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“A wife’s sacrifice. A husband’s betrayal. A debt written in flesh.”

By NGARTO FEBRUANA

English Translation of "Harga Seorang Wanita" by Ngarto Februana

Translator: Ngarto Februana

The novel Harga Seorang Wanita by Ngarto Februana in the Indonesian language edition was first published in print by Dastans Book, Jakarta, in 2006.
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Endorsements:

While our writers are busy wrapping their stories in all kinds of shiny, glittering, eye-pleasing packaging (but neglecting the content), the author of this book scoffs at all those entertaining stylistic games. Instead, they dive deep into the well of poverty in the villages of Gunungkidul.  

Rieke Diah Pitaloka, artist, politician (Review on VHRmedia.com)

Februana is not just about the story of buying and selling women. This novel will not be easy for you to forget; it might even change your life. Februana remarkably delves into the depths of human souls to answer those questions. The world of Februana in this novel is nothing but a clear reflection of our own world. Yes, whether we realize it or not, we are now breathing the air of men, living in a man's world. 


Dastan Books, Jakarta (endorsement on the back cover of the printed edition of Harga Seorang Wanita, 2006)



This novel reaffirms Februana's advocacy for the marginalized... [He] holds a special place in the literary world of the homeland.


Tulus Wijanarko, Tempo Journalist



Playing with the boundaries between fiction and social reality.


Dr. Aprinus Salam, lecturer at the Faculty of Cultural Sciences, Gadjah Mada University



Not just spreading the fragrance of words and the scent of the body... nor a firecracker that explodes loudly once and then falls silent.


Hikmat Budiman, writer, researcher



“The research results show that there are social problems in the novel Harga Seorang Wanita by Ngarto Februana, including poverty, family disorganization, and violations of societal norms.”


Oktafia Firma, Sari (2016)—Thesis, STKIP PGRI Sumatera Barat
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A deep wound scarred her once-beautiful face. She was a village woman, bound by a life of hardship and scarcity. She harbored no grand dreams—only a simple yearning for the peace of family. Yet the storm shattered her world, casting her into a pit of despair. “I am a wretched whore...” she cried out to a world that had never accepted her. Who could have imagined that she would become a wolf, howling to the heavens...

Wonosari, May 3, 1989

The voice echoed through the cramped holding cell, bouncing off the damp, grimy walls and the cold floor where Tini crouched, feeling condemned and disgraced. The words of Simbok—her mother, a term used for mothers in rural Java—resounded in her mind. These were words she had heard countless times before, now pieced together in her memory as she lay broken and powerless. Outside, the sky was heavy with dark clouds. Thunder cracked across the heavens, tearing through the sky. The raging thunderstorm, fierce as a demon’s fury, could not drown out the voice of that middle-aged woman—her mother. Though her ears could not catch the sound, her heart did. In these silent, secret hours, she heard it once more—here, in this prison cell, alone.

“Oh, Nduk, Nduk... what a tragic fate you have. It is our fate as well.”

Her mother’s voice rang out clearly—“Nduk,” a tender term a mother uses for her daughter, especially in rural Java. Each simple, unadorned word came from a humble woman, and Tini held them close to her heart, feeling their profound meaning. The time and place where they were spoken no longer mattered. What mattered was that she still remembered—whether in part or in full. Now, in her solitude, weighed down by guilt, regret, and an uncertain future, she needed space to breathe and ease the heavy burden pressing on her. Only her mother could provide that comfort. Though no longer physically present—which, of course, was impossible—her stories, lullabies, and songs lived on as faithful companions.

Tini was born in Gunungkidul, a region renowned for its rolling hills and distinctive karst landscape. This terrain, shaped by acidic rain and decomposing foliage, is dotted with stone hills of varying sizes and depths, providing habitats for bats and swiftlets. The caves, adorned with stalactites and stalagmites, shelter black-and-white swifts—birds known for their sharp talons and long, tapering wings. 

It is a beautiful and captivating place, where from the hilltops one can admire valleys, ravines, steep slopes, and flatlands stretching far below—a truly breathtaking view. However, natural beauty does not always guarantee prosperity; in fact, it often presents challenges. The steep slopes are scattered with rocks, and teak trees grow among them. Even on the hills, the rocky terrain limits agricultural activities. The flatlands, though small and mostly rocky, still support mixed cropping systems, including cassava, peanuts, soybeans, corn, and dry-season rice.

“Gunungkidul, Nduk, our homeland,” her mother said with weary acceptance. “Your ancestors were born here—not by choice, just like you and me.” There was no hint of protest, only a sense of resigned acceptance. “We were born into barren, impoverished land, yet we remain faithful to it because this is where we were born and raised, with all the little we have.”

Limestone hills stretched for miles, extending from west to east. During the rainy season, rainwater collected in the crevices between the hills, forming shallow lakes that rarely lasted long. The water supply was never reliable. When the dry season arrived, the lakes would dry up, forcing people to walk kilometers to fetch water. Children, youths, and even elderly men climbed the rocky cliffs with buckets in hand, gathering water wherever they could find it. There were no wells, as the groundwater was too deep to access. All they could do was hope that one day a river would emerge from beneath the earth.

During prolonged droughts, goats, chickens, and even cows were sold to afford water. The land, being hilly and rocky, was too barren for most crops, with only small patches suitable for farming.

Tini crouched on the damp, brown floor, her back pressed against a stained wall. She wrapped her arms around her knees, resting her chin on them. Long, messy hair fell over her face as she recalled her mother’s words:

“Your father was a humble farmer who tended a small, sloped hillside plot of less than a hectare. Only half of this land was arable; the rest consisted of rocky terrain where rosewood, teak, and cotton trees thrived. We cultivated corn, millet, and cassava. The cassava was processed into gaplek—dried, ground into flour, and then cooked into tiwul. When mixed with grated coconut, it became our staple meal. The corn was ground, boiled, and enjoyed with salted fish.

Out of necessity, your father sold his land to Wirono, a village official and a BTI cadre—the Indonesian Peasants' Front, which is affiliated with the Communist Party. After the sale, your father continued to work the same land, but now as a sharecropper, giving half of the harvest to Wirono. Working the land alone barely provided enough to feed us, and sharing the yield left us hungry. From landowner to tenant—a farmer without land.

A prolonged drought triggered severe food shortages and widespread famine. Hundreds of lakes dried up, their cracked, parched beds exposed under the relentless sun. Villagers trekked long distances to find water, their feet burning on the scorched earth. We dug into dry lake beds, scraping together what little water remained—sometimes just a bucket, often less. When the ponds ran dry, we searched for water in caves, desperate for any trickle.

The barren farmland yielded no crops, not even cassava. Rats multiplied uncontrollably, invading homes and fields, even nibbling our toes as we slept. In response, the villagers united to hunt and kill millions of these pests, their numbers a grim symbol of our plight.

During the prolonged famine, prices soared, leaving villagers unable to afford food. Starving families begged wealthy farmers and landowners for mercy—a plate of tiwul (cassava porridge) or a sack of gaplek (dried cassava flour). Aid was scarce, and some merchants, including shop owners of Chinese descent, hoarded food, selling it at exorbitant prices.

Working on Wirono’s land brought no relief; the harvests failed. We relied on his generosity to survive. At first, he shared cassava or tiwul freely, but over time, these gifts became debts, to be repaid with crops after the rainy season.

Busung lapar, Nduk, is a disease that's affecting the people, including you. A thin, dry body, but a bloated stomach.

Starvation plagued the people, Nduk. Emaciated bodies bore swollen abdomens, a cruel mark of hunger. Disasters struck without mercy, prompting the government to distribute rice and cassava flour. But the tiwul made from this aid sickened many—vomiting, dizziness, and fainting followed, with numerous deaths reported. It was discovered the cassava was toxic, and rumors spread that the rice flour was tainted with poor-quality cassava, powdered manure, bran, and even ground-up sacks. Eating it risked poisoning; not eating meant starvation and weakness.

This land felt cursed, Nduk. A glowing ball of blue and red light, the size of a fist with a trailing tail, appeared in the sky—an evil spirit known as pulung gantung, a harbinger of disaster that chilled the spine. This ominous sign, believed to be a supernatural omen, always preceded calamity. Your father was taken by it, Nduk. Tell me, aren’t you sleepy yet?

In times of famine, many deaths blamed on pulung gantung were later revealed as suicides. Some hanged themselves from melinjo trees, others from ceiling beams. But suicide is not shameful, Nduk; it is a tragic fate, a destiny born of despair.

Your father’s story mirrors this tragedy. In the third year of famine, crop failures and starvation-driven diseases drove desperate villagers to raid the homes of wealthy landlords, merchants, and shop owners, demanding food. Reluctantly, some provided tiwul or gaplek, but others, emboldened by village officials, teachers, and reportedly the BTI (Indonesian Farmers’ Front), showed no compassion.

You were just a child then, Nduk. To fight starvation, your father joined protests, invited by Wirono, a village official known as a pamong. Though Wirono had enough food and clothing, he stood with the people. In early 1964—my memory is hazy—hundreds gathered at the regent’s office, demanding immediate food aid. Your father was accused of instigating the unrest, arrested, and detained for a week. Wirono was held for a month. Days after your father’s release, a pulung gantung  appeared in our home, as if it had fallen from the sky. The next day, he was found hanging from the teak tree behind our house. That pulung gantung, Nduk, led him to his tragic end.

You were so young when your father left us. Your older brother was six, and your younger brother was two. Your younger brother was born with deformities—enlarged genitals, drooping ears, an elongated chin and forehead, and crossed eyes. He was mischievous, a trait shared by eleven of Sonto’s children in our community, all afflicted similarly.

The cows and goats grew thin, emaciated from lack of grass. After your father’s death, we sold our remaining livestock to buy tiwul and millet. When food ran out, we left the village with our neighbors, some heading to fertile areas like Bantul and Imogiri, while we sought refuge in Wonosari’s shelter for the starving. Your older brother died there, buried simply without a funeral. There was no way to hold a proper ceremony; survival was a daily struggle. Many died by the roadside or under shop eaves, their bodies wasted by hunger.

Tini felt exhausted, her mind heavy with her mother’s story. Outside, heavy rain poured, driven by fierce winds. Leaking raindrops tapped the roof like a ticking clock, mingling with echoing footsteps in the dim corridors. Water pooled on the floor, forming small streams that wet Tini’s bare feet.

The air was thick with gloom. Rain thundered as if the sky had surrendered to the weight of its clouds. The dull, brownish walls and dim corridors were shrouded in near darkness. Iron bars loomed like silent taunts. The ominous echo of boots stirred fear, and a creaking door revealed hopeless faces behind bars. Police officers paced restlessly. The atmosphere felt suffocating, both physically and emotionally.

Simbok’s voice echoed again. “The shelter was overcrowded, and starvation worsened. Your brother died of malnutrition. We returned to the village with no land or work. I took any job—odd tasks, farm labor, helping Pamong Wirono plant crops—to survive.”

Pamong Wirono was kind, Nduk. A widower with three children, his wife had passed years earlier. I’m shy to share this, but I want you to know. You’re not bored, are you?

We owed much to Pak Wirono—his gaplek, tiwul, and kindness sustained us. One night, under a full moon, his eldest son came to our house. “Mbok, my father is ill,” he said anxiously. Sensing urgency, I rushed to help, though I’m embarrassed to share this now.

Wirono’s home was unlike ours, Nduk—a grand limasan-style house with teak walls and pillars, its porch and veranda reflecting his status as a wealthy village head. His son led me to his room, while his children retired to theirs. It was my first time entering his private quarters, and I felt hesitant, a young widow stepping into the home of a wealthy widower. Villagers often called me a beautiful young widow.

He lay on the bed. Shyly, I approached, and he opened his eyes. “Ten, come here,” he said softly. Unaware of any deceit, I believed he was truly ill and sat on the bed’s edge. “Rub my back; I have a cold,” he said, removing his shirt. Despite my embarrassment, I massaged his back and chest. That night, we grew closer, two young widowers finding solace together.

Tini vaguely recalled Simbok’s face, a shy smile lighting her lips. In that moment, Simbok seemed radiant. Though a village woman, her dark, sweet beauty captivated Wirono. I was invited to his house weekly—not to smoke opium, but to share his bed. Sometimes, he stayed at our home. Neighbors grew suspicious, their cruel remarks branding me a prostitute—a term that cut deeply, Nduk. Yet, I felt powerless, and Simbok accepted it.

I asked to marry, and Wirono agreed. But months later, a disaster worse than the famine struck. Villagers saw shooting stars from northwest to southeast, a sign of an impending plague. Simbok doesn’t understand politics, Nduk. In Gunungkidul, people supported one party or another. Politicians exploited the poor with promises of equality, claiming the landless would gain land. Many joined the BTI, hoping for land through what they called aksi sepihak—unilateral action.

Reports spoke of an uproar in Jakarta, where PKI (Communist Party) rebels allegedly kidnapped generals and threw them into a well. The army crushed the rebellion, hunting rebels relentlessly. In Yogyakarta, after a general’s death, PKI leaders were pursued and killed. Each night, trucks carried bound communists from the city, their bodies discarded into caves and pits.

Your stepfather, Pak Wirono, a BTI cadre involved in Gerayak, the People’s Hunger Movement, lived in fear. One night, soldiers surrounded our house and pounded on the door. I knew this well, Nduk, for we lived there. Wirono was arrested, dragged away like an animal. His fate remains unknown; some said he was thrown into a pit. Weeks later, his brother moved in to care for Wirono’s three children. We returned to our home.

Tini stared at the prison ceiling, longing for her mother’s gentle smile and calm eyes. She yearned for Simbok’s lullabies, vivid memories of her childhood songs flooding back:

“Angkara gung / Neng angga anggung gumulung / Gegolonganira triloka lekere kongsi / Yen den umbar ambabar dadi rubeda.”

(The deep-seated desire for evil exists in everyone across the three realms and, if unchecked, leads to great calamity).

★ ★

Thunder roared and crackled, its flashes tearing through the sky like fiery tongues, reaching down to lick the earth. Heavy rain and fierce winds shook the trees, while the steady drip of water and occasional thunder resembled a mournful, discordant chant from hell. Trapped and burdened by guilt, Tini sank deeper into solitude. Her face, hidden beneath disheveled hair, was pale; her glazed eyes and trembling lips revealed her despair. On her beautiful face, like the moon, a wound remained.

Tini’s eyes grew glassy, and her lips trembled. Frustrated, she ran her hands through her hair and stamped her feet on the cold, dull prison floor. Then, she lifted her gaze.

Thunder roared, blending with the relentless rain and howling wind. Water dripped from the leaky roof onto the floor, unsettling her thoughts. Silence became a lurking dagger, poised to strike from either side.

The thunderclap roared fiercely as the wind howled powerfully. Heavy rain poured relentlessly from the sky.

Tini pondered deeply, her thoughts and emotions intense. She lowered her head, staring blankly at the dull detention room floor. Memories of her mother surfaced, recalling fragments of a disaster story she had once shared.

“You don’t know about Gestok, Nduk. The caves became mass graves. I lost my husband soon after marriage. Life got harder, and I took any job to survive. Relatives helped, but not forever. In the end... it’s not right for me to continue...”

Tini’s memories drifted through her childhood, enveloping her in bittersweet nostalgia.

“Do you remember, Nduk? When you were seven, your grandmother stayed to care for you. You asked, ‘Mbok, where are you going?’”

It's heartbreaking, Nduk. You were the only surviving child, but I had to leave for Yogyakarta and couldn’t care for you. Our village home was a fragile hut on the verge of collapse.

“I’m going to Yogyakarta.” 

You asked, “Why, Mbok?” 

I replied, “To work and earn money.” You were too young to understand how hard life is.

“Why do you have to go to the city? Can’t you earn money here in the village?” you asked with innocent curiosity.

“The village is barren, Nduk. Earning money is easier in the city.”
“The city is crowded, isn’t it, Mbok?” you asked.
“Of course. One day, I’ll take you to the city for the crowded Sekaten festival, Nduk.”

“Let’s buy some candy, okay, Mbok?” you exclaimed joyfully.

The next day, your grandmother said, “Why work in the city? Being together matters more than food. We can grow cassava and enjoy tiwul.”
“I want to change our destiny.”
“Our destiny is here in Gunungkidul. Why go to the city? What work is there?” your grandmother said.

I couldn’t answer your grandmother and thought of Juminah, a Yogyakarta villager selling soto and gudeg, where she planned to help.

After six months assisting Yu Juminah, a nobleman named Ndoro noticed my beauty despite my humble origins and invited me to work as a paid maid in his household.

Nduk, the nobleman, enjoyed massages during his wife’s absence. Simbok admits to once requesting a genital massage, which embarrassed him.

One morning, Ndoro called me to massage him while his wife was at the market. As a housemaid, I obeyed. Oh dear, Nduk, what an unusual request.

Suddenly, his wife, Bendoro Raden Ayu Sunartijah, came home early and, furious, attacked me—pulling my hair, slapping me, and pouring hot water on my face, causing burns that left permanent scars and disfigurement.

I was treated at a clinic and sent home. I’ve learned my lesson, Nduk. If I had listened to your grandmother, this wouldn’t have happened.

Tini silently recalled her mother’s words from a dark teenage chapter: “If I had listened to your grandmother, things might have changed.” These words gently reminded her of the event that trapped her in the present.

Outside, relentless rain and thunder rumbled as lightning streaked the sky. Tini lifted her face, anger rising within her.

“Mother!” Tini shouted, jumping up and shaking the iron-barred door vigorously. “Free me,” she wept, clutching the prison bars as she slumped.
Thunder roared as footsteps echoed down the dim corridor. Two stern police officers approached, making Tini shudder. A sour, spoiled shrimp paste smell hit her, and her mouth tightened painfully. Trembling and pale, Tini’s stomach churned in dread.
“Don’t make a fuss!” the officer warned, mustache twitching. “Want me to silence you again?” he threatened.

Tini was terrified; they had left again.

“Pretty girls become murderers,” the mustachioed policeman said.

“She is a prostitute,” said his friend, the stocky police officer.

“Used this before?”

“Did you silence her?”

“The commander finds out, we might be in trouble.”

“Did the commander tell people to be quiet?”

“Do you like to join us?”

“He does have a gag, you know.”

Two police officers stood smoking by the chessboard while on duty.
Outside, the rain stopped, and a soft breeze stirred the air. Tini crouched in the corner, hugging her knees. The silence was heavy.
“Here I am, in police custody,” Tini muttered, staring at the grimy floor of the detention cell. “Is this my fate? Is this the destiny meant for me?”

★ ★ ★
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CHAPTER TWO
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Panggang, Akhir April 1989

From the dark sky above the demon palace, a glowing, fist-sized ball with a reddish-blue tail streaked across the night. The air reeked of death. A mournful dog’s howl pierced the silence, signaling an impending tremor. The pulung gantung had arrived, bearing a mystical omen of disaster.

Silent stone hills watched for dawn as steep cliffs bordered rocky paths, and teak trees stood like sentinels. Village roads wound through forests and valleys under a deep, quiet night.

In a cornfield mixed with peanuts and cassava, a farmer warmed himself by a fire beside a small hut, turning corn over embers as he guarded the field from wild boars. The hut, atop the highest terrace, provided a clear view of the slopes below, illuminated by his flashlight.

Something tugged at his senses, prompting him to look up. A shiver ran down his spine as he saw a glowing sphere with a red and blue tail streak across the sky before disappearing behind the hills, seemingly falling toward Wiloso. He murmured ancestral prayers to ward off wandering spirits.

In Petung village, three men in sarongs stood frozen as the pulung gantung arced overhead, unsure which roof the spirit-light would choose.
The dogs howled continuously. From a sonokeling tree, a sorrowful owl called out, joined by a bence bird’s mournful cry—both sounds believed to foretell death. The night was filled with ominous warnings.
Simbok stepped outside and saw an orb heading toward her daughter’s house. Fear paralyzed her briefly before she hurried inside, praying urgently.

Tini came back to the village with scratches and a bruise, hiding the truth about her job in Yogyakarta. That night, weighed down by shame, the cursed light appeared at her door. Fate or coincidence?

Simbok quietly entered her daughter’s house, where Tini lay beside her child.

“What is it, Mbok? Coming at this hour?” Tini mumbled, hearing her mother call her name in the dark.

“Tini, please let me stay tonight,” Simbok said, her voice trembling as she closed the door.

Tini looked puzzled.

“You’re hurting, Nduk. Let me stay with you.” Simbok entered quietly, with Tini following. They lay together silently.

Tini understood instinctively. Her mother had always been her refuge in unbearable times. Tonight was no different. Simbok—her warmth and shield—felt like the first rain after a long drought.

“Let’s stay awake tonight,” Simbok whispered. “Turn on the light and keep our hearts bright.”

Tini found her mother’s behavior strange.

"What's wrong, Mbok?" Tini asked, concerned.

"It's okay. Is your husband still not home?"

“You should answer, Mbok. Kang Jono hasn’t come by since this morning. Does he often go out when I’m in Yogya?”

“Yes, occasionally.”

“Where does he go, then?” Tini knew the answer; she just had to name the disgrace burning inside her.

“No answer yet,” Simbok said. “You’ve been fighting a lot whenever you come back to the village.”

“Kang Jono has gone too far.”

Simbok fell silent, recalling the pulung gantung—a glowing ball with a tail—connecting it to her daughter's fate. She quickly dismissed the dark thoughts threatening her child's future.

"We do not need to sleep until morning."

"I am tired, Mbok."

"We ward off misfortune by staying awake."

Tini yawned, overwhelmed by sleepiness, and soon drifted off. Meanwhile, her mother fought drowsiness, softly murmuring protective chants.

The night passed with Simbok enveloped in a mystical sense of impending disaster—until dawn broke and the sun rose over the hill.

Two days after the pulung gantung appeared, Tini was gloomy, burdened by abuse from her employer. She anxiously awaited her husband’s return, but he never came back.

Her mother prayed outside their home for two nights, while her husband Jono remained missing, and villagers' rumors fueled her frustration.

On the third night after the pulung gantung appeared, Simbok fell into a deep sleep, missing her daughter-in-law’s return after a fierce argument. Tini woke her and stayed overnight.

The next day, her husband left again, taking Tini’s savings—money she had painstakingly earned in Yogya. Her patience finally snapped. A sinister whisper crept into her heart, urging her to act. A dark force surged through her veins, clouding her mind and emotions: you must act. The devil knows the road to hell is wider than the road to heaven and how to awaken blind courage. That night, under cover of darkness, Tini left her home, walking alone up the rocky trail toward the main village road.

On the high road, she glanced down at her house. Four houses below, the village lay quiet. Though it was only ten o’clock—not midnight—the streets were silent. In near darkness, with no streetlights, Tini hurried along the steep, rocky path, her heartbeat quickening. Fifteen minutes later, she reached the cracked asphalt road. In front of the village hall, Kirmo, a motorcycle taxi driver or ojek, sat alone on his motorbike.

“Take me to Karangnongko,” Tini said, hopping onto Kirmo’s bike.

“Ka ka ka rangnongko?” Kirmo exclaimed. “At this hour?”

“I’ll pay extra,” Tini insisted.

“Whose house, Mbak?” Kirmo asked.

"Take me there. I'll show you the house afterward and pay double the usual fare."

“If it’s beyond Panggang terminal, you can switch motorcycle taxi drivers there. I’ll return to Wiloso. Sound good, Mbak?”

“Just take me to Karangnongko. Hurry up," Tini urged impatiently.

“Y-yes, okay,” Kirmo stammered. The motorcycle sped past Petung village on a rough, winding dirt road through steep hills. Kirmo carefully dodged large rocks as night insects and fireflies filled the air, while the wind gently swayed the roadside teak trees.

I felt relieved as the motorcycle left the village, reached the main road, and turned left toward Panggang.

Tini clutched the package tightly on Kirmo’s back. Kirmo, unaware of its contents, didn’t seem to mind. A mischievous thought led Tini to lie, saying the package held honey for a relative
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