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The plane’s engines hum, a low drone pulling me out of Manila’s chaos, and I’m thinking, Boracay, why Boracay, Jack? Another island, another pin on the map, but the name’s been buzzing in my head since Lia mentioned it, her voice soft, teasing, “You’ll love it, the sand’s like powder, the water’s like glass.”

Now I’m here, landing on this tiny strip in Caticlan, the air sticky, salty, the kind that clings to your skin like a second shirt. I’m 37, still chasing horizons, kitesurfing gear slung over my shoulder, my backpack heavier with every trip, not just from clothes but from stories, faces, moments like that night in Baler that I can’t shake.

The ferry to Boracay’s crowded, locals with baskets, tourists with sunburns, and me, staring at the turquoise water, thinking how it’s too perfect, like a postcard you don’t believe is real.

White Beach hits me like a fever dream, the sand so fine it’s like walking on flour, and I’m thinking, Lia was right, damn her, she’s still in my head, but I push it away, drop my bag at a hostel with bamboo walls and a creaky fan. The owner, a guy named Carlo, hands me a coconut with a straw, says, “First one’s free, mate,” and I’m grinning, thinking how everyone here’s got that easy warmth, that Filipino charm that makes you feel like you belong, even when you’re just passing through.

I wander the beach, the sun setting, painting the sky in pinks and oranges, and I’m wondering if I’ll ever settle, if I’ll ever stop running from one island to the next, but then I see her; Nina, or that’s what she calls herself later; a girl with a surfboard, hair tied up in a messy bun, laughing with a group of locals by a beach bar. She catches my eye, waves me over, and I’m thinking, here we go again, Jack, another story starting.

We talk, or maybe we shout over the reggae blasting from the bar, about waves, about how she’s been coming to Boracay every summer since she was a kid, how she knows every reef, every current. I’m sipping rum and coke, the ice melting fast, and I’m thinking how her laugh’s like the waves, constant, pulling you in.

She says, “Come kitesurfing tomorrow,” and I’m nodding, not because I’m great at it, but because I want to see her out there, riding the wind. Morning comes, and we’re on the water at Bulabog Beach, the wind’s strong, my kite’s catching air, and I’m crashing half the time, laughing like an idiot, while Nina glides like she was born on the waves.

I’m thinking, this is freedom, this is why I travel, for moments when the world narrows to wind and water and a girl who makes you forget the road ahead.

Night falls, and Boracay’s alive, fire dancers spinning on the beach, bars pumping electronic beats, and we’re dancing, Nina and me, sweat and sand on our skin, her hand brushing mine, and I’m thinking, don’t fall too hard, Jack, you’re leaving soon. But we end up at her friend’s beach hut, a tiny place with fairy lights and a hammock, and we’re kissing under the stars, the sound of waves crashing nearby, her lips tasting of salt and mango.

It’s quick, intense, like a storm that passes too fast, and I’m lying there afterward, her head on my chest, thinking how this feels like home, but it’s not, it never is. I tell her about my travels, about Australia, about Baler and Lia, and she listens, quiet, then says, “You’re like the wind, Jack, always moving.” And I’m thinking, she’s right, and it hurts.

We spend a week together, days blurring into nights; kitesurfing, eating grilled squid at D’Talipapa market, hiking to Mount Luho for a view of the island that makes my chest ache, it’s so beautiful.

I’m thinking, maybe I could stay, maybe this is the place, but the itch is there, the pull of the next destination. Nina knows it too, doesn’t try to hold me, just smiles that sad, knowing smile when I book my ferry back to Caticlan, then
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