Chapter Twenty





Day Five: Wednesday





MEI





	My grandfather’s ashes were stored in a big white concrete building. The crematorium looked exactly like a housing board block, tenements for the dead. Outside the building, my mother waved to me and handed me a packet of ghost money she had bought from the temple. They were square sheets of paper the size of a handkerchief, with red and gold patterns printed in the middle. My mother would light each sheet of ghost money one by one, then drop the burning paper into a big flaming container. Each sheet burnt meant extra money for my grandfather to spend in hell. We burnt enough money for my grandfather to buy new clothes, a car, and a condominium. 


	We entered the crematorium. Inside, the crematorium housed the ashes of hundreds of people. Each of the deceased had their own little grey square,  with their passport photo stuck behind a round glass cover. Some squares had elaborate red calligraphy; others just had the photo of the deceased and their date of  passing. Small metal tubes were stuck next to the photos, for relatives to stick their joss sticks, or lilies in. 


	My mother chatted merrily to my grandfather’s photo. “See, I promised you right? I finally managed to drag your favourite granddaughter to see you.” She took out a styrofoam cup and two manila packets from her NTUC plastic bags. “See I got bring your favourite food for you to eat - Bee Hoon, hard-boiled eggs with soya sauce, Kentucky Fried Chicken, coffee.” She took out a saucer and poured the coffee from the styrofoam cup. She blew at the coffee to cool it. “Your grand daughter very good girl, very kwai. Today she got let me borrow money to buy karaoke machine. The machine very good - got surround sound, got super bass, got big, big mike.”


	I just stood there.


	“Why don't you pray to your grandfather?” My mother said.


	I did nothing.


	“Tell him you do so well in your law firm, got promotion.”  My mother pointed at my grandfather's photograph. “Look! I've been to your grandfather's grave so many times and I swear this time his photo is different. I’ve never seen him so happy. He's so glad to see you. Why won't you talk to him?”


	There was so much I needed to tell my grandfather, but it was too late now. Like a few weeks ago, during the Hungry Ghost Festival, my mother reminisced about my grandfather's final days. “The doctors told me your grandfather didn't have long to live. He had cancer. When he choked on the fish bone, and it took him a month to die, I see him suffering like that, so gek sim, it hurt my heart. But maybe suffering from fish bone for one month better than suffering from cancer for years.” 


	The pieces fell together. Before that, I didn’t know that my grandfather knew that he was dying. My mother's words reminded me of the time, months before he died,  when my grandfather gave the waiter at the coffee shop a hundred dollars for a bottle of Guinness. “Keep the money,” he shouted. “I can't take it with me.” Before my mother told me about his illness, I always thought that the trip to Haw Par Villa, and the endless retelling of the story about the grave-hugging boy were just typical manifestations of senile sadism. Now I realised for the first time how scared he had been. In those last months, he was looking for a way out of hell, an escape from an eternity wandering an ash-filled wasteland. 


	“You come all the way here, you’re not just going to stand there and do nothing?” my mother said, “Why waste your time? At least talk to your grandfather.” 


	I looked at my watch. The match at the Jalan Besar Stadium would be well under way by now. I had to get there before the match finished, before Kwan left. “I have to go.”


	“Your gong gong love you so much,” my mother said, “now he’s gone, you have to do something for him - that’s what visiting your grandfather is about. Never mind if you’re a Christian or not. Just be xiao xun, show some filial piety. You have to do something to repay his love.”


	“But he’s dead. There’s nothing to be done. If there was, I would do it. Once you’ve crossed the line, that’s it, finito, closing credits. What’s the point of doing all these rituals? They’re just a waste of money, they can’t help him, it just makes you feel better. Like you didn’t treat him so well when he was alive, but now that he’s dead you can send him cars, shirts, a semi-detached house, and an endless flow of Guinness just by burning paper. You visit him now that he’s dead so much more often than when he was alive. See? It’s so easy here,  grandfather smiling out of his passport photo, wearing that starched white shirt. It’s not like the Home, where you had to wipe the spit off his chin. Why didn’t you take care of him while he was alive, instead of letting him die alone under the blank stare of a wash basin?”


	“We all actually wanted to hire a nurse to stay at your grandfather’s house to take care of him,” my mother said, “but your grandmother said ‘no’. She told us to send him to the home, she couldn’t cope with him around. She’s so old herself, and you know your grandfather’s so fat. She had to help him go to the toilet. She couldn’t cope, he was so heavy.”


	“Why don’t you just admit the truth? Admit that we treated him like shit. We let him die all alone. We’re scum. We deserve to go to hell.” I could say all that, because I knew that God loved me no matter what I did. I didn’t have to deny my nastiness.


	“You hear what she say?” My mother said to the photo. “She’s so sorry.”


	“He can’t hear you.”


	“Yes he can,” she said. “See? He’s crying.” A drop of water trickled down my grandfather’s photo. It must have fallen from the wet flowers above.


	“Why can’t you just admit your guilt?”


	My mother took out a fresh hibiscus and stuck its stalk in a red metal holder next to the slab. She took out a tissue, wet it with her saliva, and wiped the dust off my grandfather’s photo. “You see your grandfather’s slab is so clean compared to the other slabs. The other slabs so dusty, you see - hardly anyone comes and visit them. But your grandfather’s slab is always clean. We always come and see him.”


	“It’s too late.” But I knew my mother would never believe it. She couldn’t. If it really was too late - too late to make amends, too late to redeem herself from the way she neglected her father, there was only one place where she would end up. The joss sticks, the ghost money, the visits - these rituals were the only thing that kept her from hell. 


	My mother lit a joss-stick, and waved it three times towards my grandfather's photo. “Your turn.”


	I shook my head. All that was in front of me was a photo stuck to a piece of rock. 


	My mother stuck the joss-stick in the red metal holder. The amber glow burnt down the brown stick, leaving a trail of grey ash that teetered in its wake. The wisp of smoke brushed my face. My mother began to pray, “My dear father...” but her breath blew the ash away. The ash floated, stayed still in the sky for a moment. Then the wind dropped, and the grey flecks fell to our feet.
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