
R
ecalling her first published work,
best-selling author Munirah
Jaafar cringes at its melodramatic
plot.

Called Satu Penyesalan (One
Regret), it is about a young girl who goes
out late at night against her mother’s wish-
es, shouting at her and slamming the door
on the way out.

She returns to see a crowd at home: Her
mother has died of a heart attack.

Munirah was then 10. The essay was a
contribution to Berita Harian, says the teen-
ager who studied at a madrasah for 10 years
and later at Innova Junior College.

Now 19, she is one of the featured writ-
ers in this year’s Singapore Writers Festival.

Her novels – Ikhlas, A.K.! (2011, Yours
Sincerely, Adam Khalis) and Nah, Untuk
Awak (2012, This Is For You) – sold 11,000
and 7,000 copies respectively in Singapore
and Malaysia.

The author now checks the melodrama
in her novels by turning to her “fiercest”
critic, younger sister Humaira, 14.

As they both like action and romance
fiction, her sibling has strong opinions on
when a plot works – or not, says Munirah, a
first-year Malay language teacher-in-train-
ing at the National Institute of Education.

There is no walking on eggshells with
them, says Humaira.

She recalls a scene in her sister’s second
book, in which a couple has a big row a few
days before tying the knot: The girl thinks
he is marrying her for money.

“If I were the girl, I’d have called off the
marriage. I thought it would be more sensi-
ble for the scene to take place after the
solemnisation,” says Humaira, who also
studies at a madrasah.

The elder sister made the change, calling
her younger sibling “brilliant” for her age.

Munirah also has an older brother
Muhammad Syafiq, 23, a national service-
man, and youngest sister Nur Insyirah,
eight.

Her mother Hamisah Jamaludin, 45, is a
retail assistant. Her late father, Mr Jaafar
Hussin, an engineer at Singapore Airlines,
died of a heart attack in 2010. He was the

one who encouraged her to write.

How close were you to your father?

Munirah: I was very close to him when
there was just my older brother and me,
and he paid attention to me as I was young-
er. Even then, when I was older, he was
there for me. When I studied till the early
morning hours for my O and A levels, he
stayed up with me, sorting his paperwork.
He made hot Milo for me.

What is the happiest memory you
have of your father?

Munirah: When I was about 11, my CD
player got spoilt. My mother wouldn’t
entertain my pleas to buy a new one.

I think my father must
have overheard our conver-
sation. When I came back
home from school that
day, I saw a CD player
complete with brand new
speakers on my table. I
totally freaked out – it was a
pleasant surprise.

What would you say to
aspiring novelists?

Munirah: I won’t be
where I am now – not that
I’m anywhere up there, but I’m at least
somewhere – if I kept my manuscripts in
my drawer. If opportunities don’t come to
you, go and find them.

What was she like when she was
younger?

Madam Hamisah: Munirah was a fast
learner. She had no problems with her stud-
ies even though she had to cope with 10
subjects at the madrasah from when she
was seven.
Mr Syafiq: She liked to play soccer with
me and our father till she was about 11. She
was influenced by us hardcore Manchester
United fans.
Munirah: I would tag along with my
brother and dad every weekend when they
went to play soccer at a public field near
our home. When we had family gather-
ings, I ended up joining my army of male
cousins kicking a ball at the void deck.
Madam Hamisah: She also loved read-
ing. I started reading to her from when she
was about 21/2 years old.

Munirah: My mother read to me at bed-
time till I was about seven, even though I
could read. I liked hearing her read stories
such as Snow White, Cinderella, Enid
Blyton and the Peter And Jane series till I
fell asleep.

What was the naughtiest thing she
did?

Madam Hamisah: I really can’t recall any
– as far as I remember, she was a model
child.
Mr Syafiq: We always quarrelled over
toys.
Munirah: We each had our box of toys.
He had his Lego bricks, Tamiya and Hot
Wheels cars and I had my Barbie and Polly

Pocket dolls. But we
fought over the non-
gender-specific toys, such
as a doctor’s kit or floor
puzzles.
Mr Syafiq: I’d always
have to give in to her as
the elder brother. What to
do?

What is your parent-
ing style?

Madam Hamisah:
Authoritative – I have my

rules but I’m not rigid. I let them pursue
whatever they want and give them the free-
dom to make their own decisions as long as
I am informed.

Did you cane her?

Madam Hamisah: I wasn’t brought up
that way. I don’t believe that caning disci-
plines a child. He or she may turn out to be
rebellious and cause more trouble.
Munirah: In the first place, I don’t think I
did anything that infuriated my mum to
the extent that she was tempted to cane
me. I’m a good girl, actually.

If the parent-child roles were
reversed, what would you do differ-
ently?
Madam Hamisah: There’s nothing I
would do differently. I’m contented
because I have responsible parents.
Munirah: I ’ l l give my support
whole-heartedly and let her pursue her
dreams.
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Writer and teacher-in-training Munirah Jaafar (seated centre) with (clockwise from left) mum
Hamisah Jamaludin and siblings Humaira, Muhammad Syafiq and Nur Insyirah.

Mellow about drama

“I won’t be where
I am now ... if I kept
my manuscripts
in my drawer. If
opportunities don’t
come to you, go and
find them.”
MUNIRAH JAAFAR on what she
would say to aspiring writers
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