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    For my mother,who carried more than anyone ever knew,who grew tired but never gave up.
For Halimah,who always saw Abdullah as a whole person,even when he couldn't see himself that way.
And for everyone who has ever believed they had to carry life's burdens alone—you never have to.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some responsibilities become lighter only when we finally allow someone to carry them with us."
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Chapter 1

He had never asked the world to be fair
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Growing up, he’d learned a single rule: if something felt heavy, you picked it up anyway. You didn't ask questions.

Tonight, the hospital corridor smelled of industrial antiseptic and exhaustion. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed with a flat, uncaring brightness. Inside the ICU, the cardiac monitor beeped in a steady, sterile rhythm, reducing a human life to a series of green peaks and valleys. His father lay under a thin sheet, plastic tubes anchored to his nostrils. The face that had once governed their house with a hard, unyielding authority looked fragile now, like an old brick wall starting to flake.

His mother sat on a plastic chair nearby. Her hands were folded in her lap, her eyes fixed entirely on the linoleum floor.

No one was ready for a night like this. When he drove over, he’d assumed he was just keeping her company. He’d listen to the doctor’s update, buy the prescriptions, and go home to prepare for the morning routine.

Then his mother spoke, her voice dropping into the quiet space between the heart monitor's beeps, and the world shifted slightly on its axis.

"There's something I never told you."

He looked up.

She named the amount in a whisper, as if speaking the number aloud would make it grow. Hundreds of millions of rupiah.

For a second, the words didn't register. "How much, Mom?"

She repeated it. Slower this time. More broken.

The figure solidified in his mind. He began running the numbers automatically—if he set aside this much each month, if the business stayed steady, if the current project didn't fall through, if nothing else went wrong. If no one else got sick. There were too many variables. Too many ifs.

He didn't feel angry. He didn't ask her why she had waited until now to tell him. He just nodded. His quickest reflex in the face of a crisis had always been simple acceptance.

Deep down, something gave way. It wasn't a sudden, dramatic collapse. It felt more like a hairline fracture spreading silently through concrete. He looked back at his father. The man who had dominated his childhood—who spoke loudly and left no room for weakness—was completely helpless. Surprisingly, what he felt wasn't resentment. It was fear. A quiet terror of becoming that rigid himself. Fear of carrying a burden for so long that he’d eventually take it out on the people around him. Fear of being remembered only as a man with a raised voice.

He took a slow breath and stepped out of the ICU.

The hospital cafeteria was small. The lighting was low, almost deliberately dim, giving people a place to hide their tired faces. He took a corner table facing a dark window that reflected nothing but his own silhouette. For the first time that night, he looked exactly his age. Twenty-three.

His phone buzzed against the plastic tabletop. Halimah.

He watched the screen for a few seconds before sliding it open. His fingers felt heavy.

"Assalamu’alaikum," he said. His voice was level. Too level.

"Wa’alaikumussalam. Are you okay?" her voice came through, soft and familiar.

He wanted to say yes. He always said yes. He was used to keeping everything managed, even when it wasn't. But tonight the lie wouldn't clear his throat.

"I just found out about something," he said, pausing. His throat felt dry, the air in the cafeteria suddenly thick. "My family's situation."

From a nearby table, the sharp clink of a spoon against a ceramic mug echoed in the silence between them.

"My father is sick. And there's a financial obligation I have to take over." He kept his eyes on the grain of the wooden table. "Debt. It’s a significant amount."

He didn't give her the exact number. He didn't want to give it any more power than it already had.

Silence followed. Not a vacant silence, but the heavy kind that waits.

"You have a right to know," he said finally, the words tasting like lead. He closed his eyes. "And you have a right to choose an easier path."

His chest tightened then. Not because of the money, and not because of the responsibility. But because, for the first time, he was terrified of losing the only person who didn't look at him and see a machine.

His whole life, people needed him because he was capable. Capable of studying, capable of working, capable of leading, capable of enduring. No one ever stopped to ask if he wanted to.

Halimah was different. Once, she had told him, "You can rest." It was a simple phrase, but it felt entirely foreign. He had never had the luxury of being tired. Even when he broke his fast with nothing but plain rice mixed with condensed milk because the rest of his allowance had been sent home, he hadn't viewed it as a sacrifice. It was just a priority. He had even told her a small lie—that the dorm gates were already locked, that he hadn't had time to go out—just to keep her from worrying. He didn't want pity. He just wanted to remain steady.

Tonight, that steadiness felt paper-thin.
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Chapter 2

The Silent Pillar
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He was too young back then to understand what failure meant, but he was old enough to recognize the sound of a suppressed sob

The television was on that afternoon, playing the usual program they watched together: young children reciting Quranic verses with clear, confident voices. The blue light from the screen flickered against the faded living room walls. A breeze from the window gap brought in the scent of damp earth from the yard.

His mother sat on the floor, leaning her back against the wall, her fingers tightly gripping the edge of her hijab.

When one of the young contestants was declared the winner, the camera panned to the parents in the audience. They were weeping with joy, embracing, reciting takbir. Tears of pure relief.

His mother smiled at the screen. But a few seconds later, her expression crumbled. The tears came silently, tracking down her cheeks.

As a child, he didn't understand the reaction. To him, the show was just about remarkable kids who had memorized a lot of text. He didn't know about the prayers his mother kept locked inside her chest, too heavy to say out loud.

"What's wrong, Mom?" he asked.

She wiped her face quickly. "Nothing."

It was the answer he would hear most often throughout his youth. He moved closer, sitting down beside her on the floor. He understood nothing of debts, or pressure, or the way his father was emotionally drifting away from the household even while physically remaining in it
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