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    The wedding proposal entourage had just left the four-room flat. A final promise had already been made. An agreement had been reached without much objection. As it was known, nowadays, proposing or sending a representative to the woman’s home was just a formality in order not to neglect the customs. Each side had agreed on a gift of five thousand. And dates for solemnization and wedding reception had been set. All parties were satisfied and were praying that all good intentions will be granted by God. Hopefully there would be no obstacles. Siti Azura, with her chest thumping, felt a sense of relief. She was sure that there would be no objections from her parents. But having said that, it was this very moment that determined her relationship with Dali all this while, symbolized by flowery words which united the two parties.


    


    Kak Tipah, along with her youngest daughter, aged fifteen, was busy cleaning the dishes used to entertain their guests. She was doing the work feeling calm and happy. She was feeling happy because her daughter Siti Azura had found her life partner so the only ones left are the second and the third daughters, but that was insignificant. Both of them were still young and naïve. They had not even finished their schooling. She was proud of her future son-in-law, Dali, not for his high ranking post, but mainly because the relationship between Dali and Siti Azura was based on purity and honesty. Otherwise, she might become the joke of her neighbours, some of whose daughters were forced into a shotgun marriage. Day and night she prayed, especially after praying hours, so that her children would not deviate too far, persuaded by the devil’s wiles and desires. Furthermore, she had heard of stories of someone’s daughter who was forced into marriage, and the other, whose daughter was already four months’ pregnant on her wedding day. All these stories that she heard horrified her. She hoped and prayed,that her daughter would keep her purity until that day was granted to her. And she was confident Siti Azura would not commit anything out of line.


    


    But it was a different story with Bang Seman. When his wife and their daughter returned to the living room, he lay quietly on the sofa. His eyes were staring blankly at the television set, but his mind was wandering elsewhere. His thoughts were lingering on Dali’s formal proposal. Although he answered and entertained all of his guests’ questions, his heart said otherwise. And when all the guests had left, Bang Seman’s thoughts grew more disturbed. What should he do now? Right from the start he did not encourage Siti Azura to get married. If possible, he preferred Siti Azura not to get married at all, regardless of her feelings. But what good will his efforts do. Siti Azura and his wife will never accept his excuses.


    


    “Siti is already twenty four, dear. Must she wait till she turns 42?” teases his wife.


    


    “What’s wrong with that? It’s not that she’s unemployed. It’s not that she needs someone to support her,” Bang Seman retorted.


    


    “Eh! Our daughter wants to get married, why are you not allowing this? Are you worried that if she becomes someone’s wife, we would not have any say on her salary?” Kak Tipah raised her voice.


    


    “Nothing to do with her salary, but it’s something that you will not understand. There are many reasons why I don’t want our Siti to get married. Firstly, there isn’t enough preparation. Secondly, our house has only three bedrooms. When Siti gets married, this house will become more cramped. Our freedom will be limited,” Bang Seman explains.


    


    “Don’t worry, dear. Siti says they will be registering to buy a house after the engagement. So, even if he is going to stay with us, it will be temporary,” Kak Tipah.replied.


    


    What could Bang Seman do? All his reasons were illogical. None of it was accurate. It would be the same end result when presented to Siti Azura.


    


    “Never mind, dad, both of us have planned our future and lives together. Siti feels that both of our salaries already qualify to form an average family. Also, why wait any longer? If we wait any longer, Dali would be taken by others and Siti would also lose out. In this modern day and age, it is not easy to look for a life partner. Looking for someone irresponsible is easy. But if we are looking for someone who is truly honest, it becomes more of a challenge, dad,” There, that will be the daughter’s response. And what else can Bang Seman do?


    


    “This weekend, Dali will be sending his representatives. The only thing that dad and mum will have to do is to accept. Don’t worry. It’s not that we just met two months ago; we have known each other for five years since our university days. Our affection is neither puppy love nor monkey love.”


    


    After hearing Siti Azura’s words, Bang Seman’s fear grew, and the hair on the back of his neck stood up even more. Even though he could be considered pious, but after hearing Siti Azura’s speech about Dali’s plans in sending his representatives over, he was losing faith that his prayers would be answered. After giving greetings, he read a bit of prayers dispassionately, after that he sat in a daze for a long time on the prayer mat. He didn’t know what else he could do. His thoughts were running towards a dead end.


    


    “Hey dear, not going to bed?” It’s already 10 o’clock. I'm already feeling sleepy.” Kak Tipah tapped Bang Seman, startling him and interrupting his thoughts.


    


    “Ahh…you go to bed first. I have not prayed yet,” he offered an excuse.


    


    “That television, if you are not watching it, turn it off. Don’t waste electricity. If the electricity bill increases, our children will suffer,” Kak Tipah nagged.


    


    “Yes, yes. I know. Go to bed. If the utility bill increases, I will be the one paying for it, what are you fussing about?” Bang Seman snapped back angrily.


    


    “Hey, you seem to be acting strange. Why dear?” Kak Tipah attempted tenderly.


    


    “Enough. Go to bed. I will come in a moment. Have you prayed yet?” Bang Seman changed the subject.


    


    “Yes, even all the children have prayed. Except you. You were always ahead of us, but now you are the last,” Kak Tipah protested while walking towards the bedroom.


    


    Bang Seman sat up. He elevated his head and stared at the ceiling blankly. He tried to find for a way to solve the issues faced. Why was he the only one who saw the mistake whereas Kak Tipah, his wife, could not? It was as if Kak Tipah did not sense anything wrong with Siti Azura’s marriage. For Bang Seman, if the other two children, Siti Salmiah or Siti Zuraidah, wanted to get married instead, it would not have been an issue for him. But if it’s Siti Azura, he got a headache just thinking about it.


    


    Bang Seman thanked God as his children were given sufficient education. If they wanted to pursue a university education, he would have supported their decision. His children were taught since young to obey God’s orders. In addition to mainstream education, religious studies were also not to be neglected. Siti Azura herself had read the Quran as many as eight times.


    


    Prayers were never neglected, even during the fasting period except when they were ill. It was the same for the other two children. In short, Bang Seman and Kak Tipah were looked upon as role models by their friends, neighbours and relatives. So, what was bothering Bang Seman? Thanks to good upbringing and education, Siti Azura had never let Bang Seman and Kak Tipah down. Siti Azura had never turned her back on them. Siti Azura had never smeared their family’s good name and image. Since the first time she met Dali, Kak Tipah and Bang Seman were the first ones to be informed. As their relationship became closer, Siti Azura was always careful not to cross the boundaries of their relationship. She would not dare to do anything that would bring shame to the family. So, what else was Bang Seman worried about? Was he worried that the one-year engagement period would make Siti Azura unable to resist the temptation? Was Bang Seman worried that Siti Azura would ask to be married sooner?


    


    “Dear, dear, are you already asleep?” Bang Seman shook Kak Tipah.


    


    “Oh, I was just falling asleep? What do you want?” Kak Tipah replied in a half upset voice.


    


    “Wake up. There is something I would like to discuss with you.” Bang Seman said anxiously.


    


    “Hmmm, so you remember what you wanted just now.” Kak Tipah scratched her head.”


    


    Bang Seman smiled. But that smile disappeared as he was reminded of the issues that he must discuss with Kak Tipah.


    


    Kak Tipah woke up, and leaned against the headboard. It had been a while since Bang Seman had waited to start an important conversation such as this, but he still had not started to speak.


    


    “What did you want to talk about just now?” Kak Tipah asked impatiently.


    


    “It’s about Siti Azura. In a year, she will be married. This is what’s bothering me.” Bang Seman said meekly.


    


    “Eh, why? Are you worried that we won’t have enough money? Don’t worry, dear. We can purchase the furniture on credit from Leong, the furniture salesman, whom we normally buy our furniture from. Even if we were behind in payments for two to three months, he was kind not to penalize us. After the wedding, we can settle all the furniture bills with the dowry.” Kak Tipah explained her plans smoothly.


    


    “It’s not about spending money for her wedding reception, although if I can help it, I don’t wish to be in debt. We’ll make do with what we can afford,” Bang Seman interrupted.


    


    “Alright then, so what else is bothering you so much? You don’t like the idea of Siti getting married? You want her to end up as an old maid?” Kak Tipah is starting to get upset.


    


    “It’s not that I don’t want her to get married. Which father would not be happy, especially having a son-in-law as decent as Dali. Both of them hold high ranking positions and have good paying jobs.” Bang Seman still did not have the strength to say the truth.


    


    “Then, what’s bothering you, dear!” Kak Tipah snapped.


    


    “It’s the question of the marriage guardian, Tipah,” Bang Seman uttered sheepishly.


    


    “Marriage guardian? Why? Are you not her father? Why won’t you be her marriage guardian?” Kak Tipah was puzzled.


    


    “Have you forgotten all the knowledge and religious studying we have done all this time, and also what we have been discussed and explained by our religious teacher?” Bang Seman tested Kak Tipah’s memory.


    


    Kak Tipah felt confused, unable to grasp what he was saying.


    


    “I don’t know. What I know is, according to the marriage rules, the marriage guardian would be you, and who else would it be? She is our biological child, not adopted!”


    


    “Because she is our biological child, that’s why it worries me more. How should I explain to Siti Azura that I cannot become her marriage guardian, although I am her father,” says Bang Seman almost crying.


    


    “Ehhh…what’s with you?” Kak Tipah asked, becoming more puzzled.


    


    “Have you forgotten, Tipah? We got married when you were three months pregnant with Siti Azura?” Bang Seman slapped his forehead. Only God knew his regrets. Such was the consequence if one lacked religious knowledge and had not fully learned about the good and the bad. It was only upon growing older, after repentance set in and after learning all about the Islamic law that Bang Seman realized he had done something that could not easily be solved. Siti Azura had not sinned, but must they let the child carry the sins with her forever, only because he was afraid to tell the truth?


    


    After hearing this from Bang Seman did Kak Tipah realize the dilemma that they were facing. She realized then that he had faced the complicated problem alone all this while. How would she and Bang Seman be upfront in explaining the meat of the matter? Was Siti Azura ready to accept the whole truth? And would Dali change his mind when he found out?


    


    “Oh God, give us, your servants, guidance to resolve this problem. Siti Azura’s happiness should not be destroyed, but their bond must be carried out based on purity. Please do not let our sinful actions affect Siti Azura’s well-being,” Bang Seman suddenly begged, sitting and kneeling while bowing his head. Kak Tipah was on the bed covering her face with a pillow while sobbing. Tomorrow, the day after and in the following days to come, Kak Tipah and Bang Seman would have to face the problem that could be difficult to resolve.


    


    


    ----------


    Berita Minggu, 21 July 1985
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