
The house my Ah Gong built

The house my Ah Gong built stands in the centre of Shuangyu Village, in 
the town of Xincuo, in the county of Fuqing, in the prefecture of Fuzhou, 
in the province of Fujian, in the People’s Republic of China. 

Ah Gong’s house is a two-storey structure with a large open courtyard 
hugged by three rooms on each side. A front entrance leads into the 
courtyard; above the entrance are four characters painted in black on 
white tile: 文星高照. The first two characters are my grandfather’s name, 
Boon (culture) Sing (star). The last two translate as “shining from on 
high”. The entrance is flanked by an enclosing concrete wall that, much 
like other older houses in the village, bear the faint red markings of a 
Chinese government slogan painted eons ago. It warns, feebly: “The 
neglect, abuse, and abandonment of female infants is prohibited.”

The house’s shape is simple, rectangular, but the main facade is 
bordered with coloured tiles — yellow, orange, green, red. Traditional 
Chinese paintings hang on the exterior walls of the first floor. There 
must be ten, or twelve rooms in total, and there could be more, except 
most of the second floor is a roof terrace that encircles the courtyard. 
The terrace is lined with square concrete blocks, and each block 
depicts a bird flying over waves.

Ah Gong built this house from afar. He built it by working for decades in 
Singapore, enduring years of poverty, and yet still sending money back 
to his family in the village. He designed the house himself, and it is a 
mansion compared to his three-room flat in Singapore. If one drew a 
straight line from his HDB block to the house in Shuang Yu Village, that 
would measure over 3,150 kilometres. A dream house in more ways than 
one; a parallel home.

After their children — my mother and her five siblings — had grown up, 
Ah Gong would return to the village with Ah Ma every few years. They 
would apply for their visas, and stay for the maximum number of days. 
A trip back to China, regulated by his Singapore passport, to stay for 
a while in a house he could only build by leaving the village in the first 
place. Did he think, then, of the conundrum of his own belonging?

Ah Gong passed away in 1999, eighteen years ago. No one sent money 
back after he died, and so no one paid to maintain the house beyond 
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to love God? Writing became the way I negotiated the two spaces 
I lived between and slowly, I found a way to live in one space. The 
space where everything is fluid — God, the Quran, Lorde’s songs about 
youth, Wes Anderson and Murakami’s explorations on loneliness, life, 
death, romantic love, spiritual love. Everything is in constant flux but 
spirituality is my pillar. So I wrote when I travelled. I wrote when my 
friend’s mother died. I wrote when I fell in and out of love. I wrote when 
my cousin died.  

She was 25. It felt as though my childhood life has ended for certain. I 
could no longer reclaim it — or at least it was a sign that there was no 
more use in revisiting it. It was as though God was nudging me: “That 
was who you were then, but this is who you are now”. For someone who 
always searched for childhood in artefacts, in songs, in photo albums, I 
needed that. But losing a cousin isn’t quite the same as losing a mother. 
And losing a mother isn’t the same as losing a soulmate. Every death is 
different and time and time again, I feel like an observer to my friends’ 
pain. I am on the periphery.

My friend lost her soulmate on New Year’s Day. He was 25 too. “I can’t 
even see the world anymore. it’s just an empty space. all I see is the 
Hereafter. home. you.” Reading her words reminded me of Fatimah 
whose love for her father had no bounds. She knew it could still be 
reciprocated in another life. Every death breaks another shackle to the 
earthly world and as a believer, I realized there are two spaces after all: 
this life and the next. Death is the way we negotiate the living space, 
how it informs our relationships with other people.

I am on the periphery and I continue to witness these fictions. These 
religious stories, stories from the everyday about youth, love and 
loss — they belong to a shared tapestry between humans. They don’t 
only belong to me. Yet with my pen I will pick up strands and weave a 
tapestry of my own. I inherit stories, but I write stories too.    
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the bare minimum required. After all, a newer, taller, more modern, 
more comfortable house had been built just next to Ah Gong’s house, 
linked by a side doorway. That’s where my relatives live today. Even Ah 
Ma stays there when she visits, annually now, but for a much shorter 
period of time. Just for a week, this past October, with me and one of 
my aunts to accompany her.

Only one person, Ah Gong’s brother-in-law, lives in the old house now. 
Much of the interiors are covered in years of dust. Of the rooms that are 
accessible, only the kitchen and my grand-uncle’s bedroom seem to be 
in use today. Even then, the kitchen seems frozen in some other time, 
empty as it is of people, of fresh food. The other rooms have become 
storage spaces for old shelves, chairs, benches, cupboards, and other 
objects large and small pushed up against or piled up on each other in 
a haphazard assemblage of the now-deemed-useless.

My first time in the house, I walk up the stairs to the second floor. 
There’s a common space here, and it feels dark, like a secret, even as 
sunlight streams in softly through the doorway at the other end. There 
is an altar by the stairway, still accepting joss sticks, and a few heavy 
wooden chairs up against the wall. The paint — cream on the top half, 
red on the bottom — is patchy, probably has been that way for a long 
time, and will probably remain that way for a long time more. All this 
feels alien, imagined, and I can’t connect any of it to the Ah Gong I 
knew for nine years, who bought me KFC as a treat, who taught me to 
dip Hup Seng cream crackers into Ah Ma’s home-brewed black coffee 
in the kitchen of his three-room flat.

But on one wall, there is something familiar, something that feels more 
like home to me than anything else here. It is a row of large photo 
frames, each filled with a collage of smaller photographs. Ah Gong and 
Ah Ma with their six children throughout the years — in a photo studio, 
in their flat, at someone’s wedding, the gradual addition of boyfriends 
and girlfriends, then husbands and wives. My parents. Passport photos. 
My uncles in their graduation attire. My sister as a baby, as a toddler 
held by Ah Ma, then a few years later, dressed as a flower girl. I’ve seen 
all these images before, of course, in photo frames and albums back 
home. Their copies have made their way here, to this visual history 
of a life — and the lives that revolved around Ah Gong — lived 3,150 
kilometres away. 

I am in a grand total of one photograph, and I’m not even entirely sure 
it’s me, because this maybe-me is just a toddler. Nonetheless, here 
I am in this constellation of photographs, some so old that they are 
tinged yellow or blue rather than just black-and-white, others in muted 
sepia tones, and still others, more recent, marked by those neon orange 
numbers in the bottom right corner declaring the dates on which they 
were taken. The date of the most recent photograph is the 27th of 
September, 1999 — a photograph of Ah Gong’s funeral. The denouement 
of this pictorial shrine.

I walk back downstairs, and wander into the room next to the kitchen. 
It is completely empty save for the incongruous combination of a single 
brightly-coloured plastic toy sitting on a small antique wooden table. 
On the wall, a clock shows that it is forty minutes past seven at three 
o’clock in the afternoon.
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