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“I’m glad Granny Hamilton is spending the weekend with us,” says Sharifa, skipping alongside her mother as they enter the lounge of Pinehaven Nursing Home, in New Jersey.


“We’ll have to keep a watchful eye on her, mind. You know how Granny loves to play hide and seek,” whispers her mother.


“You mean like when she keeps wandering off and we have to search for her because she can’t find her way home?” asks Sharifa with a laugh.
But her laughter disappears when she sees the sad and lonely faces of all the other Grannies and Grandpas who either sat slouched in their wheelchairs, or stood hanging on to walkers.  Some just stare blankly into space, while others, with blankets across their laps, rock their bodies back and forth. Two Grandpas, dressed in waders, are holding fishing rods and staring out of the window, perhaps wondering who had turned the lake they had fished in ‘yesterday’ into a flower garden.

There must be something I can do to brighten up their day, thinks Sharifa.  “Mom, do you mind if I wait here while you go and get granny?”

“Of course not, sweetheart.  But don’t make a nuisance of yourself.  These poor dears are probably sleepy after their lunch.”

“Don’t worry, Mom, I won’t.” Sharifa waves goodbye to her mother, then, seeing a piano in the corner, races to it and begins playing all the Disney songs she had played for her recital: Whistle While You Work, Heigh-Ho, When You Wish Upon a Star, Love Somebody, and others.

Immediately some of the grandparents perk up and begin to sing, their false teeth clicking rhythmically. Soon everyone, including Sharifa and the Home Attendants, are singing, too. The two Grandpas put down their fishing rods and ask two Grannies to dance, their bodies bent over with age, their movement is slow.  
But the happiness lasts only a short time, because it’s time for Sharifa to leave. As she walks past the dining hall, she stops to look. Three grandpas and two grandmas are sitting at a table, their heads drooped, their food untouched.


“Wait a moment, Mom.  There’s something I must do.”


“Granny and I will be waiting in the car, dear. Don’t be long.”


The Home Attendant smiles when Sharifa walks up to her.


“Why won’t they eat?” asks Sharifa.


“Lost the will to live,” replies the Attendant.  


“Would you let me help?”


“Of course, dear, if it pleases you.”


Sharifa smiles and gently touches the arm of the first grandfather. “Huuum!  That looks delicious,” she says softly, looking at the soup and smacking her lips.  She scoops a spoonful of soup and holds it up.  “Here you are, Grandfather,” she says, “pea soup is good for you.”


“Aaaaah.  Leave me alone,” says the old man in a feeble voice, his gnarled arms swinging limply in defense.  “I don’t drink pee, do you?”


Sharifa laughs. “Not that kind of soup, Grandfather.  It’s split-pea soup and it’s good for you.  Open up, here comes the choo-choo train.”


The man obeys and with a slurp the soup is gone.  His eyes sparkle and he smiles a toothless smile and says, “Bless you, child, I’ll continue on.”

The second man reacts much the same, but in the end he happily slurps his soup. And the third man, well past believing in kindness, shrinks back, almost falling off his chair.  

One grandmother says to the other, “Oh, it’s our little Annabelle.  We must hurry up with lunch and then prepare her room.”

And without further fuss all five finish their soup with a chorus of slurps, belches, and clanking of spoons and dentures.

A crowd of the elderly has gathered by the door, curious to see what all the fuss was about.  An approving murmur fills the air: “That’s nice; the child has made them eat.”
During the long drive home to Queens, Sharifa thinks up ways to bring more cheer to the aged folk at Pinehaven.  But New Jersey is too far away for a ten-year-old to travel to alone.


“I wish there was a way,” she whispers.


“What’s this tube we’re driving through?” asks her grandmother softly, her face a mixture of uncertainty and fear.  “And why so many cars?” 


“It’s the Holland tunnel, Granny.  It runs beneath the Hudson River.”


“Oh! I remember now.  That’s one of many ways to get from New Jersey to New York.  Can we go to the zoo at Central Park?”


“Not today, mother dear, maybe next week.  We’ll see,” says Sharifa’s mom.


“It would be nice to pet the animals again,” says Granny, pressing her nose against the window.


As Sharifa looks at her granny’s gray curls sticking out from beneath her white straw hat, she thinks how sad it is that her granny has become so old and forgetful.  Her eyes glisten because she remembers that once upon a time Granny used to push her on the swings and chase after butterflies.   Before that she, too, worked as a Home Attendant.  Now Granny needs to be cared for.   Sharifa blinks back the tears, and reaching out, wraps one of Granny’s soft curls around her index finger.  It’s sad being old.  “I wish . . . I just wish . . .” She wipes away one stray tear with the back of her hand.
At bedtime time Sharifa helps to unload Granny’s suitcase, six plastic bags, and two straw hats with red plastic flowers glued to the rims. “You sure brought a lot of stuff for the weekend, Granny.”

“I never know what I want to wear, so I bring them all.”

“Goodnight, Granny, sleep well.” Sharifa kisses her.

Sharifa remembers to say her prayers, just before she climbs into bed. Soon she begins to dream. This is what she dreams: She is sitting on the front porch, idly prodding a discarded snail-shell with her toes, while thinking about the elderly at Pinehaven.

“I wish, I wish, I wish . . .” whispers Sharifa, not quite knowing what exactly she was wishing for.


“A hebby burden for von so young,” says a voice.


“Who said that?” Sharifa jumps up.


“Don’t moob another inch.  I’m in the shell . . . I am the shell.” 


Too stunned to speak, Sharifa looks down, and to her surprise, the shell is moving on its own.


“Just gib me a second to reform myself.  Huuuumph!”  


Sharifa’s brown eyes widen, as the shell slowly changes shape.  At first a white bald head appears, complete with a button nose, two eyes, a tiny mouth and chin.  The rest of the shell forms a long skinny body.  Arms and muscled legs complete the shape.  At its fullest height, the being is no taller than a ballpoint pen.


“Phew!” it says, giving its body a good shake.  “It gets trickier ebery time.”  


No longer afraid, Sharifa drops to her tummy.   “What exactly are you?” 


“My name is Flex. I’m from Heaben, department of Vishcometrue.”


“Heaben? ” said Sharifa, stifling a laugh. “Department of what?”

“Vishcometrue”


“Vishcometrue?”


“Yes.  I’ve come in answer to your vish.”



“My vish?”


“Blinking, blinking … your vish about Pinehaben.”

“My vish?  Oh, my WISH!  But I didn’t . . .”


“ . . . exactly say Pinehaben, but I knew that’s what you meant.”


“Yeah, right,” Sharifa laughs, realizing that Flex had difficulty saying his W’s.  “I’m asleep and I’m dreaming about old people who can’t say their W’s, because they have no teeth.  Right?”


“’Fraid not.”


“Okay.  How can you help?”

“Many of the aged at Pinehaben also hab a secret vish.” 

“They do?” Sharifa’s eyes widen.

“Yes.  They vish that for just one day, they can be as carefree as a child.”


“Are you going to make them young again?” 


“No,” replies Flex, shaking his head, which Sharifa is afraid might fly right off his skinny neck.


“What then?”


“I’ll grant them their vish.”


“But how?  What will you do?”

“I’ll take them to the safari at Six Flags Great Adbenture Park . . . the zoo at Central Park  . . . Belmont Carnibal . . . water rides at Crystal Springs . . . a trip to Disneyland.”


“That’s impossible!  You’re talking about Brooklyn, New Jersey, Long Island, Pennsylvania and Florida.  All in one day!  How?”  


Flex springs up to Sharifa’s right shoulder.  “Like this.” He snaps his fingers.

Sharifa blinks and finds herself standing smack in the middle of the animals at the safari park in New Jersey.  She sucks in her breath, too stunned to speak, her eyes widening when a lion stalks towards them. 

“Daaa . . . daaa . . . daaa . . .” she stammers.  But Flex, who is still sitting comfortably on her shoulder and holding on to one of her pigtails, waves his free hand and the lion sits down.


Sharifa blinks in disbelief, and finds she is back on her porch in Queens.  “What exactly are you?”


“An amazing dream, that’s what.  Are you in or out?”


“What about my mom and dad?”


“No problem. For one day, I’ll remoob you and your granny from their memory.  How’s that?”


“What if you mess up and lose us altogether, what then?”

“Couldn’t happen.”


“Then I’m in.  When do we go?”


“Tomorrow morning, at nine.”


“Wait.  Don’t we have to tell them at Pinehaven?”


“Leab that to me as vell.” 
With that, Flex disappears, but the dream continues:
Sharifa finds herself at Coney Island exactly at nine.  As soon as Flex sees her, he jumps up onto her shoulder and sits cross-legged. The residents of Pinehaven, including her grandmother, are already enjoying the rides.  


“Weeeeee,” cry several voices from the Ferris wheel.

“Giddiup,” shout others from a Carousel, jumping up and down on toy ponies.


“I want to ride the roller coaster again,” says a grandpa, cart-wheeling to the front of the line.


“This is the best day of my life,” cries another.  “Any chance of a visit to Disneyland?”


Sharifa looks at Flex and he snaps his fingers. In a flash everyone materializes at Disneyland, strapped into carriages on Space Mountain, screaming with excitement as they twist and turn along the winding roller coaster track.

“Oh, Flex,” says Sharifa, “thank you.  This is an amazing dream.”


“My pleasure, dear,” says Flex with a wink. “They’ll be much happier now at Pinehaben.”


Just then, Sharifa hears a voice behind her say, “Isn’t that the little girl who played the piano . . .”


“Who made us sing . . .” says another.


“...and drink our soup,” says someone else.

“You must have a guardian angel on your shoulder, dear,” whispers Sharifa’s grandmother, with a knowing gleam in her eyes.

“God Bless you child for the joy you bring,” says a Grandpa.
“And for making us feel like children again,” chorus two others.
Sunlight pouring into her room, stirs Sharifa from sleep. She awakes with a start. Her dream seemed so real. “If only it were possible,” she whispers.

On Sunday afternoon, when she and her mother return a jubilant granny to the  Nursing Home, Sharifa finds the elderly singing, dancing, and in a happy mood.  

“Why are they so happy?” Sharifa asks a Home Attendant who was passing by.

“That’s what we all want to know,” he replies. “If you ask me, I think they have all gone bananas. All they keep taking about is Disneyland, the zoo, ponies, and what a lovely outing they had.”
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