The bridge waited for her at the edge of the valley, a thin rib of timber stretched across a gorge that swallowed sound. Laila stared at it the way someone stares at a storm cloud—knowing they will have to walk into it whether they want to or not.
A cold wind curled around her ankles, hissing like it wanted to pull her backward. She swallowed hard.
I can’t do this, she thought, fingers trembling at her sides. Why does it have to be me?
Behind her, Uncle Ray placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “If you turn back now,” he said softly, “you’ll never know what waited on the other side.”
His voice wasn’t a command. It was an invitation—one she didn’t feel ready to accept.
Laila stepped toward the bridge. The wood groaned under her foot, almost as if it were warning her. Beneath it, the gorge was a mouth of darkness. She imagined it whispering all her doubts back to her—You’ll fall. You’re not strong enough. Everyone else would’ve crossed by now.
Her heart pounded like a drum trying to break free from her ribs.
Still, she took another step.
With every metre she crossed, the wind rose and the bridge shook, quivering like a terrified animal. Her fear rushed up her spine, but she kept moving, breath sharp and uneven. She didn’t feel brave. She felt exposed—an ant walking across the edge of the world.
Halfway across, the rope railing jerked suddenly, snapping her sideways. Panic clawed at her throat.
Turn back. Go back. It’s safer there.
But she tightened her grip. Her palms burned. The boards creaked. And somewhere deep inside her, a quiet thought flickered—small, but stubborn.
One more step.
She moved again. And again.
Each step was a conversation between her and the bridge: its groans, her breaths; its wobble, her steadying hands. Fear didn’t leave her—it simply stopped leading her.
When she finally reached the far side, her knees buckled. She pressed her palms to the solid earth, feeling its steadiness spread through her. The wind behind her softened, no longer tugging but guiding, almost as if the valley itself exhaled in relief.
Laila stood and looked back at the bridge. It still swayed, still whispered, still warned. But now it seemed different—not a threat, but a teacher.
On the bank, a single fallen leaf skated across the ground and stopped at her foot. She picked it up, noticing how delicate it was, how easily it could have been blown away—and yet it had made it across the valley too.
She tucked the leaf into her pocket and walked forward, its gentle rustle a quiet reminder of what she had carried with her and what she had crossed despite it.

