Bury My Poor Beloved Under the Coconut Tree

By B’s Shadow

The best weeping-group in the town, Subarang Padang Crying-Chorus, was invited by an unidentified member in the family to help guide the mass chorus of  weeping of our mourning family on the second day of the death of my beloved aunt, the day she was supposed to be buried as all adopted-children and brothers and sisters and those who were considered the most immediates in our extended family, and thus should be waited and given the last chance to bid a most sincerest farewell, had, as confirmed by the ad hoc committee, indeed arrived from various places where they were wandering as Minangkabaus.  

Amidst the buzzing of weeping, heart-breaking  noises of mourning and condolence visits and remarks, my uncle, Utiah Mantiko, repeatedly, quite excessively, whispered to me, his favorite nephew, in his sobbing melody : Bury her, my poor wife, under the bla, bla, bla tree. Ask your friends to help us to dig the grave under the bla bla bla tree. Driven by our so special relationship - uncle and nephew hot-line plus some tacitly-understood bonus-lines, I tried my very best to lean to him the closest possible in my traditional selo-sitting in my effort to get his message more clearly. Still, I failed to get the word after under - his handing me a hot envelope full of some sexy notes while murmuring the desperate whisper - detracted my attention. Instinctively, I snapped the bulging envelope from his left hand and thus could barely miss his message and instead could catch the following utterance : …the money for you and your gang friends who will dig the grave. And, before I could listen to his sobbing whisper one more time to get the message more clearly, I was gently pulled by my eldest aunt, Teta, who sotfly dragged me to the kitchen wherein she said : “Make sure the grave is dug properly in the most dry spot. It is now a rainy season. Under the banana tree is perhaps the most ideal point. She has suffered more than enough.” I quickly nodded my head which was replied by my aunt by the same gesture.”

I asked Panjek Rundo, the vice informal leader of our gang, to dig the grave in the best west point of the family cemetary, one which is the most dry so that the dead body would not suffer in the wet as feared by my Aunt Teta. At the same time, I quickly  slammed-dung the envelope from my uncle into a pocket of his shoddy and shabby shirt, the same envelope that has carefully been reduced to the most minimum but still within tolerable limit among gang friends and said : “Make sure every body in the gang gets his share to buy some cigarettes so that there will be no complain whatsoever like that of last month”. “It’s gonna be all right.” He said so assuringly while nodding his head.  

Some time before the dusk on that day, my aunt was buried, and one by one those family members, immediate and distant relatives and neighbours, and friends at last bade farewell to my now buried poor aunt. I went home with my gang buddies feeling tired but proud having rendered a revered task of digging a grave and burying the dead body of a beloved family member. Quite naturally, I was expected to be given some kind of appreciation by my uncle whose beloved wife we have buried safely and honorably in the thank-you-dismissal of the ad-hoc committee who have rendered all their sincere participation in the undertaking of the burial activities. To my surprise and heart-breaking dismay, I was given such an obvious the-go-bye gesture by him, something that never happened before. 

He did not even mention my name as the chairman of the youth group who had done all the labor of burial services. And when every guest had gone home, instead of giving an avuncular patting on my shoulder, he gave me such an unfriendly look and body language that reminded me of his attitude toward one of our neighbours who once ran over his best hunting dog and whom he never forgave inspite of a handsome compensation. Those big eyes of his glared agressively and wildly like those of the police when trying to maintain order during such riots as staged up by hooligans in football matches.  

He maintained this enemy-style of body language in his attitude toward me afer the death of my aunt in the next few days. He kept all the keys to his cars and motor cycles in his room and did not bother to ask me of my studies or research paper or whatsoever as he used to as my uncle to whom I have been entrusted. And, he did not bother to invite me to go fishing with him any more - an activity that he would prefer to cancel without me being an accompanist before the death of my aunt. Also, he kept all his newspapers now in his room all for himself inspite of knowing that I badly needed them for my research paper. When this unfriendly attitude of his to me lasted for five days, I began to sense that something had gone wrong, something serious had happened between us.

As our relationship used to be so close and quite special, this unhappy relationship with my uncle had taken my  mind off the death of my Aunt Tuti who had nurtured me like her own son. I began to meticulously trace back where the mistakes had been. I could not figure it out. I tried again and again. Still I failed. And the discouraging attitude of my uncle toward me continous even more intensively :  He simply did not bother to talk to me after the death of my aunt, boycotted all his avuncular subsidies that used to be run through various channels such as the soft lending of car and motorcycle,  newspaper and books and, yes, quite a number of  small and minor things. 

Never mind all these avuncular subsidies! I could go on without this stuff now. Now, I was dying to know why he treated me like this after the death of my aunt Tuti. Having introspected myself again and minutely examined all my communication with him, I began to assure myself that I did not do any thing wrong to him before and after the death of my aunt Tuti. All I could recollect had been the fights and the quarrels and the bickers between him and Aunt Teta ;  they had been like that since I moved in to stay with Uncle Mantiko. To my eyes, they seemed to have been borned to be arch rival by destiny. Reasonable or not, things led them to endless, yet so misterious and so puzzling quarrels. I kept wondering, though, why they had just been like a jealous cat and a hungry dog. As to me and Uncle Mantiko, My reminiscence showed all the healthy and happy bilateral relationship between us – There was nothing wrong before the death of aunt Tuti as far as our relationship was concerned. And, I was quite sure of that.  

Feeling so sure that I did not do anything wrong to him and thus should not be treated as I was treated then, one night I braved myself to confront him and started to break the ice. “I feel something has gone wrong between us. What was it actually? Would you please tell me?” I was surprised by my own questions to him. I have never talked to him that straight as in my culture, a nephew is supposed to pay an extra respect to an uncle who, in the old time was supposed to be the more responsible than one’s own parents.  “It’s okay, nothing goes wrong. I am just mentally tired”. He said without looking at me. 

His so unfriendly a reply and body language hurt me even more as I was quite sure  that there must have been something wrong between us and that it was quite obvious he was trying to hide it and continued to play a puzzle. I tried to play patience and concentrated on the completion of my research. But his keeping his more aloof attitude toward me inspite of the fact that we were living under the same roof, really put me into some hot unbearable water. I just could not take it. I used to live and bear such unfriendly and discouraging atmosphere or circumtances when I was young and I used to just suffer it patiently like those who did their time in jail. But now I was quite an adult and something in me said : “I could not take it any more. Either I decipher this mistery and get back to where we used to be as a nephew and uncle, or I just moved out and lived with my aunt Teta whom I believed would be very happy to welcome me”.       

Thus on one clear afternoon, when he was reading his newspaper on one wing of his big and luxurious house, I again braved myself to confront him and started to talk :  “ Excuse me! I need to tell you something. I guess I would be able to complete my research paper earlier if I stayed with Aunt Teta in Pasar Baru”. I said so convincingly. “I ‘ve contacted Aunt Teta and she would welcome my staying with her. So I ‘ll start to pack up tonight and leave tomorrow. Thank you very much for all your kindness during my stay here with you for, I guess, more than years and years”. I said in a very trembling voice, for, at the same time, my heart kept whispering so loudly : “You have so much sweet memory in this house with him and your late aunt and thus you could not just leave all them behind in a dry and blunt farewell like this”       

He looked at me deeply and said : “Only last week your aunt passed away after a long ordeal of illness. I guess she would be very sad to see you leave now. Don’t you think so?  Give your Aunt and yourself a little more time!” I was really confused by his reply as I expected that he would agree to my moving out as he did not show any gesture of friendliness after the death of my aunt. And, now he spoke in a different mood and different tone. I thought I had to disclose the mistery and thus said : 

“Stop all this contradicting game ! On one hand you keep showing me your aloof attitude while now asking me to stay some more. Be open please. Tell me why  you kept so far a distance from me after the death of aunt Tati ”. 

“Okey, Okey” He said. “Now that after a week of her death, let me tell you all the truth.” He spoke in a very low voice as if fearing that somebody would listen to his confession :

“Look!” He said, while glancing again around the internal of his big house seemingly making sure that no body is around hearing our heart to heart conversation. “Please don’t take me wrongly. You know, I am sure you know more than I do, that my wife was sick for more than five years during which I rendered her all the best care that a husband can afford to render.”

“Yes, I said. I was, and am up to now the very witness to it all.”

“You know that I promised her never to marry again inspite of whatever going on about her illness and development. The promise that I  hoped would put her at ease and give her a piece of mind, and hopefully a miracle of recovery.”  

“Yes, you both told me that.”

“But look, she was in consumption. It is openly called a terminal illness. She was thirty nine when she contracted the illness. And I was fourty six. We were still childless by then and I was told by the doctor that our effort to have a baby was positively negated by the complication of her illness.” He stopped for a moment and showed in her face a very deep regret and grief. He looked down and continued again:

“No one, not even the best doctor in the world, could actually tell the end of the tunnel of all this. But I gave her all the best care that I could afford. I tried to be the most altruistric husband a human could afford to be to. And, as you see, I did go in my commitment to the limit, and I perhaps pushed a little more.  So far did I stretch it all that,  unbeknown to me, I became so drained, mentally drained. I did not realize that I had been in the giving end far too much and far too deep. I began to realize it; however, when something in me smoothly uncoiled, and softly urged me, and reminded me that to be a healthy man I, too, needed to be in the receiving end so that I could function socially and phsychologically as a human. That thing in me whispered in the most solemn voice : No matter how hard you try and push, no matter how sincere or religious you can be, every natural creature, be it animal or human, has to obey the law of balance. One way or another every emptiness needs its natural filling or at leat some kind of soft compensation.” 

There was some moment of silence in which I was trying so hard to understand what he said, what to me sounds like a philosophical lecture. Then, after glancing again around the big living room of the house seemingly making sure that nobody overheard his narration, he continued :

“Thus, unbeknown to no one, I instinctively picked up a shadowy poor friend under the most subtle and religiously tolerated licence that they called mut’ah. And thanks to heaven’s kind understanding of my situation and condition, everything went so well up to two months before the death of my most beloved wife, that was when I was reminded by my shadowy significant other that the kid that we were entrusted by heaven had been six years old and had to be registered for school and and therefore needed to produce a birth certificate for which we had to show the authorities our legal and formal paper of our total and ultimate commitment. We started to race with the time and life began to be a little bit stressful since then.” He stopped again and looked at the plain picture of his wary-smiling wife on the wall. After taking a long breath, he continued again :

“I am used to living in a stressful life as I was born and brought up during the civil war and I have been living twenty years of my stressful life as a lawyer and the member of legislative. And most of these cases that I handle have been those of the criminal and bitter family feuds which are extremely stress-laden and sometimes threat-ridden. I could manage all these office-related stressful stuff in my job and continue to be cool, calm and confident at home. It was my commitment that my wife never should read nor sense all these job-related stresses. But when it came to the time when I was racing with the time having to produce a birth certicate and having to declare at his school that the poor six year old boy was mine, by all means mine, my stress was quite immense, internally swelling, and thus might have gradually been sensed by her basic instinct as a wife that seemed not to have been affected at all by the terminally illness that she had been suffering. And the intensity of such lead to a suspicion, and in its turn to an assumption, if not yet a conlusion, that some part of the fidelity of our holy commitment knot had been breached, broken or perhaps at least twisted. Harder and harder I tried to play it cool, and did all the very best to hide it all from anyone’s attention.” He stopped again and showed a more serious face. Then he continued in the slowest speed and the lowest tone of speech :

To my most horrible horror, the night before she passed away, she whispered to me that her end was felt so close and that she wanted me to tell the truth in her last minute, to give her a peace of mind and thus a peaceful passage for her and for me as well. She told me that she had indeed smelt some elusive aroma from my unusual nervousness that night, that awaken her instinct, that I had indeed hid something from her in relation to our holy knot of togetherness. She softly pushed me to the point that I could not sway the way I have successfully and beautifully been swaying and gliding as the best lawyer and the longest member of parliament from three different political parties in the town for more than twenty years. My experience and my proven skillful juggling dexterity just could not cool down her curiosity. 

“Tell me the truth.” She said. “If you do, I will beg God to let me go in peace this very night and thus open the way for you to have it all the way that every healthy couple needed to have to live in peace in respect and in decency. So that you do not need to hide in the gray any longer.” She said, seemingly concluded her acccusation one sidedly like an experienced prosecutor in a court session.

“Tell me the truth, only the truth.” She said so charismaticly. “I assure you my forgiveness as you have rendered me all the tenderness and sincerity and dedication that I  found so consistent and so devoting and so unselfish.  And you have indeed played it all so successful with those so perfect pretension that I did not see any slightest sign of drama. And thus, I was never hurt. Please tell me the truth! So that I could sincerely leave you in a piece of mind and that you have nothing to repent. Please tell me the truth. Only the truth, my dear.”

In her so weak intermittent-breathing, smilingly still, she continued pushing me to tell the truth, a kind of truth that would pass any test of lie-detector. At that very moment, I was not able to look at her so weak but determining eyes. Thus, I closed my eyes and touched her hand instead. And when I opened them again, I saw in her very eyes, quite clearly, the smile of my shadowy son going to school with his over-size birth certificate.  I never could tell why, suddenly I bursted into a confession very much like a kid who was baited by the promise of the sweetest chocolate bar. 

“Yyyyes, I do. I do have a shadowy significant other. She is ….”

She pressed her so very weak forefinger strongly to my lips, seemingly asking me to stop there. Zright there. It was so convincing and assuring. In a wider smile she asked me to give her a hug, and a kiss on her generous and understanding and so very cold forehead. 

“I forgive you, I forgive you” She said, even in a wider smile. “And, as a bonus to all my forgineness, I would like you to give all these gold accessories of mine to the shadowy other of yours”. And that very night, as she promised, she did return to Eden so peacefully. And her last sincere smile clearly let me know that she too truly rejoiced in my new life with the other significant other. I was crying in pain for my infidelity and for my failure to cover it all from a dying beloved significant other. But most of all I was crying for all the regret that all had to be disclosed in the very last minutes of her life. On top of all, however, I cried for my freedom from a drama play, that I had played far too long to survive all these so very painful complications. Oh! Finally it comes to a relieving end. In my so very relieved breath taking in the morning on the day she passed away, my conscience cried out the most silently : Free, free, body and soul. No more painful game of pretension. And thus, I cried that morning more intensively than the members of Ratok Subarang Padang that I had invited the night before. Both for losing my beloved sincere wife, and for my freedom from the trap of playing a drama that sometimes was so painfully unbearable. 

I did not fully understand what My Uncle was trying to explain to me, what to me seemed to be a jumble of complicated description or narration that I could not make the end nor the tail out of. And most importanly I did not, to the slightest, see any relation and relevance of this all to his-not-so-friendly attitude to me anymore after the death of my aunt. Instead, I began to understand why our country continued to be in a deeper and deeper mess. Undoubtedly, those members of the representatives are the main trouble makers of it all. They are truly the most responsible of this all mess. Even my uncle, the most intelligent one among them, never did answer a simplest question that I asked so clearly and openly.

“Then what has it got to do with your not being friendly to me any more after the death your wife” I said quite impatiently. 

“Okey. Let me make it clear. I asked you to bury her under the coconut tree and gave you more than sufficient fund to carry it out”. He said in a charismatic voice.

“I see.” I said. “But I could not hear your instruction clearly enough as you invited the best crying chorus in the town. At times, to my very best, I tried to catch it, but I failed as aunt Teta kept disturbing me too with so many trivial orders. I swear, God is my witness, that I did not hear the word ‘coconut’. We were all overwhelmed by the chorus of cries, sobbing and lamenting.  Not to mention the late handing of the envelope from you”. I said so convincingly. “Anyway, but why does it bring so much fuss and difference when indeed she was now buried peacefully under the banana tree? What is it all about in the difference of the two trees?”

“Look! I am afraid you did not listen to my case seriously enough. That is why you often misunderstand me”.

“I do”. I listen so seriously. “Maybe too serious, and that’s perhaps why I failed to understand, or perhaps I misunderstood all this. But look! It seems that you talked more to yourself. And honestly I doubt the whole truth in your narration. Has it all the truth, only the truth that you have been telling me? Your narration is like that I find in some novels or short stories. They are so neat and well plotted. Did it really happen like that? Honestly, I grossly doubted it.

“Oh my god! How can you be so suspicious. I lost my beloved wife just last week. And I was all a stand-by service for her for as long as she was sick. Could a poor man in this mood of time be capable of telling lies still? How come you become the most negative attitude all of a sudden? Come on! Where is your positive thinking character that you are proud of and that you teach to all your students?” My uncle spoke in a very pity-inviting tone and with such a pathetic mimicry. I could not be easily influenced by all this make-faces of my uncle, though, as I have been so used to all his cleverly-hidden tricks and mysterious maneuvers. 

“Okey, then. Please tell me what has it got to do with all your aloof-standing and cold mood to my presence around you since the death of your wife. You have talked far too much and far too far, but the main question is never answered. Most important of all what has it got to do with your request to have your beloved buried under the coconut tree. Please tell me. It’s high time to call a spade a spade”.   

“Okey!” He said and looked around again seemingly to make sure that no body around that could eavesdrop. “Look! I told you that I now have got a child from my shadowy significant other who is now six years old. He will be registered at some school this coming semester. He needs a birth cerificate and I need to be declared as his old man”. He looked around again and pushed his chair even closer to me. Then, in a lower whisper, he continued : 

“I have to legally marry my shadowy other to produce a legal paper that is needed to produce the birth certificate for my son who will be registered this coming semester which is only a few weeks from now. Do you get my point? And the time was getting closer. It was in a race with the deterioration of my wife’s health and at last her leaving us all that would mean the opening for the legalization of me and the shadowy significant other and the application of the birth certificate of the poor boy without which he can not make his school registration”.

“I am confused. I am more confused. Now that your wife is dead you can remarry and execute all those things that you seemed to have been waiting for quite some time. I do not see any relevance of this all with the banana and the coconut tree.” I said more impatiently.

“Oh! Come on. Do not express it that way. Put some euphimism to make me look good in public. Remember I am a member of the representative. And, do not give me a bad impression before all these family members and relatives. We need to play a careful public relation move. A very civilized socialization. I need a good passage as much as your aunt needed one in her last minute. Make every body understand and happy.” He said in a lower voice inspite of his growing impatience, too.

I am more confused. Now that she is gone,  you can just do all what you seemed to have long planned to do. Why do you make all these complications? I do not see any logic in all this jumble explanation that you gave me. Do it now. I will help and give you all what   you need in my possession and control to make it happen. And I will accelerate it if you could give me some down payment as the follow up of the memorandum of understanding. You know I never failed you. I am a stand by bodyguard of honor. I have given you an untarnished loyal service like those Buckingham palace guards”. I assured him so convingly with all my sincere and sweet smile.   

“Oh, how pathethic you are! You were brought up in Jakarta, no wonder you lost your culture of Minang Kabau. Don’t you know that …..”

“Wait a minute! Are you going to lecture me again about some complicated phylosophical cases? Please get to work, get to the project. What am I supposed to do now in this next round of drama? I give you my real words, as soon as the down payment is here the job will get done in no time. There will be no delay and hesitation. Stop lecturing me! Hand me the job description and seal it with an envelope of intent!”

“When will you ever change? Be patient. It won’t all work to our expectation if the plan is not well planned. Look! in Minangkabau culture, upon losing his wife one is not ethically allowed to remarry untill the soil of the grave has turned black. I know very well the color of our cemetary soil in every corner of it as, as a young  man, I used to dig thereon for worm for fishing. That’s the reason why I asked you to dig the grave of your aunt under the coconut tree. The soil is black down there”.

“I see” I said. But why did not you make it clear and speak it out loud so that I would have understood and executed the plan as you wished?” I said impatiently as I thought that it was not fair of him to punish me for the wrong execution for which I was not given a clear instruction. I was still hot in defending myself when suddenly a crowd of relatives came from our hometown, seemingly intending to pay a very late condolence visit. He went to the front door and served those guests and belled the maid to prepare some drink for them.  

“It would not cost a fortune to blacken the soil of the grave.” I said to myself. I still keep some money from the condolence envelope I ll just use it to carry out the holy plan. Anyway, he will surely compensate it when the job gets done. I called Kuciang Miau and Udin Karanggo, two most trusted members of my gang to buy some asphalt and residual paint. In the darkest darkness of one night, together we poured this mix on top of the grave of my beloved aunt. We poured it all and all to make sure it became the blackest grave soil under the moon as well as under the sun. 

Without delay, I reported to my uncle the next day all what we had done and asked him to carry out his plan to remarry, hoping  that the money used to buy residual paint and asphalt could be immediately compensated, hopingly  handsomely. Again to my surprise, he did not approve it the way I expected it. He did not look happy as I naturally expected inspite of the fact that that all had been done as he wanted. Slowly, he said to me : “Look ! you did it without my consent and you did it before I gave you the job order. This project should come in one packet. Blackening the grave soil is not the main point of the project. He said. There is more to this. Now listen ……..”

“What a minute! I interrupted. What else is there to this all? Another lecture on your bulshitology? You told me crystal clear that the sooner the grave soil got black, the sooner you could get remarried. Now go ahead!  Stop all the lecture ! Prepare your marriage and tell me what I can do for it and seal it with a more friendly and bulging and generous envelope. Get to work ! As you always told me. Do not start another lecture”.               

“There you go again. You were brought up in Jakarta. You seemed to have totally lost your Minagkabau norms and mores. Look I can not initiate to make it happen all by myself”. 

“There you go again. You are the one who will get married. Why should somebody else take initiative?. It just does not make sense. Where does the theory come from? I have never heard of this before. Why don’t you just get to the point and stop all this theoritical framework. Marry your hidden lady and get out from your hidden café”. 

“Okey. Okey. He said patiently. Now cool down. This is the reimbursement for your paint and asphalt. And this is another envelope for the next step of the plan that I will give to you as soon as you understand the system and procedure of the whole game”. He handed me one envelope and put another on the table and immediately slammed a book on it. “I tell you what, in Minangkabau, a man in my situation and condition should not initiate his remarriage. A close family member is supposed to make a hint of some kind or another suggesting that I am in need of a partner to replace my deceased wife. If I do it all by myself, then I would not look a gentleman in Minangkabau norms as my wife has just passed away. I would be looked down as a man who does not consider the feeling of my in-laws and relatives of my wife. Two weeks is regarded as too early unless we have a very strong justification”.      

“Oh my God. There you go again. You make it more complicated than it should be. Another lecture for an extra short semester? Come on! Just tell me what to do”.

“Okey! Keep this other envelope so that you can cool down and understand the next episode of the whole game. As I said earlier, two-weeks is too early unless some one in the family could come up with a strong justification. A reasonable justification to cut the waiting period – until the grave soil has turned black- should come up from some member of the family like you. As you are the most trusted by every body in the family you could not be more than perfect.” I smiled broadly feeling flattered by my uncle’s compliment while snapping  another envelope and flashly put it into my special pocket. “Go on!  I said. “I begin to understand all your explanation now. It does not look as complicated as before. It is indeed quite comprehensible.”

Smilingly my uncle continued : “Look we will have a seventh-day condolence gathering in a few days from now to send a special pray for your deceased aunt. You will be the co-director of the whole drama. You gently whisper to everybody that I am indeed in a heavy stress and in the process of losing my sanity” 

“What! Could you repeat it again? Are you trying to ask me to tell them all that you have turned insane? Why do you make it complicated again?”

Yes. You got it. Don’t tell it openly. Whisper it to them all those immediate relatives. That I am obviously in the process of losing my mind from the heavy stress of losing my wife and that it seems that I need to have a partner as soon as possible before it is too late. Before I really lose all my healthy thinking”.

“But, how? And would they believe me?”    

“Listen!” He came even closer to me. Glancing around again making sure that nobody is around evesdropping, he whispered it, this time loud enough for me to hear : “You tell them that you often found me fishing alone now, very much alone, without anybody else. You tell them that I sat hours and hours and that my rod goes without nylon, without nylon. ‘Without nylon,’ repeat this phrase several times, the phrase ‘ without nylon’ and say it in very convincing voice and that during the fishing hours that I spent, I kept talking to myself.  And having caught the most serious and chorus attention that you could afford, tell them that you get the feeling that I am losing my sanity. And most important of all, tell them, assure them, that I perhaps I can only be cured by having some body by my side to unselfishly take care of me twenty four seven.    

“Okey, okey. But will you write it down clearly so that I will not make another mistake for the second time? I will rehearse it as many times as I need to make sure that my role in this drama will be well played. By the way, what is that envelope? Is it the bonus for your team, I mean your success team?”

“Oh, come on! This is for financing the celebration of seventh-day death of your aunt, on the night of which you will whisper to them all that I am on the brink of losing my healthy-thinking. Give it to your aunt Teta and please do not puncture the envelope as usual so that she has enough fund to make the gathering successful. Tell her that I am not so well today and thus can not meet her myself. I don’t think I could see her in a situation and condition like this. We can not afford another bicker and scratch. You know that we actually are never in good terms”.  

“Okey, okey. But will this task carry bonus? and if so, can I take some down payment to it now?”

“There you go with your fait accompli move. This, take it. This is just ten percent of the bonus, so make sure that it will be a success, a great success”.

Sure. Sure. I said. Everything becomes so crystal clear now. In fact it has never been clearer“ I said assuringly. But I guess it is wise of me to go now before another session of lecture ……”

“Damn it. Damn it. Get your going!”

“The seventh day celebration of my aunt’s death was very solemn and religious. The crying chorus of the day of the death has all been replaced by the reading of the holy book.  My uncle looked the most exessively subdued among those in the crowd. Time after time, he fixed his large, portruding and watery eyes so deep in his face. Time after time, his face contracted and distorted and twisted. And often he looked blank and numb and misteriously sleepy. In such a big solemn crowd of family members and relatives of some and every kind of blood and law-relations, he looked totally lonely and helpless, and hopeless. And when he became to be noticed by those in the crowd, he became more and more serious with all those make-faces, mimicry flickering colors and variations. His condition at last got a chorus attention and sincerest pity. Unanimously all agreed that he was not all himself anymore. “The toll of all this has taken on him” They were whispering one another and every body noded their blacky-capped head to give an unanimous agreement. I minutely noticed all the moves that my uncle made and started to get ready with my piece of whisper. But, alas, the intensive and serious rehearsal of the specifically-designed whisper had suddenly been overwhelmed by the intensity of the holy book reading and chanting. Not to mention the tremendous success of my Uncle Mantiko’s make-faces. 

To my horror, I forgot the line and the phrase of the very special whisper that Uncle Mantiko had taught me and that I had rehearsed hundred times. I sweat so heavily in panic, and in the deepest worry of losing the promised bonus, out of the blue I made a whisper of my own : “Uncle Mantiko seems to be on the edge of losing his mind. He sometimes walks naked in the house in the evening hours carrying a burning candle. I believe somebody should take a special care of him twenty four hours seven. I whisper it to those family members and immediate relatives several times. Motivated by the bonus, I did not stop the whisper until the crowd showed a so serious chorus attention. It did. There went the buzzing whisper of sympathy the crowd as the domino effect of my magic whisper. It worked. The soonest the religious gathering dismissed, they had a more serious meeting that night discussing ways to persuade Uncle Mantiko to remarry as soon as possible so that the process of his losing his sanity could be prevented. Some members of the meeting even proposed several candidates they thought worth considering. I swear! Never in all my love have I seen a more serious mood of meeting before. Pretentious or sincere, everybody participated in it.        

I did not know what brought me there, all of sudden I found myself sitting right by the puzzled door of Uncle Mantiko’s room when the decision was unanimously made and immediately declared. Unbeknown to any body in the crowd, who looked gravely serious about the pathetic psychological condition of Uncle Mantiko, from behind the curtain door, I was handed by him a bulging envelope of the bonus that seemed to have been carefully prepared and extra-padded. And so serious was the crowd then, that they did not either notice the slightest sight of it, not even the silhouetee of it, the shaking of my hidden left hand with that of Uncle Mantiko’s behind the same curtain of his room door. Would you see it if you were there?

The innocent but delayed success of Uncle Mantiko’s plan made him more generous than I thought he would be capable of. I had seen him in his most generous mood on those days closing to lebaran when he phylanthropically distributed presents of clothes and money as if he had just won a national lottery, but this time he went to a higher height of generosity I had never seen him before. Coming home rather earlier on that so bright a day, he smilingly handed me a huge and colorful and bursted envelope containing colorful printed forms that turned out to be airplane tickets. 

“They are your tickets to Jakarta” He said smilingly. You are bound to leave tomorrow. I have already booked your stay at West Sumatera Representative at Matraman Raya.” I can assure you they are all duly confirmed. 

“ What is it all about?” I asked wonderingly. 

You once told me that the Library of the University of Indonesia kept all those archaic documents that you need to study to finish your thesis and paper. Every dog has his day. Now, hurry up. Pack all your clothes and stuff and get ready for your flight to Jakarta morning.        

“But, but, but,” I said stammeringly.

Save your buts, Get ready for tomorrow flight. Your stay at West Sumatera Repsentative is for a full week, but you could extend for as long as you need to complete your field and libraray research. And this is for your transportation and other costs in Jakarta. 

Before I could say anything else he hugged me so tight and I could only see his more blurry and more mysterious face in the mirror behind him. 

One good luck led to another. My data collection was running so smoothly and my staying in the library of the University of Indonesia acquinted me with an extra ordinarily friendly professor who had done an ample of research on Minangkabau. Our discussions and his lending me of those datas that he once collected brought my thesis almost to the point of completion. 

I was all smiles and true happiness when sitting at the Cengkareng Airport waiting for my flight back home to Padang. “Thanks to Uncle Mantiko’s kindness” I said in my heart. Suddenly I thought of Uncle Mantiko and his  remarriage, the thing that had suddenly been erased completely from my mind since I was sent by him to Jakarta. I was wondering who the unlucky woman was who got a yellow card to marry my uncle, a peculiar creature with so many  inscrutable tricks, and thus would be the next victim of his naughty games from time to time. I was so deep in my thinking of my Uncle Mantiko when suddenly I was nudged and elbowed by a mysterious somebody next to me “Oh no! Here he is, the very man I have been thinking of. With some body! But not the one that I did not know before!” I could not believe my eyes when I saw my Uncle Mantiko sitting with the lady I never imagined he would be able and capable of holding in a way I saw him holding her now right in front of me.  It was my very aunt Teta, the one who had been for so long all his fights and his bickers and his misunderstandings in our extended Minangkabau family. I was completely speechless for some time, and before I could bombard him with the most interrogating questions on all these mysteries, he mischievously blinked his left innocent eye which I could quickly read as a tacit gesture of his naïve request for a total silence. Between an uncle and nephew, who had played it all and scored some hat-tricks in good time and bad time. 

In my astonishment, I, too, replied his sign, instinctively or genetically perhaps, with a kind of blinking that I never knew before I was capable of making.

But wait! To my more and now most surprise, My Aunt Teta, too, slowly and somewhat lastly blinked and twinkled her beautiful eyes, yes both of them, at me, and then at him. But what, what does it mean? The blinking and the twinkling of her both eyes! Could you decypher it with the help of their aroma as newly married couple? Again, the so many suspicion-based questions that arose in my mind were calmed down by another full envelope that got to my front pocket of my jacket. This time, though, it was slamped dunged by my aunt Teta who  simultaneously put her mysterious and intriquing pointing-finger to my not-anymore so-naïve lips.   

I felt, then, the acquisition of the basic skills of reading dilapidated mysteries of indirect communication of Minangkabau began to develop in the very inner of me, me, a trickle of the Bending Padang’s blood.    
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