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“Diyos ko, they look like aliens!” This was the first thing Godiva thought of, as she

opened her eyes and looked at the three mermaids staring back at her. One to her
left, then to her right, and another directly in front. Well, they are mermaids, for
they fit the bill: human-like and with traits of fish and other sea creatures. She
gasped at their oblong heads, oval eyes, and lips resembling a bisugo’s. And that’s
when it hit her: she gasped! A statement she thought would have ended better with
a question mark rather than an exclamation, for while the action certainly felt like
such—a soft ring of amazement delivered as air passed through strained lips—she
happens to be underwater, so the feat is impossible to do without drowning. Yet,
she can gasp, and she can breathe! Most people would have trembled, but wonder
took a better hold of her. That gasp was not due to horror.

Mermaids, it appears, do not have noses, but they have slits at the sides of their
necks that open and close at regular intervals, nearly beating with rhythm. They
look like gills, only larger and uncannily placed in such a prominent area that one
cannot help but check them out on purpose. Inside them are cute, fan-like organs
that protrude but also contract as they do what seems to be the act of breathing
beneath the waves. Instead of hair, their heads are covered with fins—layer upon
layers of golden frill arranged like sophisticated ruffles in wedding gowns, with
opacity comparable to lace veils worn on Sunday Masses. They flow freely, akin to
hung tinsels or colorful blankets blown elegantly by the wind, but in this case, led
by the currents. Godiva initially thought she was in space or floating somewhere
in midair. However, the warmth of the coastal waters was just too overwhelmingly
familiar, and the energy of dancing corals was such a dead giveaway. Unlike the
movies, mermaids look very much alike, borderline duplicates: lifeforms with
lavender eyes, rubbery silver skin, golden fins and ashen scales—luminous, cell-like
plates intricately placed like a mosaic from the tip of their tail fins to what can be
considered a person’s chest. They reminded Godiva of the bangus harvests every
April: those plump catches and their metallic armors glistening as they were hoisted
against the summer sun. But these entities do not struggle to give off luster. They
are shiny as they are, effortless in bending radiant arrows of silahis piercing through
the tireless emerald ripples above and tossing them to the seafloor like unlimited
beams of lightning during grumpy afternoon monsoons. Broad shoulders, brawny
arms, hands with webbed fingers the color of jade: except for their singular look
and massive, elongated, and utterly decorated heads, these mermaids are quite like
how she envisioned them when she was little. Legendary, surprisingly golden: fins,
tails, and all.

“Finally! You are awake! Do not be afraid,” whispered one of the mermaids. Seeing
as they looked too identical, it took her several seconds to process who spoke.
Nobody moved their lips, you see, but for some reason, she understood that among
the three mermaids, the one in front was the one who greeted her and told her to be
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at peace. They do not, and perhaps, cannot speak like people do on land. Without
tongues to direct speeches and lungs to thicken pitches, how can they, even if they
tried? But there they are, and Godiva can hear them. Above all, she understands
their language. “Do not be afraid” As if to calm her further, the mermaid to her right
drew closer and tenderly held her hand. Her webbed fingers were cold, but they had
the comfort of a thousand warm hugs. She felt consoled—solace instantly disturbed
upon realizing that her hands were likewise webbed by then and that underneath
her skirt now lies an elaborate tail. She then started fidgeting through her hair and
discovered how foolish of a thought that was because she no longer had any! They
are now just piles and piles of fins! And her head—“Diyos ko, Lord!” she exclaimed,
as her fingers travelled through her face—is now oblong and elongated like those
of the ‘aliens’ she was just staring at. Godiva has yet to understand the physics of
this wet underworld, but she heard herself scream in whatever manner mermaids
could: the loudest she could do, with the highest notes she could muster. “A singer,
Remedios! We got ourselves a singer!” Shouted the mermaid to her left. Godiva’s
shrieks were cut off by what she heard, so understanding the seeming oddity of the
situation, she asked them with an anxious chuckle, “Hold on! You merfolk speak
English too?” The mermaids nodded gleefully and said that the one directly in front
of her could explain further. “I am Remedios,” she started, “And these are Ligaya and
Fatima,” pointing to Godiva’s left and right, respectively. Like introduction spiels on
noontime shows she used to watch, they happily burst out, “Welcome to the Reef
of Multiple Chances!” Bewildered, Godiva attempted squealing again, but this time,
Remedios quickly shut her up by pressing one of her index fingers against her lips.
“We understand how confusing this can be, but we swear, things will eventually
make sense. Perhaps you could start by telling us your name. Do not worry, we are
your sisters” All right. That was when she decided that nothing there was real, for
real! She was her parents’ only child, so she could not have had sisters! But seeing
she was wide awake and not daydreaming, she rolled with the conversation and
responded. “Godofre—” She paused halfway through the word, painting a picture
of the density of uttering the last syllables of what she thought her name should
be. Think of a turned-on electric fan abruptly unplugged. It only lasted a second or
two, but she appeared to have contemplated an idea for eons. Then she continued,
“Godiva. Call me Godiva.” All three mermaids smiled. Remedios then gestured for
her to rise and invited her to follow them and swim briskly around the reef. Sisters.
She never had siblings, so this level of affinity handed out to her felt extremely
strange. Jarring, yes, but in the right place, nonetheless. Awkward, but in order.

“Like we told you back there, this is the Reef of Multiple Chances,” Remedios
picked up the discussion. “You may know it through different names on land, but at
least for us, it is what it goes by. You see, Godiva, we encounter this reef differently
from humans.” She toured the area with her eyes and saw how marvelously foreign
it was, neither like her expectations nor like the morning swims she did with her
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father. The experience still felt extremely peculiar, and fear of her companions
persisted to some degree, however, these heightened emotions dwindled at the
sight of the life that welcomed her—all types of creatures, monstrous and minute,
crawling, swimming, and unmoving. Vibrant plants with diverse colors and lengths:
vine-like, fin-like, branch-like, iridescent, even translucent!

Her father is a fisherman, and she tags along to catch loros and other seasonal
seafood during favorable mornings. If she was not at school, she was most likely with
him on the boat, helping him cast the nets, rounding out harvests, or operating their
boat’s motor. She has dived into this reef countless times, but swimming through it
now somehow felt new. Lapu-lapus glared this time like dancing vermillion embers,
tulyas illuminated the reef like freshly minted coins, dikya tentacles brushed against
her arms like gentle strands of hair. Of course, she never had wings on land, but the
thought of flying was how swimming through all those wonders felt. It was not mere,
aimless floating because the sensation felt lightweight, rapid, and manageable—all
at the same time. The sea was pristine. She could see for miles on the horizon and
feel motion from depths below. She may be above the reef and all that dwells within,
but she felt connected with everything and every single one of them.

Godiva then shifted her gaze to the other merfolk roaming. The reef is teeming
with them. “You must be wondering now how we can speak without our lips
moving or having any tongues at all, Remedios went on as she pulled her from
her musings. “The oneness that you feel with the sea extends to everyone herein.
Just one look and our thoughts travel. A single glimpse and our hearts speak. In
whatever language, whatever understanding it may take” Some merfolk are like
her, still wearing human clothes: t-shirts, skirts, jeans or shorts torn to give way
for tails. But most are like Remedios: bare, so to speak, with just fins and scales on.
Their uniform appearance is remarkable among the feast of colors and the variety
of organisms wandering about. “Do you ever get confused about who is who?”
Remedios giggled and mentioned how looks and body parts do not define identities
in the same way other sea creatures look similar and still manage to tell who’s who.
“For instance, that one over there, is a guy. Hey, Joshua!” she called out. The merman
looked exactly like them, but he responded with one of the deepest voices her ears
had ever heard. Godiva smiled at the idea as she looked to the waves that now form
her new sky. “I see,” she whispered. Underwater, she could directly stare at the sun;
its playful amber and azure rays no longer blinding to her new purple eyes.

Ligaya, the mermaid who sat by her left side back then, spoke next. “Lots
of merfolk, ‘no? None of us were born here, though” Godiva asked her how it
could be, and she replied with a quick history of the reef. “Whenever a person’s
life ends abruptly at sea, regardless of whether they took it themselves or by
somebody else, their soul stops here for three days and are given merfolk bodies.
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The Almighty gives them time to discern if they wish to cross over at that point
or remain for another 100 years, minus all the human conventions and conflict
burdening them”” Fatima, the mermaid to her right and the one who spoke
English then chimed in and reminded her that it was okay to withhold her story.
“You do not have to tell us at once,” she stressed. “We have all been there. But
it is okay now. You are in a better place. We have found you and we are here to
stay” A loud blast then echoed throughout the reef. Remedios hijacked the chat
and said, “That is all nice and cute, Fatima. I am just unsure about the whole
freedom-from-conflict thing” She told everyone to follow her lead and swim to
the surface. Merfolk is invisible to most humans, Remedios explained as they
reached the top. Only people they used to know may see them and only when
driven by intense emotions. Godiva was puzzled but did not dwell on it for too
long. Her attention was diverted to the three ships drawing closer and closer to
the reef: two large ones bearing the Chinese flag, sandwiching a sad excuse of a
boat.

She has seen this before. On the news. Yes! The reef is close to a shoal where
Filipinos are maintaining—and failing miserably at it—a dilapidated outpost.
Gee, it’s all coming back to her now. Her father suddenly stopped fishing at
the reef when she was in high school because Chinese ships started claiming
the place for themselves and barring fisherfolk from their village from reaching
those waters, which is pitiful, for she remembers how the outpost on the shoal
was already rusty and crumbling. If fisherfolk ashore are hungry already, she
could only imagine the situation of those in there. And if they were already in
dire circumstances, it could only have been worse. The encounter was tense,
but they could only watch silently as the two large Chinese ships fired their
water cannons at the small boat between them. Onboard are Filipinos on a
resupply mission to the heartbreaking outpost on the shoal and all they could
do was listen to their muffled pleas for the huge vessels to stop. Ligaya looked
at Remedios and this time, without a word, signaled for her to resume the tour.

They plunged again and told Godiva about the remaining catches of staying
at the reef. Some of the merfolk, according to Fatima, are still wearing human
clothes because they are ‘new arrivals’ like her. “After three days,” she stressed,

“Should they decide to stay, all they must do is remove their apparel, and poof!
They will remain for the next 100 years, serving as guardians of the reef and
keepers of balance” Remedios then interjected and mentioned how “This is
where it becomes tricky” Without even blinking, she told Godiva, “So long as
you remain a creature of this world, you are never free of conflict. Merfolk are,
by design, part human. One of the most human things we do is turn our backs
on conflict. But it swims faster and will be in front of us again after a while. It
is only a matter of time before the chaos from those boats reaches us. We exist
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to protect the reef, so what happens when there is no longer any of it left for us

to protect?” Ligaya tapped Remedios’ shoulder and jokingly told her to quit the

information and anxiety dump. “I'm sorry, my dear. She was an activist, you see”
She took over and continued, “Anyway, that is a conflict you may decide upon

later, Godiva. For now, let us finish with the note that you also have the option

to move forward and cross over. All you need to do is swim to the nearest shore

at the dawn of your third day. Angels will fetch your soul as the first rays of
sunshine transform your earthly form into seafoam.” They swished further west

and stopped at a newly prepared underwater cavern. Fatima said it would be

Godiva’s temporary abode while she reflects on her decision in the coming days.
They bid her goodbye and let her rest.

Godiva rose early on the third day of her stay. While it was still dark, she
hurried to the surface and rested on some stack overlooking their village,
several meters from the shore. Hidden, she waited for the Salubong procession
to arrive. Her recollections are more precise now: she died three days ago, on
the night of Good Friday, when she was out dating an American naval officer.
She cut ties with her family several weeks prior because her decision to come
out as a trans woman was unwelcome. She realizes now though, that she did
not sever anything at all. She lived a somewhat disconnected life; it reminded
her of the out-of-place silk threads that dotted his father’s nylon fish nets. Silk
threads that, while holding on for dear life to be assimilated, also pulled their
hardest for the meshwork to remain as one. Boat motors then started roaring
in the distance. The clanking snapped her from her recollections and reminded
her of the time left. Fisherfolk are either slowly making their course now or are
returning from the night’s attempt at making a catch. The darkness, after all, has
been hospitable that entire time. The same echoes, however, pulled her back
into a world of memories and thrust her deeper into nuggets of remembrance
she both treasures and resents. The machines’ rattling sounded like her father’s
laughter every time she lifted net after net of yield from the sea, proud of her
arms’ display of strength befitting a “true man” But the same lips capable of
such endearment and encouragement are the same instruments that strike
terror into her soul with every scolding she gets for having “too many girls for
friends,” accompanied by some lashing for finding joy in ironing clothes and
cooking meals. But what could she do? She never saw herself as a man.

She did not understand it well back then, but having a boy’s haircut and
wearing one’s uniform in school did not make her a man. Having a voice that
grew deeper as the sea as time went on, never did the trick. Having a dick just
felt out of place. She left home after finishing high school and stayed with some
friends in Pampanga. This was where she met her untimely end at the hands
of a soldier who found it difficult to reconcile that genders do not always align
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with sexes assigned at birth. She was strangled, put in a sack, and thrown into
the sea for “tricking” him and for daring to say she was a woman despite having
no vagina and plump breasts. She looked at her ashen tail and the golden fins
adorning it, “At least,” she murmured, “Out here, I will not be defined by what I
have or lack” Bluish sunlight crept in, however, disrupted her reflections, and
brought her back to the reason she swam there early.

She has not decided on her fate yet, so she wants to see her parents for the
last time. Why? Only Godiva fully understands. She thinks seeing them might
help her discern better for some reason, and perhaps finalize her next steps (or
swim). She strongly felt they would attend the Salubong despite receiving news
of her death at that point. They already disowned her weeks before, so skipping
religious activities to mourn a sacrilegious daughter seemed out of character.
On the one hand, confidence. On another, insecurity. Think of them as voices
that argued and reverberated in her head while she quietly waited on the rocks,
the clement morning waves patting her tail as the balmy dawn broke.

A few minutes later, the line of women escorting the Blessed Mother’s karosa
arrived. She dived back into the water and, though at a distance far into the
sea, swam alongside their queue, and kept with their pace as they made it to
the church standing at the shore, not too far from where she sat. Godiva’s eyes
probed the trail intently. Using whatever little intensity their flickering candles
allowed, she tried her best to look at their faces and search for her mother. And
there she was, towards the end of what was like a winding line of ochre fireflies:
veiled in black, eyes cast down, swollen for crying by hours on end. Godiva
moved forward, flipped her fins gently and matched the speed of their feet. She
never had the chance to join this line back when she could still walk on land.
Seeing her mother this time and finally doing the Salubong with her meant
heaps. Their line and that of the men who escorted the Lord’s image ultimately
converged at the church’s patio. As expected, her father was there too. Her
mother ignored him, however, when he tried to approach and hold her hand.
With eyes full of anguish, her father left the congregation and started walking
towards the sea. The sun was already out and even though she was in the water,
Godiva could feel its rays burning her skin and turning her body into vapor. She
had to decide. She hastily swam towards the shore, her eyes fixated on her father,
when unexpectedly, his eyes met hers and they both froze.

Back at the patio, the town musiko began playing Regina Coeli as a choir
of angel-costumed kids also started singing. No one probably witnessed
their moment, for nobody also acted as if they saw something extraordinary.
Everyone was focused on the Blessed Mother meeting her Son to even care
about some random daughter meeting her father. While all that musical drama
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unfolds, Godiva’s world is thrown into a period of absolute silence. She knows
her father could see her, and even from afar, she senses his equally fixated gaze.
Is she appearing as someone familiar or as another ‘alien’ creature for him to
disgust? Against the waves thrashing on the shore and hammering themselves
back at her, meeting her every movement and tossing from every direction,
the sensation of burning skin stopped and all she could feel and hear was the
beating of her heart. Godiva’s mother stared blankly at the Blessed Mother as
one of the angel-costumed kids changed her veil from black to white. She had
no tears left and was desperate to let hope in. Godiva’s father though, joined in
the singing with tears rushing profusely down his cheeks. Without taking his
eyes off his daughter, he mouthed: Gaude et laetare! Underneath that morning’s
serene waves, as the sun rose to its full, Godiva started taking off her clothes.
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