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The Enigma of Watu Maladong

A Bedtime Story.

The sun blazed across the Sumba sky, scorching the sands of Pahi Wotu beach with a silent, searing ember. Waves whispered softly, caressing the bare feet of fishermen returning with their catch. On the edge of that very beach, a bamboo hut stood with its back to the sea. An old house with woven walls and a lontar leaf roof, the dwelling of Nenek Warmi and her only grandchild, Fuko.

The small girl had long, curly hair, her skin dark as if sun-baked, yet her face was as sweet as the gula lontar her grandmother sold every morning. She sat cross-legged in front of the hut, her hands busy weaving pandan leaves, occasionally glancing at the footpath leading to the beach.

Suddenly, weary footsteps approached. Nenek Warmi appeared in the distance, her frail body stooped, carrying an empty pikulan. Sweat drenched her temples, and her eyes—usually clear with hope—were now cloudy, shrouded in a thick sorrow.

Fuko rose and ran to greet her.

“Nenek… why are you home so early? Didn’t the cakes sell out?”

Nenek slowly set down her pikulan, sitting on the hut’s steps, her breathing heavy.

“They sold out, Fuko. But not bought… they were seized.”

Fuko stared, bewildered. “What do you mean, Nenek?”

In a quiet yet firm voice, Nenek Warmi spoke, “A group of youths from the village across the way. They came laughing—but it wasn’t a friendly laugh. They took everything, then insulted me. Didn’t pay a single sen. I could only stand silent. These hands are too weak to fight. But this heart… it aches more than any wound.”

Tears welled in Fuko’s eyes. The little girl was angry, but she knew not to whom she could speak her rage.

“Nenek… why are they so cruel?”

Nenek merely lowered her head.

“Not everyone understands the value of hard work, my dear. They prefer to take rather than to sow. But starting tomorrow, we will return to the fields.”

“The fields? But, Nenek… why not just sell again?” Fuko asked innocently.

Nenek smiled bitterly. “Because the earth never rejects anyone who is honest with it. Tomorrow, we will begin planting again.”

Night fell swiftly. The sky stretched like black velvet, strewn with twinkling stars as if listening to prayers from the earth. The sea breeze blew gently through the gaps in the bamboo walls. Inside the hut, Fuko was wrapped in a woven cloth, her eyes still holding questions.

“Nenek…” she whispered.

“Yes, Fuko?”

“Why do you believe farming is better? Doesn’t it take a long time to harvest?”

Nenek Warmi sat on the edge of the Tikaram, gazing out the dark window. Then, her voice trembled, calm yet profound, like an echo from a bygone era.

“Because I believe in an old tale my grandmother used to tell, a Marapu legend about Laki Ana Lelo, an honest farmer from Tana Wewewa.”

Fuko shifted closer. “Who was he?”

Nenek Warmi closed her eyes for a moment, then began to speak…

“Long ago, in a distant village on the parched plains of Wewewa, lived a farmer named Laki Ana Lelo. He was poor, yet he never stole, never lied, and never took more than he needed. Every morning, he planted corn and sorghum with prayer, not with ambition.

But that village was ruled by a greedy chief. He collected taxes from every harvest, and whoever could not pay would be banished. Yet Laki Ana Lelo never refused to pay—he simply gave what he had, without complaint.

One season, the rain did not fall. The fields died. All the villagers came to complain to the chief. But Laki Ana Lelo remained calm, he continued to sow seeds, even though the earth was cracked and the sky grim.

People mocked him. ‘Madman! Planting in dead soil?’

However, that night, the wind carried a sound. The sky shone like morning dew. Rain fell—only on his field. The seeds grew, and the harvest came like a miracle.

The chief came to demand his share. But as he stepped into Laki Ana Lelo’s field, the earth swallowed him. The sky thundered.

For the earth knows who is honest. And the earth never betrays those who faithfully plant with their heart.”

Fuko stared at her grandmother with wide eyes. “Is that true, Nenek?”

Nenek Warmi smiled softly, looking at her grandchild who was dozing in her arms.

“In this life, Fuko… sometimes the righteous will be mocked. But like Ana Lelo, as long as we plant honestly, nature will protect us. And the wicked… they will reap what they sow.”

Outside, the sea thundered as if in agreement with the story. And the night continued, bringing new hope from the silent land of Tana Wotu—the land of ancestors who never sleep, guarding the seeds of goodness in majestic silence.

Nenek Warmi sighed deeply. The sea breeze crept through the gaps in the bamboo walls, making the oil lamp hanging in the center of the room flicker softly, casting dancing shadows on her old face.

Fuko, who had almost drifted off to sleep, opened her eyes again.

“Nenek… continue the story. About that rock. The one on the beach…”

Nenek smiled faintly, then adjusted Fuko’s Kaputu.

“Ah… those two rocks… people call them ‘Watu Ana – Watu Ina’, the male rock and the female rock. But not many know their story. Only the elders still keep it like a sacred heirloom in their memory.”

She gazed out the window, as if seeing the sea in the darkness.

“Those rocks are not merely stones. They are guardians. And once, they were human.”

Fuko squirmed with curiosity. “Guardians?”

Nenek Warmi began to tell her tale again…

“It is said, in a time when humans could still speak with the wind and the sea, there lived a pair of siblings, Ana Lio and Ina Lo’o. They lived in a coastal village, not far from where we are now. Their mother had long passed, and their father was both a farmer and a fisherman.

Ana Lio, the elder brother, was strong and brave. Ina Lo’o, his younger sister, was gentle and wise. Both were known for their loyalty and affection for each other. However, that peaceful life did not last long.

One night, a great storm descended. The sea raged as if possessed, and amidst that tempest, appeared the Perahu Hitam—a pirate ship from the north, thirsty for treasure and slaves. Their village was attacked. Homes were burned. People were rounded up and bound.

Ana Lio tried to save his sister. They ran to the coastal cliff, where a large rock stood. There they prayed, holding hands, and said, ‘Better to become stone, than to become a slave on a foreign ship.’

The sky listened. Waves surged high. Lightning struck. And the next morning… the pirates vanished. The village was destroyed, but two rocks emerged by the sea—one towering, solid and upright, the other slender, softly curved, both standing side-by-side facing the ocean.

People believed… those were Ana Lio and Ina Lo’o. They did not die—they transformed. They chose to become the guardians of this land, so that generations after them would know: that true love, courage, and sacrifice never fade. They are eternal, turned to stone to protect.”

Fuko was silent for a long time. She swallowed.

“So… when we play around those rocks… we are near them, Nenek?”

Nenek nodded slowly. “Yes, my dear. They hear the laughter of children, see people taking photographs, but they are silent. Because that is their duty: to watch. To preserve history. To remind us… that this land is not merely a dwelling. It has a soul. It holds a vow.”

Fuko hugged her Bili tightly. “Then, I promise Watu Ana and Watu Ina… when I grow up, I will protect this land too. Like them. Like Nenek.”

Nenek smiled, gazing into her grandchild’s eyes, alight in the dim glow. Behind that tiny face, she saw a small flame inherited from the earth, the sea, and the Sumba sky.

“Then this land will remain alive, Fuko. As long as there is one heart that remains loyal to planting goodness.”

The night fell silent again. In the distance, the sound of waves gently caressed the two ancient rocks, as if softly whispering…

“We did not leave. We merely changed form.”

Nenek Warmi gazed at the flickering oil lamp, as if wishing to convey that the night was still long, and the tales of this ancient land were far from over. Outside, the sound of the sea mingled with the rustling wind, carrying the scent of salt and nostalgia from a bygone era.

She pulled the Kaputu closer around Fuko’s body, then suddenly offered a faint smile.

“There’s one more thing I want to tell you tonight,” she said softly. “About a legend that truly originates from Sumba… from the land of Tana Wotu.”

Fuko, almost asleep, opened her eyes again. She recognized that tone. The tone reserved for stories that were extraordinary. A tale rarely uttered, as if too sacred to be spoken lightly.

“Have you ever heard of Pak Ranu?” Nenek asked.

Fuko shook her head gently.

“Who is he, Nenek?”

Nenek looked out the window, then began to speak in a low, deep voice…

“Pak Ranu was not a great man, nor a wealthy one. He was simply a humble farmer, living at the foot of Tana Wotu hill, where the earth felt hard and dry, and trees grew slowly as if reluctant. But Pak Ranu possessed something more than just a hoe and seeds—he had an honest heart, and hands that never stole.

One season, when a long drought struck and the village’s land could no longer provide food, Pak Ranu continued to work—watering his fields with leftover wash water, humming softly even as the sky continued to withhold rain. People laughed at him. But he wasn’t angry. He simply said: ‘This earth will speak if we speak to it honestly.’

Then, one afternoon, as he was hoeing beneath a dying lontar tree, his hoe struck a stone. Not an ordinary stone—this stone glowed faintly, as if holding light from within. He dug deeper and found three Mori stones—red, blue, and green. Each stone pulsed warmly in his palm, as if alive.

That night, he dreamt. In his dream, an old man in a white robe said:

‘These stones will make your land fertile and alive, but only if you remain as you are: not greedy, not cunning, and never stealing from the earth.’

Pak Ranu awoke and immediately planted the three stones in three corners of his field. Amazingly, the next day, the earth around them became moist and black like paradise soil. The plants that had been wilting now stood upright. Seeds began to sprout in a matter of days.

However, he knew that a field so vast could not be managed alone. So, Bagas came—a youth from the neighboring village. Bagas was nobody, an orphan with no land, but he came with clean hands and a sweet smile.

Every day, Bagas helped weed the wild grass, prune unruly branches, and build long bamboo fences to ward off forest animals. He never asked for payment. When Pak Ranu asked why he was so diligent, Bagas simply replied:

‘If this land lives, then this village lives. And if this village lives, I too live.’”

Fuko listened with wide eyes. But amidst her awe, her cheeks seemed to flush. She cleared her throat softly.

“Nenek… Bagas… what was he like?” she asked, pretending to pull her Kaputu to cover her face.

Nenek chuckled softly.

“Ah… so you’re curious after all.”

Fuko quickly shook her head. “No! I just want to know… well… just to know…”

Nenek smiled broadly, then answered softly:

“Bagas… his body was sturdy from working under the sun. But what people remembered most about him was his smile—sweet, and always honest. His teeth were very white, as white as his clean heart. Never angry, never lied. If he said he would come tomorrow morning, he would surely arrive even before the rooster crowed.”

Fuko remained silent, but her eyes glowed.

“Is he… still there, Nenek?”

Nenek gazed far out the window, toward the dark hill across the sea.

“Perhaps not in the same form as before. But a heart like Bagas’s… always exists among us. In everyone who chooses honesty, even when life feels hard. In every hand that plants without hope of reward. In every youth… who chooses to be a guardian of the fields, not a robber of their yield.”

And as the night deepened, Fuko finally fell asleep, a small smile lingering on her tiny lips. Out there, the night wind still sang, and the sea continued to whisper to the shore—recounting the tale of Pak Ranu, the three Mori stones, and Bagas, whose heart was as pure as the morning light.

And Nenek Warmi, with her weary old body, sat in silence… gazing at the past and future that converged at one point: honesty. For in the land of Sumba, every story is not just to be remembered—but to be guarded so that it never fades.

The Fence that Guards the Heart

Morning in Tana Wotu descended with dew still clinging to the tips of the grass. Sunlight slowly seeped from behind the hill, touching Pak Ranu’s fields, which were beginning to turn green. The scent of wet earth and young leaves filled the air, bringing new hope with every breath.

In the middle of that field, Pak Ranu stood with a hoe in hand and a bundle of sharpened bamboo poles. Beside him, Bagas, the energetic village youth, carried several more bamboo stalks on his shoulder.

“We’ll start from the north side, Bagas,” Pak Ranu said, his voice heavy yet friendly. “Animals from the forest usually come from that direction. Wild boars, deer, sometimes even snakes come to steal our crops.”

Bagas nodded and slowly set the bamboo down on the ground. Sweat began to dampen his forehead, though the sun wasn’t yet high.

“I’m ready, Pak. How deep should these poles be planted?” he asked with careful attention.

Pak Ranu squatted, plunging the hoe into the softened earth.

“About one hasta. Make sure each bamboo is planted deep enough and tightly. Later, we’ll tie the tops crosswise with ijuk rope. That will prevent animals from climbing over.”

Bagas immediately mimicked Pak Ranu’s movements. His hands were nimble, though sometimes he still got the angle wrong. Pak Ranu didn’t hesitate to correct him.

“Don’t make it too slanted, Bagas. Otherwise, if there’s a strong wind, it will all collapse. This isn’t just about a fence, it’s about guarding the field—where we live.”

Bagas was silent for a moment, then smiled.

“Like guarding our own home, isn’t it, Pak?”

Pak Ranu looked at Bagas and nodded slowly.

“This field is also a home. This earth will not betray us, if we do not betray it.”

Time passed. The sun climbed higher. The sound of bamboo being driven into the earth, the clang of the hoe striking the soil, and Bagas’s occasional humming, became a simple yet meaningful morning symphony.

As noon approached, the fences on the north and west sides stood strong. Pak Ranu sat for a moment under a turi tree, wiping sweat from his neck. Bagas sat beside him, carrying a bottle of water from an earthen pitcher.

“You’re really something, Bagas,” Pak Ranu said, patting the youth’s back. “Strong, nimble, and not much talk.”

Bagas chuckled softly. “If I keep talking, when will the fence be finished, Pak?”

Pak Ranu laughed too. “True enough.”

Then, in a softer voice, Pak Ranu said, “Listen, Bagas. This fence isn’t just to protect the plants from animals. It’s also a sign that we value our work. If people come and see the fence standing neatly, they’ll know that the owner of this field is serious. A field guarded with all one’s heart will yield manifold results.”

Bagas gazed at the bamboo fence for a long time.

“So… what we’re planting isn’t just corn and cassava. But also honor.”

Pak Ranu turned to him, his face serious, then smiled broadly.

“That’s right, Bagas. And you’ve planted that today.”

In the afternoon, after the fence had been installed around almost the entire field, Pak Ranu demonstrated one last technique.

“Look, this is how wild boars can’t break through the fence. We plant a row of small bamboo—close together—about a meter in front of the main fence. So, it’s a kind of double barrier. That will confuse and scare them.”

Bagas listened seriously, then immediately began planting the small bamboos.

Pak Ranu stood beside him, watching the sun slowly set behind the sea.

“Bagas,” he said softly, “you have good hands. And a clean heart. You know, the three Mori stones I planted in this field… they only work if the planter is honest.”

Bagas looked up. “I don’t understand, Pak. I’m just helping because I want to learn.”

“And that’s enough,” Pak Ranu replied in a deep voice. “You don’t need wealth, Bagas. You only need honesty to make this life grow. Like this bamboo fence—simple, but protective. If your heart is honest, the world will guard your field.”

When evening fell and they began to pack up, Pak Ranu patted Bagas’s shoulder and said,

“Tomorrow we’ll start planting inside this fence. But today, we’ve planted the most important thing: trust.”

Bagas smiled. A clean smile, as soft as the twilight glow, and as white as his teeth that gleamed beneath the Tana Wotu sky.

And among the newly planted bamboo, the sea wind blew softly, carrying ancient whispers from the rock formations, as if murmuring to the earth:

“An honest heart is a fence that time cannot breach.”

From Tapa Kolo and the Sea that Swallowed Love

Night hung low over the Tana Wotu sky. The sea wind gently rustled the lontar leaves surrounding Pak Ranu’s small hut. In the backyard of the field, a stone hearth glowed warmly, illuminating the faces of two men sitting opposite each other: Pak Ranu, his eyes holding an ocean of secrets, and Bagas, the honest youth with a pure and sincere curiosity.

On a woven plate, Tapa Kolo was served—Sumba’s distinctive bamboo rice, fragrant from being cooked in still-warm bamboo stalks. Beside it, Lawar ikan asin—salted fish fried until crispy then cooked with sliced cassava leaves, lemongrass, and spicy sambal lu’at that bit with flavor.

Bagas took his first spoonful, and his eyes immediately sparkled.

“Wow, Pak… this… it’s extraordinarily delicious! The Tapa Kolo is fragrant, soft… and the Lawar—oh, it’s savory to the bone!”

Pak Ranu merely smiled, chewing slowly.

“If you eat with an honest heart, all food tastes good, Gas.”

“But seriously, Pak… where did you learn to cook? It tastes like a woman’s touch—like mothers cook.”

Pak Ranu was silent for a moment. The fire in the hearth flickered in his eyes, as if reopening a long-locked door to the past.

“I learned to cook… when I was little. Back then, my parents went to Kupang to find work. They left me at my grandmother’s house. Every day, I followed my grandmother to the kitchen, learning how to cook bamboo rice, clean salted fish, grind chili in a stone mortar… Since then, I knew that food isn’t just about being full, but about memories. A taste that sticks to the heart.”

Bagas nodded slowly, then looked at Pak Ranu with deepening respect.

“Pak… you’re amazing.”

Pak Ranu smiled, but his smile faltered. There was a heavy pause. His hand stopped holding the spoon. He looked at the Lawar on the plate, then said in a soft voice:

“But… there’s one reason why I still cook now, even though I’m alone.”

Bagas put down his spoon, suddenly feeling the air grow heavy.

“What is it, Pak?”

Pak Ranu sighed deeply. His voice began to tremble, but remained calm.

“My wife… and my child… they loved my Tapa Kolo so much. My wife used to say, ‘No need for a restaurant, just eat in Pak Ranu’s kitchen.’”

He chuckled softly—a bitter laugh. His eyes gazed into the distance, at the sea that was only visible as a dark shadow.

“They died… drowned in the sea when crossing to Labuan Bajo. A small wooden sampan… the only one available for hire. At that time, I had to stay to guard the field, so they went first.”

Pak Ranu fell silent. The fire glowed in the hearth, but cold crept around them.

“The sky suddenly changed. The wind swirled. Waves rose like angry giant creatures. I heard news from the fishermen who managed to return—their sampan was hit by waves. It capsized. Not a single one survived.”

Pak Ranu’s voice was hoarse.

“The sampan… drifted away. And everything in it… was swallowed by the sea. My wife. My only child. He was just five years old.”

Bagas lowered his head, holding his breath, his heart constricted.

“Pak…”

Pak Ranu turned. His eyes were wet but no tears fell.

“After that, I could barely eat. But one night, I dreamt my child was sitting in the kitchen, waiting for me to cook. He said, ‘Father, I’m hungry. Let’s eat Tapa Kolo.’ Since then, I’ve cooked again. Every day. For him. For his mother. To keep that feeling alive.”

Silence swallowed them. Only the sound of the fire, and a heartbeat that felt increasingly slow.

Bagas finally spoke in a hoarse voice, “Then, tonight… I’ll eat for them too, Pak?”

Pak Ranu looked at Bagas for a long time, then smiled faintly.

“Thank you, son. You’re the first person to sit and eat with me again… since they left.”

Bagas bit his lip, then reached for his plate again.

“I’ll help you as much as I can, Pak. In the field, at home, and in the kitchen. I don’t have parents… but I know, losing loved ones… it feels like cracked earth in the dry season.”

Pak Ranu didn’t answer. He simply patted Bagas’s shoulder gently, as if conveying strength from a wound that could not be healed.

Above them, stars began to appear one by one, as if silently witnessing a communion of souls: two men of different ages, united by simplicity, loss, and a plate of Tapa Kolo that bound their feelings.

And the sea in the distance rumbled softly, as if joining in remembrance of those lost—and blessing those who still endured.

The hearth fire still glowed, but the night’s light grew thicker. On the woven lontar leaves that served as their mat, the warmth of the food was slowly replaced by the warmth of confession.

Bagas held his spoon tightly. His voice was soft, yet his tone was sharp like split bamboo.

“Pak Ranu…” he said softly, “thank you for telling me about your wife and child. I… I also want to tell you something.”

Pak Ranu turned, his eyes calm and open like an ancient lake.

Bagas took his last spoonful, then put down his plate. He gazed at the swaying fire, as if within its glow were faces he once knew.

“My father… he wasn’t like you, Pak.”

His voice was hoarse.

“When I was seven years old, my life was filled with only one thing: fear.”

Pak Ranu was silent. He didn’t interrupt. He didn’t judge.

“My father… a drunkard, a gambler. He always came home in the middle of the night smelling of strong liquor. If he lost at gambling, he’d come home raging. And the first thing he’d do… find my mother. Ask for money.”

Bagas took a breath, but couldn’t calm himself. His head was bowed, his fingers clenched into fists.

“If my mother didn’t give him—because there really was no money—my father would immediately hit her. Slap. Kick. Throw anything he was holding. I was small. I could only cry, or hide behind my mother’s back.”

His voice began to crack.

“But my mother always protected me. She knew, if my father was angry, I would be his target. So my mother always stood in front of me. She was the one who got hit. She was the one who was bruised. Every night. Almost every night, Pak.”

Pak Ranu sighed softly, his lips trembling, holding back the emotion that grew in silence. Bagas continued.

“I hated… I hated my father. I hated everything he did to my mother. But what I couldn’t understand most… my mother still loved him. Still called him ‘mas’, still prepared his food, still prayed for him.”

“Then?” Pak Ranu asked gently.

“Until one day… he left. Vanished. Didn’t say goodbye. Didn’t leave any money. No news. Since then, my mother and I lived alone. Sold cakes, cleaned people’s houses, anything. But my mother never stopped hoping he’d return.”

Bagas swallowed, then continued in an almost whispered voice.

“Last year… my mother died. People said she was sick. A rare disease. But I know… she was sick from longing. A longing that never ended.”

Pak Ranu closed his eyes. Beside him, the sea wind blew softly like a whisper of sorrow.

“To this day,” Bagas stared straight into the embers, “my mother always said, ‘Forgive your father, Bagas. He’s just lost.’ But I…” — his voice was hoarse and heavy — “I still can’t. I still hold this anger. Hold this hatred. Because my mother’s great love was met with violence and cruelty.”

Silence. Profound silence. Only the soft crackle of wood in the fire.

Pak Ranu finally spoke, his voice soft and laden.

“You know, Gas… I can farm, I can cook, I can live alone, because I was also left behind. But I can still forgive, because I know: vengeance does not make the earth fertile. It makes the earth dead.”

Bagas lowered his head, his eyes glistening with tears.

“It’s hard, Pak… I can’t pretend to be okay. Every time I remember my mother’s face, bruised from blows, I—”

“You don’t have to pretend to be okay,” Pak Ranu interrupted gently. “But you can start… by not feeding your hatred. Let time teach you. And if one day you can stand in your own field, planting with a clean heart… that’s a sign you’ve let go.”

Bagas closed his eyes, tears falling one by one.

“If Mother were still alive… she’d be happy to hear your words, Pak.”

Pak Ranu looked at the young man in silence, then picked up their empty plates. He stood slowly, then looked up at the night sky.

“A good mother never truly leaves. Her love lives on in every breath you take. And perhaps… when you can finally forgive your father, that’s when your mother can truly find peace.”

Bagas nodded slowly. The sky above Tana Wotu was full of stars that night. And among those countless stars, perhaps one was a witness: that two men had sat together—not merely sharing a meal, but sharing wounds, and beginning to plant the seeds of forgiveness in a heart that had long been left dry.

The oil lamp in the bamboo hut still flickered softly, its shadows dancing on the lontar leaf walls, like silhouettes of the tales just spoken from Nenek Warmi’s lips. The night air by Pahi Wotu beach began to grow cold, but inside the hut, warmth emanated from voices, hugs, and stories brought back to life.

Fuko, who had almost fallen asleep, now sat upright. Her eyes were wide, unblinking, shining not from fear, but from a burgeoning curiosity in her small chest. Something trembled within her, something that had until now lain silent in her heart—like dew held too long in a leaf petal.

“Nenek…” she whispered softly. “Pak Ranu lost his wife and child… Bagas lost his mother…”

Nenek Warmi turned gently.

“Yes, my dear.”

Fuko took a deep breath, her voice trembling.

“Then… I also… lost someone, right?”

Nenek was silent for a moment. Her gaze changed. She knew this question would come. But not tonight. She had hoped time would still delay it.

Fuko looked at her grandmother’s face. “I… always call you ‘mother,’ Nenek. But… I’ve never seen a picture of my biological father or mother. Nenek has never told me…”

Tears began to well in Fuko’s eyes. “Who were they, Nenek? Did they also leave? Were they also like Bagas’s father?”

Nenek Warmi pulled Fuko’s small body into her embrace. Her hug was tight, like a tree root unwilling to lose its grip on the earth. She kissed Fuko’s crown for a long time, then her own eyes grew wet.

“You’re right, my dear…” Nenek whispered. “Nenek is not your mother. But you know… since you were born, you have been the light in Nenek’s life.”

Fuko bit her lip, her voice soft.

“Why did they leave, Nenek? Why have I never seen them?”

Nenek sobbed, her voice breaking but warm.

“Your mother, Alinea… Nenek’s daughter. She was sweet, smart, like you. Your father—Raka—a good man. But their fate…” Nenek took a deep breath, her voice lowering, becoming soft and fragile, “…swallowed by the sea too, Fuko.”

Fuko was startled. “The sea?”

Nenek nodded.

“When you were still a baby, they tried to cross to Sumba Island to sell their harvest. The small boat got caught in a storm. It never returned.”

Fuko froze in her grandmother’s embrace. She didn’t know what to feel—loss? Anger? Emptiness? But one thing she felt more than anything: a strange pain, like a hole in her chest that suddenly opened.

“Why didn’t Nenek ever tell me?”

Nenek gripped Fuko’s hand tightly.

“Because Nenek wanted you to grow up with love, not with pain. Nenek was afraid… you would feel empty. But tonight… as you heard the stories of Pak Ranu and Bagas, Nenek knew… you were strong enough to know.”

Fuko lowered her head, tears falling one by one.

“I’m like them, aren’t I, Nenek? Like Bagas. I don’t have a father or mother…”

Nenek touched Fuko’s chin and gently lifted it.

“But you have something greater, Fuko. You have a love that never leaves. Your mother, your father, Nenek… we all love you. And the sea… though cruel, it cannot take that love from your heart.”

Fuko looked into Nenek’s eyes, then suddenly hugged her tighter.

“I love you, Nenek… more than anything in this world.”

Nenek Warmi returned the embrace, her lips trembling.

“And Nenek… will continue to be your home, as long as Nenek lives.”

Outside, the sea wind carried the sound of waves gently breaking on the rocks. As if weeping too. Or perhaps… singing a mournful song, a love song unfinished. And inside that small bamboo hut, two souls—who had lost but were not broken—embraced in a warmth that time could not steal.

In Tana Wotu, the night bore witness: that stories of loss are not the end of everything. Sometimes, they are the first door to understanding… that true love, though silent, is never lost. The lamp in the corner of the bamboo hut was almost out, but Fuko’s eyes, conversely, glowed. The small light in her eyes was now filled with turmoil—no longer just curiosity, but a deep and bitter struggle. She bowed her head, hugged her knees, then spoke in a soft, trembling voice:

“Then… why do we have to live near the sea, Nenek?”

She turned, her eyes glistening.

“Why are all good people always taken by the sea? Mother, father, Pak Ranu’s child… Pak Ranu’s wife… all lost because of the sea.”

Nenek Warmi was silent. The wind from outside blew the Tikaram curtain hanging in the window, and the salty scent of the waves flowed softly, as if listening to that small anger.

Fuko clenched her hands.

“I hate the sea, Nenek. I hate it! The sea is not a friend… but an enemy! It’s never fair. It only knows how to swallow. To seize. To make people cry!”

Nenek closed her eyes. She knew this was not just a child’s anger. This was a wound that time had kept hidden, but was now seeking an outlet. She reached for Fuko’s hand, gripping it tightly.

“Fuko, my dear… listen carefully
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