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			For John, who taught me the depth of true love; and for Ems, in whom that love continues to live and grow.
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			Preface

			This is a love story that doesn’t follow the usual path. It didn’t begin in a bustling café or a shared glance across a crowded room. Instead, it began quietly—through screens, across oceans, between time zones and the unknown. It began with words exchanged between hearts willing to listen, to believe, and eventually, to love.

			What grew from that unconventional start was something deeply real. A love that didn’t need to make sense to the world because it made sense to us. It stretched across borders, defied doubt, and built the kind of family we dreamt about; one rooted in trust, love, respect, laughter, and the comfort of being seen.

			But life, in all its unpredictability, brought its fiercest test to our happy family.

			On December 31, 2019, as the Black Summer bushfires across the South Coast of New South Wales raged, they consumed more than trees, homes and wildlife. They claimed lives, including my beloved husband. Our grief settled like ash, and trauma lingered. There were moments we couldn’t breathe and moments when memory felt too heavy to carry.

			Yet within that wreckage, something else took shape. Slowly, gently, I pieced myself back together. Through courage, faith, and sheer determination, I learned not only to keep going, but to rise. In that rising, I chose to become a voice of hope, a bearer of resilience, a witness to what love can endure and a mother who found herself again.

			This book is for anyone who’s ever found love in unconventional ways. For those who’ve walked through mental-health struggles and found themselves changed. For those who are still finding their way back to joy. For the parents who are lost.

			It is a reminder that love is not confined by distance, nor broken by tragedy. It can grow in any way, and if we let it, it will carry us home.

			It is a tribute to love, to loss, and to the resilience that rises when everything else falls apart.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Love Between Messages

			The airport buzzed with the flow of travellers, each with their own destination and their own stories. Mine wasn’t just about reaching a place, it was meeting John. 

			I sat quietly in the waiting area before my flight from Manila to Sydney. It was my first time travelling, so to keep panic at bay, I reminisced about my online chats with John. 

			He asked teasingly, “How tall are you?” 

			Ah, the classic question. One that had followed me my entire life, much like the unavoidable reality of needing to stand on tiptoes to reach the top shelf. I had told John before that I’m tiny, but he hadn’t grasped the full extent of my small-scale existence because I was ashamed of my height and never told him the exact measurement. Over the years, my height had been the source of many nicknames—some endearing—but most were offensive.

			“Does my height matter?” I replied, mildly exasperated.

			“Not at all, I just want to know if I have to look out for you looking up or looking down among the passengers at the arrival lounge.”

			The tension melted into synchronised “ha ha ha” messages.

			Unlike the bullies that had turned my height into a punchline, John’s humour wasn’t about belittling; it was about picturing the best way to spot me in a crowd. Genuine thoughtfulness wrapped in light-hearted teasing. He turned what used to sting into something I could laugh about.

			Meeting John through an online dating site wasn’t the grand romance saga, but it was ordinary, almost reluctant, as it was a result of my sister’s persistence. Corry probably saw my singleness as some sort of sad checkpoint, but I was happily single. My life wasn’t boring, in fact, I had a busy social life. When I wasn’t working, I went out with friends. I was a choir member and was affiliated with Singles for Christ. I was also a member of art groups—Red Lambago and Bansagen. I engaged in early-stage courtship with men from those circles, but none developed into a committed relationship.

			“Corry, can you teach me how to make a dating profile?” I asked, thought I’d give online dating a go. After she set up my profile, I began finding connection through online chats.

			I chatted with many people online. It was fun—just fun—until I chatted with John. Our conversation was different, it had depth. Our first chat was easy, effortless. His comment on my profile picture, “I love your artistic photo, you seem like a mysterious lady,” had intrigued me. I intentionally covered half of my face with my hand in that photo, yet I hadn’t expected someone to see more than just a photo.

			His name, John Smith, was so common it felt like I’d heard it a thousand times. His profile showed he was 58 years old, 29 years my senior. Yet, it didn’t matter because chatting with someone who can make a good conversation was good online dating to me. 

			As our conversation flowed, my mind danced between curiosity and familiarity. Where have I heard that name before? I wondered, but there was no answer. Not yet. 

			We had an honest and sincere exchange, the kind that makes time slip away unnoticed. When we ended our first chat, I was certain I wanted to go back to the internet café again and chat with him. I could feel the beginning of something worth discovering.

			At 9 pm, the street was still busy. I hailed a trisikad, a bicycle with a side cab, to take me home. The trisikad swayed gently as the driver pushed the pedals, weaving through the lively chaos of Cogon Market in Cagayan de Oro City. Jeepneys rumbled past, voices called out in trade, and the scent of street food lingered in the warm air. Yet the bustle was a blur.

			A thought about his name had taken hold. It was insistent and impossible to ignore. John Smith. His name hovered in my mind, strangely familiar, as though it had been there all along, waiting, buried in my subconscious. I searched for traces, for a memory that might unravel the answer. But there was nothing. Why do I feel like I know him? The curiosity refused to fade—an unspoken mystery that lingered after our first conversation. Even when I was already in bed.

			Then, the universe worked its magic. A chance encounter with a classmate led to reminiscing about the glory days. Amid laughter and nostalgia, we told stories about teachers, classmates and academic struggles that shaped us. The textbooks we begrudgingly flipped through. And then, like lightning striking a particularly slow-moving thought, it hit me.

			John Smith. Of course! The name that showed up in nearly every example sentence and hypothetical scenario in my textbooks. A universal placeholder for an average citizen. I laughed at myself, half in amusement, half in relief, for finally solving the mystery. What had once been an oddly personal connection to a name turned into a new-found pride because this time the name wasn’t just a generic example in an English exercise. It belonged to someone I’d talked to online. 

			For five months, John and I built a connection through online engagements—emails, late-night chats, or occasional phone calls. Each exchange added another layer of knowing each other. We were unfiltered, honest in ways neither of us had been before. He spoke of his past—broken relationships, his three sons, the strain with his parents. I listened, drawn deeper into the life of a man who, despite his misfortunes, carried an undeniable wisdom and warmth. He listened to my life story and gained a better understanding of the Filipino culture. He was impressed by how large my extended family is, and by the close-knit relationships we share.

			Evenings became something to look forward to. My shift at Savemore Pharmacy as a pharmacist wrapped up at eight, and it was our chat time after dinner. The routine was comforting. Our conversations were endlessly engaging. Then came the night that changed everything.

			Between typed words and a quiet pause, John sent a message.

			“I love you, Josie.”

			Time stilled. We held each other’s gaze through the screen. With the weight of his confession, I was held captive by the moment. It made me feel excited but also conflicted. Could love truly grow without meeting the person? By only talking to him online and hearing his voice on the phone? I surely missed him when we weren’t talking, and he was always on my mind. But was that love? Could I say it back?

			In the Philippines, love isn’t just a feeling; it’s a declaration. When two people say “I love you,” they are bound by an unspoken agreement: they are together, officially. So John’s words carried a meaning beyond just affection. I stalled, my heart hesitant. Was I ready for that?

			At 29, my romantic history could best be described as a front-row seat to everyone else’s love stories. I was observing, analysing but never starring in my own. I never had a boyfriend, never been touched, never been kissed. Love had always been something distant, something I understood but had never truly lived.

			Then life said, Let’s make this interesting.

			There I was, faced with the reality that my first relationship might be with a 58-year-old man with three sons from different mothers; a man whose family ties were complex; a man who’d lived a life full of drama.

			By all logical standards, this should have sent me running. But instead, I contemplated just calmly nodding along like it was the most natural thing in the world. None of his past mattered. None of it felt wrong. What mattered was the way our conversations unfolded effortlessly, how every exchange pulled me deeper into his world. What mattered was the way his wisdom and kindness made me feel safe, understood, seen.

			People would think it reckless, naive, even absurd. But none of them had sat across from him staring at the computer screen that somehow carried the warmth of a real presence. So, with fingers hovering over the keyboard and heartbeat faster than usual, I typed, “I think I love you too, John,” and pressed enter.

			Then there was silent pause.

			We stared at each other through the screen, absorbing the weight of what we had just said, of what it meant. I expressed my feelings and was honest about my uncertainty. The love was real. So was the distance. I wanted to touch him, to hold him, to feel love in more than just words. But I couldn’t. And that was the strangest feeling of all—loving someone yet being unable to bridge the space between us. It was painful. Yet, there was a beauty in that pain. It was love.

			My bond with John grew stronger as we built our online relationship. I never anticipated such closeness despite the distance. It was as if I knew him intimately even without having met face to face. My desire to connect with him in person intensified.

			“I want to see you in real life,” John said one night, his voice steady but with anticipation.

			“I want to see you too,” I replied, heart pounding.

			“I’ll take a vacation to meet you in the Philippines,” he said, the excitement unmistakable in his voice.

			Just the thought of it sent a thrill through me. “When do you think you can come?” I asked, barely able to contain my own eagerness. “I’m so excited for that to happen!”

			“I’ll apply for my leave, then I’ll let you know,” he said.

			Although I couldn’t see his face, I could imagine him smiling, thrilled. I couldn’t wait to meet him. When our conversation ended, my thoughts tangled into something more complex—anxiety, uncertainty, questioning.

			I wanted him to come. I wanted to meet him, to look into his eyes without the barrier of a screen between us, but what if reality wasn’t as effortless as our conversations? What if he didn’t like me in person? I’m short, he’s tall; a trivial difference, maybe, but insecurities rarely listen to reason.

			Beyond the apprehension about our first meeting, there were other heavy thoughts pressing in. What would it mean to have him in my country? If our connection in person was just as strong, would that lead to something more? To something intimate? The thought of what’s going to happen thrilled and unsettled me all at once.

			Then, there was my family.

			Our traditions weren’t loose and flexible. Despite my age, the idea of sharing a room or bed with someone before marriage was still taboo. What would they say if John stayed with us? How would I navigate their expectations, my own feelings? 

			Excitement, worry, hope and doubt were all tangled together, lingering in my mind after his phone call. The thought of John coming to the Philippines, the logistics, the uncertainty of how it would all play out, gnawed at me all night. The next day, the answer came to me as naturally as breathing.

			“John, what if I go to Australia instead?” I typed into the chat.

			Looking at the screen in front of me with his face in it, I could see his eyes flicker with curiosity. 

			“Would you like to do that?”

			“I think so,” I admitted, hesitant but determined. “I’m a bit anxious, though. I’ve never been on an airplane before, not even a domestic flight, let alone flying internationally.” 

			Saying it out loud made the reality more tangible but also oddly freeing. He listened. He always did.

			“If our relationship works out,” I continued, “if we decide to move forward, I’d be living with you in Australia anyway. So I would like to know what life there feels like, meet your friends and workmates, taste the food, and, of course, to be with you.”

			John’s face softened, a grin spreading. “You’re amazing. Your idea is even better.”

			I felt relieved. I had worries about saying it, about suggesting something that felt bold and uncertain, but his enthusiasm settled my nerves.

			“We should start processing your visa,” he said.

			That was when reality came knocking. A passport. Visa fees. Flights. I felt the burden coming—the complications, the cost. My chest tightened as I scrambled to make sense of my bold suggestion, but before my doubts could fester, John broke through them.

			“I’ll pay for everything—passport, visa, flights—any expenses. We’re in this together,” he said, his eyes filled with certainty. 

			I typed: “I’m excited!”

			“I’m just as excited as you are,” he responded.

			It truly felt like a journey that was only just beginning. For weeks, my life revolved around paperwork, an endless list of requirements for my passport: a birth certificate from the National Statistics Office (NSO), police clearance, tax documents and employment records. What I thought would be a straightforward process quickly turned into a test of patience. Government offices moved at their own slow rhythm, and there were endless queues.

			Frustration built but excitement burned brighter. Australia was waiting, and nothing—not the bureaucracy, not the exhaustion—could dull the thrill of what was ahead. If, by some twist of fate, things didn’t work out with John? Well, at least I’d have a fully paid trip to Australia. 

			So there I sat, passport and visa secured, luggage ready, waiting to board. A journey was about to begin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Initiation

			Anxiety gripped me as I boarded the plane. Can’t back out now, I thought. As I settled in my seat, my mind was wandering, my thoughts caught in a loop of worries. What if John doesn’t show up at the airport? I didn’t know anybody in Australia except him. I don’t have money. What would I do? I began to panic. Will I get off the plane? I thought. No, I just needed to divert my thoughts to something else.

			So I sat still, focusing on my journey with John. It had been built on words and voices—on conversations stretching across continents and time zones. I remembered the beginning and how we first talked about my profile picture, then slowly unravelled our lives, our families and our past. 

			Then, the moment arrived. My passport was finally in my hands, and the next step to see each other in person was within reach. That was when John asked the question.

			“Are you really sure about being with me?”

			The words felt out of place, unexpected. 

			“Absolutely.”

			But instead of relief, his response carried something else. It was uncertainty.

			“I’d like you to explore different possibilities.”

			I blinked, confused. “What do you mean?”

			He hesitated. The kind of pause that told me there was something difficult to say, something he wasn’t sure how to phrase. 

			“You told me you’ve never had a boyfriend before me,” he said carefully. “I would suggest that you explore other possibilities before meeting me in person.”

			I reread his message, trying to make sense of his words. It was probably a harmless suggestion—but I felt that the certainty of our relationship began to dissolve.

			“What do you mean?” I asked again. If I had been talking to him on the phone, my voice would have been sharper this time, demanding clarity.

			“It might sound ridiculous, but you could date other guys.”

			I was caught off guard. Then there was silence. A slow, creeping silence that tightened my chest, sped up my breathing, turned my limbs cold and heavy. Had I misunderstood everything? Had I been too certain, too trusting? Doesn’t he like me anymore? Doesn’t he love me? The realization sat between us, heavy and unspoken, stretching the unbearable pause. All the excitement, all the certainty, all the dreams I had carried suddenly felt fragile. The silence stretched between us, impossibly long, thick with unspoken thoughts.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you doubt how I feel for you. I’m just trying to be fair to you.”

			“That’s not being fair. I don’t know what’s gotten into you.”

			“I can feel that we’ll move from being an online couple to a real couple, and I’ve had many relationships in the past, while you’ve never had a boyfriend before me.”

			“Ah, okay,” I exhaled the breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. “It’s still a crazy idea though,” I added.

			“I know,” he admitted, “but I needed to say it, even if it’s crazy. Thinking about it hurts, but I’m open-minded, and I just wanted to give you the chance to explore other possibilities before committing to me.” 

			He paused, and I watched his chest rise steadily as he took a deep breath.

			“If your exploration leads you to find someone who will make you happier, then I’ll accept my fate. I just want you to feel free and happy.”

			It was absurd but I understood him. His words lingered, making me reflect on just how unconventional this all was. A 29-year-old woman who had never been in a relationship choosing against all expected norms to commit herself to a 58-year-old man with a past full of mishaps, broken relationships, and three children from different mothers.

			By all logic, I should have felt foolish, but I didn’t feel it that way.

			I hadn’t met him in person, but that didn’t make my feelings any less real. Somehow, despite the doubts, the hesitations and the gaps—age, height, distance—I could feel that his feelings were real too. I hesitated, weighing my words before saying anything. His suggestion had blindsided me, and I wasn’t sure how to respond. Finally, I settled on the safest answer, or what I thought was.

			“I’ll see.” 

			As soon as I said it, doubt crept in. Was that too vague? Too uncertain? Would it shift the course of our relationship? We’ll just see, I thought, trying to reassure myself. John held my gaze, his smile small, strained, almost like he regretted saying anything at all.

			I couldn’t leave it at that.

			“I don’t think I will do that, John,” I said. “I love you. I can’t be messing around with other men while I’m in a relationship with you.”

			“Thank you,” he said, his expression softening. “But just think of it this way: This is only an online relationship. I’m not real until we meet in person. Until then, you’re still a single woman.”

			“So I’m not real to you?” I felt the emotion rising as I stared at the screen with furrowed brows. “And our relationship isn’t real?” The feeling of fear, frustration and annoyance came at once.

			“That’s not what I meant,” he responded quickly. “I do consider our relationship real, and I do love you. I was just giving you the option to explore, to be sure before committing to me. If you don’t like the idea, I’m sorry for bringing it up.” A beat of silence hung between us. Then he added, “Forget about it, I’m sorry.” 

			We let the conversation drift elsewhere, moving on but carrying the remnants of the “exploration” topic—unspoken, lingering and not forgotten.

			I nearly forgot about John’s absurd suggestion until a certain guy became a customer in the pharmacy. A happy-go-lucky type—cool, cheeky and good looking. He smiled like someone who had never let life weigh him down, but he had just enough mischief in his eyes to be naughty. He was there to buy condoms, and not just any condoms—he needed details.

			“What flavours do you have?” he asked, intrigued.

			“Strawberry, mint, chocolate, banana…” I sounded like a professional merchant of latex.

			His eyebrows lifted, and I could see his lips twitching, fighting back a smirk.

			“Is there….. one that feels like it’s barely there?”

			Now he was grinning outright, trying to draw me into hesitation. But I held my ground.

			“There’s an ultra-thin… And, as advertised, they’re close to barely there,” I said casually.

			“You don’t sound convincing.”

			“That’s because I’ve never tried them.” I shrugged.

			That’s when the laughter hit, the kind that makes a simple moment ridiculous.

			Half-whispering, he asked, “Would you like to?”

			I didn’t take the bait. Instead, I rattled off more options with the confidence of an expert. 

			“We also have ribbed, dotted, and even glow in the dark.”

			Although my knowledge wasn’t firsthand, I’d touched, smelled and even blown them up like a balloon because the sales representatives gave a lot of samples. No matter how minty or chocolatey they claimed to be, they all smelled like rubber.

			After my strategic selling, the guy bought an ultra-thin condom. 

			One day, I received a message from the Condom Guy. Yes, we had exchanged numbers and traded friendly messages. There was an unexpected twist; I discovered one of my friends knew him too. As familiarity settled in and conversations grew easier, he sent a picture. A box of condoms.

			“I haven’t used the condom yet. Would you like to demonstrate how to use it? Would you like to have a date with me?”

			I read it once, then again, waiting for offense to settle in, but it didn’t. Instead, a quiet thought surfaced. I remembered John’s words, his suggestion lingering at the back of my mind. Before him, I’d had few crushes, a few tentative beginnings, small sparks of interest, but none that ever progressed into something real. Not one had crossed that invisible line into something I could call a relationship.

			So at 29, I’d never been kissed, never been touched, never had sex.

			Was I too naïve for a woman my age? Maybe I was. Or maybe that was a moment to step outside my quiet world, to explore something beyond the societal norms, before I settled into something serious. I was given a hall pass anyway, and the thought made me smile. Why not?

			When John came into my life, I felt a certainty that was difficult to explain. It was an instinct, a quiet confidence that John was the person I’d spend my life with. In so many ways, he felt perfect. Honest, kind, a true gentleman, and undeniably handsome. But his suggestion to explore other possibilities lingered in my mind. There was nothing to lose if I dated Condom Guy. No matter what happened, I was stepping into something new, something that could shape the rest of my life. 

			So I replied, “I won’t be demonstrating anything, but yes to a date.”

			I had to admit I find a certain thrill in experiencing life’s odd and unpredictable twists. If I chose to commit myself to John, that commitment would be unwavering: my love, my loyalty, my attention, all solely his. When that time came, there would be no wondering, no curiosity.

			I wasn’t confined by traditional modesty or strict conservatism. I had always been open-minded, adventurous in thought and spirit. So this was the time I could express my adventurous self, not just in thought and spirit, but in action.

			Condom Guy picked me up at my apartment. After driving around the city, he parked his car on top of the hill overlooking the city lights that looked like a reflection of the stars in the sky. It was a beautiful night. The moonlight cast its gentle glow inside the car, and we basked in the calm beauty of the night. The subtle radiance of the moonlight was enough to see each other’s faces, but it was also enough to hide the discomfort lingering in the air. 

			I was scared but still managed to say, “I know you’re expecting more than just driving around, but I’m sorry to disappoint you.” I paused, trying to be gutsy. “I have a period today, a heavy one.” 

			I sounded too confident, yet I had a veiled apprehension when making that statement. I think I was good at playing an easy girl that night, but not too easy. I lied about my period. He didn’t know that I had never been touched, never been kissed, and, of course, never had sex. But he didn’t need to know that.

			He looked at me, smiled, and said, “That’s okay, but can I kiss you?” 

			Saying yes to that question would make me an easy girl. He was not my boyfriend, but hey, I was an untouched full-blown woman. Why make it difficult? His intense gaze made me speechless. I looked away. I was scared again. I needed to find that confidence. I turned around to meet his fervid gaze, and he leaned towards me and gave me a passionate kiss, my first. I felt nothing special. Just two pairs of lips touching each other, but it felt nice.

			I know that it sounds crazy, but life must have some crazy events sometimes. I shouldn’t have waited such a long time to feel that kind of craziness, but it must have been my fate. The “practice” happened twice, and Condom Guy was very cool with it. I was very grateful to him. The experience was full of respect and undeniably pleasurable as well. An experience that I would never forget, and something I would not hesitate to share.

			I told John about my little mischief with Condom Guy. He seemed scared to know, but I assured him that my connection with the man had already ended. Of course, we didn’t use his condom, but not because we didn’t want to use it but because we just kissed and touched. I was clear with my purpose of dating Condom Guy—that it was an initiation and a learning process to intimacy with a man. I considered myself a good student.

		

	OEBPS/image/1.jpg
DEDBKIS

QQ//J%WVA 9/ D%we
Goief andd Conrage

Josie L SmitH





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg





OEBPS/image/Tellwell_Black.jpg
teII_we_II%





