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A THOUSAND MILES DEEPER · PREQUEL

ROOTS BEFORE WINGS

Where Maria's Story Begins
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Long before the distance, there were roots, dreams, and a girl who dared to grow
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    "To every woman building a life far from where she started — your beginnings are not something to outgrow, they are the roots that let you bloom anywhere the wind takes you. Trust the years that shaped you. They were preparing you for a story far bigger than you could yet imagine."
— ANN
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Before The Distance

Where It All Began

Before Finland, before Dubai's skyline became her second home, before a stranger asked her what to order at a small restaurant in Bali — Maria was simply a girl from a small town in Cebu, raised on faith, family, and the belief that an education was the one thing poverty could never take away.

This is the story of where her roots grew deep enough to one day carry her across oceans: a childhood of devotion and discipline, a young woman's sacrifice for her family, and the long, uncertain climb that quietly built the woman Mikko would one day meet on a beach in Bali.
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Barili, Cebu Province
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Chapter One: A Home Built on Faith and Family
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Childhood, devotion, and the extended family that raised her

“In our house, the rosary was said every night, and dinner was never eaten until everyone was home.”

Maria was born in a small town in Cebu province, in a house that smelled of vinegar, garlic, and the wax of votive candles. Her father taught at the local public school; her mother kept their home and their faith with equal devotion. Sunday mass was never optional, grace before meals was never rushed, and every hardship was met first with prayer, then with practical hands — a household where discipline and affection were never in competition, only in quiet partnership.

Both her mother's and her father's families came from the same region, and it seemed half the town was some kind of cousin, aunt, or godparent to the other half. Every fiesta and Christmas brought the whole clan together — competing pots of adobo, children asleep under the table while the adults sang past midnight. In those crowded gatherings, young Maria learned the lesson that would follow her across the world: family is not just who lives in your house, but everyone willing to show up for you.
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Elementary Years
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Chapter Two: The Girl Who Loved School
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Studious young Maria, honor rolls, and a family united behind education

“Anak, studying is the one thing no one can ever take away from you.”

From the time she could hold a pencil, Maria loved the order of a classroom — the smell of new notebooks each June, a perfect score circled in red. Her parents noticed early and made a quiet promise to each other: whatever it cost, their children would finish school. Her father often said an education was the one inheritance a poor family could still afford to give — the one thing that could never be stolen, spent, or lost in a storm.

Maria took his words seriously, staying on the honor roll through every grade, walking the recognition-day stage while her parents clapped loudest from the back row. It wasn't only her own ambition driving her forward — it was the quiet understanding that her grades were also her family's reward for every sacrifice made in the background, so she could simply sit in that classroom at all.

[image: ]

[image: ]

University Years
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Chapter Three: Wings to the City
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University, a Biology degree, and dreams of medicine

“She left the province with one suitcase and a hundred hopes.”

Her excellent grades earned Maria a place at a respected university, studying Biology with dreams of one day becoming a doctor. Leaving her hometown for the city was its own quiet heartbreak — she cried on the bus, then dried her tears and told herself this was exactly what all those years of studying had been for. She threw herself into her coursework with the same discipline her parents had modeled her whole life: study first, everything else after.

She graduated with honors, among the strongest students in her batch, certain that medical school was only a few determined years away. It would take her a long time to understand that sometimes the proudest achievement isn't the one you originally set out to reach.
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The Philippines, Economic Hardship
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