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My Own Magical Memories
     I think every child’s dream is to visit Disneyland.  It’s the Magical Kingdom, the place where dreams come true.  Growing up in New Mexico, the closest thing we had to Disneyland was a grungy old amusement park called Uncle Cliff’s.  My parents took us there when I was little.   Uncle Cliff’s was small, it was run-down, it was filthy, and it was definitely not Disneyland.  I always held out hope that one day we’d make the trip to California to meet my favorite cartoon characters and ride all the fun rides.
     I was six when I found out about the trip.  My parents warned the older kids not to mention it to me or my little sister, but of course my older brother came straight to tell me.  He always did everything he could to make us cry.  This time, he definitely succeeded.  In a few short weeks, he told me, they would be going to meet Mickey, Minnie, and all the other fun characters, while “the little girls” would travel to Utah to stay with Grandma and Grandpa Sardoni.    
     “Why can’t we go with you?” I begged.
     “Because,” my mom told me, “You’re just too little to keep up with the bigger kids.  Besides, you two will have much more fun with Grandma and Grandpa.” 

      I was absolutely heartbroken.  I also didn’t believe a word my mother said.  What child would rather stay with their grandparents while the rest of the family went on an awesome vacation?   If she were the one left behind, she’d be crying, too.  

     I was nervous to spend so much time alone with my grandparents.  We lived far away and weren’t very close.   I had only seen them a few times before, when we’d traveled to Utah on quick visits.  Usually we only spent an hour or two at their house.  On one occasion they stopped by our house in Albuquerque while passing through to Texas.  These visits weren’t long enough to form strong emotional bonds.  These people were essentially strangers to me.  The only consolation was that I would have my little sister with me the whole time.  At least I would have someone to keep me company and share in my misery.
     The ten hour car ride to Utah was horrible.  I was still so upset about missing out on Disneyland.  To make matters worse, I made myself physically sick just thinking about the fast approaching reunion.  They were just so…old.  My mom was the baby of her family, and her parents had her when they were in their early forties.  Being the second youngest of my family made for an even wider age gap between my grandparents and me.  Would old people even know what to do with us?  I asked myself.  I bet they won’t have any cool toys, or even own a TV.  My grandma made me uncomfortable because she had a condition that made her whole body shake uncontrollably with tremors.  As a little kid, it freaked me out.  Her head bobbed from side to side when she talked, and her hands would shake so bad, her drink would sometimes spill over the top of her glass. 
    After we arrived at my grandparent’s house, I hugged my mom and dad goodbye and watched them drive away down the street.  I wished I was still in there with them.  My little sister and I reluctantly walked back towards the house holding Grandma’s hand.  She led us down the driveway to the back door.  When we asked why we couldn’t go in the front door, she replied that the front door was only for special visitors.  “Aren’t we special visitors?” I asked her.  She paused and gave us a little smile.  She turned us around and went in through the front door.  
      Within a few hours we forgot that we didn’t want to be there.  The house had so much character and was full of quirks that only old homes have.  We spent our days exploring and inspecting every inch of it.  They didn’t have a mailbox out on the street, like we did.  Theirs was attached to a hole in the wall next to the front door.  During our stay, my sister and I spent hours playing “mailman.”  We’d take turns going outside and delivering little notes to each other through the slot.  We thought the real mailman must have had the neatest job in the world, because he got to play with their mailbox every single day.
     Grandma’s carpets were smothered by plastic strips in the high traffic areas.  They made a fun squishy sound when you walked down the hallways.  It made hide-and-go-seek easy to win; you could always hear where people were in the house by the sound of feet tip-toeing on plastic.  Her floral peach couches in the formal living room were covered in plastic couch protectors.  When grandma wasn’t looking, we would sneak into the living room with a small glass of water, and watch as the water we sprinkled onto the seats beaded off and left the couch underneath perfectly dry.  
     My favorite room in the house was the family room at the end of the hall where Grandpa spent most of his time.  Grandpa was a concert violinist, and taught for years at the local university.  He played for us and Grandma accompanied him on the piano.  My sister and I would sit on the plush, bright orange couch and hang on every note.  Sometimes they’d play songs we knew so we could sing along.  We also loved that room for the toys.  They were the oldest toys I had ever seen.  There was a tiny piano with real ivory keys, a metal top painted with circus animals that spun when you pushed down on the handle, hand-painted ceramic dolls with beautiful frilly dresses, and a wooden recorder that we pretended we knew how to play.  Grandma’s toys were so cool and different that we didn’t even miss our Barbies back home.
     We found just as much to do outside as we did inside.  We would go out to the backyard and pick as many raspberries and blackberries as we could carry, and sneak into an old camper parked under the carport that we transformed into our own little restaurant.  Juices would stain our hands and dribble down our chins as we sat at the tiny pull-out table, savoring every sweet bite.  After we had our fill, Grandma would walk us down the street to the neighbor’s house to see their horses.  It was the most exotic thing to us, because people in our neighborhood back home didn’t have horses roaming around in their backyards.  
   When we grew tired of playing with each other or we ran out of things to do, Grandma would sit down and color with us.  I loved how she called the crayons “paints.”  Because of her trembling hands, she always colored outside the lines.  It was the first time my pictures ever looked better than a grown-ups.  We used up all the pages in the coloring books in the first few days.  Grandma walked us around the corner to the local dollar store where we picked out new ones.  When we got home, she realized that the clerk had given her back an extra five dollars.  She insisted on returning the money, even though my sister and I tried to convince her she’d be rich if she kept it for herself.  “That wouldn’t be the honest thing to do, girls,” she told us.  “How would you feel if it was your five dollars and no one gave it back?”  We walked all the way back to the store to return it.  Her example of honesty still influences me today.
     Grandma and Grandpa were very frugal.  Before that summer, I had never eaten peaches from a bottle, but there were rows and rows of the sweet fruit lining the basement walls.  She saved and re-used all of her cottage cheese and sour cream containers.  They never bought themselves new clothes.  They wore theirs until they were threadbare.  Every night after changing into our pajamas, Grandma would wash our clothes and put them back on us in the morning.  My mother still laughs when we remember how she unpacked and found our suitcases still full of the brand new clothes, tags still attached, that she had purchased just for that trip.  Grandma didn’t want us to get them dirty or wear them out while we were staying with her.

     We had so much fun at their house we almost forgot why we were there in the first place.  But at the end of the week, we remembered when our family came back to get us.   I hated that my brothers and sisters wouldn’t shut up about how much fun they had at Disneyland without us.  At the time, I would’ve given anything to have traded places with my horrible older brother.  He was so mean; he didn’t deserve all that fun. Looking back, I realized that he was the one missing out.   The magic truly was at Grandma’s house, not Disneyland.  I thought I was missing out on something, but the experience I had turned out to be much more special in the end.
     Over the next few years we continued our yearly trips up to Utah to visit family.  I only saw Grandma two more times before she passed away.  Grandpa followed her the next year.   As a child, that summer was one of the worst I can remember because of all I thought I missed out on. But as an adult, I’m grateful I missed out the first time.   It was the only chance I had to really know my Grandparents, and those memories are ones I’ll cherish forever.
