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    To beautiful people of the Philippines

      

    



  	
        
            
            We are all just guests of time, checking in and out of the places that change us. Cebu was my longest, loveliest overstay.
—Max Nabati
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Preface
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This is not a travelogue. Nor is it a love story in the conventional sense. It is a record of The Cebu Hours; those borrowed, fleeting, and luminous moments when an island stopped being a place on a map and became the quiet, persistent rhythm of my life.

I arrived in Cebu with a backpack, a camera, and the shallow certainty of a tourist. I left six months later with a heart split between two worlds. These pages are built from the fragments of that time: the taste of lechón and cheap beer, the silence beneath the sea, the claustrophobic buzz of an immigration office, the weight of a gaze that saw through my wanderer’s disguise.

Before Cebu, I was rebuilding a life in Perth that no longer felt like mine. For years, I’d worked as a computer engineer, spending my days in sterile labs assessing hardware; testing processors, motherboards, and servers for mining companies and tech firms. The pay was solid, the Indian Ocean sunset from my balcony stunning, but inside, everything felt hollow. The divorce had come quietly the year before; she wanted stability, a house with a garden, children. I couldn’t give her that; not when I was still grieving the version of us that had died. So I resigned, packed a backpack, and left on a one-way ticket to Southeast Asia. I told friends it was for the photography I’d always loved, for the book I kept promising myself I’d write. The truth was simpler: I needed distance to heal, to remember who I was when I wasn’t someone’s husband.

Luna is not a pseudonym for a fantasy. She is real. Her family, her wealth, her constraints, and her courage are real. So is the visa stamped in my passport, marking time like a ticking clock behind every moment we shared. This story is, in many ways, about time; the kind that is borrowed, the kind that is owed, and the kind that stays with you long after it’s gone.

I wrote this not to romanticise escape, but to honour the choice to stay. Not to glorify the wanderer, but to understand the one who remains. Some places change you quietly, like the tide reshaping the shore.

Cebu did not just change me; it showed me a version of myself I could only meet far from home.

If you have ever loved a place or a person you knew you could not keep, this is for you. It is a whisper from a distant shore, a proof that some journeys never really end; they just become part of who you are.

Max Nabati
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The Colour and The Algorithm
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The heat of Cebu didn’t shock me. I had carried it with me from Thailand, a familiar weight on my skin. What struck me instead was the colour; not just in the murals or the jeepney art, but in the way people moved, as if life here was painted in brighter tones.

I was Max; computer engineer by training, amateur photographer by passion, aspiring writer by delusion.

My backpack held a laptop, two cameras, and the faint hope that six months in the Philippines might give me something to write about.

I was Max; former computer engineer from Perth, the kind who spent years in climate-controlled labs assessing hardware for mining giants: stress-testing GPUs under load, chasing thermal failures, certifying servers that would never see daylight. It was precise, well-paid work, but it couldn’t fix what had broken at home. The divorce papers were signed six months before I left Australia; the house sold, the dog re-homed, the silence too loud. I told myself the backpack, the cameras, and the open-ended ticket were about finally writing the book I’d always talked about. Mostly, they were about putting an ocean between me and the man who had failed at marriage.

My visa was good for thirty days.

I didn’t think beyond that.

The hotel in Lahug was cheap and clean. On the second evening, bored, I opened Tinder.

My profile was a collage of my travels; me on a motorbike in Phenom Penh, hiking a temple in
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