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THE CREATION OF RABBI SMALL

A Special Foreword by Harry Kemelman

I was born and grew up in a Jewish neighborhood in Boston. We moved several times, but always to a Jewish neighborhood, that is, one which had enough Jews to support a Jewish butcher shop and a Jewish grocery where you could buy herring and hard-crusted rye bread rather than the wax-wrapped loaf advertised as “untouched by human hand” (understandably) that was sold in the chain stores. These had to be within walking distance of one’s home. Few people had cars in those days, and even those were stored in a garage for the winter since streets were not plowed, only sanded. Any area that could support these two was also able to support a shul or a synagogue.

I stayed out of school for every Jewish holiday, accompanying my father to the synagogue, mumbling the required passages as fast as I could but never as fast as my father. He would recite the Amidah and sit down before I was halfway through, even though I skipped a lot. During the High Holidays, when the synagogue was jammed, I would say I was going up to the balcony to see my mother, and then skip out and play with the other youngsters, and later when I was a teenager, stand around and flirt with the girls.

Although everyone in the congregation recited the passages in Hebrew, only a few knew the meaning of the words they were saying.

We did not pray, at least not in the sense of asking or beseeching. We davened, which consisted of reciting blessings expressing our gratitude, reading passages from the Bible and the Psalms. What petitionary prayers there were, were for the land of Israel and for the Jewish nation as a whole. It is perhaps simplistic, but nevertheless indicative, that our equivalent of “Give us this day our daily bread” is “Blessed art thou, O Lord, for bringing forth bread from the earth.”

Fifty years ago, I moved to the Yankee town that I have called Barnard’s Crossing in my books, where the few Jews in the area had decided to establish a synagogue. Of necessity, since there were so few of us, it was set up as a Conservative synagogue so that the few older members who were likely to be Orthodox on the one hand and the Reform on the other, would not feel the service too strange. In point of fact, most of them knew little or nothing of their religion. They were second and third generation Americans; their parents had received little from their immigrant parents and passed on even less to their children. Only one or two of the older Orthodox members kept kosher homes.

They knew about religion in general from their reading or from the movies they had seen, but little or nothing of the tenets of Judaism. Typical was the reaction of the young lawyer who had asked the rabbi they had engaged to bless the Cadillac he had just bought. He was surprised and hurt when the rabbi refused and said he did not bless things. The friends in the synagogue whom he told of the rabbi’s refusal felt much the same way.

I was fascinated by the disaccord between the thinking of the rabbi and that of the congregation, and the problems it gave rise to. So I wrote a book about it. My editor, Arthur Fields, thought the book too low-keyed and suggested jokingly that I could brighten it up by introducing some of the exciting elements in the detective stories that I had written. As I passed by the large parking lot of our synagogue it occurred to me that it was an excellent place to hide a body. And as a rabbi is one who is learned in the law and whose basic function is to sit as a judge in cases brought before him, it seemed to me that he was the ideal character to act as an amateur detective by searching out the truth. Thus was born Rabbi David Small.




CHAPTER
ONE

Now, that’s what I call praying, Rabbi,” said Harvey Andelman. “We finished five minutes”–a glance at his watch–“no, seven minutes ahead of schedule.”

The rabbi, Rabbi David Small, smiled as he continued to roll up his phylacteries. He was young, in his midthirties; although in good health, he was pale and thin and carried his head slightly forward, as though peering near-sightedly at a book. He had indeed gone through the service at breakneck speed and felt a little sheepish about it. “You see, I’m going on a trip–”

“Sure, and you want to make an early start–naturally.” It seemed perfectly reasonable to Andelman, who had a market in Salem and was always trying to speed up the morning prayers so that he could get to his place of business in good time. He was in torment on those days when they had to wait around to secure the ten men needed for the minyan; and as soon as he spotted the tenth man, he would wave him on as he might a runner nearing the tape, calling, “C’mon, c’mon, let’s get going.” But now, luxuriating in his unexpected five, no, seven minutes of grace, he waited for the rabbi to put away his phylacteries and prayer shawl. “When Wasserman leads, or the cantor, you’d think it was Yom Kippur, that they got all day. And come to think of it, I guess they have. But the rest of us, we got jobs and businesses to go to. Well, be seeing you, Rabbi,” he said, loping off to his car.

Because he felt guilty about having hurried the prayers, Rabbi Small slowed down his pace to a stroll as he went along the corridor that led to his study. For the first time in a long while he noted the bare white cinder-block outer wall divided halfway up to no purpose by a strip of black plastic; the similarly divided yellow-glazed brick inner wall; the rubber tile floor, gleaming from a recent waxing, on which only the circled imprint of the floor polisher gave some semblance of design. It had the sterile feel of a hospital corridor.

When he had first come to Barnard’s Crossing six years ago, the temple had been brand-spanking-new, and its modernity had a gay sparkle. But now it was beginning to show signs of age. There were scuff marks along the wall, and at one point near the ceiling there was a yellow stain where a pipe joint had let go. The rabbi could not help feeling that the older temples, with their carved paneling in mahogany or walnut, tended to age more gracefully.

As he neared his study he heard his phone ringing and hurried to answer it. He assumed it was Miriam with a last-minute request to pick up something–a bottle of milk, some rolls–at the grocery, but it was a man’s voice, the tone accusing.

“Rabbi? Ben Gorfinkle. I called your house, and your wife said you were at the temple.”

“The morning services–”

“Of course,” said the temple president, as though conceding it was a legitimate excuse. “You know, Rabbi, the damnedest thing happened this morning. We were chewing the fat over a second cup of coffee, and Sarah mentioned that you were going to Binkerton.”

“I told you several weeks ago that I was going,” the rabbi remarked.

“Oh, I knew you were going to hold Sabbath services for some Hillel group, but I didn’t realize you were going to Mass State at Binkerton. It just goes to show you what a small world it is. My Stuart is there.”

“Oh, really? I didn’t know that.”

“Look, I thought maybe you’d say hello for us and–”

“But of course, Mr. Gorfinkle.”

“I’m sure he’ll come to your service, but just in case he gets tied up, maybe if you took his phone number–”

“Of course. Just a minute–let me get a piece of paper.” He jotted down the number.

“It’s a dormitory, so if he’s not there, you can leave a message.”

“I understand.”

“If you call him when you get in, maybe he could show you around the campus.”

“That’s an idea.” He was aware of a voice in the background, and Gorfinkle said, “Just a minute, Rabbi.” Then after an interval of muffled sounds through the covered receiver, “Of course, he may have a class in the afternoon or have some studying to do.”

The rabbi smiled to himself. Mrs. Gorfinkle must have pointed out that their son might not like the idea of being saddled with the rabbi and his family for the afternoon. “That’s all right. We’ll probably be pretty tired after our trip and will want to rest up.”

“Well, it’s a thought, anyway. When are you coming back, Rabbi?”

“Saturday night, right after Havdalah.”

“Really?” Gorfinkle sounded surprised. “I thought Stuart said–” He sounded his hearty self again. “Well, anyway, it just occurred to me–”

“Yes?” The rabbi felt sure that he was now to hear the real reason for the call.

“If you’ve got room in your car, if it’s not crowding you or inconveniencing you in any way–you see, Stuart will be coming home for Passover, and they’ve got a week’s vacation–”

“That I could give him a lift back?”

“Only if it wouldn’t be any trouble to you.”

“I’d be very happy to, Mr. Gorfinkle.”

He had no sooner hung up when there was a rap on the door, and without waiting to be invited, in came Morton Brooks, the principal of the religious school. He was a bouncy, youngish man of forty, with a kind of theatrical flamboyance about him.

“Thank God I caught you before you left. When I got the call, I came right over.”

“What happened?”

“Arlene Feldberg broke out with measles! The doctor was over last night, but Mrs. Feldberg didn’t think to notify me until this morning.” He sounded betrayed.

“Arlene Feldberg?”

Brooks nervously fingered the long strands of hair that he had carefully combed to cover an incipient bald spot. “You know Arlene Feldberg, the little girl from the first grade who’s supposed to say the Four Questions in English at the seder.”

“Oh, Harry Feldberg’s child. Well, that’s all right.” The rabbi was considerably relieved. For a moment he had thought the principal was concerned about a possible epidemic. “The Haggadahs we’re using have the English translation on the opposite page. Or I suppose the little boy–what’s his name?”

“Geoffrey Blumenthal.”

“I’m sure Geoffrey can give the translation after he reads it in the Hebrew.”

“Impossible, Rabbi.”

“You mean he doesn’t know what the Hebrew means?”

“Of course he knows,” said Brooks indignantly, “but there’s a big difference between reading and being able to recite it without adequate rehearsal. But even if there were time to coach him properly, it’s still impossible. In fact, it would be adding insult to injury to let him have both parts. The Feldbergs would never forgive me, and they’d talk about it to their friends, and they include the Paffs and the Edelsteins. I assure you, Rabbi, we’d never hear the end of it.”

“I see. And Geoffrey is a–”

“Blumenthal, of course–friends of the Gorfinkles, the Epsteins, and the Brennermans. They’re cousins of the Brennermans, in fact.”

“Oh, come, Morton. Isn’t that rather silly?”

“Not at all,” said the principal gravely. “Believe me, Rabbi, this is my third school, and I know how these things work. If you don’t mind my saying so, I think you would be wise to pay a little more attention to the politics in the congregation. Oh, you attend the board meetings regularly, but the important developments take place in the school. That’s where it really shows up.”

“In the religious school?” The rabbi made no attempt to hide his amusement.

“Of course. The High Holidays are once a year. And the lesser holidays, if they fall during the middle of the week, we don’t get more than seventy-five attending services, like on Friday nights. But the school–the kids go three times a week, and they report anything that happens the minute they get home. You know how we Jews feel about our kids. Any little slight or fancied unfairness, you’d think from the way the parents carry on it was a pogrom.”

The rabbi smiled. “So what do you want to do about the present–er, crisis?”

“Well, it’s a problem. Most of the members, as you know, hold their own seders at home, so we don’t have too many children from the first grade who are coming to the temple seder. And the Paff group, who tend to be a little older, have fewer children in the first grade, anyway. But they have better representation in the upper grades. So I thought about that bit about the four kinds of sons. You know, the wise, the foolish, the simple, the wicked son.”

“I know,” said the rabbi dryly.

“Yes, of course, Rabbi. Well, I was thinking how would it be if we could act it out, see. You’d say the introductory paragraph, and then the lights would go dark, and we’d have a spotlight focused right in front on the head table.” With tiny steps, he approached the rabbi’s desk, his hands moving to outline the cone of light from the spot. “Then we could have the sons come on one at a time, see. The wise son, say, might come in wearing glasses and reading a book or maybe fiddling with a slide rule. Then he’d suddenly look up and ask his question. Only, the way I see it, we’d modernize it and have him say something like, ‘Golly, this is groovy, Dad. How come the Lord our God asked us to do all these things?’ And the way I visualized the wicked son, he’d be dressed in a black leather jacket and one of those peaked caps and sun goggles, or maybe we could have him dressed as a hippie–you know, barefoot with beads and long hair and faded blue jeans.” He slouched, his head lolling to one side, and he spoke out of one side of his mouth, as though there were a cigarette dangling there. “‘Hey, how come you cats snazzied up your pad like this? Crazy, man, crazy.’ Do you get the idea?”

“And how would this help your particular situation?”

“Well, we have a wider choice among the older children. I had the Edelstein boy tabbed for the part of the wicked son. And being all dressed up, the only one in costume, you might say, it would go a long way–”

“Have you thought of a rock and roll band for the chants?”

Brooks looked at him. “Now there’s an idea, Rabbi.”

“No, Morton. No,” he said firmly. “We’ll stick to a traditional seder if you don’t mind. And let the Blumenthals and Feldbergs just make the best of it.” He rose and edged to the door. “I really have to run now.”

“Well, think about it over the weekend, won’t you, Rabbi?” Brooks pleaded.

“I’ll give it all my free time,” said the rabbi with unwonted sarcasm.

But Brooks was not to be put off. “No, seriously, Rabbi, what’s wrong with livening up the ceremony so’s to capture the interest of the kids? Everybody’s doing it now–the Catholics, everybody. They’ve even held jazz masses. After all, the seder’s a celebration. Why shouldn’t they have a good time?”

The rabbi stopped at the door. “Because, Morton, the Passover seder is something more than a celebration. It’s a ritual in which every step is spelled out–and for a purpose. The whole point of a ritual is that it should be repeated exactly every time it is performed for it to have the proper effect. And now if you don’t mind, I really am in something of a hurry.”

Outside, he stopped for a moment to make sure the windows of his study were closed in case it should rain over the weekend. The exterior of the building was also showing signs of wear, he saw. The stainless steel columns, which Christian Sorenson, the architect, had said were intended to suggest “the purity of the religion and its resistance to the decay and erosion of time,” had taken on a dull yellowish tinge–the effect of the salt air, no doubt. And the long walls of glazed white brick that jutted out from either side of the tall boxlike building and sloped away in gentle curves–“like a pair of open and embracing arms calling on people to come and worship”–were chipped here and there and showed black spaces like missing teeth.

In the parking lot the rabbi was delayed once again. Mr. Wasserman, the first president of the congregation, hailed him as he was getting into his car. Wasserman, now in his seventies, was thin and frail after his recent illness, and the hand he put on the rabbi’s arm showed blue veins through transparent skin. He spoke softly, his speech not so much accented as showing special care to be correct.

“You’ll be back for the board meeting Sunday, won’t you, Rabbi?”

“Oh, certainly. We’re planning to start back Saturday right after Havdalah, say six o’clock, and we should be home by nine–ten at the latest.”

“That’s good.”

The rabbi paused in the act of getting in behind the wheel. “Are you expecting something important to come up at the meeting?”

“Expecting? I’m always expecting, almost any day, but especially on Sundays when the board meets. This Sunday it could be something serious.”

“Why this Sunday?”

Wasserman held up a finger. “Because next Sunday is the first seder, so there won’t be a meeting.” He held up a second finger. “The next Sunday is again the holiday, so again won’t be a meeting. So if Gorfinkle is planning something serious, this Sunday would be a good day, because there wouldn’t be another meeting for three weeks.” He held up three fingers.

“And if he decides to do something serious, as you put it, how could I stop it?”

“You’re the rabbi. That means you’re not on one side or the other. You’re like neutral, so you can say things that the rest of us can’t.”

“You’re thinking of the committee changes that the president will make?” He settled into the car. “He’ll make them sooner or later, anyway.”

Wasserman shook his head. “But it will cause trouble, and better later than sooner. You’re a rabbi, but I’m an old man. A lot that I’ve seen, maybe you only know from reading about it. It’s like in marriage. If an open break doesn’t develop, it can be cured. After all, there are couples who quarrel almost from the day they get married. If one of them doesn’t pack up and move out and go see a lawyer yet, there’s a good chance the marriage will last.”

“Isn’t that being a little–” He looked at the old man; he was obviously troubled, so he changed his tack. “After all, Mr. Wasserman, it’s only a board meeting.”

Mr. Wasserman looked at him steadily. “Try to be there, Rabbi.”

As he drove home to pick up Miriam and Jonathan, he found himself resenting the role he was expected to play. He was a rabbi–by tradition a scholar and a teacher; why should he be mixed up with matters of faction and politics? Even Jacob Wasserman, whom he respected and regarded as one of his few real friends in the Jewish community–the one man who should have an understanding of the traditional role of the rabbi–even he was involving him in the tawdry politics of the temple. It was almost as though they resented his taking a couple of days off.

It had all started a month ago when Rabbi Robert Dorfman, Hillel director and religious advisor to the Jewish students of Mass State, Western Division, at Binkerton, and his wife, Nancy, had driven east to visit her folks in Lynn. They had dropped in on the Smalls in Barnard’s Crossing, because it was close by and the two men had been at the seminary together. In the course of conversation Bob Dorfman mentioned that he had applied for a pulpit in New Jersey.

“They’ve invited me to come down and conduct Friday and Saturday services.”

“Sounds encouraging.”

“It is, but I wish they had chosen some other date. That’s the weekend before our spring vacation.”

“And the Hillel people won’t let you off for that weekend?” Rabbi Small sounded surprised.

“Oh, there’s no trouble that way. It’s just that with the Passover coming during the vacation, I feel that I ought to conduct that going-away service.”

“Why not ask the New Jersey people for a postponement or an alternate date?”

Rabbi Dorfman shook his head. “You know how it is. They may be having a bunch of candidates for a whole series of Sabbaths.”

“You’re pretty keen on this?”

“Oh, yes,” said Dorfman. “Hillel work is all right, and working with college kids is important, but I’d like to get a regular congregation.” He laughed self-consciously. “I’d like to make a speech of benediction at a Bar Mitzvah once in a while. I suppose it’s the messianic delusion that we all suffer from a little or we wouldn’t get into this business in the first place, but I have the feeling that what I can say at that time might strike the youngster just right. I’d like to be present at a brith–”

“And give a eulogy at a grave?”

“Yes, even that, if it could give comfort to the family.” Bob Dorfman was stout and round-faced, and as he looked eagerly at his friend he seemed much younger, like a rosy-cheeked schoolboy hoping for his teacher’s approval.

“Believe me,” said Rabbi Small, “like most things, it doesn’t come up to expectation. In a Hillel job, on the other hand, you have lots of time to yourself; you’re in an academic atmosphere; you can study.”

“But you’re not involved in the real world.”

“Maybe you’re lucky. At least with a Hillel job you get security. In a congregation–in this real world of yours–you never can tell when you’re going to step on the toes of somebody important and find you don’t have a job.”

The other grinned. “I know. I’ve heard that you’ve had your troubles, but that’s all past, and you’re all set now. You’re on a long-term contract–”

Rabbi Small shook his head slowly. “Our contracts are service contracts, which means that legally–that is, as something you can sue for in a court of law–they’re about useless. Even if you could, if you did sue, you’d merely insure your never getting another pulpit. As you know, I was given a five-year contract, and when it expires at the end of this year, I suppose I will be offered another, probably at an increase in salary.”

“So,” said Dorfman, “you’re all set.”

“There are other drawbacks, though. For one thing, it’s a full-time job. You’re involved with the congregation twenty-four hours a day. Your time is not your own.” He smiled. “You might find it a little wearing, even if it did give you a chance to officiate at a brith or a Bar Mitzvah.”

“Oh, it’s not only that,” said Dorfman. “It’s not only that I want to get into congregational work; I also want to get out of Hillel work. There’s the matter of money; with a growing family, I’ve got to think of the future. But also I don’t feel effective with these college kids. They’re the wrong age for me. I don’t feel that I’m getting across to them. They know everything, and they’re cynical about it.”

“Sometimes they’re affected more than they show,” said David Small. “I don’t get to see too many of them, of course, only those who come under my hands here in Barnard’s Crossing–kids I’ve had in post-confirmation classes. They usually drop in on me when they’re home on vacation. To me they seem keen and vital. When they’re cynical, it’s because they’re basically idealistic and they’ve been disappointed.”

“Yes, but if kids were all you saw–”

“I suppose. Look, would it help if I came down to sub for you that weekend?”

Dorfman’s face lit up. “Gosh, David, that would be wonderful.” Then immediately it clouded. “But could you arrange it at your end?”

“I don’t see why not. The Brotherhood conducts one service each year. This year I think it’s the week before the one you’re interested in. I’ll check my calendar. But it shouldn’t be too hard to change it to the following week, and I could then come down to Binkerton.”

Miriam and Jonathan were all dressed and waiting for him when he drove up to the door. Tiny and vivacious-looking, Miriam had wide blue eyes, an open countenance, and a firm, determined little chin.

“Does he have to be bundled up like that?” her husband asked. “He’ll roast.”

“The weather is so changeable. I can always unzip his snowsuit if it gets too warm.”

“All right. Get in. Let’s get started.”

Miriam started to close the door and then stopped as she heard the phone ring inside. “Just a second,” she called out. “The phone.”

“Don’t answer it,” he shouted.

She stopped. “Why not?”

“Because I want to get away. I’m tired.”

She looked at him doubtfully and then closed the door, while inside the phone continued to ring.

Silently she strapped Jonathan into his harness in the front seat and then took her place beside him. As they drove off he repeated by way of apology, “I’m tired–just plain tired.” And then, “I hurried through the prayers this morning, just saying the words, and I was short with Morton Brooks and annoyed with Mr. Wasserman and–”

She patted his hand on the wheel. “That’s all right, David. Everybody needs a little change once in a while.”


CHAPTER
TWO

The store was large as stores in Barnard’s Crossing go, fully twenty feet wide and more than twice as deep. The windows were grimy and the display ledges behind them dusty. A long time ago they had been decorated with crepe paper, with flutings and rosettes and streamers of a poisonous green and saccharine pink–originally an elaborate Coca-Cola display. But the colors had faded and in places were badly water-spotted. The curvaceous cardboard models in one-piece bathing suits, probably quite daring at the time but now sadly old-fashioned, were still sitting, legs drawn up under them to emphasize the curve of the thigh, backs straight and breasts firm and high with the suggestion of the nipple under the bathing suit, eyes half-closed, bottles of Coca-Cola held to lips parted in anticipatory pleasure. Scattered around among the folds of crepe paper were dusty bottles of Coca-Cola, one of which had leaked open long ago, oozing its contents along the window ledge in a narrow, viscous streak.

Up against the window cases and blocking them off from easy access, which perhaps explained why the leaking Coke bottle had never been removed, were a cigarette vending machine, a jukebox, two pinball machines, and a steel tub of bottled soda embedded in crushed ice.

Along one wall was a large ornate marble soda fountain, behind which, lettered in black crayon across the flyspecked mirror, was a sign: FOUNTAIN OUT OR ORDER. Boxes of packaged cookies, doughnuts, and bags of peanuts were set on the marble counter top. On the opposite wall there were racks of magazines, paperback books, and greeting cards; and across the back of the store were shelves with notebooks, boxes of pencils, blocks of paper, boxes of rulers, erasers, compasses, pencil sharpeners, tubes of mucilage, rolls of tape, balls of twine, key rings, combs, hand mirrors, and other paraphernalia that school youngsters might want.

In the rear of the store was an old-fashioned rolltop desk and an antique swivel chair, its feet held together by several loops of baling wire, which also served as a footrest. In the center there were half a dozen round tables and chairs, where teen-agers would congregate.

The sign in front said: BOOKS AND STATIONERY, JOSEPH BEGG, ESQUIRE, PROP. Mr. Begg was a vigorous, muscular man of fifty, with a large bald head which was seldom seen, since he wore a hat all the time, who presided over his store from his rolltop desk in the rear. He was an unfriendly, crusty man, gruff and cantankerous, yet the store was a popular spot with the youngsters. They waited on themselves, picking up a package of cookies at the counter, a bottle of soda from the cooler, and then reported to the rear to show their purchases and pay up. They always called him Mr. Begg, although some of the older boys ventured to call him Squire because of the sign outside. It was the nearest they ever came to joking with him. “Coke and doughnut. Twenty cents, Mr. Begg,” they’d say and hand over money, which he tossed into an old cigar box on his desk. Or sometimes, “Change for the pinball machine, Mr. Begg, please,” and he would examine the bill or coin suspiciously before grudgingly handing over the change. When they finished their drink, they were expected to put the empty bottle in the rack, and if they forgot he called out sharply, “You there, put that bottle away,” and they meekly complied.

Years ago Mr. Begg had taught at the high school and even had tenure, but he had left. No one, certainly none of his young patrons, knew why. He had served a term as selectman, but he no longer attended the annual town meetings and did not bother with town politics except to fire off an occasional letter of violent protest to the weekly newspaper–usually directed against some proposed plan to benefit the young, such as taking over land by eminent domain to build a playground.

“He can’t stand kids,” was the usual explanation. “That’s why he gave up teaching.”

“But that place of his–only kids go there.”

“Well, you know how it is: He started it as a bookstore, and then he added some greeting cards and some stationery items. Then when he found that mostly kids came, he put in other stuff for them. After all, the guy’s got to make a living.”

Friday morning Begg came in late. He had not been back at his desk more than a few minutes when the door opened and Moose Carter loafed in. “Hey, where you been, Squire?” He was a large muscular boy with the square shoulders and thick neck of a football player. He had blue eyes and a short, tilted nose and an eager grin. “I was down half an hour ago, and the place was shut tight.” Begg did not deign to reply but turned to one side and spat in a cuspidor down by his left leg.

The young man did not take offense. “You going to be fixing up your place for the summer?”

“I’ll be taking off the storm doors and windows and putting up the screens,” the other admitted.

“Won’t you be wanting some help?”

“I can use some,” he said grudgingly. “Dollar and a half an hour.”

“That’s not much. I get two bucks an hour at the bowling alley and sometimes tips.”

“I’m paying a dollar and a half.”

Moose shrugged. “Oh, all right. When do you want me?”

“Sunday morning, first thing.”

A thought came to Moose. “Hey, Sunday–it ought to be more for Sunday.”

“Why?” Beggs looked up humorlessly. “Because you’ll miss going to church with your family?”

Moose laughed. “All right, I’ll be there.” He looked around and then dropped his voice. “Say, Squire, I got a date for tonight. How about some safes?”

“Three for a dollar.”

“Look, I’m a little short right now. How about cuffing it against my pay for Sunday?”

Begg studied the face of the young man, then pulled open a desk drawer and reached inside. He handed Moose a small tin container. The young man slipped it into his trouser pocket. “Thanks, Squire.” And then with a grin, “And my girl thanks you, too.”


CHAPTER
THREE

The key was under the mat. While the rabbi, hampered by a suitcase and an armful of coats, struggled with the lock, Miriam kept a tight hold on Jonathan, arms and legs spread like a starfish as he tried to make for the jungle gym he had spied in the backyard. “No, Jonathan, later,” she said automatically. “You’ve got to have your lunch first and then your nap, and then you can go out and play.”

They trooped into the reception hall and stood there for a moment, looking left and right at the dining room and facing living room. As Miriam stooped to extricate her young son from his snowsuit, the rabbi wandered into the living room toward a bookcase to inspect the titles. He selected a book and began to thumb through it. Then he sat down on the couch; and a moment later, his eyes still focused on the book, he had unlaced his shoes and kicked them off and stretched out on the couch, his head propped against the arm and the book held high to catch the light from the window.

Miriam found a coat hanger in the hall closet and hung up the snowsuit. She had put away the coats that her husband had left draped over the valise when she noticed the envelope on the hall table with her name printed across it in large block letters. She drew out a couple of sheets of paper typed single-space.

“Dear Miriam,” she read aloud. “Welcome to Binkerton and Mass State, Western Division. I hope you followed instructions and didn’t bring food. Everything is prepared–a complete Sabbath meal and enough for the weekend. It’s all in the refrigerator, and all you have to do is heat it up. Pilot light doesn’t work on left front burner. Use matches (in cupboard over stove) … Kiddush wine in dining room sideboard … meat dishes–blue edging–in cupboard on the right as you face kitchen windows … meat silver also on right–floral pattern … meat pots and pans in right cupboard … dairy utensils all on left … when washing dishes, watch out for kitchen faucet–squirts sideways when turned on full … arranged for baby-sitter–Kathy (15 and very reliable) next door, No. 47, daughter of Prof. Carson, Math, and very nice … feel free to call them if you need help of any kind. Extra blankets–top shelf bedroom closet … Bob attached side rail to Rachel’s bed for Jonathan … No automatic switch for lights on Friday night. Bob and I are not that Orthodox. If you are, leave them on all night … Our good friend, Prof. Bill Richardson, Philosophy Department, was much taken with David’s paper on Maimonides. He is holding open house in David’s honor Saturday night. Did Bob mention it to David?”

Miriam poked her head in the living room and viewed her husband lying on the couch with affectionate annoyance. “David!” she called sharply. “Sit up.”

“I took my shoes off,” he protested.

“And how about your jacket? It will be all wrinkled for tonight.”

“I’m wearing my black suit tonight. This will smooth out when I hang it up.”

She sighed. “Did Bob say anything about a party Saturday night?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Well, there’s going to be one in your honor. A Professor Richardson is having open house.”

This time the rabbi swung his legs over and sat up. “I don’t think I care for that. Besides, I was planning to drive back to Barnard’s Crossing. I all but promised Mr. Wasserman.”

“But it’s for you, Nancy says. We’ll have to go.”


CHAPTER
FOUR

At the Malden bowling alley the manager reported a cracked plate-glass window. “It must have happened during the night, Mr. Paff. Everything was all right when I closed up. Then when I came to open this morning–”

“How come you opened this morning? Where’s Hank?”

“Oh, yeah, I was going to tell you. Hank called me at the house and asked me to open for him. He wasn’t feeling so good.”

“Was he drunk?” Paff asked quickly.

“Gee, Mr. Paff, I wouldn’t know about that. He just called and asked could I open and take the day shift. So I said all right. You know, he took my shift one night last week when I had that twenty-four hour bug.”

“All right. Get a wide piece of adhesive tape and tape that window up on both sides so there won’t be any chance of it shattering. I’ll notify the insurance company. Maybe they’ll want to come out and take a look at it before I fix it.”

“Sure, Mr. Paff. I’ll do that right away,” the manager assured him. “And can you get someone for the evening shift? I’ll stay on if I have to, but it’s a long day.”

“Did you call the office?”

“I called, but there was no answer.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot. I let the girl have the day off. All right, I’ll swing by there and get the list and see what I can do.”

At the Melrose alley Paff noticed that the gold leaf on the window sign was chipped and peeling near the corner. It made the golden bowling ball, which was the company’s trademark, look like a reproving eye.

“When did that happen?” he asked the manager, pointing to the sign.

“What? The sign? It’s always been like that, Mr. Paff.”

“I never noticed.”

“The pinsetting machines in the last two alleys got stuck again, Mr. Paff.”

“Did you call the mechanic? You got the number.”

“Yeah, I called him yesterday and again today. He says he’ll be right over, but he said that yesterday.”

“When did you call him today?” Paff asked.

“This morning, first thing when I came in.”

“So call him again.”

“Oh, I’ll call him, but in the meantime we can’t use the alleys.”

“Those mechanics!” Paff shook his head. “Say, would you like to work an evening shift tonight–over in Malden?”

“Gee, Mr. Paff, I’d like to help you out, but the missus got something planned for tonight.”

*  *  *

Business was off at the Medford alley. “It’s this new billiard parlor that opened up in the shopping center,” the manager explained. “Everybody’s suddenly gone crazy over billiards. Even the dames. They come there and knit–can you imagine, knit?–waiting their turn to shoot.”

Paff asked if he was free to work the evening shift over in Malden.

“You mean instead of working here? You planning to close this place down? Just because business is off for a couple of days?”

“No, I mean just for tonight, to sub.”

“Oh, sure, anytime at all. Glad to help you out. Of course, Fridays I can’t. I got this job Friday nights …”

He swung over to Chelsea, where his office was located, and only after he had finally found a place to park did he realize that he didn’t have his office key.

The janitor was a new man and didn’t know him.

“Look, here’s my car license. See, I’m Meyer Paff. What more do you want?”

“Yeah, but you’re asking me to open the office of the Golden Ball Enterprises. There’s nothing on your license, mister, that shows you’re connected with them.”

Paff bit his lip in annoyance, although strict justice forced him to admit that the janitor was right. “I’m just going to make a couple of phone calls,” he said. “You can stand right there while I do it.”

“Sorry, mister, I got orders. The management is mighty strict about it. There’s been a lot of breaks.”

Paff tried to keep his voice calm. “Look, is Dr. Northcott still in his office, or has he gone to lunch? You know, the dentist on the third floor.”

“I didn’t see him go out.”

“All right, take me up to him. He’ll tell you who I am.”

The dentist showed his annoyance at being called away from his patient, but he identified him.

It sure has been one of those days, Paff thought as he riffled through the card file. He dialed a number and sat with the instrument pressed to his ear as the phone rang and rang. Finally, he hung up and dialed another number. Again, the phone rang without eliciting a response. The third call, the phone was answered immediately. It was a woman. “No, Marty ain’t home. Who shall I say called?” He didn’t bother to explain.

With the next call, he was lucky. “I figured I’d be hearing from you, Mr. Paff. Hank called me on account I subbed for him a couple of weeks ago, and I said okay.”

“Fine. Now look, there’s a broken window, and I had Ted tape it with adhesive tape for the time being. I want you to check it before you close to make sure that tape is nice and secure. Okay?”

On his way out he stopped to thank the janitor and commend him for his caution. He pressed a couple of cigars on him.

“Thanks, Mr.–er–”

“Paff.”

“Oh, yeah. Well thanks, Mr. Paff. I won’t forget next time.”

When he got back to his car, it was jammed in between two others. By the time he had extricated himself, he was bathed in perspiration. I’m getting too old for this, he thought. Then he remembered he hadn’t had lunch. Glumly, he passed a nearby restaurant, noting the lot was full. He decided to eat on the road and stopped at a diner, where the only stool vacant was in front of the grill. Morosely watching the short order cook in a dirty apron, he managed to consume a dry hamburger and a cup of bad coffee.
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