.

That was still easy to explain. Student. Teacher. Progress. Achievement. Masculine challenge, if I wanted to phrase it in terms that didn’t threaten my self-image.

But there were other things mixed into it now.

The way I straightened when I knew he was watching.

The way I felt heat under my skin when I caught him looking at my chest and not looking away immediately.

The way my whole body seemed to sharpen when he said, “Again,” in that low, unhurried voice and I knew he expected me to deliver something better.

It was not that I wanted him.

Not like that. Not yet.

It was that his attention had become part of the atmosphere of Babaylan, and my body had begun reacting to it before my mind could sanitize the experience.

That week, Junjun came to the island with supplies.

I heard the boat before I saw it and stepped out from my hut with my hair still damp from a pail bath, a thin wrap tied around my waist and the bikini top already on because my chest felt too sore to leave unsupported for long. The fact that this had become normal enough to happen before I fully thought through it was its own indictment.

Junjun jumped out into the shallows carrying a sack over one shoulder. He looked up, saw me clearly, and stopped dead.

His whole face lit up.

Then folded in on itself.

Then lit up again.

He looked at Ramon. Then back at me. Then at Ramon again.

“Kuya,” he said slowly, “should I say sir or ma’am now?”

I closed my eyes for one second.

Ramon took the sack from him. “Carry the rest.”

Junjun grinned so hard I thought he might split in half.

“Sorry,” he said to me, not sounding sorry at all. “I was confused.”

“You’re enjoying this too much.”

“A little,” he admitted. Then, with open delight, “Your hair is very nice now.”

I stared at him.

He corrected himself immediately, though not successfully. “I mean—good. Nice. But also…” He gestured vaguely near his own face and chest. “Different.”

“Thank you,” I said flatly. “That’s exactly what every man wants to hear while stranded on a semi-illegal surf island.”

Junjun laughed so hard he nearly dropped the eggs.

Even Ramon, carrying a crate toward the cooking area, had the faintest shift around the mouth like he was suppressing amusement.

I hated both of them a little.

But when Junjun left and the boat pulled away, the joke lingered in me longer than it should have. Because that was proof, wasn’t it? Not just in the mirror. Not just in my own increasingly unstable sense of self. Visible enough that a teenage boy from the mainland genuinely had to recalibrate his honorifics.

That evening, after a long session that left me loose and overstimulated in every sense, I went to my hut earlier than usual.

I told myself I was tired.

That was partly true.

But I was also restless in a way that had become harder to manage.

The problem was no longer just Ramon, though he was part of it. The problem was me. Or what my body had become under my own hands.

Because once the changes passed a certain threshold, curiosity stopped being abstract.

You touch your own skin enough over the course of living. Drying off. Changing clothes. Bathing. Applying soap. Adjusting straps. At first the differences had shocked me because they interrupted familiar routines. Then they had started to lure me back.

The softness of my waist. The curve of my hips. The tender weight high on my chest. The way my skin reacted now—more sensitive, more immediate, as if every nerve had moved closer to the surface.

I sat on the edge of the bed and looked down at myself in the fading light.

Then, because there was nobody there to stop me and because denial had become exhausting, I touched myself.

It started innocently enough, if that word could survive what followed. A hand over my thigh. Up the new slope of my hip. Across my stomach. Then my chest, carefully, because it was still tender in places, still changing. The shape there was small but real under my palms. Not imagination. Not posture. Not tricks of the light. Real enough that cupping myself sent a pulse of heat through me so sudden I had to go still and breathe.

“Jesus,” I whispered to nobody.

My body responded faster than my dignity could.

The skin there was soft and warm. My nipples—another fresh betrayal—felt far more sensitive than they had any right to. Even the lightest brush sent something low and immediate through me. I touched again, slower this time, trying to understand what exactly was happening and why understanding it made it worse.

It wasn’t just about Ramon.

That was what rattled me.

If it had only been about him, I could have shoved the whole thing into one neat psychological drawer labeled complicated island dependence and dealt with it later. But this was broader and more dangerous. I was reacting to my own body. To the new lines of it. The softness, the responsiveness, the shape forming under my hands. I felt beautiful in ways I had never once allowed myself to consider before. Not in a public, performative sense. In a private, tactile one. In the simple fact of touch meeting something that answered.

I lay back on the bed and let my hand move lower.

There were still pieces of me that belonged unmistakably to the old version. That had not changed. But even there, sensation had altered.

Everything felt sharper, more fluid, less compartmentalized.

I could not seem to touch one part of myself without the rest of my body reacting. My thighs tensed. My stomach tightened. My chest ached sweetly under my own palm. I turned my face into the pillow and tried very hard not to think in words.

It did not take long.

That was another humiliation.

The release left me hot and shaky and furious with myself in the way only private pleasure can when it reveals something you were not ready to know. I lay there breathing hard, one arm over my eyes, and felt the sea outside like a second pulse.

I had not done that because I was lonely. Not only. I had not done it because Ramon was a man, and I secretly wanted men.
That would have been too simple.

I had done it because my body had become intoxicating to me.

That was the problem.

That was the very specific, impossible, private problem.

I cleaned up, sat there for a while feeling overexposed even though no one had seen, and eventually made myself get up and go outside because hiding in the hut afterward felt too much like admitting I had crossed some kind of line.

Ramon was at the table near the cooking area, mending something on a board by lamplight. The scene was so ordinary it felt hostile. I stood there for a second, trying to arrange my face into something neutral.

He looked up.

“Come eat,” he said.

I sat.

Dinner was broth with ginger, rice, and fish, simple enough to feel grounding. Sunny curled near the edge of the light. The sea sounded huge beyond the trees. My body still felt too aware of itself, too warm under the thin cloth I had wrapped around my waist, too conscious of the bikini top beneath it.

We ate in silence for a while.

Then, as Ramon handed me a cup, he said, without emphasis, “Careful, Callie.”

Everything in me stopped.

The cup hovered halfway to my hand.

I looked at him. “What?”

Ramon’s face revealed absolutely nothing. If he regretted it, he did not show it. If he had done it on purpose, he did not show that either.

“You heard me,” he said.

“That is not my name.”

“No.”

That was not nearly enough explanation.

“Did you just—” I cut myself off because there was no graceful way to finish the sentence.

Ramon took a sip of his drink. “It was a mistake.”

I should have let it go there.

I should have dismissed it immediately, with outrage or sarcasm or both. But instead I sat there with the name hanging between us and felt something strange move through me—something hot and quiet and deeply unwelcome.

Callie.

Too soft. Too pretty. Too fitting in ways I absolutely refused to examine.

“I’m not answering to that,” I said.

Ramon nodded once. “Then don’t.”

Which, again, was the infuriating thing about him. He never pushed where another man would have pushed. He simply left the truth sitting there and waited to see whether I could live with it.

I looked down at my bowl. At Sunny dozing nearby. At the lamplight catching the edge of the table. At my own hand, smaller-looking somehow in the warm glow than it had once seemed in office lighting back in Chicago.

Callie.

I hated how the name stayed with me.

Hated how it followed me into the hut later. Hated how it hovered in my head while I changed. Hated how, lying in bed with the sea moving in the dark and the dog breathing softly outside, I found myself repeating it once internally just to hear how it felt.

Callie.

I told myself it meant nothing.

Which was exactly why I could not stop thinking about it.


Chapter 7
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SOMETIMES, when I thought of myself alone in my hut or out in the water or standing at the edge of the beach with the wind lifting my hair and the whole island glowing around me like a beautiful, dangerous lie, I no longer thought Clyde first.

I thought Callie.

Not always. Not completely. Not in some dramatic, final way that would have made it easier to confront. It came and went. A flicker, a slip, a private little betrayal of language inside my own head. Enough to unsettle me. Enough to make my pulse jump the first few times it happened.

Enough that I stopped pretending the name had not stayed with me.

Callie sounded soft.

Pretty.

Too fitting.

I hated that.

I hated it the same way I hated everything on Babaylan that felt too good to refuse.

The body changes were no longer subtle enough to be argued with.

I had breasts now. Not enormous, not cartoonish, but rounded and very real, the kind that changed the drape of fabric and the line of my silhouette even before I moved. My waist had narrowed further. My hips and ass had filled out in ways that would have sent Week One Clyde into a spiral and yet, standing on a board, made such unnervingly perfect sense that I could not even accuse the island of inefficiency. My face had softened too. Not beyond recognition, but enough that if I caught myself unexpectedly in a reflective surface, I would pause. My mouth looked fuller. My lashes darker and longer. My blond hair had grown enough that it no longer merely fell into my face—it lifted in the sea wind, moved around my shoulders, changed the entire shape of me when I turned.

I could still see the old structure underneath.

That was the disturbing elegance of it.

It had not erased me. It had revised me.

And Babaylan, which had once felt harsh and humiliating and almost adversarial, had started to feel lush.

Not easy. Never easy. The island still demanded sweat. Salt rash. Sore muscles. Heat that climbed onto the skin and stayed there all day. But the rhythm of it had become seductive. I woke before sunrise and knew where to step in the dark. I knew how much coffee Ramon liked, how to coax the fire better, where the dry rice was kept, where the hooks hung, where he stored salt and tea and the wrapped bottles of oil. I knew how to split the softer mango flesh from the pit cleanly now. I knew which fish needed more scraping and which could be cleaned quickly if you worked with confidence. I knew how to brush the sand from the hut floor in a way that actually got rid of it for five whole minutes before the island put it back.

I folded Ramon’s washed shirts when they dried on the line.

The first time I did it, I told myself it was just efficiency. He had been fixing something near the cooking area and I had been standing there with dry hands and no immediate task and somehow the shirts had become the obvious next thing. I brought them inside neatly stacked, and when I set them down, Ramon glanced over.

“Thank you,” he said.

Just that.

But from him, simple acknowledgment landed like heat.

After that, I did it again.

And again.

Soon it became part of the texture of the days, as natural as slicing mangoes or helping clean fish or brushing the sand out of the hut with the rough broom kept by the door. There was something embarrassingly satisfying about knowing where things belonged, about moving around the island’s little domestic spaces with confidence. I knew where Ramon kept the lamp oil and where he preferred the knives hung. I knew he liked the tea kept back from the heat. I knew he stored the extra rope under the table and the board wax wrapped in cloth away from direct sun. These were not glamorous intimacies. They were smaller than that. More dangerous.

Because they made a life.

And once a life starts taking shape around you, it becomes harder to pretend you are just passing through.

Ramon remained exactly himself.

That was part of what made him so effective. He did not suddenly become warm, talkative, or sentimental because my body had become easier to look at and my presence had become woven into his routines. He was still composed, masculine, spare with words, maddeningly calm. But he had ways of rewarding progress now that landed harder than praise from anybody else ever had.

“Better.”

“Again.”

“Relax.”

“Good.”

And once—only once, in the water, when I caught a difficult wave cleanly and adjusted with my hips instead of trying to muscle through the turn—he said, low and steady enough that I almost missed it:

“Good girl.”

The effect was devastating.

I lost the wave half a second later.

When I surfaced, sputtering and furious, he was already turning away as if he had done nothing at all.

I wanted to demand whether he had said it on purpose. I wanted to tell him never to say it again. I wanted to hear it one more time just to understand why it had gone through me like that.

Instead I pushed wet hair out of my face and said, “That was distracting.”

Ramon took the board from me. “Then focus.”

I hated him with such precision in that moment that it became almost indistinguishable from another emotion.

By then the bikini no longer felt like a costume. It felt like clothing. That should have horrified me more than it did. I had more than one now. Ramon had quietly expanded my options with the practical, terrifying calm of a man stocking a pantry. Dark colors. Simple cuts. Nothing frilly. Just enough variation that the island had started to assign versions of me to different pieces of fabric.

The body moved differently in them. Better. The breasts sat visibly in the tops now, and in some angles the little swell of cleavage was impossible to ignore. My ass had become the sort of thing I resented purely on principle—rounded, high, annoyingly photogenic. My hips did half the work my old torso had once tried to force with shoulders and anger. In the water, it all translated into fluidity. On land, it translated into a low-level awareness of myself at all times.

Sometimes that awareness thrilled me. Sometimes it panicked me. Often it did both.

When we went back to the mainland that week for supplies, I wore a loose top over one of the bikinis and a wrap low on my hips, because there was no version of my old wardrobe that still fit the logic of my body and because fighting that particular reality in the heat had become exhausting.

General Luna felt louder than ever.

The cafés, the scooters, the chatter, the tourists in linen and expensive resort wear, the little stores, the fruit stands with piles of mangoes and pineapples catching the light—it all hit me at once, but differently now. Before Babaylan I had wanted to impress this world. Now I moved through it feeling almost private, as if the island had given me something the main road could not understand on sight.

Maya was standing outside her café when she saw me.

At first she smiled automatically.

Then she blinked. Then stared. Then let out a laugh of pure disbelief.

“Oh my God,” she said. “Look at you.”

I stopped in front of her and folded my arms, immediately aware that this only made the line of my chest more obvious. “That reaction is not helping.”

“It’s not an insult,” she said quickly, eyes sparkling. “It’s admiration. Also, a little professional awe. If I wrote this into a book, people would say I was doing too much.”

“That is not reassuring.”

Maya stepped closer and looked at me with the same sharp, feminine assessment she had always had, only now there was something openly conspiratorial in it. Not cruel. Not even shocked anymore. Almost proud.

“I barely recognized you,” she said. “You look…” She tilted her head. “Hot girl summer-y.”

The word landed more softly than I expected.

“I look insane,” I muttered.

“You look femme.”

“That is a deeply suspicious adjective.”

Maya laughed and touched the end of my hair lightly where the wind had blown it across my shoulder. “This is unreal. Why didn’t Ramon train me instead? I would’ve saved a lot from hormones and surgeries.”

Ramon, standing a little behind me with a crate in one hand, said nothing.

Maya noticed that too, of course.

“I have something for you,” she said.

Before I could ask what she meant, she disappeared inside the café and came back with a small bag.

I looked inside.

Bikinis.

Three of them. Brighter than the ones Ramon had chosen. Still tasteful, still sexy in that Siargao way where everyone pretended practicality and hotness were the same category, but unmistakably more playful. A white one, a coral one, and one in a soft tropical print that would have made past-me laugh nervously and back away.

“Maya,” I said.

“What?”

“I cannot accept a bikini donation like I’m a newly divorced aunt discovering herself.”

She grinned. “You absolutely can. Try not to be rude about kindness.”

I looked up at her.

Her face softened just a little then, the humor thinning enough to let something sincere through.

“You really do look better than when you arrived,” she said. “Less like you’re trying to outrun yourself.”

For one second, I did not know what to say.

So I reached out and hugged her.

She hugged me back immediately, easy and warm and unsurprised, like of course that was what women did when they had feelings and bikinis in bags and an island too beautiful for emotional repression.

It felt good.

That was the problem with so many things on Siargao now. They felt good before I had time to classify them.

That evening, after errands and food and the boat back to Babaylan, after the sun started melting down into one of those lurid tropical sunsets that looked fake even while you were in them, music drifted across the water from somewhere beyond the island.

Not close. Far enough away that the sound arrived softened by distance, all bass and rhythm and laughter carried loosely over the darkening sea. Maybe from a boat, maybe from some gathering on another shore. It gave the whole evening a charged quality, like the world outside Babaylan was having a life we could almost, but not quite, touch.

Maya had come back with us for dinner and a few things Ramon had agreed she could drop off and pick up in the morning. She said she wanted “a night of better stars and fewer influencers,” which sounded like her.

We ate outside at the table between the huts—fish, rice, sliced mangoes, and something cold to drink. The air was warm and fragrant, the sky deepening from orange to violet, and the music kept drifting in little waves through the palms.

Maya had changed into one of her own bikinis after rinsing off, a dark one that made her look like she belonged to every beach fantasy and none of them at the same time. I had, against all logic, put on the coral bikini she had given me.

It fit beautifully.

I would never forgive her for that.

The top lifted my breasts just enough to make me feel constantly aware of them. The bottoms sat low and snug over hips that had become completely committed to betraying my old life. I told myself it was just because my other suit was drying.

Maya took one look at me and sighed theatrically. “Honestly, unfair.”

“Please stop saying things like that.”

“No. You’re gorgeous. Suffer.”

The music swelled a little, some beat-heavy tropical remix floating over the water.

Maya stood and held out a hand. “Come on.”

I looked at it. “Absolutely not.”

“Don’t be boring.”

“I’m not dancing barefoot in the sand in a bikini.”

“You already surf barefoot in the sea in a bikini.”

“That is tragically different.”

“It is really not.”

She tugged my hand before I could resist properly, and before I knew it I was up, laughing against my will, the sand warm under my feet and the music just loud enough to catch the body even when the mind wanted to hold back.

At first it was stupid. Just movement. Just Maya swaying her hips and laughing and me following badly because there was no way to maintain dignity in that situation and therefore, briefly, no need to try.

Then it became fun.

God help me, fun.

The sand shifted under our feet. The wind moved through my hair. The bikini moved with every turn of my body, every laugh, every half-embarrassed attempt to match Maya’s rhythm. Our breasts bounced a little when we moved too sharply, which should have sent me into a dissociative fugue and instead made both of us laugh harder. At one point Maya bumped her hip into mine on purpose and I stumbled into her and nearly shrieked.

“Oh my God,” I said, laughing so hard I had to catch my breath. “This is humiliating.”

“No,” she said, grinning, “this is healing.”

“That is such a trans woman sentence.”

“Yes,” she said proudly. “And look at you now.”

A few men from one of the boats or nearby shore must have drawn closer at some point—I became aware of them in flashes. Attention. Looking. Smiles. One called something admiring that the music and distance blurred into tone rather than words. Another moved closer when Maya spun away from me, hands briefly at my waist before I laughed and shifted aside, not frightened, just hyper-aware of how wanted the whole moment felt. Bodies in heat and music and island night. Men circling near enough to touch, to grin, to be part of the atmosphere without fully claiming it.

It should have felt threatening.

Instead, it felt euphoric.

That was the dangerous part.

Wanted.

Beautiful.

Alive in a crowd without losing myself in it.

Maya was laughing, radiant, grinding back for half a second against one boy who looked so delighted by his own luck that I almost laughed again. Another brushed closer to me, hand skimming my hip before I moved away with a smile that I did not know how to explain to my old self. Everything felt charged and bright and harmless in the way summer nights do right before they become memory.

Then I looked over.

Ramon was still seated at the table.

He had not said a word. Had barely moved. But his eyes were on us—on me—with a stillness that cut through the music more effectively than shouting would have.

Jealousy was too simple a word for it.

His gaze was darker than that. Possessive, maybe. Watchful in a way that made the skin at the back of my neck wake up.

For one second everything around me sharpened—the music, the men, Maya’s laugh, the warm press of night air, my own body moving in the coral bikini, the awareness of my breasts, my hips, my mouth, my hair, my pulse.

I felt suddenly and acutely that I was being seen by everyone.

And by him most of all.

The man near me said something I didn’t catch. I smiled automatically, then stepped back out of his space.

Maya followed my gaze, saw Ramon, and her grin changed. Not mocking. Just knowing.

“Oh,” she murmured.

I ignored that.

Or tried to.

But when I danced after that, I knew exactly where Ramon was looking.

And when I finally slowed, breathless and flushed and half dizzy from laughter and heat and the strange shimmering pleasure of having been wanted in public and claimed silently in private, I knew something between us had deepened.

Not settled.

Not softened.

Just deepened.

The island had done that too.

It had made everything more bodily, more immediate, more dangerous.

Later, when the music faded and the men drifted away and Maya yawned her way toward the guest bedding set up for her, I lingered a second in the dark near the edge of the sand, letting the wind cool my skin.

Ramon came to stand beside me.

Not touching.

Never careless enough for that.

For a while we just listened to the sea.

Then he said, in that low voice that always seemed to land somewhere under my skin, “You liked that.”

It was not a question.

I stared out at the black water. “Maybe.”

He was quiet a moment.

Then: “You were beautiful.”

That hit harder than anything else had that night.

Not hot.

Not sexy.

Not teasing.

Beautiful.

I turned toward him, but his face gave me nothing easy to work with—just that same composed masculinity, sharpened now by something held tightly in place.

I should have answered.

Instead, I stood there with the music still ghosting in my blood, his words warm in my chest, and the knowledge settling quietly over me that Siargao no longer felt like a place where I was being changed.

It felt like a place where I was becoming myself.


Chapter 8
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I COULD TELL the island was changing. Not dramatically at first. Not in some movie way where the sky turned black and everyone started shouting.

It was subtler than that. The wind began arriving from different angles. The sea looked the same until you watched it long enough, and then it didn’t.

The mornings lost some of their softness. The air felt tighter, more expectant. Even the palms seemed to speak differently when they moved.

Ramon noticed everything before I did.

That was not new.

But usually his awareness of the island felt almost invisible, folded so naturally into him that I only saw the result—when to head into the water, when to wait, when to pull the boards farther up, when to cover something before rain. That week, it became obvious. He watched the horizon more. Stood still more often with his eyes on the currents. Checked the sky in the late afternoon. Looked at the water like it was speaking in a language too old for words.

And he kept telling me the same thing.

“Do not go out alone when the water turns.”

The first time he said it, I nodded.

The second time, I said, “I heard you.”

The third time, I snapped, “You’ve mentioned.”

Ramon did not react to the tone. He never did when he thought he was right.

“This is not about obedience,” he said. “It is about respect.”

That irritated me more than if he had just ordered me around.

“Respect for what?”

“The sea,” he said, as if I were stupid for needing the clarification. “It changes faster than your confidence.”

I folded my arms, then unfolded them because that motion still pulled oddly at my chest when I did it too sharply.

“You always make it sound like the water has opinions.”

“It does.”

“That is not scientifically persuasive.”

Ramon looked toward the break. “You do not need persuasion. You need restraint.”

It was the kind of answer that should have landed cleanly. Instead it slid around inside me and hit every bruise I already had.

Because by then I knew two things at once, and they did not fit together.

First: he was right about the sea.

Second: I was beginning to hate how often he was right about everything else.

The problem was not just the weather.

The problem was me.

Or rather, the fact that I had begun living inside a body and a life I no longer knew how to classify. My reflection had gone from surprising me to haunting me. There were whole stretches of the day now where I moved as if being this version of myself made perfect practical sense. Then, suddenly, some small thing would break the illusion—a certain angle in the hut mirror, the weight of my breasts when I bent to lift something, the sway of my hips when I walked barefoot over sand, the way my hair moved over my shoulders in the wind—and panic would hit me all over again.

I had not solved anything.

I had just been too busy surfing and being wanted and touched by the island to keep up with my own terror.

That week the panic began catching up.

Tita Nilda arrived two days before the weather fully turned.

I heard the boat first, then Junjun’s voice carrying lightly over the water, then Sunny trotting down the beach ahead of me like she had some personal investment in incoming gossip. By the time I reached the shore, the bangka was already nudging in, loaded with supplies.

Wrapped rice.

Cooked food.

Extra drinking water.

Dry goods.

A covered pot that smelled like ginger and fish even before it was properly handed off.

Another sack of rice because apparently survival on a Filipino island required preparing for both storms and emotional collapse with identical tools.

Junjun jumped out first, then turned and held out a hand to Tita Nilda, who stepped into the shallows with the same tough, grounded dignity she carried everywhere. She looked at the island, then at me, and her whole expression shifted into that look older women got when they had already decided they were correct about your life and were now just waiting for you to catch up.

“Well,” she said.

That was all. Just well.

I instantly disliked the tone.

“Hi to you too,” I said.

Tita Nilda came closer, studying me with open, unsparing interest. Not cruelty. Worse. Familiarity. As if she were looking at an outcome she had already predicted.

“You’re becoming prettier day by day,” she said.

“That seems to be a popular review.”

Junjun, carrying two bags and grinning like he hoped to witness something entertaining, muttered, “Very popular.”

“Carry the rest,” Ramon said.

Junjun did, still smiling.

Tita Nilda handed me one of the wrapped rice packets and a covered container. “Eat before your thoughts get louder than your body.”

“That feels suspiciously specific.”

“It is.”

We all moved back toward the cooking area, and the afternoon on Babaylan briefly took on the feeling of a family visit from a branch of the family that knew too much and judged very efficiently.

Tita Nilda unpacked food with the brisk authority of a woman who did not trust men, weather, or fate to arrange things properly without intervention. Junjun ferried supplies where Ramon told him. Sunny circled strategically in case fish or rice became available to the weak-hearted. I hovered between helping and being studied.

At one point Tita Nilda looked at me across the table while she portioned out rice and said, almost absently, “Some people come to islands and leave with stories.”

I glanced up.

She went on, “And some arrive already ready to be claimed.”

The words landed with an intimacy I did not appreciate.

I laughed once. “That sounds ominous.”

“It is not ominous,” she said. “It is simply not always avoidable.”

I looked at Ramon then, because surely this was exactly the kind of mystical local theater he would refuse to dignify if it did not serve him.

But he did not interrupt.

He kept sorting supplies, calm as ever.

That bothered me more than if he had agreed aloud.

“What does that even mean?” I asked.

Tita Nilda folded the cloth around the remaining rice. “It means some people do not come searching for a place. They come searching to be changed by one.”

Junjun, hovering nearby, looked delighted by the entire conversation.

I wanted to say something dismissive and American and practical.

Instead I heard myself ask, “And if they don’t want that?”

Tita Nilda’s eyes stayed on me. “That is usually when they discover they wanted it most.”

I looked away first.

Lunch was louder than usual because Junjun was there and because Tita Nilda believed weather was best met with both preparation and unsolicited truth. The fish broth was excellent. The wrapped rice still warm. There was gossip from General Luna too—who had broken up, who had opened some new café, which tourists had done something idiotic with scooters and alcohol. Under other circumstances I might have enjoyed it more.

But my nerves had started humming under the surface of everything.

The sky darkened earlier than usual that day.

Not storm-dark yet. Just heavier. Layered. The sea looked flatter in some places and rougher in others, which I only knew because Ramon kept glancing toward it with increasing seriousness.

Before they left, Tita Nilda touched my arm lightly.

“You listen now,” she said, not unkindly. “When weather changes, pride becomes very stupid very quickly.”

“I’m not proud,” I said automatically.

She gave me a look that suggested this was exactly the kind of sentence proud people liked saying.

Then she and Junjun were gone, and the island felt quieter than before they came.

Quieter, but not calmer.

That evening the wind shifted harder after sunset. We ate under a sky that seemed lower than usual, the edges of the island darkening early while the sea kept up a steady restless voice beyond the trees.

I had been carrying a question around for days by then.

Maybe longer.

It had grown in me the way all my worst thoughts did—silently at first, then all at once, until I could no longer move around it.

So after dinner, when Ramon was rinsing bowls at the washing basin and I was standing nearby pretending to dry my hands longer than necessary, I said it.

“What happens if I go back?”

Ramon did not turn.

“Back where?”

I hated that he made me say things plainly when I would have preferred to be elliptical.

“General Luna. Chicago. Anywhere that isn’t here.” I swallowed. “After all this.”

The wind pushed at the palms. The sea answered from farther off.

Ramon set down the bowl in his hand and rinsed it slowly.

“You are here now,” he said.

“That is not what I asked.”

“No.”

I felt my heartbeat pick up, not from effort this time but from a much uglier source.

“Then answer me.”

He dried his hands and finally turned.

In the low light, with the island narrowed down to the two of us and the sound of weather gathering in the dark, his face looked harder than usual. Or maybe just more careful.

“What happens if I leave?” I asked again.

Ramon looked at me for a long time.

Too long.

And then he said, “You think leaving is simple.”

That cold, sick feeling I had been outrunning for weeks finally caught me.

“What does that mean?”

“It means what you have become here belongs to here.”

I stared at him.

The words should have been clarifying. Instead they felt like a door closing somewhere inside me.

“What I’ve become here?” I repeated.

Ramon did not soften. “The island does not give without taking hold.”

I laughed then, because the alternative was screaming.

“You knew,” I said. “You knew from the start.”

“Yes.”

“And you still brought me here.”

“You said yes.”

“That doesn’t mean informed consent, Ramon!”

The words came out sharper than I intended, but once they were in the air, I did not want them back.

For the first time in a long while, something shifted visibly in his face. Not guilt. Not shame. Something more dangerous: restraint.

“I told you to leave before,” he said.

“That was before I had any idea what the terms actually were.”

“You had enough idea to stay.”

That was true and I hated him for saying it.

“Because you made it impossible not to,” I snapped. “The surfing, the view, but all of this—” I gestured at my body, my chest tightening with the motion, the outline of myself undeniable even in the loose cloth I wore over the bikini.

“How much of this is even real?”

Ramon did not answer immediately.

Which was answer enough.

Panic rose in me so fast it made me dizzy.

“So that’s it?” I said. “This whole thing is just an island trick? A mirage? I leave and I—what? Deflate?”

The word was ugly. I used it anyway.

Ramon’s jaw tightened once.

“This is not illusion.”

“It feels like one.”

“No,” he said, low and steady. “It feels like truth you do not want.”

That hit so hard I stepped back like he had touched me.

I hated him then.

Not cleanly.

Not even consistently.

But enough that rage became easier than grief.

“You changed me,” I said.

“Yes.”

The simplicity of that almost broke me.

No apology.

No denial.

No attempt to make it prettier.

Just yes.

I looked at him and felt everything I had been trying not to feel come up at once. Attraction. Dependence. Gratitude. Shame. Pleasure. Fear. The domestic softness of Babaylan. The surfing. The way he looked at me. The way I had started looking at myself. It all tangled together until the only manageable part was fury.

“You don’t get to act like this is some sacred lesson,” I said. “Maybe this is just manipulation with good scenery.”

Ramon said nothing.

That made me angrier.

“Maybe the whole island thing is just a story you tell men who are stupid enough to trust you.”

Still nothing.

“You think because I’ve started liking it here, because I’ve started—” I stopped, because I would not finish that sentence in front of him, not while I could still feel my own face burning.

Ramon’s voice, when it came, was quiet.

“I told you not to stay if you could not surrender.”

That made something snap.

“Maybe I’m done surrendering.”

The words came out before I knew I meant them.

Or maybe I did mean them. Maybe I had been building toward them for days.

Ramon looked at me for a long moment, then said only, “Then be careful what you fight.”

I wanted to say something devastating back.

Instead I turned and walked away before he could see how badly my hands were shaking.

That night I lay awake in my hut listening to the sea and trying to hate the island hard enough to free myself from it.

I thought about Chicago. About office lighting. About cold glass towers and sidewalks and trains and coffee in paper cups and my old apartment with its bad couch and its honest ugliness.
 

I thought about the version of my body that had belonged to that life. The version of my future that had at least made sense.

And for the first time since coming to Babaylan, I let myself imagine escape seriously.

Not “leave later.”

Not “go back after the month.”

Escape.

Because if Ramon was right—if what I had become here belonged to here—then maybe the only way to break the island was to leave it before it finished whatever it thought it was doing.

I started planning before dawn.

The practical problems were obvious immediately. The island was not close enough to just stroll away from. Boats came on Ramon’s timing, or Junjun’s, or weather’s. If I confronted him directly, he would stop me. If I tried to steal supplies and leave by daylight, it would become impossible fast.

But I could surf now.

That was the dangerous thought.

I could surf better than I had ever imagined. Better than any version of me from Chicago should have been able to. The water loved me now, or something close enough to love that it became hard to distinguish. I knew the rhythm of the breaks. I knew how my body moved out there. I knew where the currents pulled and where the safer channels opened.

And in the kind of half-mad state only fear and overconfidence can produce together, I began convincing myself that I could do it.

Surf out before first light. Ride as far as the water would carry me. Get enough distance. Then swim. Not all the way blindly. Not heroics. Just enough to angle myself toward where the mainland lay, toward General Luna, toward the denser traffic of boats and people and noise and certainty. Enough to get away from Babaylan before Ramon woke fully, before he could stop me, before the island could tighten around me any further.

The plan was insane.

That did not stop it from feeling possible.

Because the worst part was this: in the water, I did feel invincible.

The next afternoon, while Ramon watched the horizon and kept me closer than usual because of the changing weather, I still had a few moments where the surf became almost ecstatic again. My body moved beautifully now—there was no way around that word. Beautifully. The board answered me. My hips knew things before my mind did. My center had shifted into some softer, lower geometry that let me ride longer, cleaner, with a fluid confidence I had never known in any other setting.

I should have felt mystical in those moments. Blessed, maybe. Grateful.

Instead I turned all of it into denial.

Fine, I thought. If this body wants the water so badly, I’ll use it.
If the island made me into something that can cross distance better, I’ll use that too. If Ramon thought surrender was the lesson, then I would make my escape out of the very thing he taught me.

I rode one wave that day so cleanly it made my whole body sing.

When I came in, Ramon said, “Enough.”

I looked at him, soaked and breathing hard and furious with how alive I felt.

“Why?”

“The water is changing.”

“I can handle it.”

“No,” he said. “You feel powerful. That is different.”

Again with the terrifying accuracy.

I wanted to throw the board at him.

Instead I dragged it up the sand and said nothing.

That evening, while he checked the lashings on the crates and moved things farther under cover in case the weather worsened overnight, I kept my own silence and built the plan more carefully in my head.

Wake before him. Quietly.

Take the board. No food—too much weight.

Maybe one bottle of water if I could do it without noise.

Paddle out on the side where the reef opened.

Catch enough distance.

Then go.

The sea beyond the island was louder than before, but I convinced myself that was just fear making everything grander.

In truth, something else was happening.

I was trying to outrun not only Babaylan, but my own feelings for Ramon.

That was the thing I would not say out loud even to myself.

Because if I stayed, if I kept surfing, kept letting him touch me with oil and correct my body and watch me become this softer, more dangerous version of myself, then eventually denial would fail completely. Eventually I would have to admit that what I felt around him was not just student hunger, not just dependence, not just island confusion.

It was becoming love-shaped.

And I was not ready for that.

Not in this body.

Not on this island.

Not under his gaze.

So I did what frightened men always do when the truth gets too close.

I made a bad plan and called it freedom.


Chapter 9
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I WOKE BEFORE the alarm in my head had time to become fear. For one strange second, everything felt almost calm. Then the wind hit the hut.

Not gently. Not as atmosphere. It slammed against the walls hard enough to make the bamboo creak, and just like that I was fully awake, staring into the dark with my heart already racing.

Rain rattled against the roof in uneven bursts. The sea was louder than I had ever heard it, not in the beautiful distant way I had once found soothing, but like something huge moving too close to the bones of the island. Outside, somewhere near the steps, Sunny started barking.

Not her usual little alert sound.

A real bark.

Sharp.

Repeated.

Warning.

I lay there for one more second, soaked in my own nerves, and almost stopped myself.

Almost.

Then I remembered the conversation from the night before. The way Ramon had said what you have become here belongs to here. The way he had admitted, without apology, that he had changed me. The way I had felt cornered not just by the island, but by my own body, my own need, my own stupid, growing feelings for him.

If I stayed, I thought, I was done.

Not dead. Not ruined. Worse.

Finished resisting.

And I was not ready for that.

Not ready for the body.

Not ready for the wanting.

Not ready for the way Babaylan was making a home out of me.

So I sat up in the dark and told myself the storm was ugly, yes, but manageable. That Ramon was too conservative. Too reverent about the sea. That he underestimated me because he still saw the tourist who had arrived with office muscles and a spreadsheet brain. That maybe this was exactly the day I proved something. Not to him. To myself.

I rose quietly and pulled on the dark bikini I had left near the bed, the one that fit me closest and moved best in the water. My fingers shook while tying it, though I told myself that was only the weather. I added the bottoms, then the thin wrap over them, mostly out of habit, and tied my hair back as best I could in the dark.

Sunny barked again.

“Shh,” I whispered as I stepped outside.

The wind slapped my hair loose immediately.

The whole island looked half-erased. Rain moved sideways in silver streaks. The palms bent and hissed. The cooking area looked ghostly in the weak pre-dawn dark, everything lashed down and shadowed. Ramon’s hut was still closed, still dark. If he was awake, he wasn’t outside yet.

Sunny came straight to me, whining low now, body tense.

I crouched in front of her and put both hands on her damp little sides.

“Hey,” I whispered.

She licked once at my wrist and whined again.

“I know.” My throat tightened unexpectedly. “I know.”

The words came before I meant to make them real.

“I’m not ready for this,” I told her softly. “I’m not ready for… all of it. The body. The feelings. The whole insane magic-waves thing. I can’t stay here until I stop being me.”

The wind surged harder, rain stinging the side of my face.

Sunny pressed closer.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

I kissed the top of her wet head because apparently this was the kind of person I had become on Babaylan, then stood before I could lose my nerve. I grabbed the board I had hidden farther down the sand the night before, kept low, and started toward the break.

Every step felt louder than it should have.

Every gust sounded like a warning.

Every instinct that was not panic kept saying the same thing:

Don’t.

I ignored all of them.

By the time I hit the water, I was breathing hard, my chest tight with more than cold or wind. The sea was angry, but not impossible—not yet. The first stretch out was rough, spray in the face, board tugging under me, but the current seemed to angle the way I had hoped. Away from Babaylan. Away from the island. Toward the mainland side.

Toward General Luna.

The thought flashed through me like relief.

Maybe I was right.

Maybe the storm was ugly but workable.

Maybe Ramon had wrapped too much fear in reverence.

Maybe I had become good enough that the sea would finally take me where I wanted instead of where it wanted.

I paddled harder.

The wind hit my face and shoulders, cold in a way that felt almost violent after weeks of tropical softness. Rain needled my skin. The break behind me roared, but ahead there was a path—messy, shifting, but there.

I caught the first wave sloppily and still rode it farther than I expected.

For one second, then three, then ten, I felt incredible.

Not careful.

Not wise.

Incredible.

Strong. Graceful. Chosen, almost. The board answered me through the chop. My hips adjusted instinctively. My body, this new impossible body I had resented and touched and feared and secretly admired, moved like it was born for exactly this. The wind pushed. The water lifted. My hair tore loose around my face and the whole storm seemed to open around me instead of against me.

I laughed. Actually laughed.

“This is fine!” I shouted into rain and dark like an idiot.

The island was behind me.

The mainland felt possible.

The whole thing—body, fear, Ramon, surrender—felt for a few dangerous seconds like something I could outsurf.

Then the sky darkened more.

Not a gradual dark.

A drop.

The light thinned so sharply it felt like a hand closing over the world. The water beneath me changed texture. The wind hit from a different direction, hard enough to yank the board wrong under my feet, and suddenly I was no longer riding with the storm.

I was inside it.

The next wave rose rougher than the last, steeper, uglier, not carrying me outward anymore but twisting under me with a violence that felt personal. I tried to adjust. Too late. The board kicked. My footing slipped. The nose turned, and then I was thrown.

The water swallowed me whole.

Cold.
Salt.
Noise.

I slammed down harder than I ever had on Babaylan, shoulder first, then hip, then something jagged scraped along my leg and panic lit through me so fast it erased thought.

Reef.

I came up choking, spat water, grabbed blindly for the board, missed, and got smacked in the side by it as the leash yanked viciously at my ankle.

“Shit—”

Another wave hit before I could finish.

I went under again, deeper this time, the world all force and pressure and salt and disorientation. The leash pulled, the board gone wild somewhere above me. My eyes were open but useless. I couldn’t tell up from sideways for one ugly second and in that second I understood, with a clarity so pure it felt holy, that I was not in control of anything.

Not the storm.

Not the current.

Not the body.

Not the island.

Not my own fear.

When I broke the surface again I sucked in air and water together, coughing so hard I couldn’t breathe around it. The wind had changed. I could feel it now in the sickening way the board kept pulling, not toward the mainland but back, angling, dragging, the whole sea reshuffling beneath me with terrifying indifference.

Not General Luna.

Back to Babaylan.

Back.

“No,” I gasped, as if refusal mattered.

The board jerked again.

The rain blurred everything.

The waves got rougher, each one less a ride than a threat.

I paddled anyway, stupidly, desperately, but the sea had turned on me completely now. What had felt like invitation minutes ago was only force. I got half up on one wave and wiped out instantly. Swallowed water. Hit hard enough that my vision flashed white. Lost the board, found the leash, got twisted in the drag, kicked free, then felt the reef under me again like teeth.

My chest burned.

My arms were gone.

My leg screamed where something had scraped deep.

The bikini top twisted under one shoulder and one strap gave way with a snap I felt more than heard.

I think I screamed then. Or maybe only inside my own head.

The sky was almost black now. The wind shoved water into my face faster than I could clear it. My board pulled uselessly somewhere off to the side. Every time I got a breath, the sea took it back.

And suddenly, horribly, I knew.

Ramon had been right. The waves would always take me back. Not because he owned them. Because I never had.

I stopped fighting for one second.

Not out of wisdom. Out of exhaustion.

I closed my eyes in the water and surrendered.

Not elegantly. Not spiritually. Just with the raw, animal thought of please.

Please.

Please don’t let me die like this.

Please don’t let this be the end of whatever I’m becoming.

Please.

When I surfaced again, someone hit the water near me hard enough to make me flinch.

Then a hand caught my arm.

Ramon.

I knew it before I could see clearly.

He was all force and focus, hair plastered to his head, jaw set, body cutting through the water like the storm had no right to question him. He grabbed me once, adjusted, got an arm around me and the board leash in his other hand in one impossible sequence of motion.

I tried to say his name and got more water in my mouth instead.

“Do not fight me,” he snapped.

That cut through everything.

I went limp in the places I could. He dragged me through the rest.

I don’t remember every second of getting back. Only pieces. His arm iron-tight around me. My body slamming into his in the waves. The pounding water. The choking. The sound of him swearing once in a language I didn’t know. The board battering uselessly beside us. The awful length of it.

Then suddenly sand.

Then knees.

Then hands.

Then shore.

I collapsed the second the sea gave me up.

I was on all fours, coughing water so hard it felt like my ribs would split, hair plastered across my face, one side of the bikini top half torn and hanging wrong, my whole body shaking violently enough I couldn’t stop it. Rain still came down, though less brutally now. Behind us the sea roared like it had done nothing unusual.

Ramon dropped beside me, one hand on my back, the other gripping my upper arm hard enough to keep me anchored.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” he shouted.

I had never heard him raise his voice like that.

I looked up at him through wet hair and salt and tears I hadn’t yet admitted were tears.

“I—”

Nothing came out but a sob.

And that was it.

Something in me broke open completely.

I grabbed at him—shoulders, arms, whatever I could reach—and then I was clinging to him with the kind of desperate force that had no dignity left in it. I was sobbing openly now, shaking so hard my teeth knocked together, pressed against his chest like if I let go the sea would drag me back out even from the sand.

Ramon held me.

Furious, yes.

Relieved, unmistakably.

Possessive in the raw way only terror makes possible.

His hand moved once over the back of my head, then tightened there. His breathing was harsh. Mine was a wreck.

Sunny whined nearby, circling and pressing in close enough that I could feel her little body trembling too.

“The waves will always take you back,” Ramon said, voice lower now but still rough with anger and fear.

I laughed once through a sob, ugly and broken. “You don’t understand.”

Ramon pulled back just enough to look at me.

Rain ran down his face. Mine too.

“Then tell me.”

I tried to breathe. Failed. Tried again.

He kept one hand at the back of my neck, steadying me, making it impossible to float away from the moment.

“I can’t do this,” I said.

“You are doing it.”

“No.” I shook my head hard. “No, I mean this. This body. This island. You. All of it.”

Ramon said nothing.

And because the storm had already stripped everything useless from me, because I had nearly died and come back in pieces, because there was no room left for pride, the truth started coming out.

“When I was twelve,” I said, voice shaking, “my brother caught me in our mom’s bathroom.”

Ramon’s face changed—not much, but enough. Attention sharpening into something gentler and more dangerous.

I swallowed hard.

“She had this lipstick,” I said. “And some cheap blue eyeshadow from a drugstore. I don’t even know why I put it on. I just… wanted to see. I wanted to know.” Another laugh broke out of me, wet and ugly. “It wasn’t even because I thought I was a girl. Not then. I just wanted to look pretty for one second. Or different. Softer. I didn’t have the language.”

The rain softened further around us. The wind dropped from a howl to a hard hiss.

“My brother saw me and dragged me out by the arm. He beat the shit out of me in the hallway.” I could hear myself breathing too fast, but I couldn’t stop now. “Not enough to send me to a hospital. Just enough that I learned. He kept calling me disgusting. My dad told me to stop crying because I had brought it on myself.”

Ramon’s hand tightened once against my neck.

“I threw up after,” I whispered. “Not because of the blood. Because my mom wouldn’t look at me.”

The whole island seemed to go still around that sentence.

I stared at the sand between us because looking at him while saying the rest felt impossible.

“There was more,” I said. “In high school, one of my cousins told people I walked wrong. Too soft. Too careful. So I started overcorrecting everything. My voice. My shoulders. The way I sat. The way I held my wrists. In college I got drunk at a party once and one of my roommates found lingerie in my browser history and laughed about it for months. Said I looked like the kind of guy who’d end up somebody’s little wife if I wasn’t careful.” My mouth twisted.

“So I got careful.”

Sunny whined again and pushed her nose against my knee.

“I built a whole life out of not getting caught wanting the wrong things,” I said. “Work. Gym. Chicago. The whole straight, ambitious, finance-guy package. All of it because I thought if I got good enough at being a man in the approved way, then whatever that was in me would shut up.”

I finally looked at Ramon then.

“It didn’t.”

The storm had nearly calmed now. Rain still fell, but lighter. The wind had lost its teeth. The sea was still loud, but farther away somehow, as if the island had stepped between us and it.

Ramon looked at me with that same impossible steadiness that had first infuriated me on the beach in General Luna, only now there was nothing distant in it.

“I am not ready,” I said, tears starting again because once they begin in earnest they become shameless. “Do you understand? I’m not ready for my body to become every fear I spent my whole life trying to outrun. I’m not ready to want this. I’m not ready to want you.”

The words landed between us like another kind of surrender.

I thought he might answer immediately. He didn’t.

He just looked at me as if every version of me—the boy in makeup, the man from Chicago, the wreck in a torn bikini sobbing on the sand—was present at once, and none of them made him turn away.

Then his hand moved from the back of my neck to my jaw.

Not rough.

Not gentle either.

Certain.

“You think wanting makes you weak,” he said quietly.

My mouth trembled. “Doesn’t it?”

“No.”

I shook my head, crying harder now because of how badly I wanted to believe him.

“You don’t understand what it costs.”

Ramon leaned closer, rain dripping from his hair onto my already soaked skin.

“You are alive,” he said. “You came back.”

“That was you.”

“Yes.”

The answer was simple. The truth of it hit me like heat.

My hands were still clutching his arms. My whole body was still pressed partly into his. My torn bikini top hung uselessly off one shoulder. My hair was stuck to my face. I had never looked less composed in my life.

And yet in that moment I had never felt more seen.

Sunny settled near us with one last anxious whine as if the island itself had decided I was no longer running anywhere tonight.

The storm kept easing.

The sea kept breathing.

The whole world narrowed to his hand on my face and the impossible fact that he was still there.

I kissed him first.

There was no plan in it.

No polished courage.

Just the raw, wrecked impulse of a person who had nearly drowned and been dragged back and could no longer bear the distance between terror and wanting.

My mouth hit his badly the first time, half sob, half kiss.

Ramon made a sound low in his throat and then one hand slid to the back of my head, anchoring me properly this time as he kissed me back.

And that was worse.

Worse because it was real.

Because the storm was ending around us and the island was going quiet and my whole body—shivering, soaked, torn open—answered him like this had been waiting just below the surface of everything.

I kissed him again, harder this time, tasting salt and rain and something that felt terrifyingly like home.

When I pulled back, my forehead stayed against his.

I could still barely breathe.

“I’m scared,” I whispered.

“I know,” Ramon said.

And under the last light rain, with Sunny close and the sea finally calmed enough to sound like something survivable again, I knew fear was no longer the only thing holding me there.


Chapter 10
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RAMON KISSED ME until I stopped shaking from the storm and started shaking for a different reason. The rain had thinned to almost nothing.

The sand beneath us was cool and damp, the whole beach washed clean and dark under the opening sky. Above us, stars were gathering slowly between ragged clouds. Behind us, the island was quiet again, as if it had decided to give us this one breath of peace.

“Look at me,” he said softly.

I did.

His face was still severe in all the ways that made him Ramon—strong jaw, wet dark hair pushed back, shoulders broad and powerful even under exhaustion, chest still rising hard from the effort of dragging me through the water. He looked like the same impossible man who had first reduced me to an insecure idiot in General Luna.

But now there was something open in him too. Something rougher and more human than calm.

“I know you’re not ready,” he said.

My mouth trembled. I hated that it did.

“I’m not,” I whispered.

“I know.”

The answer was immediate. No frustration in it. No push. No mockery. Just knowing.

His hand slipped into my wet hair and held there, not controlling, just anchoring.

“But if you could give me this one night,” he said, voice low enough that I felt it more than heard it, “only this night… no promises you cannot make, no future you have to decide yet. Just stay with me now.”

My whole body tightened.

Not in fear. Or not only in fear.

Because I already knew I wanted him.

That had stopped being deniable sometime between the oil on my skin, his hands correcting my hips in the surf, the way he said my name—or the other name—and the way my body had started answering his attention before I was brave enough to admit I liked being seen by him.

But wanting was one thing.

Being wanted back, like this, with this much patience and certainty and heat—that was something else.

I swallowed hard.

“You make it sound simple,” I said, though it came out more fragile than I intended.

Ramon’s eyes stayed on mine. “No,” he said. “I make it sound true.”

That almost broke me all over again.

Ramon’s hand moved over my side, my waist, the new fullness of my hips, learning me openly now, without the restraint that had shaped so much of what had passed between us before. His touch was not tentative. It was careful, yes, but certain. He held me like a man who already knew I was precious and wanted me anyway.

Maybe wanted me more because of it.

I felt almost feverish under his hands.

Everywhere he touched me seemed to wake up brighter than the rest. My skin had become too sensitive in recent weeks, every nerve brought closer to the surface by the island, the oils, the sea, the slow remaking of me. In his arms that sensitivity stopped feeling like a problem and became something holy. My body answered him before my thoughts could rearrange themselves into fear.

His mouth moved from mine to my cheek, my throat, the damp line of my shoulder, and each kiss seemed to loosen another knot I had carried for years. I had spent so much of my life preparing to be mocked, corrected, discovered, punished. Even on Babaylan, even while changing, I had kept waiting for some cruel punchline to arrive and tell me what I was becoming could only ever be ridiculous.

But there on the sand, with his body over mine and his voice gone low and rough with wanting, nothing about me felt ridiculous.

I felt beautiful.

That was the part I hadn’t known how badly I needed.

Ramon drew back just enough to look at me. His gaze traveled over the softened shape of me—my chest still half-bared by the ruined bikini, the narrowness of my waist against the fuller line below it, the curve of my thighs, my hair spread damp and tangled around me.

“Do you know what you do to me?” he asked.

I gave a shaky laugh, because if I didn’t laugh I thought I might cry again. “Considering the last few weeks? I’m not confident in anything anymore.”

A shadow of a smile touched his mouth, then disappeared as his eyes went serious again.

“You undo me,” he said.

The honesty of it hit harder than seduction would have.

I looked at him—at the breadth of him, the strength still in his shoulders and arms even after dragging me out of the storm, the dark wet hair, the face I had once thought of only as stern and impossible—and felt want move through me with a softness that frightened me more than hunger ever could.

Because this wasn’t only heat.

It was trust.

It was relief.

It was the impossible sweetness of finally being wanted in the shape I had spent my whole life trying not to become.

My hand slid over him, over the hard warmth of his chest and down his side, learning in return. He made a low sound at that, and the sound thrilled me with a kind of shy power I had never known before. I had fantasized, yes. I had wanted, hidden, wondered. But this was different. This was not imagination. This was my body, this body, being answered by another person in real time.

His hand rose to my chest again, slower now, as if he wanted me to feel every second of the attention. I gasped and arched before I could stop myself. The changed fullness there had become one of the most bewildering parts of me, tender and heavy in a way that still startled me whenever I bathed or changed. In his hands, that bewilderment turned to heat so fast it almost hurt.

“So sensitive,” he murmured again.

I turned my face away, embarrassed by how obvious it was.

His fingers tipped my chin back gently.

“Don’t hide from me,” he said.

I looked at him.

The stars above us blurred for a second.

“I don’t know how to do this,” I admitted.

His expression softened in a way I had almost never seen. “Then let me show you.”

And he did—not with haste, not with anything that made me feel cornered, but with patience so intimate it made my whole body loosen.

He kissed me until I forgot to be ashamed.

He touched me until I stopped treating every reaction as evidence against myself and started letting pleasure happen where it wanted to happen.

His hands moved over the roundness of me with open appreciation, over the swell of my chest, the softness of my waist, the fullness of my hips and ass, all the places that had transformed fastest and frightened me most.

The first time his palm settled there—firm, warm, possessive over the curve I still could not believe belonged to me—I let out a broken little sound and covered my face.

He caught my wrist gently and lowered it.

“No,” he said, voice rough. “I want to see you.”

My breath caught.

No one had ever said anything like that to me.

Not in a way that felt safe.

Not in a way that let me stay.

He made me feel the beauty of my own body by refusing to let me turn away from it.

And somewhere in that refusal, something in me surrendered with real sweetness for the first time.

I touched him too, less shyly now, guided as much by instinct as courage. I loved the contrast between us. The sheer masculinity of him against the lushness of me. His size, his steadiness, the way he seemed built by sun and sea and certainty. Against him, my curves no longer felt like betrayal. They felt like invitation. Like belonging. Like I had finally become someone who could be held this way.

At one point he rested his forehead against mine and said, almost like it had been dragged out of him, “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do this.”

I smiled shakily. “You hid it well.”

“I had to.”

“Why?”

His mouth brushed mine once before he answered.

“Because you were still running from yourself. I would not take what you had not chosen.”

That line went through me more deeply than all the kissing had.

I touched his face then, just to hold something steady inside the rush of feeling.

“I’m choosing now,” I whispered.

Ramon exhaled like that cost him something.

Then he kissed me with all the hunger he had been containing.

The night seemed to narrow around us after that. The sea. The stars. The sand. The lingering smell of rain. My body opening to sensation in ways that felt impossible and then suddenly undeniable. Everything in me was too alive. Too warm. Too aware. Every touch seemed to travel farther than it should have, gathering itself low inside me until pleasure stopped feeling like a series of separate moments and became one rising, overwhelming tide.

What moved me most was not just that he wanted me.
It was that he seemed to understand what this moment meant.

He knew I was not only new to him. I was new to myself. And he treated that knowledge with reverence.

There came a point where language became useless, and how his spit became the anchor of my first time being taken like a woman. I could only cling to him, wait for things to happen, breathe his name, feel the way he steadied me whenever the intensity made me tremble.

I felt adored, cherished, unraveled. I felt the old fear in me dissolving under the weight of a very different truth: that being held as a woman did not make me smaller.

It made me whole.

When the pleasure finally broke inside me, it felt less like losing control than like being gathered into it. My whole body tightened and then let go in his arms, and I buried my face against his shoulder because I could not bear how much it was all at once—relief, joy, wonder, grief for all the years I had not had this, gratitude for having it now.

Ramon held me through all of it.

He kissed my hair.

My temple.

The corner of my mouth when I finally looked up again.

And afterward, when everything had softened into quiet trembling and warm exhaustion, he wrapped me close against him on the cooling sand and simply stayed.

I lay there with my cheek on his chest, listening to his heartbeat, trying to understand what had happened to my life.

The stars above us looked impossibly bright now. The storm was gone. Sunny had curled up nearby like a loyal witness.
The whole island had gone still enough that I could hear each wave breathing in and out along the shore.

Ramon’s fingers moved slowly through my hair.

After a long silence, I said, “I thought if this ever happened to me, I’d feel ashamed after.”

His hand paused, then continued.

“And do you?” he asked.

I looked up at the sky, then at him.

“No,” I said softly. “I feel… like I was starving and didn’t know it.”

Something changed in his face when I said that. Pride, maybe. Or tenderness too deep to hide.

He bent and kissed my forehead.

“Then stay fed,” he murmured.

I laughed softly against his chest, and to my own surprise tears stung my eyes again.

Not sad tears. Not frightened ones.

Just the tears of somebody who had wanted love in the right shape for so long that receiving it felt almost unbearable.

For a while after that, we said nothing.

We just lay there together on the beach at Siargao, his arm around me, my body still humming with the memory of being wanted so completely, and above us the stars kept opening wider and wider, as if the whole sky were making room.


Epilogue
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A YEAR AFTER the storm, Babaylan belonged only to us. No clients. No students. No curious tourists with money and sunblock and half-baked fantasies about “secret islands.” No one.

Ramon never took anyone there again.

He never said it in a dramatic way, and I never asked him to promise it. He simply behaved as if the matter had already been settled by something older and deeper than discussion. Babaylan was not part of the business.

It was not a premium package, not an exclusive surf experience, not a place to monetize. It was the island where my life had split open and rearranged itself. The island where I had nearly drowned, confessed everything I had spent years burying, and been loved into a version of myself I could finally bear to keep.

It ended with me.

That knowledge still warmed something private inside me.

We didn’t live there anymore, of course.

Our life now was in the north of Siargao, where things felt steadier, more practical, more rooted in the ordinary kind of happiness that had once seemed too humble for fantasy and now felt richer than any fantasy I had ever sold myself. We had a house near the water with pale wood, wide windows, and a breezy veranda where damp bikinis, surf shirts, and café linens were forever drying in the sun. In the mornings, the light came in soft and gold across our floor, and I woke to birds, scooters in the distance, and the low murmur of Ramon already outside talking to one of our staff.

Staff.

That still made me smile.

Our little business had grown in the way good island things seemed to grow—organically, attractively, with enough charm that people started talking about it before we ever had to. Ramon handled the surfing side.

Not just one-on-one anymore, though he still kept his groups small and his standards annoyingly high. He taught beginners, serious learners, couples, friend groups, and the occasional nervous traveler who had watched too many surf reels and arrived with exactly the same desperate hope I once had.

He was good with groups in his own way. Never loud. Never fake-cheerful. But his reputation had only sharpened with time. People trusted him because he didn’t flatter them. He made them better.

And me—

I opened the café.

It started small, almost as a side thought. I wanted a space that felt feminine without being silly, local without pretending tourists didn’t exist, polished without losing its soul. We found the right little property near one of the quieter northern stretches, not far enough from the road to be inconvenient, not close enough to feel swallowed by traffic. I designed it in exactly the way I had always wanted to live: woven lamps, white curtains, soft wood, potted palms, shell details, pale counters, and little vases with fresh flowers whenever I could justify them.

The café served good coffee, cold drinks, breakfast plates, mango pastries, grilled sandwiches, rice meals, and the kinds of things people actually wanted after surfing or island-hopping.

We had local favorites, tourist favorites, and the overlap in between. Garlic rice breakfasts. Cold brew. Fresh buko. Mango cake. Tuna sandwiches. Kinilaw specials on certain days. A soft little signature menu that made people post photos and then come back because, praise be, the food was actually good.

Over time, it became more than a café.

It became the front door to our whole life.

People would book surf lessons there. Ask about tours there. Linger over iced coffee and ask me where to go in Siargao if they wanted something beautiful but not overhyped. I became, somehow, one of those women who leaned over counters and gave perfect island advice while looking put together in a sundress and lip gloss.

There were days when that still hit me out of nowhere.

Not because I felt fake anymore. Because I didn’t.

Because I had become real enough to surprise myself.

We offered more than surfing by then. That part had grown naturally too. Our staff helped run curated experiences for guests who wanted the fuller Siargao fantasy without getting lost in the chaos of generic tour packages. Island-hopping days with good food and better timing. Sunset outings. Café-and-coast loops for slower travelers. Inland scooter tours for people who wanted palm roads, little roadside eateries, coconut stops, quiet beaches, and a softer look at the island than the usual party-heavy version. We partnered with trusted local boatmen, drivers, and guides so the business stayed rooted in actual community, not just aesthetics.

Ramon laughed at me once and said I had turned our life into a tasteful brochure.

I told him that was rich coming from a man whose shoulders alone could sell three-day surf packages.

He didn’t disagree.

By then, people really did call us the power couple of Siargao.

At first I thought it was a joke. Then I realized they meant it.

Part of it was the business, of course. We were visible in the nice, island-scale way. Not unreachable. Just known. Ramon in the water, bronzed and composed and impossible not to look at. Me at the café, blonde and smiling and finally wearing femininity with the ease I had wanted all my life.

But part of it was also that we looked happy in a way people trusted. We touched without performing. We moved around each other like marriage had happened naturally, whether or not there were papers involved.

I was his wife in every way that mattered.

And yes, I served him food sometimes.

Happily.

That still made me laugh when I thought about the old me—the office version, the frightened version, the version so terrified of softness that he built a whole career in finance just to hide in numbers. If that version of me could see me now in a pretty little dress, bringing Ramon his lunch while staff moved around us and the ocean flashed in the background, he would either faint or finally exhale.

Maybe both.

The oils were still part of my life, though no longer in the old desperate way.

That part mattered to me.

I still used them. Sometimes because I liked the softness they gave my skin. Sometimes because the scent of them—coconut, flowers, green things, rain-soaked earth—still made me feel anchored to the version of myself that had opened on Babaylan. But I no longer wanted my whole womanhood to depend on a finite set of bottles and an island no one else was allowed to touch.

So I took control of that too.

Every couple of months, I went to Manila.

At first the trips made me nervous. Then they became part of my routine, another proof that my life was now something I could maintain with intention, not just magic. I found a good endocrinologist. A careful one. A kind one. I started proper hormones, had my monitoring done responsibly, learned what my body needed from medicine and what it still seemed to carry from Babaylan’s strange blessing.

We arranged for shipments too, so I didn’t have to keep flying every time, though I liked Manila well enough for short visits. It reminded me that I was no longer trapped between two impossible options.

I was choosing. Again and again. With care.

That gave me a peace the old version of my story never could have.

The magic may have opened the door.

But I walked through it myself.

And perhaps that was why the ending held.

Some nights, after closing the café and finishing the last little managerial things—counting receipts, checking the cold storage, texting one of the staff about tomorrow’s schedule, making sure the pastry order was confirmed—I would step outside and find Ramon already waiting by his motorbike or leaning against the veranda rail, the last light catching the strong line of him in that maddeningly perfect way the island always seemed to manage.

“You done, wife?” he’d ask.

Always with that quiet little note in his voice that made it clear he knew exactly what the word did to me.

And every time, every single time, something in me softened.

One evening, near the end of rainy season, we closed early because the weather had turned theatrical and beautiful. The staff had gone. The road was damp. The sky was streaked in gold and bruised lavender over the sea.

I brought out two mugs of coffee and found Ramon on the veranda of our house, barefoot, hair still wet from a late swim, looking exactly like the kind of man women write books about when they don’t know what else to do with longing.

I handed him his coffee and sat beside him.

For a while we just watched the sky.

That was still one of the best parts of us—how silence had stopped feeling like a challenge and become a home.

From where we sat, I could see a little of what we had built. The house. The café lights farther off. The soft movement of our world settling for the night. Tomorrow there would be lessons, coffee orders, guests to greet, maybe a tour going out, maybe a surf couple from the US, UK, or Manila wanting photos and beginner confidence. Somebody would ask me where the prettiest sunset spot was. Some annoying girls would tell Ramon they were scared of the water and then flirt with him.

And all of it, every pretty practical ordinary part, would be ours.

“I was thinking about Babaylan,” I said softly.

Ramon turned his head.

“Mm?”

“I’m glad you never took anyone else there.”

He was quiet for only a moment.

“There was never anyone else to take.”

That answer went straight through me.

I looked down at my coffee, suddenly smiling.

“You say romantic things so casually,” I murmured.

“It is not romance,” he said. “It is fact.”

I laughed then, soft and helpless, because that was still so him.

When I looked back up, he was watching me with that same impossible steadiness that had once terrified me and now felt like one of the safest things in my life.

“You happy?” he asked.

The question should have been simple. It was. But the answer carried so much with it that I had to sit inside it for a second.

The old shame.

The old fear.

Chicago.

The boy in makeup.

The storm.

The first kiss.

The café.

The hormones.

The tours.

The surf school.

The staff who called me Ma’am and meant it.

The women who came in and whispered that I was glowing.

The men who respected Ramon and adored me a little too openly.

The life.

The body.

The love.

“Yes,” I said.

And because the truth had become easy at last, I added, “More than I knew I was allowed to be.”

Ramon set his coffee aside and pulled me gently into his lap, like there was no question that this was where I belonged.

“There was never a rule against it,” he said.

I touched his face.

“There were many,” I said. “Just not here.”

His arms tightened around me.

“Then stay here.”

I smiled.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

The rain began a few minutes later, soft and warm and almost lazy, blowing in sideways under the veranda roof. We stayed where we were anyway, wrapped around each other and watching Siargao turn glossy and silver in the fading light.

After a while, I kissed him.

Slowly.

Familiar now.

Still enough to make my heart feel newly made.

When I pulled back, I rested my forehead against his and said the words first.

“I love you.”

Ramon looked at me in that deep, quiet way that always made the whole world narrow to just him.

“I love you too, just you, Callie.”

No fear.

No flinch.

No waiting for punishment after joy.

Just the man I loved, the island that had remade me, and the life we had built from both.

And if tourists happened to arrive the next morning asking for the best surf lessons, the prettiest island tour, and the café with the beautiful blonde owner and her ridiculously handsome husband—well.

We knew exactly where to send them.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy The Summer I Became a Girl? In that case, I hope you can check out my second full-length Transgender Transformation novel, Creating The Lady.
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“My best friend needed a glamorous fake fiancée to sell the power couple fantasy and lure more investors. Neither of us expected me to transform into her for real.”

Creating the Lady is Lilly Lustwood’s second full novel. It’s a glamorous, high-stakes feminization romance about luxury beauty, body transformation, trans awakening, scandal, obsession, surgery, power, and a love story of more than 50,000 words, fierce enough to survive the world finding out the truth.

Read Creating The Lady

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.

[image: ]

“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

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 Secret Girly Transformations


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!

	[image: A person in a blue dress  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a white dress  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person in glasses and a garment  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a black garment and earrings sitting in a green chair  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a pink corset lying on a bed  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person with purple hair  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in lingerie posing for a picture  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person with flowers in her hair  Description automatically generated]
				


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 emails, 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.

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

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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“He’d make a good fiancé. I want him in a dress first thing in the morning.”

Henry Hampton needed a beautiful woman on his arm to quiet his family, impress his board, and close the biggest deal of his life. I… needed the money.

What I didn’t need was the way he looked at me the first time he had me waxed, styled, dressed, and transformed into the kind of woman people couldn’t stop staring at. I didn’t need the silk. The diamonds. The private fittings. The way his hand settled on my waist like I already belonged to him.

But the worst part wasn’t becoming Ari for Henry. It was how right it felt. In public, I was his perfect bride-to-be. Elegant. Feminine. Untouchable.

In private, I was becoming someone I had spent my whole life trying not to want. Henry told me he chose me because I was safe. Because I was a man. Because that meant he would never make the mistake of falling in love with me. Then he put me in a wedding gown, looked at me like I was the most dangerous thing he had ever seen, and ruined us both.

Read Billionaire’s Pretend Bride

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

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading The Summer I Became 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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Amy Sue Prize, a 21-year-old shy and reserved
transgender lady from Pennsylvania, has saved
a lot of money just to travel to New York to see
her favorite rock singer Curtis Cox du Vour
perform for free in Madison Square Garden.

To her surprise, Curtis wasn’t the man

she pictured him to be behind the curtains.
Just how far would she go to prove her love |
for him in this tale of |
The Superstar’s Sissy Secret?

" Book written by Bestselling Author
Lilly Lustwood

Audiobook narrated by World Top Erotic Hypnotist
Devlin Wylde (Wylde in Bed)
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