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DEDICATION

	 

	For every child who learned silence before language.
For every parent who loved fiercely but didn’t know how to say it.

	And for the quiet spaces between us where love waited, patiently, to be understood.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Author’s Note

	This book is a true story. But it is not a story of blame.

	The events described here happened as I remember them filtered through the eyes of a child who tried to understand, and later, through the heart of an adult who finally could. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the people who shaped my life, but the emotions, the lessons, and the healing are all real.

	When I began writing, I didn’t set out to accuse anyone. I wrote because the silence inside me had grown too loud. For years, I carried pain I didn’t have words for, the kind of pain that hides beneath obedience, achievement, and smiles. Telling this story became my way of making peace with it.

	This is not a story about bad parents or good children. It’s a story about people who are flawed, loving, frightened, and hopeful, doing their best with what they have. It’s about the ways love can be misunderstood, the ways fear disguises itself as strength, and the quiet, slow work of learning to forgive what was never meant to hurt.

	I wrote this for those who have lived in houses where love was loud but never tender, for those who learned early to suppress their emotions, for those who are still trying to understand the people who raised them, and for the parents who once stood in those same rooms, doing their best without a map.

	If you see yourself somewhere in these pages, I hope you find not shame, but recognition. And I hope that recognition brings you closer to grace for yourself, and for the people who loved you in the only way they knew how. Because at its heart, this book is not about pain. It’s about what happens after pain when we finally decide to listen, to understand, and to love again.

	 

	 

	 

	Preface 

	There are stories we spend our whole lives trying to tell, not because we need the world to hear them, but because we finally need to listen to ourselves. For years, I didn’t think my story mattered. It wasn’t dramatic or grand. There were no headlines, no catastrophes, no miracles, just a boy growing up in a small house between two grandparents, where love sounded like rules, and affection sometimes looked like punishment.

	I wrote this book because silence had lived inside me for too long.

	When I left home, I told myself I was escaping. What I didn’t know was that I was carrying my home inside me, the discipline, the guilt, the fear, and the quiet pride of a father who never stopped working, even when the world forgot to be kind to him. I carried my mother, too, her patience folded into every meal, her softness hidden under all the things she never said aloud.

	In the years that followed, I learned many languages: German, English, the language of solitude, the dialect of survival. But the one I struggled with most was love. This book isn’t about blame. It’s about translation. About learning that love isn’t one thing, it’s a thousand imperfect gestures that somehow still mean “I care.”

	I used to think forgiveness was something you offered to others. Now I know it begins with yourself, when you finally stop punishing the child you once were for not knowing how to be understood. If you grew up in a house where emotions were whispers, if you’ve ever felt like you were both the wound and the healer, this story is for you. It’s not a manual. It’s a mirror. And maybe, somewhere in its reflection, you’ll see your own small act of becoming whole.
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Chapter 1 — The House of Rules

	 

	When I close my eyes, I can still smell the smoke from our kitchen, the sharp sting of kerosene mingled with burning coconut husks, clinging to the air like an old secret. Our house stood between two others, pressed so tightly that it sometimes felt the walls were listening to one another. On the right, my father’s mother; on the left, my mother’s parents. Their voices, their coughs, their arguments, all of it seeped through the cracks of our wooden walls. We were never really alone, only quieter than the rest.

	When you stepped through the front door, you faced a small living room that was more a passage than a place to rest. My father’s motorcycle rested beside the sofa, parked as if it, too, were part of the family. Against one wall, our old 22-inch tube television squatted on a wooden cabinet. The antenna stretched upward like a tree branch, twisting toward better reception. On the right was the room my brother and I shared, on the left, my parents’ room. The floor was cool cement that smelled faintly of dust and detergent after every Sunday cleaning. The lower half of the walls was brick, the upper half wood, so thin that every step echoed.

	Beyond the rooms was the dining area, a table big enough for four, but the chairs were always mismatched. Some were polished, others wobbled. Past that lay the kitchen we shared with my grandmother. It was the kind of kitchen that breathed fire and smoke, the kind where cooking was a full-body act. I remember the hiss of the kerosene stove, the crackle of dried wood, the dull thump of a pestle grinding chili. The smell of frying oil mixed with soap, smoke, and sometimes the sharpness of raw coconut milk. It wasn’t clean by modern standards, but it was alive.

	At night, the kitchen was my mother’s domain. She’d prepare things for the market, the coconuts my father would sell before sunrise. I used to watch her scrape the white flesh from the shell with that old metal spoon that made a hollow, echoing sound, like the house itself was sighing. My father would tie his sarong, his movements methodical. He didn’t waste words; he saved them like money. Around eleven, he would start the motorbike, the headlights cutting a single beam across the front wall.

	“Brush your teeth properly,” my mother always said before leaving, the words half-scolding, half-prayer.

	“Don’t forget to pray,” my father added, adjusting his helmet strap.

	The rest of their love was unspoken, left behind in the smell of coconut, the echo of their footsteps, the closing creak of the gate.

	By midnight, the house belonged to sleep. The electric fan hummed its lullaby, pushing warm air around our faces. I could never fall asleep right away. I’d stare at the ceiling until the wood grains turned into shapes, dragons, rivers, sometimes faces. I imagined the house breathing with me, keeping watch. When the wind blew, the boards whispered, as if reminding me not to forget something important.

	In those hours, I thought of the market. I imagined my parents there, their hands sticky with coconut, their clothes smelling of smoke. They worked while the city slept, trading rest for money, exhaustion for survival. Back then, I didn’t understand sacrifice. I only knew that I missed them.

	When I woke, the motorcycle was back, parked in its usual corner like a sleeping animal. The air smelled faintly of sweat and cooking oil. My parents were already resting. My brother and I tiptoed around them, careful not to wake them. We’d get dressed for school and comb each other’s hair badly.

	Sometimes, if my father was awake, he’d drive us to school. Most days, he wasn’t. My mother’s voice would trail from the bedroom, heavy with sleep.
 “Be good,” she murmured. 

	Those two words carried more weight than any breakfast could. Outside, the neighborhood was waking up. The sound of chickens crowing, radios crackling with morning prayers, the clank of tin pots, and someone sweeping dry leaves with a bamboo broom. The smell of fried banana drifted from a nearby stall. The sky was already bright, but our house still felt dim. It was a home that worked like a machine, efficient, functional, but rarely joyful.

	If I close my eyes now, I can still see it all, the uneven tiles under my feet, the soft hum of that television, the half-light sneaking through the wooden cracks. I didn’t know then that those walls were teaching me something, about endurance, about control, about silence. They were training me in obedience before I could even define the word.

	Back then, I didn’t think of our life as poor. It was simply the way things were. Every family had their version of struggle. Ours was measured in early mornings and unpaid naps, in prayers whispered more out of habit than hope. My father’s rule was simple: work, pray, obey. My mother’s rule was gentler but no less binding: don’t make trouble. Between them, those rules became the air we breathed.

	Sometimes, I wonder if that house still stands. Maybe the walls remember our voices, the laughter we tried to hide, the arguments that ended too quickly. Perhaps the old television still hums in the corner, waiting for a channel that no longer exists.

	What I know for sure is that the little house built me before I even realized it. It shaped my silence, my caution, my constant need to earn rest. It taught me that love can look like a bowl of rice left on the table, a clean uniform folded neatly, a light left on so you can find your way back in the dark.

	At the time, I thought of it as just a home. Now, I see it was my first lesson in how love and control can live under the same roof.

	My parents’ lives began when the city fell asleep. By the time most people were turning off their lights, my father was already rolling open the wooden garage door, the rusty hinges crying out into the night. The air smelled of damp earth and the faint sweetness of coconut flesh that clung to everything we owned. That smell was our family signature; it followed us everywhere, a mix of work, poverty, and persistence.

	I often woke to the sound of my mother moving around the kitchen. Her footsteps were soft, but the rhythm of her work was unmistakable, metal bowls clinking, knives hitting cutting boards, the hiss of the kerosene stove catching flame. Sometimes I pretended to be still asleep so that I could listen. There was something almost holy in that routine: two people battling darkness with smoke and purpose.

	Through the thin wooden wall, I could hear their brief exchanges.

	“Be careful with the road, it rained earlier,” my mother would say.
 “I’ll go slow,” my father answered, his voice tired, already halfway gone.
 Then silence again, the kind that wasn’t awkward, just full.

	When I peeked through the cracked door, I’d see him carrying the heavy sacks of coconuts on his shoulders, one after another, as if he were punishing himself for being strong. The light from the oil lamp carved lines on his face, making him look older than he was. My mother checked the scales, adjusted her headscarf, then tucked some small bills into her pocket. Before leaving, she would always look back at the house, as if memorizing it in case something happened.

	The motorbike coughed to life, a familiar growl that echoed through the narrow street. I’d lie there, listening until the sound faded completely. When it did, the silence wasn’t peaceful; it was heavy, like the whole house was holding its breath.

	They went to the market every night at eleven, returning around eight or nine in the morning. For years, this rhythm never changed. While other children woke to breakfast and conversation, my brother and I woke to emptiness and the lingering air, smelling of smoke and fatigue. The only trace of them was a plate of food wrapped in a banana leaf on the table, cold rice, a bit of fried tempeh, and sambal that had lost its fire overnight. It was their way of saying, 'We care, but we’re tired.'

	We got ourselves ready for school. The house felt quieter after a night of noise, like a stage after the actors had left. My brother was always faster; he brushed his hair carelessly, packed his bag, and went out the door before me. I lingered. I liked the quiet, though I didn’t understand why. Maybe it was the only time I could feel something like control.

	Sometimes, when my father came home earlier than usual, he’d insist on taking us to school. He didn’t speak much on the ride, just watched the road with that fixed, serious gaze that made me straighten my back. He was a man who didn’t need to shout to make you afraid of disappointing him. His love came with a weight; it pressed on you, not to crush, but to remind you of what he carried.

	When he wasn’t there, I walked to school alone. I passed neighbors sweeping their yards, mothers calling their children inside, and older men sipping coffee on wooden stools. They’d greet me with small talk, “Your father already at the market?” and I’d nod with a smile that hid the pride I didn’t know I had. Because in our neighborhood, working hard was its own kind of glory. My father’s reputation as a tireless man was both shield and burden.

	By midday, while my classmates bragged about their mothers’ cooking or their fathers’ jobs at the government office, I sat quietly, chewing on rice and anchovies from a reused plastic bag. I didn’t envy them, not yet. I only wondered what it felt like to have parents who were awake during daylight.

	After school, I returned home to find my parents asleep. Curtains drawn, fan humming. The room smelled of coconut and sweat. I wanted to talk to them, tell them about the teacher who praised my handwriting, or the time I scored a goal in football, but I didn’t dare. They’d worked all night. To wake them would be selfish. So I tiptoed around like a guest in my own house.

	When they woke in the afternoon, the first words were always practical. “Have you eaten?” my mother asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Homework?” my father added.“Done.”

	We never said, I missed you. That kind of language didn’t exist in our house. Afterward, my father would sometimes sit outside, shirtless. I’d join him, pretending to admire the clouds. He didn’t like questions, but once, I asked, “Are you tired, Dad?”

	He looked at me for a moment. “If I stop being tired,” he said, “who will feed you?”

	He wasn’t angry when he said it, but the words landed like a warning. I didn’t ask again.

	That night, they would leave for the market once more, and the cycle repeated. The house lived two lives, one awake when the world slept, one silent when the world woke. We existed somewhere in between.

	At school, I began noticing how different we were. Friends complained about parents who nagged them to study; I envied them. They hated curfews, and I craved attention. Even the punishments I once feared started to make a strange kind of sense; they were the only times my father truly saw me. Fear was the currency of his love, and I was constantly trying to earn it.

	As years went by, the market became more than my parents’ workplace; it became their second home, their escape from everything they couldn’t fix at home. I visited once, on a Sunday morning when I wasn’t supposed to. The air there was a storm of smells, spices, sweat, fish, and dust. My father was shouting prices, his voice cutting through the chaos. My mother was sorting coconuts with her hands moving faster than thought. They looked alive there, different. For the first time, I saw them as people, not just parents. They smiled at other vendors, argued, and laughed. The market made them real.

	When they noticed me standing there, surprise flashed across their faces, quickly replaced by worry. “What are you doing here?” my mother asked.
 “I wanted to see,” I said, almost whispering. My father frowned. “You should be at home. This place isn’t for you.” And that was that. He turned back to his work, and I stood there a moment longer, feeling the invisible wall rise again. I didn’t realize it then, but I had interrupted the only place where they could breathe freely.

	Later that day, when they returned home, I waited for scolding. None came. My father just handed me a small plastic bag filled with sweet fried bananas, the market kind, crispy on the outside, soft inside. “Eat,” he said. I took one, burning my tongue a little, and nodded. That was the closest we came to affection.

	Looking back now, I understand what the market meant. It was their battlefield and sanctuary, the place where duty turned into dignity. They didn’t just sell coconuts; they traded exhaustion for survival, pride for a full plate. Every drop of sweat on that market floor was a piece of our future. And every night, as they left for work, they said the same thing without words: This is how we love you.

	At the time, I didn’t hear it. All I heard was the sound of their motorbike disappearing into the dark, leaving behind an empty house and a child who couldn’t yet tell the difference between sacrifice and abandonment.

	In every house, there are rules. In ours, the rules never needed to be spoken out loud. They were carried in glances, in the tightening of my father’s jaw, in the way my mother’s hand hesitated halfway to her mouth whenever he cleared his throat.

	Don’t skip school. Don’t skip praying. Don’t question Father. Don’t talk back.

	Four sentences that built the walls of my childhood more firmly than any bricks could. You could almost hear them in the air, buzzing between the wooden boards like trapped insects.

	Dinner was where the rules lived most vividly. The table sat squarely in the middle of the house, polished smooth from years of elbows and plates. My mother served rice in a metal bowl, the steam rising like something holy. My father ate quickly, efficiently, rarely lifting his eyes. My brother and I copied his rhythm, scoop, chew, swallow, silence. Only the clink of spoons and the faint hum of the evening news filled the air.

	Once, I tried to speak. I wanted to tell them about a school competition and that my drawing had been chosen to hang in the hallway. I opened my mouth, spoon halfway to my lips.

	“Father,” I began.

	He didn’t even look up. “Eat first,” he said. The tone was flat but final. My brother’s eyes flicked toward me, warning. I shut my mouth and nodded, pretending the rice was too hot to talk through.

	That was the rhythm of our meals: questions swallowed with the food, curiosity digested into obedience.

	After dinner, my father would clear his throat, a sound that meant prayers now. We washed our hands, rolled out the prayer mats, and aligned ourselves behind him. His voice filled the room, low and steady, echoing off the walls. The cadence was beautiful, almost musical, but to me it always carried the faint tremor of command. I prayed because he said to, not because I understood to whom I was speaking. I thought God must live in my father’s voice, distant, firm, and slightly terrifying.

	Sometimes, I wanted to ask why we had to pray again when we had already prayed in the mosque earlier. But questions like that were dangerous; they implied doubt. In our house, doubt was a sin worse than laziness. So I kept the questions in my head where they rattled softly like coins in a jar.

	My mother enforced the smaller rules. She was the guardian of details, shirts tucked in, beds made, teeth brushed. Her discipline was quieter but sharper, like the edge of a sewing needle. 

	“Don’t leave the towel on the floor.” 

	“Don’t forget your homework.”

	“Don’t talk when adults are speaking.” Her tone wasn’t angry; it was tired, the voice of someone who couldn’t afford chaos.

	Yet there were moments when she would look at me with a softness that contradicted everything else. If I cut my finger while sharpening pencils, she’d press the wound to her lips before dabbing it with iodine. “Be careful next time,” she’d whisper, eyes darting toward the door in case Father walked in. That brief touch of tenderness felt almost forbidden, like a secret we both agreed to keep.

	On Fridays, after evening prayers, Father sometimes gathered us for a lecture. He’d sit cross-legged on the mat, his posture straight as a rulebook. “Education and religion,” he said once, “are the two wings of a bird. Without them, you fall.” I nodded obediently, though I wasn’t sure what kind of bird he meant. My brother nodded too, mimicking me. Father’s eyes lingered on me, as if checking whether I truly understood. I wanted to say, I’m trying, but the words froze somewhere behind my teeth.

	When guests came, our house transformed. Smiles appeared, conversation flowed, and laughter was permitted in small, measured doses. My parents became hospitable, almost light. But once the door closed behind the guests, the air thickened again, as though joy were something we rented by the hour. My brother and I returned to our quiet corners, the house returned to its default setting, solemn efficiency.

	Outside, the world felt wider. I saw neighbors joking with their parents, arguing playfully, and being sent on errands with laughter rather than threats. Once, a friend’s mother scolded him for breaking a glass and then hugged him right after. I stood there watching, confused. In my house, punishment and affection lived on separate planets.

	One evening, I came home late from playing marbles. The streetlights were already on. I knew the rule: be home before the call to prayer. I ran, heart pounding, hoping to slip through the door unnoticed. But Father was waiting. He didn’t yell; he didn’t have to. His stare was a verdict.
“Where were you?”

	“With friends,” I whispered.

	He gestured toward the bathroom. “Wash. Then pray.” I obeyed. The punishment was in the silence that followed, the kind that made you feel smaller than your own shadow.

	Later that night, I lay awake, listening to my parents whispering in their room. I couldn’t make out the words, only the tones, calm and exhausted. For a moment, I thought maybe they were arguing, but their voices never rose. My family didn’t believe in noise; even anger had to be quiet.

	The next morning, everything returned to routine: rice, school, and chores. No one mentioned the night before. In our house, forgetting was another unspoken rule.

	It took years before I realized how much of myself I’d buried under those rules. Obedience became my second skin. I measured my worth by how little I was scolded. I learned to anticipate moods, to read the temperature of a room without words. Some might call that intuition; I know now it was survival.

	Still, there were rare, fleeting moments when warmth slipped through. On Sundays, after Father returned from the market, he sometimes fixed things around the house that were broken. I’d hand him tools while he worked, the screwdriver, the hammer, the pliers, and he’d give short instructions. “Hold this. Don’t move.” For those few minutes, standing beside him, I felt useful. We didn’t need conversation. The silence then wasn’t heavy; it was almost peaceful.

	Maybe that was his version of affection: giving me something to hold.

	Now, looking back, I understand that those unspoken commandments were never just rules. They were the language of a man who believed order was love, and of a woman who thought love was endurance. They built a house that stood upright through poverty and exhaustion, but somewhere inside that strength, I learned to hide.

	It would take many years and an ocean between us before I learned how to speak again.

	By the time I reached fourth grade, I had started to taste the idea of freedom. It came in small bites: an extra ten minutes playing marbles, a longer walk home from school, the simple thrill of choosing my own path down the dusty road. The air outside the house always felt lighter, the sunlight friendlier. At home, every breath had a rule attached to it. Out there, the world belonged to no one.

	One morning, a friend named Ardi leaned over during class and whispered, “Let’s skip school tomorrow.” I laughed, thinking he was joking. “I can’t,” I said. “My father would kill me.” 

	“Exactly,” he grinned. “You’re too scared. You talk big, but you’re still your father’s little soldier.”

	That word—scared—stuck to me like burrs. I carried it all the way home. That night, while my parents were at the market, I stared at my school uniform hanging on the door—the urge to prove him wrong burned in my chest. I didn’t want to be anyone’s soldier. I wanted, just once, to wake up and decide for myself what the day would be.

	The next morning, I faked a stomachache. My grandmother, half-awake, told me to rest. As soon as my brother left for school, I changed into my oldest T-shirt and slipped out through the side door. The sky was still pale, the streets quiet except for a few vendors setting up their carts. I felt a rush of energy, half guilt, half excitement. For the first time, I wasn’t following an order; I was making one.

	I met Ardi at the football field behind the school. The grass was high and patchy, the kind that pricked your ankles. We played barefoot, our laughter echoing across the empty lot. The air smelled of earth and freedom. Every kick of the ball felt like rebellion turned into motion. I forgot about my father, the market, the rules. For a few hours, I belonged to no one.

	Around nine, the sun grew harsher, and we collapsed in the shade of a mango tree, panting, our shirts glued to our backs. I was still smiling when a shadow fell across the grass.

	My father stood there, helmet in one hand, sweat streaking down his temple. The look on his face froze the air. I could smell the market on him: smoke, coconut, exhaustion. He had come straight from work.

	“Home,” he said quietly.

	I didn’t argue. I couldn’t. My legs moved before my mind caught up. Ardi vanished behind me, pretending to tie his shoe. The walk home was the longest of my life. My father didn’t speak. He just walked ahead, his boots hitting the ground like drums at a funeral. Every few steps, he’d glance back to make sure I was still following.

	Inside the house, the door closed with a sound that felt final.
 “Why weren’t you at school?”

	“I… just wanted to play.”

	“Play?” His voice cracked, half disbelief, half fury. “Do you think I worked all night so you could play?”

	He grabbed my ear, not hard enough to injure but enough to sting. “Go to your room.” I stumbled toward the small bedroom, heart hammering. Then came the sound of objects hitting the floor: my bicycle, my shoes, my bag—a crash, then silence. The door shut behind me, and the light disappeared.

	The darkness was immediate, thick. I could hear my own breathing, fast and shallow. Somewhere outside, a radio played an old dangdut song, cheerful and cruelly out of place. I pressed my palms to my ears, but I could still hear my father’s voice echoing inside my head: Do you think I worked all night so you could play?

	At first, I was scared. Then the fear curdled into anger. I’m not lazy, I thought. I just wanted one day. I kicked the wall, the sound dull and useless. Tears came, hot and confusing. I didn’t know whether I was crying out of guilt or hatred. Maybe both.

	After what felt like hours, the door creaked open. Light spilled in, blinding. It wasn’t my father, it was my grandmother. She smelled of eucalyptus oil and rice. She didn’t say much, just walked in, sat beside me, and stroked my hair.

	“You shouldn’t skip school,” she said softly. “Your father only wants you to be better than he was.” I didn’t answer. The lump in my throat was too big. She sighed. “He’s tired. He works too hard. But he loves you, you know.” I wanted to believe her, but the word love felt too big for the room.

	Later, when my father passed by, he didn’t look at me. He walked straight to the backyard, muttering something under his breath. My mother appeared in the doorway, eyes red, expression unreadable. She didn’t speak either. Silence was their truce.

	That night, they left for the market again. The sound of the motorbike faded down the street, leaving behind the hum of insects and my own thoughts. I lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling, replaying everything in my mind. The anger had drained away, replaced by a cold, heavy ache.

	I thought of Ardi, probably asleep without a care, his father snoring in the next room. I envied him. I envied every child whose rebellion didn’t cost them love.

	When dawn broke, I went outside to find my bicycle lying in the dirt, the chain twisted, one handle bent. I picked it up, brushed off the dust, and leaned it against the wall. The metal was cold under my hands. I promised myself I’d fix it one day, just not today.

	That morning, my father returned from the market as usual, carrying a sack of coconuts. He walked past me without a word, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes, regret, maybe, or fatigue so profound it looked like sadness. I wanted to say sorry, but the words stuck. Perhaps he wanted to say something too, but pride is a language fathers learn too early and unlearn too late.

	At breakfast, the silence between us was thicker than the rice porridge on the table. My mother placed a spoon in front of me and whispered, “Eat.” That was her way of saying peace.

	I obeyed, because obedience was all I knew how to offer. But something inside me had shifted. The field had given me a glimpse of another kind of life, one where joy didn’t require permission. I couldn’t forget that feeling, even when I tried.

	For weeks after, my father never mentioned the incident. The dark room became a story we both silently agreed to erase. Yet the memory clung to me, invisible but constant. Whenever I saw sunlight spilling over the field on my way to school, my chest tightened, not from guilt, but from the quiet knowledge that freedom existed somewhere out there, just out of reach.

	Years later, I would realize that moment was my first act of rebellion, not against school, not even against my father, but against the version of myself that always obeyed. It was the first crack in the wall of silence I had lived behind since I could remember.

	At ten years old, I didn’t have the words for it. I only knew that after that day, I never looked at my father the same way again. His footsteps no longer sounded like authority; they sounded like history repeating itself.

	The door shut with a sound I felt in my ribs. Not a slam, my father never wasted volume, but a firm, absolute click, as if the house itself had decided I didn’t deserve light.

	Darkness gathered fast. It weighed it, a thickness that pressed against my eyes and crawled into my mouth. I took one step forward and hit the bed frame with my shin. Pain flared hot. I bit my lip and swallowed it. Crying always made things worse.

	Outside the door, I heard my father’s boots, the scrape of wood, the clatter of metal. My bicycle. Another thud, shoes, the school bag, my toys, a rain of small defeats. I pictured the bike on its side, the chain hanging loose like a tongue. Then silence, which in our house usually meant peace, but now meant sentence served.

	I reached out with my hands and found the wall, warm from the afternoon heat, rough with tiny splinters. The boards smelled faintly of starch and dust. I slid my fingers along the grain until they found the corner, then the other wall, then the thin seam where the two met. My heart beat loud enough to be a sound in the room. He locked me in here because I played.

	A stupid thought, but I had to repeat it to myself to make it real. The room didn’t feel like a room anymore. It felt like the inside of a box being shipped to somewhere I didn’t want to go.

	At first came fear—clean, simple fear, the kind that has a shape. I was afraid of the dark, of course, I always had been, but more than that, I was scared of not being able to fix this. Usually, I could apologize fast, bow my head, list promises I barely understood, and they would ease. But the door had put an end to the negotiation. Apology would have to find another door.

	I groped along the wall until my palm hit the light switch. I flipped it up. Nothing. I flipped it again, harder, as if force could power electricity. Still nothing. That’s when the fear thickened into something else, a hot, metallic anger that tasted like pennies in my mouth.

	Why?
It was one day. Just one day.

	Something skittered beneath the bed, the soft scratch of a cockroach minding its own business. I jerked my feet onto the mattress and sat there, knees pulled to my chest. A slit of light seeped from under the door, a thin, mean line that didn’t offer to help. Dust drifted through that line like slow-motion rain. I stared at it, willing it to widen, as if the door could be moved by eyesight alone.

	From the other side of the wall, distant life went on. A radio played a slow dangdut song, the singer’s voice syrupy and cheerful. Somebody laughed three houses away. A motorbike zipped past, the sound rising and falling, like a tide I couldn’t touch. The world dared to keep moving.

	I tried to pray. My mouth shaped familiar words, but they landed on the floor like beads that slipped a string. Prayer was easy in the mosque, with voices around me and my father in front, steady as a metronome. Alone, the words felt like I was talking to the door.

	So I counted. Counting made time smaller. I counted the slats in the wall, sixteen from floor to ceiling. I counted my breaths, one hundred, two hundred, then lost track and started again. Counting gave me a feeling of control, a pretend rope in a well that didn’t have a bottom.

	Eventually, the first wave of fear wore out, leaving shame in its wake. Shame is quieter than fear. It sits down beside you and crosses its legs as if it’s staying. I replayed the morning at the field: the grass against my ankles, Ardi’s grin, the mango tree like an umbrella of sunlight—joy in my chest, fast and bright. Then my father’s shadow lengthened over the ground like a storm. He hadn’t yelled. That made it worse. Yelling is air leaving the room; silence is air deciding not to come back at all.

	I pressed my forehead to my knees. I am not bad, I told myself. I am not bad. The sentence sounded childish even to me, but I needed it. As soon as I whispered it, another thought pushed back: Then why are you in the dark? Shame has a way of turning every question into a mirror that only reflects your mistakes.

	The room grew warmer, as if my breath itself were making the air heavy. Sweat gathered at the back of my neck. I wiped it with my sleeve and caught the smell of sun and dust and boy. I wanted my mother. I wanted her voice in the doorway, saying Eat, her way of ending wars. But I pictured her face earlier, tight and tired, eyes turned to small stones. I could hear her: Don’t do it again. In our house, comfort had rules too.

	I lay back on the mattress and stared into the nothing. The ceiling became an ocean with no moon. Time stretched so far it lost its edges. A while later, I had no idea how long, a small hand of light climbed up the door. The afternoon was moving. I could tell from the angle. I listened for my father’s steps, braced for them, then didn’t hear them and braced anyway. Anticipation is its own discipline. You can punish yourself for hours with only a heartbeat and a door.

	Anger returned in small jabs. Not the kind that wants to destroy the world, just the kind that wants the world to be a little fairer. If he wanted me to understand, he could have explained. I pictured another version of the morning, my father kneeling, eye to eye, on school matters. I never had the chance. Please don’t throw away what I bled for. That scene made sense in my head. In our house, it didn’t belong. We didn’t trade reasons. We traded orders for compliance, like coins for quiet.

	I kicked the wall once, a quick, dumb rebellion. The thud was swallowed before it became a sound. I imagined running away, how far I’d get on a bent bicycle with no shoes. Two streets. Maybe three. I imagined the neighbor’s faces if I did. I imagined Ardi’s grin breaking. Imagining things is how children survive the immovable.

	The line of light under the door widened to a rectangle at the threshold: someone stood there. The handle turned. For a second, I felt pure panic. What if it was father with more consequences? But the door opened only a little, and the smell told me first: eucalyptus oil and something warm, familiar—my grandmother.

	She didn’t rush. She had the patience of someone who knows how to de-knot a thread without breaking it. She slipped inside and closed the door behind her, leaving it not-quite-shut, so the dark was softer. She sat next to me on the bed. Her dress rustled like dry leaves. In the dim, her face looked like a moon that had learned to forgive itself for having craters.

	She didn’t ask if I was okay. People who love you when you’re small don’t waste questions on the obvious. She put her palm on my hair and stayed there until my shoulders stopped climbing toward my ears.

	“You’re not hurt?” she said.

	I shook my head. My throat hurt from all the nothing I had swallowed.

	“You shouldn’t skip school,” she said, voice a slow river. “Your father is hard, but he is not wrong about that.”

	I argue that there are ways to be right without being cruel. But the words would have been too big for my mouth.

	She looked toward the barely-open door, listening to a silence I couldn’t hear. “He’s tired,” she added. “Tired men do clumsy love.” She turned back to me. “Eat something later.”

	It was the closest thing to a treaty I was going to get.

	She stayed a while, telling me small stories to steady the room about how my father once carried his little brother on his back to school in the rain, how the river near the market used to flood. Everyone would line their doors with sandbags, how she, as a girl, had been locked in a storehouse once for stealing guava, and learned that darkness is less frightening when you name what’s inside it. “This room has a bed. A wall. A boy. A grandmother. It is not a monster,” she said, as if labeling could tame it.

	I don’t know when she left. I only know that after she did, the door stayed cracked, and the light widened by a finger. That finger of light was enough to prove the day still believed in me a little. I lay there and synchronized my breathing to the heat outside. The world kept moving. The room, too, had to move.

	By the time the lock clicked again, the light had gone blue around the edges. My father’s figure filled the doorway, broad shoulders, neck tendons like ropes, lines at the corners of his mouth that didn’t used to be there. He looked older than the morning had left him.

	He stood there for a long moment, as if language were a heavy sack he wasn’t sure he wanted to lift. The air between us trembled. The apology I wanted wasn’t coming; the apology he maybe wanted to give had nowhere to land. At last, he said, without looking directly at me, “Next time, go to school.”

	No, I’m sorry. Are you okay? Just policy reinstated. Then he stepped away. The statement left the door open, which in our house counted for mercy.

	I stepped into the hallway. The living room felt like a foreign country, same furniture, different border control. My shoes were back by the door, not where they had fallen earlier. Someone had neatly put them there, like a secret rescue. My bicycle waited outside, wounded but upright. My mother watched from the kitchen, her face arranged into the normal that takes
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