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Chapter One

Adrian, working alongside his father in the sea on their boat. Some days, the sea generously provided them with an abundance of fish, bringing immense joy to their household, while other days proved less fruitful. Nevertheless, they found contentment in their shared experiences on the water.

Margaret exclaimed, "What great news! This gives us so much to do. Adrian will be overjoyed!"
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The year was 1958, The sea surrounding Serene Island shimmered beneath the morning sun like thousands of scattered diamonds. Gentle waves rolled onto the white shoreline with a peaceful rhythm that had lulled generations to sleep. Coconut palms swayed lazily in the warm breeze, their leaves whispering secrets only the wind could understand. Fishing boats floated quietly in the harbor while seabirds circled overhead, their familiar cries echoing across the water.

Life on Serene Island moved slowly.

Everyone knew everyone. Children ran barefoot through sandy paths without fear, elders gathered beneath old banyan trees to exchange stories, and every family looked after the next as though they shared the same blood. Doors were rarely locked. Meals were often shared. Happiness was found in simple things—a successful catch at sea, ripe fruit hanging from the trees, laughter drifting from neighboring homes.

To an outsider, it was paradise.

But like every paradise, Serene Island carried traditions that were as old as the island itself.

Some traditions brought people together.

Others quietly stole dreams. 

Among the most respected families on the island was the Anderson family.

They owned fertile land, maintained strong ties within the community, and were known for their generosity during village celebrations. The family consisted of three sons and two daughters.

The eldest daughter was Victoria.

At only seven years old, Victoria already possessed a quiet beauty that often caught people's attention. Her long black hair reached almost to her waist, shining beneath the tropical sunlight. Her curious brown eyes seemed to hold endless questions about the world around her.

Unlike many children, Victoria loved school.

Every morning she eagerly slipped into her neatly pressed uniform, carefully packed her small schoolbag, and hurried down the sandy road toward the village classroom. The scent of chalk, old books, and freshly sharpened pencils filled her with excitement.

She loved every lesson.

She loved tracing letters across rough paper.

She loved sounding out new words.

She loved listening as her teacher spoke about places beyond the sea—cities filled with towering buildings, trains, libraries, and people from every corner of the world.

She wanted to learn.

But dreams are fragile things.

Sometimes all it takes is one conversation to break them.



One humid evening, after dinner, Victoria sat quietly outside their home watching the last rays of sunlight disappear beneath the horizon. The scent of salt drifted through the air as waves crashed softly against the shore.

Behind her, the wooden door creaked open.

"Victoria."

She turned.

Her mother stood in the doorway, her expression calm but unreadable.

"Come inside."

Victoria obeyed without hesitation.

Inside, the house was dimly lit by a single oil lamp resting on the dining table. Shadows stretched across the wooden floor, making the room feel colder than usual.

Her mother folded her hands together.

"I've been thinking."

Victoria smiled hopefully.

"Yes, Mother?"

"I believe you've already learned enough from school."

The smile disappeared from Victoria's face.

"...What?"

Victoria stared at her, convinced she had misunderstood.

"But... I like school."

Her mother continued as though she hadn't spoken.

"Your uncle's wife is getting older."

"She needs help around the house."

"I've decided you're going to live with them."

Silence swallowed the room.

Victoria blinked.

For several long seconds she couldn't even breathe.

"You'll leave tomorrow morning."

Her small hands tightened around the edge of her dress.

"But... my school..."

Her mother sighed.

"You've learned enough."

Tears immediately filled Victoria's eyes.

Her mother's expression never softened.

"I'll come and visit you."

The words were spoken almost casually.

As though that promise alone should erase the heartbreak standing before her.

But something inside her had already begun to crack.

That night she cried herself to sleep, hugging her schoolbag tightly against her chest.

It still smelled faintly of paper and ink.

She wondered if she would ever carry it again.



Morning arrived far too quickly.

The family car waited outside.

Victoria stood beside it clutching a tiny suitcase that contained nearly everything she owned.

Her younger sister sobbed openly.

Her little brother clung to their father's leg without understanding why his sister had to leave.

Her father stood silently.

His eyes were red.

He looked as though he wanted to say something.

Anything.

But he remained silent.

Victoria knew why.

Although her father was one of the kindest men on the island, everyone understood who truly made decisions inside the Anderson household.

Her mother.

She never changed her mind.

Victoria climbed into the back seat.

As the engine started, she pressed her forehead against the window.

Her home slowly disappeared.

The palm trees became smaller.

The shoreline faded into the distance.

She watched until she could no longer see the house where she had laughed, played with her sister, and dreamed of becoming an educated young woman.

Only then did the tears begin to fall.

One question repeated itself over and over inside her heart.

How could Mother be so cold?

The journey to the capital seemed endless.

Victoria sat quietly in the back seat, her small suitcase resting on her lap while the landscape outside slowly changed. The familiar beaches of Serene Island disappeared behind stretches of countryside, winding roads, and distant hills she had never seen before.

She did not cry anymore.

The tears had dried on her cheeks, leaving behind only silence.

No one spoke during the drive.

When they finally arrived at her uncle's home, Victoria stepped out of the car with trembling legs.

The house was larger than the one she had grown up in, built from weathered stone with a wide wooden porch overlooking neat rows of flowering plants.

Her uncle welcomed her warmly.

"There she is," he said with a gentle smile. "You've grown so much."

His wife embraced Victoria kindly.

"We're happy you're here."

Victoria forced herself to smile.

But she wasn't happy.

Behind her, the family car started once more.

She turned around instinctively.

Then the car disappeared down the dusty road.

Victoria remained standing there long after it had vanished from sight.



The next morning, sunlight streamed through unfamiliar curtains.

Victoria slowly opened her eyes.

For a moment she forgot where she was.

Then reality returned.

She climbed out of bed and walked to the bedroom window.

Far in the distance she could see rooftops she didn't recognize.

No ocean.

No sound of crashing waves.

No smell of salty air.

No laughter from her younger sister chasing chickens around the yard.

Everything felt...different.

She imagined her empty seat inside the classroom.

Would another child sit there now?

Would her teacher ask where she had gone?

Would anyone miss her?



Life quickly settled into a routine.

Every morning Victoria woke before sunrise.

She swept the floors.

Fetched water.

Washed clothes.

Prepared vegetables.

Helped her aunt cook.

Fed the chickens. 

Her uncle and aunt treated her kindly.

They never shouted.

They thanked her for helping.

Yet no amount of kindness could erase the ache inside her heart.

Every afternoon, children passed by the house wearing their school uniforms.

Victoria would pause whatever chore she was doing and quietly watch them through the window.

Some carried books beneath their arms.

Others laughed while comparing homework.



Days became weeks.

Weeks became months.

Months became years.

Every birthday passed almost unnoticed.

At first, Victoria waited eagerly for her mother's promised visit.

Whenever a carriage stopped outside the house, her heart raced.

Whenever someone knocked on the front door, she rushed to answer it.

It was never her mother.

Not once.

She wrote no letters.

She sent no gifts.

She never came.

Eventually, Victoria stopped waiting by the window.

Hope slowly transformed into quiet acceptance.

At night she often lay awake staring at the ceiling.

Why had her mother sent her away?

Had she done something wrong?

Or had she simply never wanted Victoria at all?

The questions haunted her year after year.

Ten long years passed.

The little seven-year-old girl slowly disappeared.

In her place stood a seventeen-year-old young woman.

Victoria had grown into remarkable beauty.

Her long black hair flowed gracefully down her back.

Her features had softened with age, giving her an elegance that caught people's attention wherever she went.

Her eyes remained her most striking feature.

They held both warmth and sadness.

Hope and disappointment.

The dreams of a child...

...and the quiet resignation of someone who had spent ten years wondering why she had been abandoned.

Despite all those years, one dream refused to die completely.

Whenever she saw books or newspapers, something stirred inside her.

She still wondered what kind of woman she might have become if she had been allowed to continue her education.

One ordinary afternoon, everything changed.

Her uncle returned home carrying a sealed envelope.

"It's from your mother."

Victoria froze.

Her uncle carefully unfolded the paper and began reading.

Then he smiled.

"She wants you to come home."

Victoria's heart pounded violently.

"Home?

She didn't know whether to feel excited...

...or afraid.

That night she barely slept.

Questions filled her mind.

Most importantly...

Why now?

Why after ten years of silence?

No answer came.

Only the sound of the wind outside her bedroom window accompanied her restless thoughts until dawn.

The morning of their departure arrived beneath a sky washed in soft shades of gold and pale blue. Victoria stood outside her uncle's house with a small suitcase in her hand—the same suitcase she had carried as a frightened little girl ten years earlier.

She was returning to the place that had once been home.

Her uncle loaded their belongings into the car before turning toward her with a gentle smile.

"Ready?"

Victoria looked toward the road stretching into the distance.

"I... I think so."

But she wasn't certain.

As the journey began, the scenery slowly transformed. Familiar hills gave way to coastal roads, and before long the unmistakable scent of salt drifted through the open windows. A cool breeze brushed against Victoria's face, carrying memories she had buried for years.

She closed her eyes.

The sea.

She had almost forgotten its smell.

The waves crashed gently against the rocky shoreline.

For a brief moment, she was seven years old again, running barefoot across the beach beside Sophia, laughing until sunset while their father pretended to chase them.

She opened her eyes quickly.

Those days belonged to another lifetime.

Hours later, Serene Island came into view.

Victoria's breath caught in her throat.

"It hasn't changed..." she whispered.

Fishing boats rocked peacefully in the harbor.

Palm trees swayed in the same gentle breeze she remembered as a child.

It felt as though time itself had stood still.

Only she had changed.

As they drove deeper into the village, people glanced toward the passing car.

Victoria's heart pounded harder with every passing second.

The house appeared exactly as she remembered.

The wooden porch.

The flowering garden.

Her uncle parked the car.

Victoria remained frozen in her seat.

She wasn't sure whether she wanted to step outside.

Her uncle gently touched her shoulder.

"You can go."

Taking a deep breath, Victoria opened the door.

The sound echoed across the quiet yard.

Almost immediately, the front door burst open.

Sophia ran toward her first.

"Victoria!"

Tears streamed freely down Sophia's face as she threw her arms around her older sister.

"I missed you so much!"

Behind her came her younger brother, no longer the little boy Victoria remembered. He had grown taller, his childish face replaced by that of a young man. Yet the moment he saw her, his composure disappeared.

He embraced her tightly.

His voice broke.

"I thought... I thought you weren't coming back."

Victoria wrapped her arms around both of them.

She held them tightly.

But...

No tears came.

She had cried enough during those ten lonely years.

Every tear she had possessed had already been shed.

Now there was only an aching emptiness.

She smiled softly instead.

"You've both grown so much."

Sophia laughed through her tears.

"So have you."



Standing a few steps behind them was her father.

Fine lines surrounded his kind eyes.

Yet his gentle smile remained exactly the same.

"My little girl..."

His voice trembled.

Victoria crossed the remaining distance and embraced him.

"I'm sorry," 

he whispered so quietly she almost didn't hear him.

There were too many things he wished he had said ten years ago.

Too many moments he wished he had been brave enough to change.

But courage had never been enough against the authority of his wife.

Instead, he simply rested a trembling hand against Victoria's hair.

"I'm happy you're home."

Victoria smiled sadly.

"So am I."

Then...

She saw her mother.

She stood in the doorway, watching everything unfold with composed dignity.

The distance between them felt far greater than the ten steps separating them.

That evening the family gathered for dinner.

The dining table overflowed with dishes Victoria remembered from childhood—fresh grilled fish, roasted vegetables, fragrant rice, homemade bread, and tropical fruit harvested that very morning.

Everyone spoke excitedly.

Sophia asked endless questions about life in the capital.

Her father laughed more than Victoria remembered him laughing before.

Only her mother remained unusually quiet.

Victoria noticed.

Every now and then she caught her mother watching her with an unreadable expression.

Not warmth.

Not pride.

Something else.

Something calculating.

Night slowly settled over Serene Island.

Outside, waves rolled peacefully against the shore while moonlight spilled across the village.

Victoria stood alone in her old bedroom.

Very little had changed.

The same wooden bed.

The same curtains fluttering in the sea breeze.

The same window overlooking
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