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Note from the Author

Dear Readers,

In this book, I invite you to step into the intimate, often unspoken space between generations—where love is deep, but so are expectations. These stories are fragments of everyday life: of daughters learning to breathe beyond their mothers’ shadows, of sons carrying burdens they were never meant to bear, of quiet rebellions, long silences, and small acts of courage that often go unnoticed.

Though fictional, each tale was born from conversations, observations, and lived experiences many of us share. If you’ve ever felt torn between being a good child and being your true self, if you’ve ever wrestled with guilt, devotion, or the longing to be seen not as someone’s little one, but as your own person—then this book was written for you.

Thank you for reading, for feeling, and for remembering that growing up is not a betrayal. It’s an act of becoming.

Warmly,
Feldi H
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My name is Keenan. I was born and raised in a tidy, disciplined home where achievements were everything. From a young age, I was used to seeing a calendar filled with scribbled agendas, walls lined with certificates, and a mother who spoke about “targets” like a corporate manager.

Mum was a former Mathematics teacher—firm, orderly, and never half-hearted in her methods. Dad worked for the provincial Department of Education. He was calmer, more of a nodder than a questioner. But in silence, he stood behind every decision Mum made.

I was their only child. Their one and only life investment, carefully nurtured.

Even before I graduated kindergarten, Mum had visited the most prestigious primary school in town—three times. Not to enrol me, but to “build connections.”

She always said, “If you want your child’s future to be secure, don’t wait behind the registration desk.”

She donated books to the school library, attended parent meetings as a “prospective parent,” and brought homemade cakes to committee events—though I wasn’t even accepted yet.

When I finally got in, all the teachers already knew my name.

My class teacher even greeted me with, “Ah, Keenan, the son of active Mrs Ratna.”

For my first exam in Year One, Mum had already prepared mock tests two weeks in advance. She wrote them in marker on a mini whiteboard she set up in my bedroom.

“Let’s play school,” she said with a smile.

I studied. I obeyed. I topped the class. Mum laughed with joy and shared the photo of me holding a trophy in every family group chat. But I never truly knew whether I was happy—or just used to winning.
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I loved drawing. Often, I would secretly bring pencils and a sketchbook to school, sketching my friends’ faces or the school building from the window corner. My art teacher praised me, even invited me to join a competition. But Mum merely gave a short nod.

“Art is nice as a hobby. But you don’t plan to make a living from drawing, do you?”

When I said I wanted to go to an arts secondary school, she laughed and immediately called her contact at the best state school.

“My son must enter the Science stream. That opens all doors.”

I tried to argue, but Dad interrupted, “When you’re financially independent, you can choose. For now, just follow. We’re not your enemies.”

And so, I fell silent—again.

My grades were high enough to get into any university. I wanted to go to Jogja, live independently, study sociology—or perhaps architecture.

But Mum said, “Why go far? UI is the best. Close to home. I can still keep an eye on you. Besides, I’ve already spoken to Mr Herman at UI. It’ll smooth your application.”

So, I enrolled at UI, studying Law. A “prestigious and strategic” degree, she said, “useful anywhere.”

Every semester, Mum would check my transcript. If I had a B, she’d contact my academic adviser or attend campus events under the guise of being an alumni speaker.

“This isn’t about not trusting you,” she said. “It’s just... many people care about you. Your future is too important to leave hanging.”

I felt like a family project. Even my thesis was reviewed by Mum before my supervisor saw it. She crossed out lines, added comments, even edited the opening paragraph.

And I... said nothing. Because if I spoke up, I’d be labelled ungrateful.
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Just weeks after graduation, Mum was already compiling a list of "suitable" jobs. She didn’t ask me where I wanted to work—she gave options she deemed ideal: a ministry, a state-owned company, or one of Dad’s colleagues’ firms.

“There’s an opening at the Ministry. I’ve spoken to Mrs Yulia, the bureau head. They have an extra quota. You just need to submit your documents,” Mum said one morning, handing me a yellow folder filled with papers I hadn’t even organised myself.

I’d always dreamt of joining a human rights NGO. I had a shortlist of organisations I admired, a cover letter draft, even a growing portfolio. But when I expressed my intention, Mum immediately cut me off.

“An NGO? That’s unstable work. Low pay, uncertain future. You’re a UI graduate. Don’t waste our name.”

The next day, without further discussion, Mum delivered the application to the Ministry herself. She waited in the lobby, greeted senior staff, and took call after call outside the building.

Naturally, I was accepted.

Even before the formal interview, I already knew my training schedule. I didn’t know who arranged it, but everything seemed laid out like a script.

During the interview, the panel didn’t ask much. They simply ensured I was “polite and team-oriented.”

When I left the room, Mum was already waiting in the car park.

“I knew you’d get in. People like you. You’re smart, polite... and you’re my son,” she said with pride.

I smiled too. But for some reason, my chest felt emptier than ever.
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My office was cold and quiet. I was assigned to the Legal Bureau, policy drafting division. My job was to read documents, make annotations, and file regulatory drafts. Most colleagues were kind and professional, but they saw me differently from the start.

“You’re Mrs Ratna’s son, aren’t you? Impressive. She helped with our accreditation process back then.”

“When you interviewed, Mrs Yulia said you were top notch. A golden graduate.”

I nodded politely. But deep down, I knew—they weren’t praising me. They were praising Mum’s name.

One afternoon, I received an email inviting me to join a field delegation. I was thrilled—it meant I was trusted. But when I told Mum, her reaction surprised me.

“Where is this delegation going? Which region? I heard that area isn’t safe. Just say you’ve got a family event. I’ll speak to Mrs Yulia.”

I wanted to protest—but couldn’t. Within hours, my name was removed from the list. Replaced by someone two months into the job.

Mum said it was safer. What I felt, though, was useless.
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At night, I struggled to sleep. I browsed international fellowship websites, scholarships for public law and human rights. I updated my CV, reworked essays—but I told no one.

I knew what the answer would be.

Then came the night I finally told Mum: I had received an offer—a two-year fellowship in the Netherlands. Fully funded.

“You’re running away,” she said. “We worked so hard to get you here. And you just want to throw it all away?”

“No, Mum. I’m not running. I’m just choosing—for once.”

She looked at me. No shouting. Just a long, painful silence.

Then Dad spoke—softly, from the corner.

“We’ve been driving too long... and forgot to ask where you want to go.”
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After that night, the house became quieter. Not peaceful—just... muted. Mum no longer reminded me to submit applications to ministries. Dad didn’t ask about promotions. I went through the motions of work, but my mind was already elsewhere—writing draft emails, reading visa instructions, watching videos on how to survive Dutch winters.

I was accepted.

The departure date was set. I began packing the same black suitcase I brought home four years ago. Only this time, I knew exactly where I was going.

The night before I left, Mum came into my room. She didn’t say much—just folded my shirts, tucked a woollen scarf into the bag, and said, “It’s cold there. Wear this.”

Then she sat down and stared at the wall for a long moment.

“I had dreams once,” she said quietly. “But there were no options back then. So, I poured everything into you... hoping you’d take me somewhere I couldn’t go.”

I didn’t know what to say. So, I just held her hand.

“I’m not angry, Mum,” I finally whispered. “I just need to try—on my own terms.”

She nodded. Slowly. “Go, then. But don’t forget where you came from.”
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At the airport, Dad hugged me stiffly.

“Take care of yourself. Stick to your principles. And when you come back... bring back understanding—not just a degree.”

As the plane took off and pierced the clouds, I looked out the window. For the first time in my life, the sky felt wide. Not full of expectations, not echoing with instructions. Just... open.

And far below, I knew—perhaps, just perhaps—Mum’s sky was beginning to quieten too.

— THE END —
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