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The first time Elias Ramadhan walked into classroom 4-B, he was seven years old and terrified of everything — of the chalk dust that made him sneeze, of the boy who sat behind him and kicked his chair, of the vastness of the world that no one had yet bothered to explain.

Then she walked in.

She was tall. That was the first thing he noticed — impossibly tall to a seven-year-old, though later he would understand she was no more than average height for a woman in her late twenties. She had a way of moving through a room that made the air settle around her, as though even the molecules had learned to be still in her presence. She wrote her name on the chalkboard in clean, deliberate strokes:

Bu Laras.

She turned to face them — twenty-two small, frightened people — and smiled.

“Good morning,” she said. “My name is Ibu Laras. And I promise you — by the end of this year, you will all know at least one thing that astonishes you about the world.”

He remembered thinking: she already astonishes me.

He was seven. He didn’t know what astonishment was. But he felt it in his chest — a warmth, like a lamp turned on in a dark room — and he spent the rest of that year trying to be worthy of sitting in the front row of her classroom.

·  ·  ·

The year she taught him, she brought in a glass prism and held it in the window light. The white beam entered and came out the other side as a spectrum of color on the wall — red bleeding into orange into yellow into the impossible green, then blue, then a violet so deep it seemed to be the color of something that existed slightly outside ordinary perception. Twenty-two children went silent. Even the boy who kicked chairs behind him went still.

Bu Laras held the prism steady and said, without drama, without the false theatrical excitement that some teachers used like seasoning: the white light was never simply white. It was all of these colors, traveling together, and the glass separated them so we could see what had always been there.

She looked at them.

Most things are like this, she said. Most things contain more than what you first see. Your job — not just in school, but always — is to find the glass.

Elias Ramadhan, age seven, did not sleep well that night. He was thinking about light.

·  ·  ·

She kept her promise. Every year she kept it — one astonishing thing, delivered without ceremony, landed with precision.

In the second term she taught them that the Earth was not still. It was spinning at more than a thousand kilometers per hour at the equator, and also hurtling around the sun at thirty kilometers per second, and also traveling with the entire solar system through the galaxy at two hundred and thirty kilometers per second. They were, at this exact moment, in motion that dwarfed any speed they would ever experience in a vehicle, in a plane, in anything — and yet they felt nothing. They sat in their chairs and felt entirely, completely still.

Why? she asked.

Nobody answered. Elias almost answered, because something was forming at the back of his mind — something about everything moving together, about relative frames, about how stillness was not the absence of motion but its particular arrangement — but he didn’t have the words yet. He would find them, years later, in a first-year physics lecture in Bandung, and feel the shock of recognition: he had almost understood this at eight years old, in classroom 4-B, because someone had asked the right question.

That, he would come to understand, was what she did. She didn’t give you the answers. She positioned the questions so that your own mind could eventually grow into them.

·  ·  ·

He was a good student. Not the effortless kind — the kind who worked, who stayed after class with questions, who went home and turned things over in his mind until they made sense from every angle. She noticed. She had a way of noticing without making it performative — no excessive praise, no gold stars, no special treatment in front of the others. Just, occasionally, a comment at the bottom of his returned work that was slightly longer than the others. A question extended further. A small challenge set down in red pen at the end of a page, as though she had looked at what he produced and thought: he can go further than this.

He always tried. He was not always sure he succeeded. But he tried.

He made friends in that classroom too — Dani, who was loud and funny and somehow managed to be everyone’s favorite without seeming to try; Wulan, the quiet girl in the third row who built model airplanes during every free period with a concentration that made the rest of the class feel faintly embarrassed about their own efforts. These were the people who would be woven into the rest of his life, though he didn’t know that yet. He knew only that classroom 4-B was the first place outside his parents’ house where he had felt entirely, completely himself.

He had Bu Laras to thank for that. He understood it even then. Some teachers make you feel that the room belongs to them and you are guests in it. She made you feel that the room was yours and she was there to help you use it properly.

·  ·  ·

The last day of grade four was a Friday in June. The kind of morning Jakarta does sometimes, where the light comes in at an angle that makes everything look slightly more real than usual — sharp-edged, particular, the kind of light that makes you feel that whatever is happening right now is happening for keeps.

Bu Laras did not make a ceremony of it. She was not a woman who performed sentimentality for the benefit of an audience. She taught the last lesson as she had taught every lesson — completely, with full attention, as though it were the most important thing happening in the world, which, to her, it was.

At the end, when the bell rang and twenty-two children began collecting their things with the barely-contained energy of people about to be released into a long summer, she stood at the front of the room and waited. Not calling for attention — just standing. The noise subsided on its own, the way noise always did when she was waiting.

She said: I want you to remember one thing from this year. Not the prism, not the spinning Earth, not any of the specific things we learned — though I hope you keep those too. I want you to remember that the world is larger than it appears from where you are standing. It will keep being larger, your whole life, every time you find a new place to stand.

She looked at them — all of them, each of them, in the particular way she had of making every person in the room feel separately seen.

Go find out what it contains, she said. That is your homework. There is no due date.

They filed out. The hallway swallowed them. Elias was the last to leave, because he always moved slowly when he didn’t want something to end. At the door he turned back. She was at her desk already, collecting papers, her back to him — already moving on to the next thing, the way she always did, because there was always a next thing and she believed in meeting it.

He stood in the doorway for one moment, memorizing it. The room. The chalkboard. The faint chalk dust in the air. The quality of the light.

Then he went out into the corridor, and into the summer, and into the rest of his life.

Twenty-two years later, Elias Ramadhan stood in the ruins of that same classroom and vanished from the present entirely.
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He was three years old when the crisis came. He would not remember it. But he would carry it anyway — in the specific way that children absorb the textures of their parents’ fear before they have words for fear — the way the house went quieter in the evenings, the way his father’s face changed when he read the newspaper, the way his mother began making every ingredient last three meals instead of one.

1998 arrived in Indonesia like a tide that kept coming and did not stop.

Elias Ramadhan had no knowledge of the rupiah’s collapse, of the IMF’s impossible conditions, of the fires in Glodok and the students on the Semanggi bridge. He knew only the inside of his family’s first house on Jalan Cempaka Putih — the mango tree too close to the wall, the neighbor Pak Sunar who played chess on his stoop, the plastic tub in the sunny yard where his mother bathed him while singing off-key to cassette recordings of Chrisye.

He was three. The world was the size of that yard.

✦  ✦  ✦

His father, Yusuf, had been an apprentice structural engineer at a mid-sized firm in Central Jakarta for four years when the crisis hit. The firm had seventeen employees in January 1998. By August it had six. By October, Yusuf was not among them.

He came home on a Tuesday afternoon carrying his things in a cardboard box, which struck three-year-old Elias as tremendously exciting — the box was large enough to sit inside, and he immediately did so. His father set the box down, looked at his son sitting in it with an expression of complete contentment, and began to laugh. The laughter went on slightly too long and in a slightly different key than laughter usually did, and Sri, coming out of the kitchen with flour on her hands, understood immediately.

She wiped her hands on her apron. She put the kettle on. She did not say anything yet, because she was a woman who believed that the correct response to catastrophe was first to make it something you could sit down with.

They sat with it for a long time that evening, after Elias was asleep.

✦  ✦  ✦

The months that followed were the kind that families either survive together or do not survive at all.

Yusuf took whatever work he could find. He repaired motorcycles — he had always known motorcycles, from his years of careful maintenance — and the neighbours brought him their machines with a frequency that suggested they had been waiting for a legitimate reason to ask. He did electrical work for houses on the street, quietly and without advertising it, because his engineering license did not technically cover residential electrical. He drove a borrowed angkot on weekends, ferrying people between the market and the train station for fares he kept in a separate envelope that he and Sri reviewed together every Sunday evening with the careful attention of generals studying maps.

Sri taught mathematics to the neighbourhood children in their
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