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Remembering Gong-Gong
By Fanny Wong
Etan squeezed his eyes shut, trying to remember how to fold an origami crane.  He couldn’t. His fingertips stroked the crane’s wings. If he unfolded it, he might not know how to put it back together. It was Gong-Gong who taught him how. 

 Etan wiped the dust of Gong-Gong’s shrine, poured more water in the vase and put fresh oranges in the fruit dish.  In the framed photograph, Gong-Gong smiled from cheek to cheek. When Etan took the photo, Gong-Gong said, “Make me look handsome.” 
“Sure, Gong-Gong, as handsome as me,” said Etan, laughing. 
 Etan wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Mom, I forgot how Gong-Gong taught me to fold a crane. I want him back.”  
“I wish we could. I miss him as much as you do,” Mom sighed. “But we’ll always remember how special he was to us.”
 “How? I’ve already forgotten what he taught me.” Etan scrunched his eyebrows together. 
 “You’ll find ways to remember him,” Mom said. 
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Etan lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.  Gong-Gong and he did so many things together. He remembered the last time they went to the supermarket.
“Your grandson has grown so tall!” the cashier said. 

“Soon he’ll be able to reach the chocolate box on the top kitchen shelf.” Gong-Gong winked at Etan. “My daughter is hiding it from me.” 
“One piece for you and one piece for me,” Etan said. 
Now they couldn’t tease each other. He couldn’t even remember Gong-Gong’s voice. Etan went into Gong-Gong’s bedroom. He snuggled under the blanket of the bed. When he was frightened of thunder and lightning, Gong-Gong let him sleep there. He closed his eyes to remember how Gong-Gong ran his finger from Etan’s forehead, down the nose, chin, neck, chest, stopping with a tickle in his belly button. Gong-Gong’s touch felt safe. Tried as he might, Etan couldn’t remember that touch. He ran his finger down his body just like Gong-Gong did. It didn’t feel the same. 
He couldn’t even say goodbye to Gong-Gong. One day six months ago, he came home from school and their neighbor was waiting for him in front of the apartment building. 

“Your mother went in the ambulance with your grandfather,” Mrs. Daley said, putting her arms around him. “He collapsed in your kitchen.” 

Etan’s knees buckled. Mrs. Daley took him to his apartment. He wouldn’t eat or drink anything she offered him.  

“I’ll snack when he comes home. He’ll be back soon, I know it.” 
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But Gong-Gong didn’t come home. He died of a heart attack. What happened? Gong-Gong was old, but not that old. How could he be that old if he practiced Tai Chi on the balcony 
every day? Or played rounds of Mahjong, a game with tiles, with his friends at the Senior Center? 
What Etan didn’t want to remember was the Gong-Gong in the funeral home, the one who couldn’t do all the things they planned. They would go crabbing when the weather turned warmer, to have dim sum once a month, to watch a Dragon boat race at the lake and in a few years, visit their ancestral village in China. 

Etan got up and opened the drawers of Gong-Gong’s desk. Gong-Gong practiced Chinese calligraphy with a brush dipped in ink. There were sheets of paper with his beautiful writing. In another drawer, Gong-Gong kept Etan’s. 
“A marker is just not the same,” Gong-Gong said. It was difficult to hold the brush correctly and the characters came out wobbly and crooked. But Gong–Gong was patient. He guided Etan’s hand, teaching him simple characters. 
 Etan pursed his lips, trying to remember Gong-Gong’s warm hand over his. He couldn’t. What could help him to remember?  
He opened the cabinet above the sink in Gong-Gong’s bathroom. A tooth brush, tooth paste, bottles of pills and vitamins sat on the glass shelves. A jar of Tiger Balm ointment sat on the lowest shelf, next to a small box of cotton balls.
  He opened the lid, sniffed and closed his eyes. The pungent vapor went up his nostrils. He could smell Gong-Gong! Whenever Gong-Gong had a headache, he dabbed a little ointment 
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on his temples. He rubbed it on a mosquito bite to relieve he itching.  If he had a back ache, he asked Etan to rub some on the sore spot.
 “A little higher, more to the right, just a smidgen lower.” Gong-Gong directed Etan’s fingers. “Ah, that’s the spot.” 
Etan scooped some ointment with his finger, put it close to his nostrils, and closed his eyes. He inhaled and held his breath for as long as he could, so the Tiger Balm tingled all the way to his brain. He smiled and finally let out his breath. 
Now he remembered Gong-Gong. How he ruffled Etan’s hair when it needed a haircut, how he whistled Chinese folk songs, how he split the last egg roll to share and most of all, how he loved his grandson. 
Etan cradled the jar in his hands and showed it to his mother.

“Mom, I can remember Gong-Gong very well. All I need is Tiger Balm!” 
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