
How Does Your Garden Grow?


My oldest cousin Kim christened him Gang-gang. She was a toddler—a linguistic novice—and couldn’t quite form the word “Grandfather.” Six granddaughters later, he is known to me by no other name. When I tell people I love my Gang-gang, they always ask, “What’s a gang-gang?” So I try and explain by telling them, “He’s a grower.”
My Gang-gang, my grandfather, is a gardener. He plants, tends, and cares for things.  In fact, he has won awards for his gardening gifts, and still, despite his arthritic 89-year-old hands, he works his garden every day.  In the winter, the brittle wind and frozen ground force him indoors to his tiny greenhouse, yet he continues to work, patiently preparing the seeds and sprouts for the spring thaw. And when the spring finally does arrive, my Gang-gang tills the land and tenderly plants each seed, each sprout, until they bear the fruit of his labor, his love, and his dedication. So by summer’s end, he has lined the countertops with rows of tomatoes; he has stuffed full the crispers with fresh lettuce and green onions. His garden bounty is truly a spectacular sight.
My Gang-gang is also a husband—was a husband—for almost 68 years, until my grandmother passed away that June. He was always dedicated to my grandmother, of that I am sure, and he cared for her with the same kind of passion that he demonstrates with his garden. Still, I didn’t fully understand the depth of his commitment until I came home to live with them and my parents while I worked on my Masters degree. By that time, my grandmother was withered, her mind a dry husk. She was suffering the final stages of Alzheimer’s.
My grandfather and my family all began to notice that something was off with Grandmother when my parents asked the two to move in with them while I was still an undergrad.  

“Where is that box with my blender?” she would say. “I know it’s in that other room.”
“What other room, Mama?” my mother would ask. “There is no other room.”

“Don’t y’all lie to me. I know there’s another room. I saw it myself.”

The doctors would tell us later that this confusion signaled the onset of her dementia. That was nine years ago. 

Through the course of my grandmother’s illness, my mother and grandfather became her primary caregivers.  But at first, Gang-gang had a difficult time sharing the duties with my mother. When Grandmother was first diagnosed, he secretly cared for her personal needs—bathing her, dressing her, powdering and perfuming her—and then one morning, my mother came downstairs to their basement apartment and discovered Gang-gang with washcloth in hand.  Mom was well aware of Grandmother’s failing mental health, but she wondered why Gang-gang hadn’t come to her immediately for more help. Sure, Grandmother was his wife—his responsibility—but Mom didn’t fully understand the why until he said, “I didn’t want to embarrass her. I didn’t want to take away her dignity.” So dignity became our mantra as we all came together to care for her. 
As a grower, my Gang-gang also insisted on feeding my grandmother’s dignity, even as the disease devoured her mind and then her body.  He needed us and others to treat her with respect, talk to her like a regular person, and not ignore her, even though she could no longer respond and could barely walk. 
After returning home, I began to help Mom with Grandmother’s personal needs. I would feed her, change her, powder and perfume her. And while Gang-gang had done all this before me, he would turn his head, step out of the room, or go to his garden when I cleaned her. They’ve been married almost 68 years, I would think to myself. But when I brought this up to my mother, she reminded me that he didn’t want to embarrass her. “He wants her to have her dignity.”
There, in his garden, Gang-gang would seek sanctuary. He would protect himself from the inevitable reality of his wife’s condition by continuing to plant his seed and tend his crops.  He’s a grower, so he grew things.  He grew things like yellow squash because it was my grandmother’s favorite.  And when she couldn’t eat solid foods anymore, he would pick the smallest and most tender pieces so we could cook them down and blend them for her to eat.  Soon it became apparent that, while he couldn’t control my grandmother’s illness, he could control how his garden grew.    

People said that Gang-gang would soon follow after my grandmother’s death, “especially,” they said, “with winter coming and no garden.”  But, despite his bad days and those arthritic 89-year-old hands, he still grows things, so much so that his tiny greenhouse can’t hold any more.  His plants have now taken over the basement, where he tends to trays and trays of tomato seedlings—over 200 at last count.
 Sometimes Mom rolls her eyes when Gang-gang asks her to buy more seed packets. “Daddy,” she asks, “what are you goin’ to do with all those tomato plants?” 
 “Well, you’re sister is goin’ to need some,” he says. “And I might give some to the neighbors.” But before my mother can argue with his reasoning, my grandfather’s hearing fails him as his focus shifts back to the care of his plants. 
“He’s obsessed” she says, which causes me to chuckle.

But I remind her, “What does it really matter?” Let him fill up the basement if it makes him happy.”   Then she looks at me, and we smile, both knowing that it does matter because my Gang-gang, he’s a grower.
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