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In the sun-drenched shores of Leyte, where every sunset is a promise and every storm is a test of faith, a young girl named Maya Dela Cruz finds her world forever changed by the arrival of Eli Ramos, a quiet, intelligent boy from the sprawling city of Manila. Their childhood friendship, born over shared summers and whispered secrets in a hidden lagoon, blossoms into a deep, innocent love, sealed with a promise they believe is unbreakable.

But in a country where life is never simple, their two worlds are destined to be torn apart. When poverty and tragedy strike her family, Maya is forced to make the ultimate sacrifice, abandoning her own dreams to journey into the heart of Manila—a city that proves to be a brutal, soul-crushing world of survival. For years, she endures hardship in silence, a ghost haunted by the memory of a boy she believes has forgotten her, a boy who is now a successful architect living a life she can only dream of.

Their separate paths collide once more when a catastrophic super-typhoon devastates their hometown, forcing them to reunite as strangers in a landscape of ruin. Together, they must navigate the wreckage of their past and the immense challenge of rebuilding their community. Until the Sun Comes Back is a sweeping, emotional journey through the heart of the Philippines—a story of sacrifice, resilience, and a love that must find a way to build a new foundation strong enough to withstand any storm.
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​Prologue: The Last Sunset
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"Memory is a strange country. You can visit, but you can never stay. And sometimes, it follows you home."

The sunset over Manila Bay is a spectacle. It's a riot of color, a performance that bleeds across the sky in violent shades of mango and fire before melting into the soft, bruised purple of twilight. The sun, a perfect, liquid gold medallion, sinks into the horizon, silhouetting the container ships that wait like patient beasts in the distance. Here, leaning against the cold, salt-sprayed concrete of the seawall, the air is a thick cocktail of brine, diesel fumes, and the sweet, smoky scent of grilled corn from a vendor's cart. The city hums behind me—a ceaseless, roaring engine of a million lives moving at a pace I once found terrifying. This sunset is for everyone. It's for the lovers whispering on picnic blankets, the families chasing shrieking children, the lone joggers with sweat-sheened brows. It's a public masterpiece, posted and shared and hashtagged into oblivion.

But it's not mine.

My sunset is quieter. It belongs to a different time, a different shore. It lives in a place tucked away in the province of Leyte, where the sky meets the sea in a gentle, private whisper. That sunset smells of drying nets and woodsmoke from my nanay's kitchen. It sounds like the distant putter of a fishing boat returning home, the gentle lap of water on volcanic sand, and the rustle of coconut leaves like the earth itself is breathing a sigh of relief. That sunset had a witness.

I close my eyes, and the roar of Roxas Boulevard fades. I am seventeen again. The concrete beneath my forearms turns into the warm, familiar wood of our porch railing. The hand in mine is not my own; it is lean and soft, a city boy's hand, not yet calloused by the world. His thumb draws slow circles over my knuckles.

"Look, Maya," he says, his voice a low hum against the evening's quiet. "It's perfect."

I look. The sun is a swollen, bleeding heart, and the water catches its light like a million scattered diamonds. It is perfect. It is a promise.

"Pangako?" I whisper, a question and a plea. Promise?

He turns to me, his glasses catching the last rays of light, and his smile is the only dawn I ever wanted to see.

"Pangako," he answers. Promise.

We were fools, of course. Young and sun-drenched and foolish enough to believe that a promise made at dapit-hapon was unbreakable. We didn't know that life was not a string of perfect sunsets, but a series of long, terrifying nights interrupted by storms. We didn't know that promises, like letters, could get lost across an ocean of silence. That love could be a ghost you carry from one island to another, from the province to the city, from the girl you were to the woman you had to become.

A car horn blares nearby, sharp and insistent, and I flinch. My eyes snap open. The sun is gone. The first star pricks the veil of night, and the neon eye of the distant ferris wheel begins its slow, endless turn. I am twenty-two now. The girl from Leyte is a memory I visit. The woman leaning on the seawall is who I am.

I have learned that some storms are not made of wind and rain, but of choices and sacrifices. And I have learned that waiting is a language all its own. For years, I spoke it fluently. I waited for letters, for phone calls, for a sign. I waited for a ghost to come home. I waited for the sun to come back.

Now, standing here, watching the darkness settle over the city that both broke me and built me, I understand. The waiting is over. The night is here. But I am no longer afraid of the dark. Because every sunset, no matter how spectacular or how quiet, keeps its promise.

Dawn always comes.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Nanay: (NAH-nai) A common and affectionate term for 'mother'.

●  Pangako: (pa-nga-KO) A promise. A deeply significant word in Filipino culture, often tied to honor and devotion.

●  Dapit-hapon: (da-pit-HA-pon) A poetic term for late afternoon or twilight; the time just as the sun begins to set. It carries a sense of nostalgia and melancholy.



Cultural Note

The contrast between the public, spectacular sunset over Manila Bay and the quiet, personal sunset of the province is a central theme in the story. The Manila Bay sunset is a famous, almost democratic, daily event enjoyed by people from all walks of life, symbolizing the chaotic, shared experience of the city. For Maya, it represents a world she is adjacent to but not a part of. Her own provincial sunset is tied to memory, family, and a specific, intimate promise. The word pangako is not a lighthearted vow in Filipino culture; it is a solemn pledge, and breaking it carries a heavy emotional weight, which sets the stage for the entire story's conflict.
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​Chapter 1: Childhood in the Province (1995)
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"Ang hindi lumingon sa pinanggalingan ay hindi makakarating sa paroroonan." (He who does not look back to where he came from will not reach his destination.)

My world began on a woven floor.

Before I knew the sprawling chaos of cities, before my heart learned the shape of loss, my universe was the smooth, sun-warmed surface of a banig. Here, in our small house built on stilts, the floor was not a floor but a landscape. It was where I slept, lulled by the symphony of the sea and the chirping of crickets. It was where I played with seashells and smooth, grey stones, creating kingdoms that rose and fell between breakfast and lunch. And it was where, on this particular morning in 1995, I lay on my stomach, chin in my hands, watching the world awaken through the gaps in our bamboo-slat walls.

I was seven years old, and the light was my clock. Thin stripes of it cut across the dim room, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air like tiny, golden spirits. From the kusina, the small, open-air kitchen attached to our house, came the sharp, comforting scent of garlic sizzling in oil and the clatter of a wooden spoon against a cast-iron pan. Nanay was making sinangag. The smell was a promise that the day was real, that the night had been safely chased away.

"Maya, anak," Nanay's voice called, warm and soft as the morning air. "Wash your face. The rice is almost ready."

"Opo, Nanay," I mumbled, peeling myself off the mat. The humid air was already thick, clinging to my skin like a second dress. Our house was a simple thing—a single room for living and sleeping, walls of woven amakan, and a roof of thatched nipa leaves that smelled sweet and earthy after the rain. It was a house that breathed. It sighed with the wind and murmured with the tide.

I padded to the back, to the large clay jar—the tapayan—that held our fresh water. I dipped a coconut-shell ladle into its cool depths and splashed water on my face, blinking as it dripped from my eyelashes. Outside, a rooster crowed with indignant pride, and I could hear the rhythmic thud of our neighbor, Aling Rosa, pounding laundry against a smooth stone. This was the music of my barangay.

Breakfast was a simple feast: a mound of fluffy garlic rice, a few pieces of crispy, salty tuyo that crackled between my teeth, and a small, sweet mango Nanay had sliced for me. We ate with our hands, sitting on the floor around a low table. Nanay Lorna was beautiful, with long black hair tied in a loose bun and eyes that held the same quiet depth as the sea on a calm day. She moved with a gentle efficiency, her love made visible in the way she set my food before me, in the way her hand lingered for a second on my head.

"Is Tatay coming home soon?" I asked, my mouth full of rice.

Nanay smiled. "He will. The tide is turning. Look for his bangka after you eat."

My father, Tatay Ben, was a man made of salt and sun. He was a fisherman, and his life was dictated by the moods of the ocean. He would leave in the deep, star-dusted dark and return when the morning was bright, his boat heavy with the ocean's silver bounty. To me, he wasn't just a fisherman; he was a hero who wrestled with the waves and always, always came back.

As soon as I finished, I scrambled down the three wooden steps of our house, my bare feet landing on the cool, damp earth. I ran past the clutch of chickens pecking in the dirt and onto the narrow path that led to the shore. Our house was not directly on the beach, but close enough that the sound of the waves was a constant companion. The sand was a dark, volcanic grey, littered with driftwood and the occasional bright shard of a plastic bottle, a jewel from another world.

I scanned the horizon, a perfect, shimmering line where the blue of the sky met the deeper blue of the Leyte Gulf. I saw the other boats, their outriggers skimming the water like the legs of giant insects, but I was looking for one in particular. Tatay's boat was named The Maya, painted a faded sky blue with my name scrawled in lopsided white letters on its bow.

"He's there!" I shouted to no one, spotting the familiar shape. My heart did a little skip.

I waited, digging my toes into the wet sand where the waves exhaled in a soft, white foam. Aling Nena, her face a roadmap of wrinkles, was mending a net nearby, her fingers moving with a speed that defied her age.

"Waiting for your Tatay, hija?" she asked without looking up.

"Opo," I said proudly. "He's coming home."

She grunted, a sound that was half-agreement, half-warning. "Be thankful. The sea gives, but it also takes. Pabago-bago ang dagat." The sea is fickle.

Her words were a small, cold stone dropped into the warm water of my morning. I didn't understand them. The sea was Tatay's friend. It gave us fish to eat, fish to sell at the market. It was our life.

I pushed her strange thought away when I saw Tatay's boat grow larger, finally grating against the sand. He hopped out, his dark shorts soaked, his brown skin glistening with seawater. He was not a big man, but he was strong, his arms and shoulders corded with muscle from a life of paddling and pulling nets. He smelled of the ocean, a clean, wild scent I loved.

"Tatay!" I yelled, running to him.

His tired face broke into a wide grin. He crouched down, and I crashed into his arms, burying my face in his neck.

"Aba, my little fish," he chuckled, his voice rough. "Did you miss me?"

"I have a surprise for you later," I whispered into his ear.

"Oh? And I have one for you now." He pulled back, and from the pocket of his shorts, he produced a shell. It wasn't a big one, but it was perfect—a smooth, creamy white cowrie with tiny brown spots, like a sleeping fawn. I gasped.

"It's beautiful," I breathed, taking it from his calloused palm. It felt cool and heavy, a secret from the bottom of the sea.

"I found it in the net this morning," he said. "I thought of you."

That was all it took. A simple shell. A simple thought. But it filled my entire world with light. He hoisted me onto his hip, grabbing his net and the basket of fish with his other hand, and we walked back towards our house, my small, perfect treasure clutched tight in my fist.

That night, after a dinner of grilled fish that Tatay had caught, we lay on the banig once more. The single kerosene lamp cast long, dancing shadows on the walls. Tatay, smelling of soap and home now, fulfilled his part of the bargain. He told me a story, not a new one, but my favorite—a tale of the enchanted Bantay Dagat, the sea guardians who guided lost fishermen home. His voice was a low, melodic rumble, the words painting pictures in my mind of glowing jellyfish and wise old sea turtles.

I fell asleep to that sound, curled between the two pillars of my world. The memory of the day was a warm, gentle tide, pulling me under. The salty taste of the tuyo, the weight of the cowrie shell in my palm, the sound of Nanay humming, the deep rumble of Tatay's voice. My world was as small and as perfect as the shell in my hand, and I believed, with all the certainty of a seven-year-old heart, that it would stay that way forever.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Banig: (ba-NIG) A traditional handwoven mat used for sleeping and sitting, typically made from dried buri or pandan leaves.

●  Kusina: (ko-SEE-na) Kitchen.

●  Sinangag: (si-na-NGAG) Garlic fried rice, a staple of the Filipino breakfast.

●  Anak: (a-NAK) The Tagalog word for 'child' (son or daughter). Used as a common term of endearment from an elder to a younger person.

●  Opo: (O-po) A polite way of saying 'yes'. The use of 'po' and 'opo' signifies respect when speaking to elders or authority figures.

●  Amakan: (a-MA-kan) Woven bamboo slats used for walls.

●  Tapayan: (ta-PA-yan) A large earthenware jar, traditionally used for storing water or fermenting food.

●  Barangay: (ba-rang-GAI) The smallest administrative division in the Philippines; a village, district, or ward.

●  Tuyo: (tu-YO) Literally 'dry'. Refers to dried fish, often salted, a common and inexpensive part of the Filipino diet.

●  Bangka: (bang-KA) A traditional Filipino boat, often a dugout canoe with outriggers.

●  Hija: (EE-ha) Spanish for 'daughter', adopted into Filipino usage as a term of endearment for a young girl.

●  Pabago-bago ang dagat: (pa-ba-go BA-go ang DA-gat) A common phrase meaning "The sea is ever-changing/fickle."

●  Aba: (a-BA) A common Filipino expression denoting surprise, wonder, or admiration.



Cultural Note

The setting of a simple provincial home is central to establishing the story's roots. The use of indigenous materials like nipa and amakan for the house, and everyday objects like the banig and tapayan, ground the narrative in a traditional Filipino way of life that is deeply connected to nature. This simple, communal existence—eating with hands on the floor, the father's life being dictated by the sea—paints a picture of a world that is both idyllic and vulnerable, setting the stage for the conflicts that arise when this traditional life collides with the pressures of the modern world.
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​Chapter 2: First Meeting (1997)
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"Some people arrive like a quiet tide. You don't hear them coming, but before you know it, they have reshaped your entire shoreline."

For two years, my world remained as perfect and contained as the cowrie shell Tatay gave me. I was nine now, and the rhythms of our barangay were the only music I knew. The morning tide brought Tatay home, the searing midday sun sent us into the shade of our homes for naps, and the cool breath of the late afternoon, the dapit-hapon, was for playing on the shore.

Our playground was the stretch of grey sand between Aling Nena's net-mending hut and the cluster of coconut trees whose roots snaked out of the earth like old, arthritic fingers. This was where we played tumbang preso, screaming with laughter as we tried to topple the tin can with our tsinelas, or drew giant, elaborate houses in the wet sand, knowing the evening tide would claim them. Life was a loop of beautiful, simple things.

Then, he arrived.

I first saw him on a Tuesday afternoon. The sun was hot enough to bake the sand into a crust, and the air was still and heavy. I was with my friends, Lina and Kiko, searching for the tiny, almost invisible crabs that skittered near the water's edge. That's when I noticed him: a boy sitting alone on the smooth, bleached surface of a large piece of driftwood.

He did not belong.

It wasn't just that he was a stranger—we had occasional visitors, relatives from other towns. It was everything about him. While we were all barefoot, our feet tough and stained from the earth, he wore clean, white rubber shoes with strange blue stripes. His skin was fair, the color of uncooked rice, a stark contrast to our sun-browned morena complexions. He wore shorts, but they were a crisp, dark blue, not faded and patched like Kiko's. He was a taga-Maynila. A city boy. You could smell it on him from ten feet away, a scent not of salt and sun but of soap and strangeness.

He was hunched over something in his hands, a small grey brick that made tiny, electronic beeping sounds. The noises were sharp and alien, cutting through the familiar wash of the waves and the distant crowing of a rooster.

"Who's that?" Lina whispered, stopping her crab-hunt to stare.

"Aling Nena's nephew," Kiko supplied, always the first with news. "From Manila. He's staying for the summer."

The city boy didn't look up. His attention was completely captured by the little brick. His thumbs moved with a frantic, mesmerizing speed. Curiosity, sharp and undeniable, pricked at me. It was a stronger pull than the tide. Leaving my friends behind, I started walking towards him, my bare feet sinking into the hot sand.

I stopped a few feet away, close enough to see the screen of his device. A little man was jumping over barrels, a damsel in distress at the top. It was magic.

He must have felt my shadow because he finally looked up. He had large, dark eyes, magnified slightly by a pair of black-rimmed glasses that seemed too big for his face. He blinked at me, a flicker of annoyance in his expression.

"What?" he asked. His Tagalog was different from ours—flatter, faster, without the lilting melody of our Visayan accent.

"What's that?" I asked, pointing with my chin.

He held the brick up, a little possessively. "It's a Game Boy."

"Game... Boy?" I repeated the foreign words. They felt strange in my mouth.

"It's a video game," he said, as if explaining something to a toddler. He turned back to it, and the beeping sounds resumed.

I stood there, feeling foolish but refusing to leave. I had never seen anything like it. The toys we had were gifts from the earth: shells, stones, sticks that became swords. His toy was from another universe. I sat down on the sand near the driftwood, content to just watch. He tried to ignore me, but my presence was a stubborn fact. After a few minutes, a loud, frustrating buzz came from the machine, and he sighed, dropping his hands.

"I lost," he grumbled.

"Can I try?" The words tumbled out before I could stop them.

He looked at me, his gaze sweeping over my simple, faded dress and my dusty feet. For a second, I thought he would laugh. Instead, he just shook his head. "You don't know how."

"You can teach me," I countered. My Tatay always said a Dela Cruz was a fast learner.

He hesitated. Maybe it was the boredom, or maybe it was the lonely defiance of a city boy stranded on a provincial shore, but he scooted over on the driftwood. "Fine. Sit here."

I scrambled up beside him. He placed the heavy plastic in my hands. It felt warm from his grip. He showed me the buttons—one for moving, one for jumping. My first try was a disaster. The little man walked right into a barrel and disappeared. The boy, whose name I learned was Eli, let out an exasperated sigh.

"No, like this," he said, his fingers brushing mine as he guided my thumb. A strange little jolt went through me, like static electricity. His hands were so soft.

We spent the next hour like that, a strange pair on a log. I got a little better. I learned to time the jumps. He even laughed when I managed to get past the first level, a real, surprised laugh that made him seem less like a visitor from another planet and more like just... a boy.

When the sun began its slow descent, painting the clouds in shades of orange and pink, Nanay's call echoed from our house. "Maya! Meryenda!"

I knew I had to go. I handed the Game Boy back to him. "Thank you," I said, the words feeling formal and important.

"It's Eli," he said.

"I'm Maya."

We sat in silence for a moment, the sky changing colors before us. I thought of the perfect cowrie shell in the small wooden box beside my banig. It was my greatest treasure. I wanted to show it to him. I wanted to give him something from my world in exchange for the glimpse he had given me of his.

"Tomorrow," I said, "I can show you where to find the best shells."

Eli looked from his gray plastic toy to the vast, shimmering sea. For the first time, he seemed to actually see it. A flicker of interest crossed his face.

"Okay," he said softly. "Okay."

I jumped off the log and ran back towards my house, my heart thumping a new, unfamiliar rhythm. The world was still my own, but it felt... bigger. A shoreline can be the same for a thousand years, and then one day, a single, strange new shell washes up. And nothing is ever quite the same again.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Barangay: (ba-rang-GAI) The smallest administrative division in the Philippines; a village, district, or ward.

●  Dapit-hapon: (da-pit-HA-pon) A poetic term for late afternoon or twilight; the time just as the sun begins to set.

●  Tumbang Preso: (toom-BANG PREH-so) A traditional Filipino children's game. One player guards a tin can while others try to knock it down by throwing their slippers at it.

●  Tsinelas: (tsi-NEH-las) Slippers or flip-flops, the ubiquitous footwear in the Philippines.

●  Morena: (mo-REH-na) A term used to describe someone with a brown or olive complexion. It is often used as a point of pride and a descriptor of native Filipino beauty.

●  Taga-Maynila: (ta-ga-my-NEE-la) A person from Manila, the capital city.

●  Meryenda: (mer-YEN-da) A light meal or snack taken between the main meals of the day, usually in the mid-afternoon.

●  Banig: (ba-NIG) A traditional handwoven mat used for sleeping and sitting.



Cultural Note

The dynamic between a taga-Maynila and people from the provinces (probinsyano/a) is a common thread in Filipino life and literature. Manila is the center of commerce, education, and modernity, and those from the city are often perceived as more sophisticated, wealthy, or worldly. Conversely, they can also be seen as arrogant or out-of-touch with the simpler, slower pace of provincial life. For a child like Maya, Eli represents an exciting, almost alien world of technology and different social norms, setting the stage for the cultural and personal discoveries that will define their relationship. The annual summer vacation, where city-dwelling relatives return to their family's provincial hometown, is a deeply ingrained tradition that constantly rekindles this dynamic across the archipelago.
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​Chapter 3: Fiesta Night (1997)
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"Sa isang bayan, ang puso ay hindi tumitibok sa loob ng dibdib ng isang tao, kundi sa gitna ng plasa." (In a town, the heart does not beat inside a person's chest, but in the middle of the plaza.)

The barangay fiesta was not an event; it was a season. It began weeks before the actual day, the air growing thick with a palpable, crackling excitement. It was in the sudden splash of colorful banderitas—small, plastic flags strung from house to house—that danced in the sea breeze. It was in the sound of hammers as men built a makeshift stage in the plaza, and in the scent of Nanay's special biko cooking slowly over coconut husks, a rich, sweet smell that promised celebration.

Fiesta was a time to scrub the house clean, to fatten the pig you'd been raising all year, and to prepare for the wave of relatives who would descend upon us, filling our small home with laughter, gossip, and the rustle of sleeping bodies on the banig. For me, it meant a new dress—a rare and precious thing—and the one night a year I was allowed to stay up as late as the grown-ups.

This year, however, the usual excitement was laced with a new, private thrill. Eli was here.

He had been in our village for three weeks, and our strange friendship had taken root like a persistent mangrove. True to my word, I had shown him my secret places: the tide pools teeming with tiny, jewel-like fish, the gnarled branch of an acacia tree that was perfect for climbing, and the quiet cove where the smoothest, flattest stones for skipping could be found. In return, he shared his world with me. He taught me the names of American cartoon characters, explained what a 'mall' was (a market as big as our whole barangay, all inside one building!), and let me play his Game Boy until the batteries died.

We were an odd pair. The city boy with his soft hands and big words, and the fisherman's daughter with her calloused feet and quiet ways. Yet, we fit.

On the night of the fiesta, the entire village was electric. The air was heavy with the smell of roasting pig—lechon—its skin glistening and crackling over hot coals. Every house had its doors wide open, a universal invitation to come in and eat. Music blared from giant speakers set up in the plaza, a chaotic mix of sentimental kundiman ballads and upbeat American pop songs.

Nanay had helped me into my new dress. It was sunshine yellow with small white flowers, and it had a real ribbon I could tie at the back. She brushed my long hair until it shone, her hands gentle.

"Ayan, ang dalaga ko," she murmured, her eyes soft with pride. There, my young lady.

When we arrived at the plaza, it was a dizzying kaleidoscope of light and sound. The air buzzed. Bare light bulbs hung from wires, casting a harsh, bright glow over everything. People were everywhere, shouting greetings, laughing, and showing off their new clothes. I clutched Nanay's hand, feeling small and overwhelmed.

Then, I saw him. Eli was standing near the stage with his Auntie Nena. He looked different tonight. He wore a crisp, short-sleeved shirt called a polo barong, its fabric so white it almost glowed. His hair was combed neatly, and without the perpetual frown of concentration from his video game, he looked younger, more uncertain. Our eyes met across the crowded plaza, and he gave a small, shy wave. My heart did a familiar little flip.

Later, after we had eaten our fill of spaghetti, adobo, and sticky rice cakes from three different houses, the dancing began. This was the main event. The older couples moved with a practiced, graceful ease, while the younger ones were more awkward, a mix of bravado and shyness.

I was sitting on a plastic chair, sipping a warm bottle of Coke, when Eli appeared in front of me.

"Sayaw tayo?" he asked, his voice nearly drowned out by a loud ballad. Let's dance?

My breath caught in my throat. I had never danced with a boy before. I had danced with my cousins, with my Tatay, but never like this. I looked to Nanay, who was busy talking with Aling Rosa. She caught my eye and gave a subtle, encouraging nod.

My hand felt small and sweaty as Eli took it, leading me into the throng of people. We found a small space, and he turned to face me. He put his hands on my waist, his touch hesitant and light. I, mimicking the other girls, placed my hands on his shoulders. His shirt was starchy beneath my palms.

We didn't really know how to dance. We just shuffled our feet, a slow, awkward sway that was slightly out of time with the music. I kept my eyes fixed on a button on his shirt, too shy to meet his gaze. I could feel the heat radiating from his skin. I was intensely aware of how close we were, of the smell of his soap, of the way his glasses reflected the colored lights.

"You have a nice dress," he said, his voice quiet in my ear.

"Nanay made it," I whispered back, my face burning.

The song seemed to last forever. When it finally ended, another one began immediately, this one faster. We tried to keep up, stumbling over each other's feet, and then we were laughing. It was a shared, breathless laugh that broke the spell of our shyness.

"I'm not very good at this," he admitted, grinning.

"Me too," I said, finally looking up at his face.

We danced two more songs, our movements growing a little more confident, a little less clumsy. In the swirling, chaotic heart of the fiesta, it felt like we were the only two people there. It was our own small island in a sea of celebration.

When the last slow song faded, he walked me back to my chair. "Thanks," he mumbled, his ears looking a little red under the bright lights.

"You're welcome," I said.

He lingered for a moment, as if wanting to say something else, but then his aunt called his name and he was gone, swallowed back into the crowd.

I sat there, my heart thrumming like the bass from the giant speakers. The Coke was forgotten in my hand. Tatay found me a few minutes later, scooping me up for a dance himself, spinning me around until I was dizzy and breathless. But it wasn't the same.

That night, long after we had gone home and I was tucked into my banig, the sounds of the fiesta still echoing in the distance, I replayed the moment in my head. The feel of his hands on my waist, the sound of his laugh, the starchy smell of his shirt.

The fiesta was for the patron saint. It was for the community. It was for family and food and tradition. But for me, that year, it was the night a city boy taught me how to dance. It was the night my small, provincial world tilted just a little on its axis, and I realized that a boy's shy smile could be as bright and as dazzling as all the fiesta lights combined.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Barangay: (ba-rang-GAI) The smallest administrative division in the Philippines; a village, district, or ward.

●  Banderitas: (ban-de-REE-tas) Small, colorful flags or pennants, usually made of plastic or paper, strung together and hung across streets and plazas during festivals.

●  Biko: (BEE-ko) A sweet rice cake made from glutinous rice, coconut milk, and brown sugar. A popular dessert and snack item, especially during celebrations.

●  Banig: (ba-NIG) A traditional handwoven mat used for sleeping and sitting.

●  Lechon: (leh-CHON) A whole roasted pig, a centerpiece of any major Filipino celebration. The crispy skin is considered the most prized part.

●  Kundiman: (koon-DEE-man) A genre of traditional Filipino love songs. The lyrics are often poetic, sentimental, and express a deep sense of longing.

●  Ayan, ang dalaga ko: (a-YAN, ang da-LA-ga ko) A phrase of endearment meaning "There, my young lady."

●  Polo Barong: (PO-lo ba-RONG) A more casual, short-sleeved version of the Barong Tagalog, the formal national attire for men in the Philippines.

●  Adobo: (a-DO-bo) A ubiquitous Filipino dish and cooking process involving meat, seafood, or vegetables marinated in vinegar, soy sauce, garlic, and black peppercorns.

●  Sayaw tayo?: (SA-yaw TA-yo) A casual way of saying, "Shall we dance?" or "Let's dance."



Cultural Note

The fiesta is the lifeblood of a Filipino town. It's a religious and social event celebrating a patron saint, but its significance goes far beyond that. It is a time for bayanihan (community spirit), where families pool resources to prepare extravagant amounts of food to share with neighbors, relatives, and even strangers. The "open house" tradition is a testament to Filipino hospitality. For the youth, the fiesta, particularly the evening dance in the plaza, serves as a crucial social stage. It's a rare, sanctioned opportunity for chaperoned courtship and interaction between boys and girls, making it a powerful and memorable rite of passage in a young person's life.
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​Chapter 4: The Storm Approaches (1998)
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"Ang kalangitan ay hindi laging bughaw. Minsan, kailangan nating matutong sumayaw sa ulan." (The sky is not always blue. Sometimes, we must learn to dance in the rain.)

The summer Eli turned ten was the summer the sky began to brood.

He arrived in late April, just as he had the year before. He seemed taller, and his voice had a new, uncertain crackle to it. The Game Boy had been replaced by a Walkman, a small cassette player with headphones that he wore like a crown. He would sit on his driftwood throne, lost in a world of music only he could hear, his head bobbing to a silent beat.

Our friendship picked up where it left off, an easy, comfortable thing. We fell back into our rhythm of exploring the shoreline and sharing secrets under the shade of the acacia tree. He let me listen to his music, placing the foam headphones over my ears. The sound was so loud, so close, it felt like the singer was inside my head. It was mostly American rock bands whose names I couldn't pronounce, but I loved the raw energy, the feeling of a world so much bigger and louder than my own.

In exchange, I taught him the names of the constellations Tatay had taught me—the Three Marias, the Southern Cross. I taught him how to weave a simple star from a coconut leaf. Our two worlds continued to braid together, a strange and beautiful pattern of city noise and provincial quiet.

But that year, a shadow lingered on the horizon, and it wasn't just the gathering clouds. It started as a whisper among the adults, a word passed between fishermen mending their nets, a worried murmur between Nanay and Aling Nena over the fence. Bagyo. Typhoon.

We were no strangers to storms. They were a part of our life, as predictable as the monsoon rains. But this one, the old-timers said, felt different. The air was heavier, the sea an unusual, greasy calm, and the sunsets were too beautiful, too violently red, as if the sky itself was bleeding a warning.

The first signs were subtle. Tatay started coming home earlier, his brow furrowed with a worry he tried to hide from me. He and the other men spent days securing their bangkas, dragging them further inland, tying them to the trunks of the sturdiest coconut trees with thick, heavy ropes. At home, Nanay began stockpiling. She filled every available container with fresh water from the well. She bought extra kerosene for the lamps, sacks of rice, and tins of sardines. Our small house felt crowded with these preparations, a fortress bracing for a siege.

"Why is Tatay tying up The Maya?" I asked one afternoon, watching him double-knot a rope that was as thick as my arm.

He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. "Just in case, anak. The wind might get strong."

Eli saw the preparations, too. His city-bred curiosity was tinged with a nervous excitement. "Is it going to be a big one?" he asked me, his eyes wide behind his glasses.

"Maybe," I said, trying to sound braver than I felt. "We just have to be ready. We put coins in the corners of the windows to make the house stronger."

"Coins?" He looked skeptical. "How does that help?"

"It's for protection," I said simply. It was a superstition, a small prayer against the wind's fury. I couldn't explain the logic, only the faith. Nanay had already tucked old, worn ten-centavo coins into the four corners of our window frames. It was a ritual as important as boarding them up.

The day the storm was predicted to make landfall, the sky turned a sinister shade of yellow-grey. The wind began to pick up, not in gusts, but as a steady, mournful moan that whistled through the nipa leaves of our roof. The sea, once our friend, had turned into a churning, angry beast, its waves growing into monstrous grey walls that crashed against the shore with a terrifying roar.

Aling Nena came over in the early afternoon, her face pale with worry. "Ben, Lorna," she said, her voice tight. "The barangay kapitan says everyone near the water should move to the schoolhouse. It's made of concrete."

Our house, built of bamboo and wood, felt fragile, a toy in the face of the rising wind. Tatay looked at Nanay, a silent conversation passing between them. He nodded. "We'll go." He turned to Aling Nena. "What about Eli?"

"He's with me. He's scared, but he's a brave boy."

We packed a small bag with a change of clothes, the emergency food, and the small wooden box that held my cowrie shell. As we prepared to leave, I saw Eli standing at the door of his aunt's house, his small frame silhouetted against the stormy sky. He looked small and lost. Our eyes met, and in that moment, the shared fear was a bridge between our two houses. He was no longer a city boy, and I was no longer a fisherman's daughter. We were just two children, watching the world we knew prepare to be torn apart.

The walk to the schoolhouse was a battle. The wind tore at our clothes and threw sand and leaves into our faces. I held onto Tatay's hand, my knuckles white. The roar of the wind and the sea was deafening. It was a physical presence, a monster trying to swallow our small village whole.

The school was a low, solid building of hollow blocks and iron roofing, the safest structure in our barangay. It was already crowded with other families, their faces etched with the same anxiety as ours. We found a corner and huddled together, a small island of our family in a sea of shared fear. I saw Eli with Aling Nena across the room. He was holding onto his Walkman as if it were a life raft.

As dusk fell, the storm hit with its full, terrifying force. The wind shrieked like a tortured spirit. Rain came down not in drops, but in solid, horizontal sheets, hammering against the concrete walls. The lights flickered and died, plunging the room into a deep, oppressive darkness, broken only by the occasional flash of lightning. With each flash, I saw glimpses of terrified faces, wide eyes, and mothers clutching their children close.

I buried my face in Nanay's side, my hands over my ears to block out the sound of the world ending. Tatay wrapped his strong arms around both of us. His presence was the only thing that felt solid.

Sometime in the deepest, darkest part of the night, I felt a small hand touch my arm. I flinched, then saw Eli's face in the gloom. He had crawled across the floor, away from his aunt.

He didn't say anything. He just sat beside me, his shoulder pressing against mine. In the roaring darkness, surrounded by the storm's fury, we huddled together. He offered me one of his headphones. There was no music, of course, just the faint, tinny hiss of static. But I put it over my ear anyway.

We sat like that for what felt like an eternity, sharing the silence, our fear a quiet, unspoken bond. The world outside was chaos and destruction, but in that small, shared space, there was a strange and fragile peace. We were just two kids, waiting for the sky to stop falling.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Bagyo: (bag-YO) Typhoon. A powerful and destructive tropical cyclone that is a common occurrence in the Philippines.
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