




Grandma’s Aish Tamid    





(Scott Snyder)
Just knowing that Grandma Ethel lived around the corner gave me confidence as a small child in Bayside New York. Everything about her wrapped me in comfort like a tallit that was always with me. 

I would sneak into Grandma’s building after school through the basement. An intoxicating and familiar elixir of dank air and detergent emanated from dingy coin-operated washers. Overhead the creaking garbage chute door announced a cascade of bottles and cans into the dumpster. Then the elevator lifted me up to that magical place depositing me with an awkward thud at an abrupt stop on the 4th floor. The smell of moth balls and chicken soup filled the hall. Locks and chains opened in 4/4 time at apartment 4N to the right. 
As I stepped off a diminutive graceful woman appeared from behind a heavy door. I raced to her outstretched arms, her lilting South African accent intoning  “Scotty dahling..I’m sorry you came…because I’ll miss you when you go”. We smile and hug. 
Entering her apartment was like walking into another world. Commemorative china plates of Queen Elizabeth. A brass clock that no longer told time.  A photograph of Zayde Hoffenberg in rabbinic garb from Capetown. Jay Grandpa tackling the Times crossword on a naugahyde recliner and the Mets on TV.   
Ethel Hoffenberg was born in Capetown in 1910 the youngest of 7 children. After World War I my grandmother’s family left South Africa for London. The name Hoffenberg means “mountain of hope” – a fitting moniker that would have been destroyed had my great grandfather Abraham accepted a position as a rabbi for a congregation in Paris in the late 1920’s. Fortunately, a telegram and perhaps even Hashem reached Abraham Hoffenberg just in time at the Liverpool train station one fateful day. The French congregation couldn’t commit. He was no longer willing to wait. Rabbi Hoffenberg set sail to the United States. Instead of meeting certain extermination as the Germans marched down the Champs E’lysees, my grandmother’s family would be safely situated in the New World. 

She earned her Bachelor’s at Brooklyn College, met Jack Snyder, fell in love, married and started a family. Celebrated and loved by her students for years, she eventually worked her way up to become a liaison on education issues for the State of New York. She was tireless. She taught for decades then worked for 10 more years on the 34th floor of the World Trade Center before retiring at age 75. She helped my grandpa in his electronics business, raised two boys and maintained old world values - including kashrut. 

Her history was always a touchstone for me but as a boy of 5 she was simply Grandma Ethel.  After entering Grandma’s apartment I would hurry to wash my hands in the scalding water of the bathroom sink drying them on her hosiery hanging on the towel rack. I rushed to the table and Grandma would bring a bowl of matzo ball soup and green salad smothered in Milani’s 1890 French dressing.  And then… the holiest of holies. Grandma’s Sweet and Sour Meatballs. Hand ground kosher meat. The deep reddish brown color. The scent of them nestled in the bowl. Her smile, her embrace, her voice and her food. Unconditional love.   

Even though we lived close by I would often climb into her bed after Shabbat dinner. She would kiss my keppe, tuck me in and sing as I drifted off.

“Come little leaves said the wind one day

Come o’er the meadow with me and play

Put on your dresses of green and gold

For summer has gone and the days grow cold”.

         Even the dulcet tones of Marv Albert calling Ranger and Knick games on radio couldn’t match Grandma’s mellifluous magic in putting me to sleep. Nothing could. 
After my father’s medical residency was complete my father moved our family to Los Angeles in 1970 when he joined Kaiser as a Pathologist. I was 7.  Although I missed living so close to her, Grandma visited California for my Bar Mitzvah and for my graduation from Berkeley. Grandma and I took a picture together at the De Young Museum sticking our faces through a cutout replica of the painting “American Gothic” by Grant Wood of the farmer, his pitchfork, and his wife. All those years in California Grandma Ethel’s lovelight kept shining like the ner tamid above the bimah.  
I moved back to New York for graduate school to study political science and visited her every month tracing my childhood steps in the same building entry and door lock ritual. Hugging in the doorway made her hearing aid whistle and made us laugh. We would discuss religion, history, girls, and family. 
One thing we couldn’t discuss however was her age. Grandma insisted that she never aged. 
“Scotty…a woman never reveals her age. I am 14. I always will be.” 
“But Grandma how old are you really?”
 “Scotty dear…I’ll forgive you for asking…if you’ll forgive me for not telling”.
To this day I never ask a woman her age.
During another monthly visit I simply HAD to have meatballs. As soon as Grandma left for the store I took out a Tupperware full and began heating them on the stove. Upon her return I was busted. She laughed heartily at me.  
“You used a milthike pot Scotty dahling…you will have to throw this all out.”!
“But Grandma I’m hungry and they’re ready!”

“Nonsense dear – OUT!”

Not one to disobey I marched down the hall, opened the garbage chute, shoved the pot full of hot heavenly meatballs through the portal and winced as the now precious trayf tumbled in freefall into the dumpster landing with a metallic crash. Despite her reprobation Grandma calmly removed another Tupperware from the freezer, heated up the meatballs in a fleishike pot and brought them out to me.  “Here you are Scotty darling”. Like a tennis match. Grandma would serve. I would return. 

Those two years in New York during graduate school cemented our love. 
A man still wrapped in Grandma Ethel’s tallit of love and care. After my Master’s I moved back to LA again and then on to Portland with Grandma watching over me throughout the law school grind. I passed the bar, got engaged and in 1990 Grandma came to my wedding as Rabbi Joey officiated beneath the chuppah. Grandma and I laughed and danced just like we did in Bayside.  
She looked into the video camera and smiled sweet wishes for “many happy tomorrows” for me and my new Jewish bride.  
We stayed in touch over the next three years as we always had. 
But my wedding day would be the last time I saw her. 

Ethel Snyder died at the age of 82 on November 11, 1993 felled by a stroke in the lobby of her apartment. 

She would never know the Twin Towers where she once worked would fall one fateful September day. She would never learn that my marriage would also crumble. She would never meet my daughter Emma who is named for her. 
She would never learn I had joined the Chevra Kadisha (חברה קדישא "holy group") a society of volunteers who prepare the body for proper Jewish burial and perform the highest mitzvah of all: the one for which you cannot be shown appreciation by the dead. 
Grandma – I am now 49. The lenses of my “rose colored glasses” are scratched and cloudy from the ravages of time and loss like the cataracts in Jay Grandpa’s eyes. Despite this circumstance I dive resiliently through the sneaker waves of grief and brace against the undertow at midlife. Divorce, a daughter in the prime of her sudden and sullen teen rebellion, and two painful back surgeries have left me a step slower in body and spirit. You are no longer here to discuss matters of the heart or the necessity of finding another chapter in love.  
I miss you dearly yet your unconditional love still sustains. You believed in me. I am a survivor and not a victim because of you.

Your mezuzah, heavily painted gray by the Super so many times that it no longer shows the “Shin”, is the amulet affixed to the doorpost of my house. 
I cling to your blessed memory and as if time hasn’t passed, I’m five again. You bounce me on your lap letting me fall through your legs at just the right moment to the rhythmic sing-song….“ A…voodle a voodle a boom a BOOM!”  You ALWAYS catch me and the room is again filled with our laughter. 
I close my eyes. Y’varechecha adonai. You are still blessing and protecting me. 
“Go to sleep…
My little Buckaroo…
Don’t you know ‘twas from an Acorn that an Oak Tree grew? 
Someday…you’ll grow up to be true….
So go to sleep my little Buckaroo”. 
I feel you near. I see you smiling in your nightgown and slippers shuffling across the wooden apartment floor. 
Grandma Ethel my Aish Tamid.

And now, as if by commandment, I make your “holy of holies” in the same silver Halite pot you used all those years ago. There is no need for measurement. I know these rituals by heart – by instinct. You are guiding me as I stir my own pot. I infuse your meatballs...and your memory…with the most necessary ingredient of all. 

Love. 
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