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Chapter 1

THE WINGS OF LOVE
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Hand in hand, they sat side by side on the plane that would carry them to the land of their dreams, a small town near the City of 1000 Flowers, a place that always lived in Alein's cherished memories.  

"Finally, we can return to my hometown," she said, brimming with happiness. Julian squeezed her fingers and smiled brightly as he gazed at her.  

"I’ve had a dream since my teenage years to one day bring my life partner home and introduce them to the small town where I was born. There are still relatives from my father’s and mother’s side there, and perhaps some old school friends who still live there. My heart is so happy to be going back." She rested her head affectionately on her husband’s shoulder.  

"Are you proud to bring me home?" Julian gently pressed her fingers. Alein nestled her head deeper into Julian’s broad chest as he held her lovingly.  

"You’re so handsome; anyone would be proud to have you," she replied sweetly, making Julian feel deeply flattered and proud.  

"Secretly, you’ve been admiring my face, Alein?" he teased his wife. 

Alein pinched his hand. "Don’t get too full of yourself! Admiring a handsome face is a must! Aren’t we going to be looking at each other for the rest of our lives?"

Julian lifted her hand and kissed her palm warmly.  "You’re also incredibly beautiful, Alein. Beautiful inside and out. Looking at you is like witnessing a great blessing from God in my life. Since I’ve known you, I’ve finally understood what joy and a life full of gratitude mean. You know? Before I met you, I was a gloomy and somewhat insecure man. Women had become like thorns in my soul and a torment in my heart; I no longer found heaven in them. I still remember your words clearly during our meeting at Maria’s restaurant. You joked that beautiful women are heaven for the eyes, torment for the soul, and a burden on the wallet. At that time, I wanted to argue because heaven had long disappeared from my life. But after I went home, I had to admit there was some truth to what you said. I found my long-lost heaven in your beautiful face and eyes. Since that night, the torment in my soul grew because of the almost unbearable ache of longing." Julian’s affectionate demeanor made Alein’s cheeks blush.  

"You’re so romantic... Shouldn’t conversations like this be reserved for the bedroom?" she whispered shyly.  

"Haha, I often forget we’re in a public place," Julian laughed freely.  

"But there are only a few foreigners in this cabin," he whispered. Alein glanced around and realized Julian was right.  

A pair of foreign couples sitting directly behind them smiled warmly at her. They seemed delighted to see the young couple so deeply in love.  

"Will I also earn the title of 'burden on the wallet'?" Alein teased. Julian glanced at her and pinched her cheek gently.  

"That term doesn’t quite fit. You’re not the type of woman who chases wealth, content to laze around in luxury. In fact, you even refused when I suggested we travel further across Europe and instead asked to return to your hometown," Julian replied seriously.  

"What about Linda Melvin? Wasn’t she all three of those things in your life at one point?" Alein looked at him with playful eyes. 

Julian seemed reluctant to respond, pinching the tip of her nose in frustration.  "Now you’re bringing up the gloom of my past again," he said with a small smile, shaking his head.  

"Just teasing, Julian..." Alein pressed her smooth forehead against her husband’s.  "You’re my husband now, but there’s still a tiny doubt lingering in my heart. I want to know how much you loved her in the past and why she left you if you could make her as happy as you’ve made me?" Alein gazed at him with a gentle smile.

Julian scratched his head, though it wasn’t itchy. He didn’t understand where Alein was going with this.  

"Oh, Alein... Linda is not you, and you are not Linda. Can’t you see how different this is?" It was clear he really didn’t want to discuss that name. Alein quickly turned her face away, distancing herself slightly, sulking.  

"You’ve hidden a lot about Linda from me," she replied gloomily. Julian’s reluctance turned into offense. This was the first time Julian had ever felt offended by Alein.  

"I’ve already explained that Linda is a dark part of my past, buried deep in an endless ocean. I met you long after I had parted ways with her. Why does she have to become an issue between us now?" he said, holding back his frustration. 

Alein slumped down, feeling dejected. This was the first time Julian had been even slightly harsh with her.  "It’s fine if you don’t want to talk about it," she said, sulking and then falling silent, moving further away. For a moment, the atmosphere between them grew quiet. Julian seemed at a loss; it wasn’t like Alein to act this way. He took a deep, slow breath.  

"Alein, honestly, what do you want to know about Linda?" Finally, he gave in and tried to coax her. Alein looked at him with a hint of gloom.  

"Everything you know. I want to know the real reason she left you. Didn’t you have everything that could make her happy? You once said it was because of unmet physical desires, but I think you lied about that." Her cheeks flushed slightly. Julian studied her carefully, his mind working hard as he examined Alein’s beautiful face. Finally, he smiled in understanding.  

"I get it now. Okay, I’ll tell you about Linda again, even though it’s not good to talk about someone so openly, if it will satisfy your curiosity. I met Linda when she worked at a company owned by a friend of mine. She was beautiful, lively, and very sweetly flirtatious with me. I could feel her strong attraction pulling me toward her. We quickly became close because she was so active in reaching out to me. A month later, we started dating. Honestly, Linda’s lifestyle was extravagant for the income of a young secretary who hadn’t been working long. But for some reason, I indulged all her desires, and a year later, we got engaged. Then the disaster happened. The temptation was so strong for us to do something we shouldn’t have done at that time, and I failed completely! After that, our relationship became increasingly unhealthy and aimless. I started feeling that Linda’s demands on me were becoming a bitter, paralyzing burden. Six months after the engagement, there was practically no meaningful communication between us anymore. Almost every night, unless I was out of town, I spent my time at Maria’s place and came home close to midnight. I began to dread facing Linda, and her social life was completely out of my control. At first, I only heard rumors that Linda was involved with some young men she met at pubs and cafes, but I didn’t know how to fix our increasingly chaotic relationship. Then one day, I caught her checking into a hotel with a young businessman. They walked hand in hand into the hotel room, and that sight ended our relationship. When I confronted Linda about it, she regretted it and cried, saying that I could have made her happy if I wanted to. She said that amid her growing frustration, she had been waiting for me, but it turned out I had no interest in making her happy. I knew what Linda meant, but after everything we had been through and what I witnessed that day at the hotel, I couldn’t possibly do that with her anymore. I was disgusted by what I had seen and experienced. For years, I lived like an impotent man, thinking that the car accident I had been in was one of the main causes. Every girl who approached me no longer caught my interest, and people started seeing me as strange. Some even said I wasn’t heterosexual anymore, but the wound to my pride was too deep. That’s why I didn’t want you to bring it up again. Alein, from the day I saw you at Yo’s office, I felt something long dead inside me come back to life. At first, I didn’t dare approach you and only liked to watch from afar, but somehow, I started dreaming about us often, very often. God is so good; slowly, the sickness in my soul began to heal. I started regaining the confidence I had lost long ago, and I felt like I was being born anew. Since I found out you were engaged, I tried as hard as I could to suppress my feelings, but unconsciously, circumstances brought us closer and closer. Some close friends once told me that I was showing too much affection toward you, that I was spoiling you too much, and asked if I wasn’t afraid that the past would repeat itself—that you would leave me, and I’d be lost again. But the truth is, I really love you, Alein. I want to make up for the years I lost in bitter emptiness and suffering." Julian was on the verge of tears as he forced himself to say all this. 

Alein hugged Julian’s arm tightly, tears also welling up in her eyes. "I’m sorry for forcing you to talk about this," she said regretfully. 

Julian held her tightly.  "I love you so much, Alein. I don’t want to lose you." He kissed his wife’s hair and buried his face in it. 

Alein squeezed his hand tightly. "I will always try my best not to disappoint you, Julian. You and Linda were never meant to be. Someone as serious about morality as you would never align with someone who doesn’t care about it at all," she said firmly.  

"You’re absolutely right, Alein," Julian kissed her forehead. "Try to sleep; our journey is still long," he suggested, stroking her hair. 

Alein rested her head firmly on her husband’s shoulder."I’m really sleepy because we had to leave so early," she said, yawning.  

"Sleep, I’ll wake you when we arrive," Julian gently rubbed her back.  

***
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AT EXACTLY ONE IN THE afternoon, the plane they were on landed on the runway of the airport in Alein’s hometown. 

Julian gently tapped her cheek.  "Sweetheart, wake up! Our plane has landed," he whispered softly, not wanting to startle her.  

Alein yawned and stretched. "That was fast," she mumbled sleepily.  

Julian smiled while tidying up their carry-on bags. The air outside looked dry and hot, but they couldn’t feel it yet as they walked through to the baggage claim area.  

"It seems the air here is very hot," Julian glanced outside.  

Alein held his hand and followed his steps. "The air in the capital city is quite hot because it’s close to the sea. It’s dry, but the towns on the outskirts are cooler, and the higher you go, the colder it gets. About 30 km from here, we’ll enter small towns surrounded by beautiful mountains. Tonight, we’ll stay at a hotel, and tomorrow morning we’ll head to the dream villa I promised you," Alein held her husband’s arm even tighter.  

As they headed toward the exit, a handsome, well-posture young man approached them, holding a piece of white paper with their names written on it.  

"Mr. and Mrs. Suriawinata?" he greeted them politely.  

"Yes," Julian replied kindly.  

"My name is Willy, sent by Novotel Hotel to pick up Sir and Madam," he explained very courteously.  

"Thank you," Julian took Alein’s hand and followed the young man.  

Half an hour later, they arrived at the hotel and were soon soaking together in cool water.  

"The people here are very friendly," Julian commented.  

"The sense of family is still very strong in this region. You’ll never see any division based on race or religion here. Everyone wants to live in harmony and peace. The spirit of mutual cooperation and togetherness is still very much alive. There are no children out of school, and as far as I can remember, I’ve never seen anyone begging here asking for others' pity."Alein carefully soaped her body, the water feeling so soothing on her skin.  

"Does your family know we’re coming?" Julian asked. 

Alein shook her head. "I want to surprise them," she replied cheerfully. Julian pulled Alein closer to him, wrapping his arms around her waist from behind.  

"I can already imagine this trip is going to be so enjoyable," Julian whispered near her ear.  

Together, they rinsed off and then prepared for their midday rest. Alein poured a glass of water for her husband before they both slipped under the comfortable, wide blanket.  

"It’s so nice to be able to sleep together like this in the middle of the day," she said, hugging Julian and burying her smooth cheek against his broad chest. 

Julian held her warmly."It feels like we’ll be spending so much time together in bed now," he said happily. 

Alein smiled widely. You’ve forgotten about your office duties, and I don’t care about mine either," Alein added.  

Julian gently caressed his wife’s body. "You’re so beautiful and fragrant," he kissed her forehead.  

"I feel like making love to you endlessly," he began to untie his wife’s clothes, and they made love with hearts full of happiness.  

Alein could feel herself completely belonging to her husband in every sense. They sighed in bliss and fell into a peaceful slumber, with sweet smiles lingering on Alein’s delicate, beautiful lips.  
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Chapter 2

ALONG THE PATH OF MEMORIES
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The villa they rented turned out to be absolutely enchanting, standing proudly above a beautiful lake. The lake’s water shimmered, creating a clear, white froth with gentle ripples on its surface. They were completely absorbed in enjoying the cool, moist breeze that blew refreshingly from the green mountains surrounding them.

Julian gazed at everything with eyes full of admiration. "I never dreamed a place like this existed," he murmured in awe.  

They crossed an ironwood bridge that connected the shore to the floating villa. Around them, similar but not identical villas lined the area.  

The villa caretaker who greeted them bowed politely, offering a warm welcome and inviting them inside. The villa was clean, neatly arranged, and a delight to behold.  Alein clicked her tongue in delight. 

"Young ones, if you need anything, please let me know. I live next to this villa, and the owner is currently out of town," the elderly man said as he showed them around. He was very friendly and humble.  

"Thank you, Sir. May I know your name?" Alein asked cheerfully.  

"Just call me uncle Mul. Many guests from out of town stay here, and later you can visit and get to know them," he added, becoming even more welcoming.  

"Oh, thank you, uncle Mul! I’m Alein, and this is my husband, Julian. We’ll definitely visit around. Thank you for your help," Alein replied happily, slipping something into the man’s hand.  

"For your grand children’s snacks," she said softly.  

The old man’s eyes sparkled with gratitude.  "Thank you, Madam. My wife will come every day to clean the villa. Now, I’ll take my leave," he said joyfully.  

Julian nodded warmly and escorted the man to the villa’s front door. "Thank you, Uncle," he said cheerfully. The old man nodded and then excused himself.  

After he was left, Julian looked around in amazement.  "Alein, come see this," he called.  

Alein set down the suitcase she was about to unpack and hurried over to her husband. Arm in arm, they stood on the villa’s side terrace, admiring the surrounding nature.  

"It’s so beautiful," she whispered.  

A gentle breeze blew refreshingly against their faces and bodies.  

"You’re right, the nature here is stunning," Julian said again.  

Alein nodded, equally admiring the view. "Come on, let’s change into something more casual! You can sit here and enjoy the beauty of nature while I unpack our things," Alein said, pulling his hand and leading him inside.  

"I want to go fishing," Julian said.  

"You’ll catch plenty of fish because this lake is full of delicious varieties," Alein replied, pulling out a pair of shorts and a short-sleeved shirt from her suitcase.  

"We can grill the fish this afternoon. I saw the fridge is already stocked with all the necessary spices. Are you hungry, Julian?" Alein asked.  

"My stomach is still full, Alein. I’d like you to join me for fishing," Julian said, reaching out his hand. 

Alein laughed."It’s already midday; you’ll get sunburned out there. How about we wait until the afternoon?" Alein suggested.  

She approached and hugged her husband’s waist.  "The sun here is intense, even if it doesn’t feel like it because of the cool breeze, but it can quickly burn and darken your skin," she explained.  "How about we explore the town for a bit?" Julian suggested. Alein paused for a moment, then nodded in agreement.  

"Maybe I’ll drive first since mountainous areas like this can feel unusual for a beginner. A few kilometers from here, we’ll enter a small town full of food stalls. There, we can find boiled corn and various kinds of grilled fresh fish. We can have lunch there," Alein responded enthusiastically.

Exploring a mountainous area like this was an exciting experience for Julian, who had spent most of his life surrounded by the towering skyscrapers of the capital. He exclaimed with delight like a child who had just discovered something new.  

Along the way, they stopped to buy some enticing fruits that caught their eye. Julian felt a bit nervous sitting next to Alein as she drove along the mountain slopes and steep cliffs.  

"Be careful..." he often muttered under his breath.

Alein smiled, "It’s been a long time since I’ve driven in an area like this," she said, trying to stay calm.  

From a distance, they began to see rows of bamboo food stalls lining the right side of the road. Alein chose the

most appealing one and pulled into the parking area.  

The restaurant was quite busy, and many schoolchildren in their white-and-gray uniforms were happily chatting there. Their voices were lively but suddenly fell silent when they saw the couple enter.  

They stared at Alein and Julian alternately, full of curiosity. Alein looked at them and tried to smile warmly before taking a seat not far from their table.  

A waiter immediately approached and handed them a menu. His local accent was still very thick. Alein suggested a few dishes to Julian, and her husband simply nodded in agreement. Alein ordered several portions of rice wrapped in leaves, grilled grouperfish with chili, red bean soup, and a few other dishes that looked very appetizing.  

Julian quietly smiled as he noticed some of the female students whispering and stealing glances at them. He couldn’t quite catch what they were saying. 

He leaned over and whispered to Alein. "What are they talking about? Why do they keep looking at us?" 

Alein smiled while setting up plates, forks, and spoons for her husband. "They’re saying you’re really cool!" she whispered with a smile.  

Julian’s face turned slightly red."I don’t understand their language!" he whispered softly.  

The waiter came with the food they had ordered. Slowly, Alein scooped white rice onto her husband’s plate.  "Don’t pay too much attention to them; teenagers here are usually cheerful like that. Come on, eat your rice; the side dishes are all ready," she whispered, laughing softly.  

With great care, Alein cleaned the bones from the fish her husband was about to eat. Julian usually wasn’t very meticulous about removing the small fish bones, even though he loved eating fish.  

Julian ate heartily. The fresh mountain air had boosted his appetite. The chatter of the teenagers could still be heard. Some of the words they said were clear enough for him to understand. The young people were talking about them, which made Julian unable to suppress his smile.  

"Are teenagers here always like that, Alein?" he asked quietly. 

Alein smiled. "Some of them are like that because they’re very obsessed with freedom and the joys of their teenage years. You see, at this hour, they should already be home, having lunch with their families and studying, but instead, they’re hanging out here. Look at some of the boys among them; they clearly come from well-off families. Friends like these become idols for their peers, especially the girls, who want to have fun with them," Alein whispered softly.  

Julian looked at her in surprise."I’ve never experienced anything like what they’re enjoying. As far as I remember, my time was spent on school and studying at home."  

"Big cities are different from rural areas," Alein replied. She slid a bowl of red bean soup toward her husband. "This soup is delicious and healthy. You should try it." Julian looked at the
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