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For Father,

whose hands were as hard as ironwood,

but whose heart was as vast as the Kapuas River.
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Roots and Hard Soil

Kalimantan never promised tenderness. She is a stern mother. I was born where the earth burns red during the dry season and turns into thick, unforgiving mud when the rain pours without mercy. Here, in the heart of Borneo, we are not taught to whine.

My childhood wasn't about plastic toys in air-conditioned rooms. My childhood smelled of wet humus and tree sap. The forest behind my house was my playground, as well as my first teacher, teaching me that if you let your guard down, you will bleed.

I remember the sound of the river. Not the soothing trickle you hear in urban spas, but the roar of murky water dragging giant logs downstream. That river taught me one thing: the current is always strong, and you have two choices—drift away or learn to swim with everything you've got. My character was forged on those riverbanks. Hard, tough, and a little muddy. We, the village kids, grew like wild weeds; step on us, we don't die. Pull us out, and the roots remain.
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School, Truancy, and Rebellion

For a soul accustomed to the vast equatorial sky, school felt like a suffocating shoebox. Those concrete walls tried to imprison a mind that wanted to run wild in the palm oil plantations. I had an ironic natural talent: a sharp brain for basic math, but legs that itched uncontrollably whenever I saw the not-so-high school fence.

Skipping school, for me, was a performative art. There was an intoxicating adrenaline in slipping out, dodging the security guard's gaze, and running toward freedom. Our headquarters was an old shack in the middle of a rubber plantation. There, under the shade of trees tapping sunlight, we smoked in secret, laughing at the rigid world of adults.

Yet, behind that loud laughter, a heart raced with anxiety. Fear that my father—a man whose hands were calloused from holding a machete his whole life—might pass by on his old motorcycle. Our delinquency was a small rebellion against expectations. The guidance counselor and I had a love-hate relationship. "You're smart, but wild," she said in frustration. I just smiled crookedly, "Wild is a sign of life, Ma'am. Only statues stand still."
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