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Chapter 1

The Bridge of Love and Kindness
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~Sometimes, the bridge between love and pain is only a heartbeat wide.And once you cross it, nothing ever feels the same again.~

The rain was merciless.
It hit the asphalt in waves, like the earth itself was crying for something it could no longer save.
Thunder tore the sky apart, flashing white scars across the night.
The wind was sharp, slicing through the cold until it reached the bone.
On an empty bridge at the edge of the city, a girl stood alone.
She couldn’t be more than twenty, but her eyes carried the kind of exhaustion that usually belongs to someone who has already given up.
Her oversized jacket clung to her soaked body.
Her hair stuck to her face.
Rain mixed with tears, and she no longer knew which one hurt more.
Her fingers gripped the cold railing, knuckles white.
Below her, the river roared—a restless monster waiting for her to fall.
To disappear. To finally be quiet.
To stop feeling guilty.
To stop existing.
“I’m sorry... little one.”
Her voice broke, barely a whisper against the storm.
“I’m so, so sorry.”
Her free hand rested on her swollen belly.
“I’m too weak...”
She stepped up onto the railing.
She imagined the faces that would turn cold when they learned the truth, and that vision frightened her more than the darkness waiting ahead.
And then—
A hand. Old, trembling, but strong—grabbed her arm.
“Stop!”

The voice was rough, commanding, but trembling too.

“Don’t do this, child!”

The girl gasped, trying to pull away.
“Let me go! You don’t understand!” she shouted through the rain.
The old woman behind her didn’t flinch. Her coat was faded, her gray hair drenched, but her eyes burned—steady and alive.

“I understand more than you think,” she said firmly. “You’re not ending your pain. You’re ending two lives.”

The girl froze. The rain kept falling, but her world stopped.

Her jacket slipped open.
The old woman saw the roundness of her belly—and her breath caught.
Not in judgment.
But in pain. Old, familiar pain.
“You’re pregnant,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone.
“I once helped a girl like you,” she added softly. “She didn’t make it. Her baby didn’t either. And she never forgave herself—not even in death.”
Silence fell between them.
Only the storm spoke.
The girl’s shoulders shook.
She was still crying—but her tears now sounded more like surrender than despair.
“I can feel two heartbeats,” the old woman whispered.
“One inside the other.
He hasn’t given up on you.
Don’t give up on him.”
The girl’s breath hitched. Her body trembled. Then finally—she broke.
Her cries poured out, raw and loud, as she collapsed into the woman’s arms.
The old woman held her tight.
Neither said a word.
The rain kept falling, but in that cold, endless night—something warm returned to the world.
“Come,” the woman said softly. “Let’s get you out of the rain.
You and your baby deserve to live.”
They walked away slowly, two shadows swallowed by the storm.
The bridge behind them stayed empty—but it would remember.
Not long after, they came to a small wooden house.

The walls creaked like they hadn’t heard human voices in a long time.
Inside, a single oil lamp flickered above a table.
The girl lay down on a woven mat, her eyes half open, her body trembling with exhaustion.
The old woman—once a midwife—wrapped her in a dry dress, covered her with a faded scarf, and handed her a steaming cup of tea.
“It’s sweet. Drink it slowly,” she said.

The warmth spread through the girl’s chest like hope taking root.

Hours passed in silence—until the old woman finally spoke again.
“You’re about eight... maybe nine months along,” she said gently.
“You know that, don’t you?”
The girl nodded weakly.
“I know. I just... I can’t do this.”
The woman didn’t scold her. She just nodded.
“Many women think that. But every birth—every single one—means something. Even the ones that begin in fear.”
Tears filled the girl’s eyes.
“I’m scared. I’m ashamed. I don’t know where to go.”
“Then stay,” the woman said simply.
“This house is small, but it’s safe. If anyone asks, I’ll tell them you’re my granddaughter. No one will question it.”
The girl looked at her, hope flickering for the first time in months.
She nodded slowly.
That night, she fell asleep with one hand resting over her belly.
Outside, the rain finally stopped.
—
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Morning came softly, through the cracks in the wooden walls.
The girl woke to the smell of smoke and wet soil.
Outside, the old woman was chopping wood. Her frail arms moved with steady rhythm.
The girl—Nayla—wrapped the scarf around her shoulders and stepped outside.
There was no electricity, no phone, no noise.
Only the sound of life. Real, simple life.
A cup of tea waited on the table again.
She held it, trembling. Then, in a voice barely louder than the morning breeze, she spoke:
“My name is Nayla,” she said.
“I’m nineteen.
And... I thought he loved me.”
The old woman looked up. Didn’t interrupt. Didn’t judge. Just listened.

Nayla’s voice cracked.
“When I told him I was pregnant, he disappeared. I hid for months. I couldn’t go home. I thought... if I died, it would all end.”
She stopped, crying quietly.

“But when you grabbed my hand last night...” she whispered, “I felt like... maybe someone still believed I could live.”

The woman reached out and took Nayla’s hand, warm and steady.
“You can, child,” she said. “And your baby still believes in you too.”
Nayla touched her belly again—this time, not in shame, but in wonder.
And for the first time, she cried not out of fear, but out of gratitude.
Night slowly descended, carrying the kind of cold that seeps deep into your bones.
The wind slipped through the cracks in the wooden walls, dimming the warmth of the dying fire.
Inside the small wooden house, Nayla curled up on the bed, trembling. Her face was pale.
Her stomach tightened again — the pain came in waves, rising like a tide ready to crash, then fading just long enough to steal her breath before returning stronger.
Her right hand gripped the edge of the bed. The other pressed against her swollen belly.

“Grandma...” Nayla whispered, barely audible.

The old midwife pushed through the curtain, eyes sharp but kind. She touched Nayla’s belly gently, timing each breath, each contraction.

“It’s almost time, dear. Breathe in... hold it... now let it go. Don’t fight the pain — let it guide you. Your body knows what to do.”

The next wave hit harder. Nayla gasped, her body lifting slightly off the bed. Sweat rolled down her face despite the freezing night. She began to cry, fear rising in her chest.

“I’m scared, Grandma... I can’t do this...”

“You can. Every mother is born strong, even when she feels like she’s falling apart,” the old woman said softly.

She prepared warm water, clean cloths, and a small bowl of herbs that filled the air with a calming scent. Her wrinkled hands held Nayla’s tightly as the contractions came faster, stronger.

“Listen to me... when the pain feels unbearable, that means you’re almost there.”

Nayla bit her lip. Her breathing turned ragged. A small cry escaped her.
Outside, the rain began to fall — soft, steady.
“Push, dear... push!” the midwife urged.

With every ounce of strength she had left, Nayla pushed.
Her eyes burned, her whole body trembling.
Then — with one final, desperate breath — a cry pierced the night.
A sharp, living sound that broke through the storm.
The midwife caught the newborn carefully, wiped the tiny body clean, and wrapped it in a warm cloth. Her voice trembled as she whispered a prayer — words meant to bless, to protect, to guide this new life.

Her breaths were heavy, but she smiled. She laid the baby gently on Nayla’s chest.

“You’re a mother now, Nayla. And your child... has come into this world with light.”

Tears streamed down Nayla’s cheeks — not from pain this time, but from wonder.
From love.
From the miracle of life... born from her own body.

​
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Chapter 2

The Midwife’s Light
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~Love, loss, and light—all born in the same moment.~

Morning greeted the small wooden house with soft light slipping through the cracks in its walls. The scent of burning wood mixed with the sweet aroma of pandan leaves boiling in a pot.

Nayla woke up on the bamboo bed, her body still sore but her heart calmer.
Her baby slept soundly in her arms, breathing evenly — cheeks warm and pink.
From the kitchen came the sound of coughing and the clinking of pots — steady hands moving with care despite their wrinkles.

“Wake up, dear. The warm water’s ready. Bathe your baby first, then yourself. Your body is still fragile,” the old midwife said softly.

Nayla did as she was told. She washed her baby in warm herbal water, her hands trembling. The midwife came closer and guided her gently.

“Support the neck. Don’t be afraid. The baby knows you. Your touch is the first message the world gives him.”

After the bath, they ate boiled sweet potatoes and drank hot tea. Nayla hesitated, feeling guilty for being a burden.

“You’re not a burden. You’re learning,” said the old woman. “Don’t be ashamed to be a confused mother. The one you should fear is the mother who thinks she knows everything and refuses to learn.”

That night, the baby cried — restless and loud. Nayla, half-asleep, lifted him from the bed.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart? Are you hungry? You’ve just fed...”
Still crying.
“Too warm? I’ll fan you.”
Still crying.
“Your cloth’s clean, I just changed it...”
The crying only grew louder.
The old midwife approached, touching Nayla’s shoulder gently.
“Sometimes babies cry not because they’re hungry . Sometimes they just want to be heard — or to feel the warmth that reminds them of the womb.”
She lifted the baby and held him close to her chest, walking slowly around the room while humming an old Javanese lullaby that Nayla didn’t fully understand.
Soon, the crying faded. The baby looked up at her, eyes wide and calm — and moments later, fell asleep.
After laying the baby down, the old midwife sat Nayla in front of a small mirror. She brushed Nayla’s hair gently, her wrinkled fingers framing the tired face.

“A mother must care for herself so she can care for her child. Eat well. Rest. Stay healthy.”

“I’m scared, Grandma... scared that all this will disappear,” Nayla whispered.

The old woman smiled.
“Everything fades, child. But the love you give — that stays. Even after you’re gone. That’s the truest inheritance.”
The next morning felt different.
The midwife was quieter, her breathing heavier. Yet she still rose early, boiled water, and held the baby like always.
“Today you’ll boil the water. Add ginger and bay leaves — good for a mother’s recovery,” she said with a faint smile.

Nayla obeyed. She was learning — how to care for her child, how to hold him right, how to breathe without fear.

By noon, the old woman sat on the porch with the baby resting on her chest. Her eyes looked far away, as if embracing a memory only she could see. Nayla sat beside her, watching the lines of time carved deep on her face.

“If you’re strong, your baby will be strong. But if you’re warm... he’ll learn that the world isn’t just about surviving — it’s about finding home,” she said softly.

Nayla lowered her gaze, tears pooling in her eyes.
“I want him to have a better life, Grandma.”
“Then be a mother who gives, not just protects. Let him grow without inheriting your fears. Pass on your kindness instead.”

That night, they went to bed early. The baby didn’t cry. Nayla hummed the same lullaby the midwife once sang.
In the next room, the old woman performed her nightly prayer — slow, deliberate.
The night fell like a curtain, quiet and heavy. Outside, the trembesi leaves rustled in the wind. Inside, peace filled the small house — until the baby’s cry pierced the silence at 2:48 a.m.

Nayla sat in the corner, holding him tightly.
Her face was pale, eyes swollen, breath shallow. She rocked him gently, whispering:
“Shh... it’s okay, my love. I’m here. You’re full, you’re warm... why are you still crying?”
Her voice broke. She tried again — rocking, feeding, soothing. Nothing worked.
The cries grew sharper, desperate. Something was wrong — something she couldn’t name.
Finally, exhausted, Nayla walked toward the midwife’s room. The kitchen lamp glowed dimly, throwing shadows on the wooden walls.

She knocked softly.
“Grandma? Can I ask you something?”
No answer.
She knocked again.
“Grandma?”
Still nothing.

Her heart pounded. The door wasn’t locked. It creaked open.
Inside, the faint light of an oil lamp flickered — and there she was.
The old woman knelt on her prayer mat, still, covered in a white veil.
Motionless.
“Grandma...?” Nayla whispered.
Step by step, she approached. Her trembling hand reached out to touch the shoulder — cold. Still.
No pulse. No breath. Only silence — sacred and endless.

“Grandma!”
Her cry shattered the quiet. She shook the frail body, but nothing changed.
The woman who had pulled her from darkness had slipped away quietly — in prayer.
Then, something strange happened.
The baby stopped crying.
The world seemed to hold its breath.
The room was silent — not empty, but full. Holy.
Nayla looked down. The baby’s wide eyes stared back at her — calm, knowing.
“He knows...” she whispered.
With trembling hands, she fixed the old woman’s veil, straightening the cloth like tucking in someone deeply asleep.
Then she covered her with a thin white sheet hanging near the window.
Her tears didn’t fall right away. Instead, she whispered a prayer — shaky but sure.
When she was done, she picked up her baby and walked out into the night to call the neighbors.
By dawn, mist covered the grass around the small wooden house.
Villagers came one by one — women with sarongs, men with bamboo tools, all quiet, respectful.
They knew. “Mak Bidan,” the healer, had gone home.
“You found her first?” one woman asked softly.
Nayla nodded, holding her baby close. Her eyes swollen but steady.
She stood through the washing, the shrouding, the prayers. Her hands trembled, but her heart didn’t waver.

Later, the village head arrived with papers — the midwife’s old documents.
“She had no family left,” he said. “But she told us... if she ever passes, this house should belong to anyone in need — as long as it’s cared for.”
He looked at Nayla.
“If you wish to stay... we think she’d want that.”
Nayla said nothing, just nodded slowly.

The funeral was small. Seventeen people. Simple prayers. No fuss.
Nayla stood by the grave, her baby asleep in her arms.
The tombstone read:
“Mak Bidan — A Healer. A Keeper of Light.”
Her tears finally fell — not from fear, not from grief, but from gratitude.

That night, when everything grew still again, Nayla sat in the old rocking chair.
Her baby slept in the cloth cradle beside her.
She noticed a small leather notebook on the table — the midwife’s records.
Inside were names — mothers, children, years of service.
On the last page, written in fresh ink:
“When I’m gone, don’t cry for me.
Pray that my light finds new hands.
You’ll know who.”
Nayla closed the book slowly, pressing it to her chest.
“I know, Grandma... I know.”
That night, for the first time since giving birth, she slept peacefully.
No crying. No fear. Only calm — and the faint light of the moon blessing the small house.
By morning, the villagers returned — bringing flowers, brooms, and silence.
Pinned to the wall near the doorway, a piece of paper fluttered in the breeze.
It read:

“Grandma, forgive me for leaving.
Thank you for saving me and my child.
Thank you for never judging.
Pray that I become a strong mother — like you.
To the kind neighbors:
Thank you for letting me stay, even for a while.
I understand your words, but please — don’t speak ill of her.
She deserves peace.
— Nayla —”

No one spoke.
Only the wind and the sound of sandals in the wet earth.
The village head lowered his head. “She left... with grace,” he whispered.

Another woman nodded, eyes wet. “Maybe she just wanted a new life. For her child.”

No one disagreed. That morning, they all finally understood.
Nayla didn’t run away — she moved forward.
She carried kindness like an inheritance.
And somewhere, under the same morning sun,
a young mother walked down the dirt road — her baby in her arms, her heart steady, her path lit by the love of a woman who had once saved her.
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​Chapter 3

Steps Beneath the Mist
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~Sometimes, leaving isn’t about running away. It’s about trying to breathe again — even when the air still hurts.~

A few hours earlier...
The sky was still heavy and dark, reluctant to let go of the night. From far away, the call to prayer drifted through the quiet dawn — a soft whisper from a world slowly waking up.
The air was cold enough to bite, and thin mist curled around the rooftops of sleeping houses.
Inside the old wooden house that once belonged to the midwife, soft footsteps echoed faintly.
Nayla stood in the middle of the small living room, eyes swollen, her gaze distant. On a wooden chair, a folded white prayer cloth rested — neat, untouched, waiting for someone who would never return.
She had cleaned the house one last time.
Swept the floor with trembling hands. Straightened the window curtains that the old midwife used to open every morning. And placed a single wildflower — a pale violet bloom — on the dining table. A silent farewell in full bloom.
In her arms, her baby slept soundly, unaware that this dawn would be her mother’s hardest morning yet.
With quiet care, Nayla opened the door. The hinges groaned, an old, sorrowful sound. She pinned a small note on the wooden frame before stepping out.
From afar, she could still hear the voices of villagers praying in the small mosque. Their words of faith floated in the mist — prayers mixing with the chill air and the hush of farewell.
Nayla lowered her gaze and slipped away through the dim alleys, her steps silent over the damp earth. The path led her toward the old bridge at the edge of the village — the same place where her life had once almost ended, and where it had quietly begun again.

Mist hung over the stream below.
The soft rush of water sounded like voices from the past — memories she had tried so hard to bury. Every step toward the bridge made her chest tighten. The cold bit at her skin, but it was nothing compared to the ache she carried inside.
At the center of the bridge, her knees gave way. She sank to the ground, clutching her baby close.
The thin blanket couldn’t stop her shivers. Memories flooded in — the stormy night when she almost let go, when this same bridge was her final edge between life and death.
“I’m sorry, my baby...” she whispered, her voice raw and trembling.
“The world isn’t always kind... but you must live. Please... live.”
Tears fell onto the baby’s peaceful face, waking him with a soft whimper. Nayla quickly wiped her eyes and held him tighter, whispering to calm his small cries. There was no more time for fear.
She had to move.
To find somewhere new. To start again.
She crossed the bridge, her steps light but heavy with sorrow, entering a narrow path through tall grass and wildflowers.
In the distance, the first light of dawn crawled over the mountains, brushing the world in faint gold.
The wind tugged at her scarf as if sending her off with a prayer.
She didn’t know where her steps would lead — only that she was no longer walking alone. And for her child, she would keep walking... through the mist, through the cold, through the ache.

Hours later, the rattle of an old minibus filled the air.
Nayla sat in the farthest corner, her baby held tight against her chest, as if she could shield him from the world. Outside, the city was waking — stores opening, people hurrying, engines roaring.
But inside the small vehicle, her world stood still.
Fear and guilt blurred her thoughts, while the hum of the road carried her toward an uncertain future. When the driver stopped at a narrow street, she quietly thanked him and stepped down.
Dust swirled. Silence followed.
Ahead stood a modest building — white paint faded, iron gates rusted. Above the entrance, a weathered sign read:
“House of Light Orphanage.”
Nayla froze. Her hands trembled as she peeked from behind a wall, the scarf hiding her tear-stained face. Memories flashed — her parents’ home, her mother’s voice, her father’s silence.
She longed to go back, but fear held her tighter than hope.
She wanted to keep her baby. To raise him. To love him.
But with what? She had no job, no shelter, no tomorrow.
Her heart screamed, but her body moved on its own.
Kneeling, she unwrapped the small blanket, brushing her baby’s soft cheek. His lips curled in his sleep, peaceful and warm.
“I’m so sorry...” she whispered, placing him gently by the door.
Beside him, she tucked a small note, written in a shaking hand:
Forgive me. I’m not a good mother.
But I want this child to live — to be safe, to be loved.
Please name him Danar. Thank you... and I’m sorry.
— N.
She knocked three times. Hard.
Then she ran — hiding behind the trees across the street, heart pounding, breath unsteady.
Moments later, the door opened.
A middle-aged man stepped out, weary-eyed but kind. He paused, then looked down — and froze.
The bundle at his feet moved, a soft cry breaking the dawn.
He crouched, lifting the baby into his arms. A faint smile touched his lips as he whispered,
“Welcome, little one... another light to keep this house warm.”
He stepped inside. The door closed.

From across the road, Nayla pressed both hands to her mouth, stifling a sob that tore through her chest anyway.
She wept silently, her shoulders shaking as dawn light spilled through the trees.
And when she finally turned away, her steps were weak, but still moving — into the mist, into whatever life was waiting beyond the pain.

Since leaving Danar, Nayla had been walking without direction.
Her thoughts drowned out everything else — hunger, thirst, exhaustion.
Guilt and heartbreak became her only companions, whispering louder than the world around her.
She wandered aimlessly through streets and alleys, barely noticing the cars that honked as she crossed. The city blurred into noise and light, too alive for the ghost she had become.

When night finally arrived, the exhaustion hit all at once.
Every bone ached, every breath trembled. Her steps led her to the one place that still held pieces of her past — the small rented room she had abandoned two months ago.
Two months.
It felt like two lifetimes.
No one had known where she’d gone.
Rumors had drifted through her old boarding house — that she was sick, that she’d gone home, that she’d dropped out of university.
None of them were true.
The truth was something too heavy to name.
Nayla stopped in front of her door. The blue paint had peeled, and a rusty padlock hung loosely from the handle. A torn sticker still clung to the wood — “Student Life!” — faded and half gone, like a joke the universe had long forgotten.

Her hand shook as she took out the small key.
Click.
The door creaked open, and the smell of dust and dampness filled the room.
Everything was just as she’d left it — the books on her desk, the cup with a cracked handle, the thin brown rug that had seen too many sleepless nights.
But it all felt different now.
Colder.
Stranger.
Like she was walking into a memory that no longer belonged to her.
She sat down on the narrow bed — the same bed that had once held her tears, her fear, her whispered prayers for strength. Now it felt weightless, hollow.

For a long time, she just sat there, staring at the ceiling.
The plaster had yellowed with time, and a spiderweb trembled in the corner. No wind. No sound. Just silence pressing against her chest.
Finally, she reached for the notebook hanging from her old canvas bag.
She flipped it open to a blank page, the paper rough beneath her fingers.
With a slow, shaky hand, she wrote:
I’m back.
But I’m not the same Nayla anymore.
Just one sentence.
But it felt like exhaling an entire storm.
She closed her eyes.
Danar’s face flickered behind her eyelids — the tiny hands, the soft breath, the warmth she would never hold again.
She pressed her lips together, trying not to cry. But tears found their way anyway, silent and unstoppable.
She wasn’t trying to be strong anymore.
Just human enough to survive the night.
For the first time since leaving the midwife’s house, she allowed herself to feel it all — the grief, the guilt, the faint, fragile hope that maybe someday, she could start again.

Outside, the city’s hum faded into the soft rhythm of rain against the window.
And in that quiet room, beneath the weight of everything she’d lost, Nayla breathed — slow, trembling, alive.
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Chapter 4

Coming Home
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~Going home is not always retreat. Sometimes, it is the only way a soul survives.~

The late-afternoon sky sagged low and gray when Nayla stepped down from the last minivan of the week. The street to her parents’ house looked untouched by time.

Everything was the same.

Everything except her.

Her footsteps were light against the ground, but inside her chest something dragged—heavy, bruised, unspeakable. Rain threatened but did not fall. The air clung to her skin like a question.

She stopped at the gate.

The place where her life had begun.
The place every version of herself had once believed she could return to.
Her hand rose, hovered, trembled—then pushed.

The door opened before she could knock.

Her mother stood behind the curtain, as if she had been waiting there for days, maybe weeks, maybe forever. The face was the same gentle one Nayla carried in memory, yet thinner now, lined with worry, shadowed beneath the eyes.

“Nayla...?”

Her name sounded fragile in her mother’s mouth, like something half-remembered from a dream.

“Mom...”

The word broke as it left her.

No questions came. No accusations. Her mother simply pulled her in—tight, trembling, desperate—as if trying to gather back the two months that had vanished. Nayla clung to her, and the tears she had held hostage finally escaped, silent and hot against her mother’s shoulder.

Her father appeared from the living room doorway.

He froze.

For a long moment he said nothing, only looked
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