Grandma's House – by Richard A. Weinberg, M.D.
When I think back, it was the happiest year of my life.  I don't remember the details of why I ended up, at age eight, to spend a year, the entire third grade, in my grandma's house.  All I know is that my mother was too ill, either physically or emotionally, to care for me, and I was sent to live at 305 Sheffield Avenue, in the care of my relatives.

Most prominent in my mind today was Aunt Olga, but certainly other major figures were Uncle Sidney and of course, Grandma.  I believe the year was 1940.

Uncle Sidney, although married, worked in the customs house, and was often present at dinner and at other times.  He loved to tell his mother what had transpired at his work.  He often took me on long walks and we did a lot of talking, often making up poems or rhyming schemes.  He talked often of his exploits as a wrestler at college (CCNY) and told many stories of earlier days at 305 Sheffield Avenue, including what were undoubtedly exaggerated dealings with a segment of the Jewish "Mafia" who frequented Johnny Gelfand's pool hall, about 100 yards up the street.

I heard stories of well known criminals and of my Uncle Sid's bravado in dealing with them.  Some related to the early days, when Uncle Sid's father, my grandfather, a stern, severe, unhappy man who had lost a foot or a leg (I can't remember) and who wielded a cane, had confronted one of the notorious Jewish Mafia figures and threatened to have the best of him, probably with his cane, if he dared to flirt with my mother.  You have to know that this was a story passed down many times, and like most of my telling of this time and this place, many of the facts are dim and much is, like all passed down legend, somewhat buffered by time and retelling.  Who really knows?  It may have been total fabrication.  I doubt that all the stories I heard were all the truth.  There was much exaggeration and probably mostly made up.

But, I have heard the stories often, and from many sources, so some of it was probably true.  Can you just see my crippled, elderly, grandfather, cane in hand, threatening Lepke Buchalter?  It makes a great story.

There was a rubber factory across the street.  My grandma had regular customers who presented themselves at the evening meal like a boarder.  They brought me one of the items made in the factory, a pink "spaldeen", the famous rubber ball used by all of us growing up at this time in playing stick ball or hand ball, another favorite game of my Uncle Sid's.

Directly across the street from our front door was an abandoned movie house with a large marquee.  It seemed the perfect place to hit a ball against the wall, and I do indeed remember, monumental handball games in which my uncle was a participant.  Many times the balls would be hit erratically and land on the marquee overhang.  Someone would shinny up and retrieve the ball, and like in golf, when one looks for one golf ball, one often finds many others in the vicinity.  These spaldeens would be given away.  I remember getting many.

305 Sheffield Avenue had a candy store as a front room.  As you entered the front door, there was a straight, central, wide aisle leading directly to the rear of the store where one encountered a number of steps leading up to the door to the rest of the house. 

Walking down this central aisle there were displays on both sides.  To the right were boxes of candies and goodies.  To the left there was a long counter where the transactions of the store were carried out, including the selling of cigarettes (one cent apiece).  I remember vividly participating in this transaction.  Candies were also sold piece by piece.

My most vivid recollection of this aspect of the business was purchasing the boxes of candies, an interesting experience for me as it meant accompanying my aunt Olga, whom I adored, to the warehouse.  The trip was done in all types of weather.  There was no car available, so we used a baby carriage or some sort of cart, and walked in rain, snow, and heat to the supplier.  I recall one trip dressed up in my uncle Sid's muffler wrapped around my neck and down to my feet, pushing the carriage past snow drifts, which because I was only an eight year old boy, I still remember being as high as I was tall, probably another exaggeration.

We loaded the boxes of candy in the carriage and marched back to the candy store in high spirits.  It was indeed a very happy time for me.  I was loved.  I was the center of much affection.  I have a warm nostalgia of these days.  I can only think of them as the most protected and comfortable period of my life.
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