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Preface

The short-story writer is like a fisherman pursuing an
extremely wary trout. In order to hook his game he
must be poised and ready and skillful. The trout, of
* course, is his reader—who must be lured, baited and
hooked. The very first thing in the writer’s kit of lures
is the title, which must whet the reader’s appetite—or
he will, like some bored old fish, nose the bait aside
and move on. But, unlike the fisherman, the writer
must do more than simply catch his reader’s attention:
he must hold it and also entertain the reader in doing
so. Because the writer is often writing of people,
places and events which are unhappy, unpleasant or
ugly, his is a most difficult task.

But the short story is a very rich literary form. No
human thought or feeling, no subject—no matter
how familiar or how strange and exotic—no life is for-
eign to it. It is the writer’s talent to strike sharply and
directly at the heart of all the problems of humar
_ life, because his is the eye which sees freshly and
deeply, the hand which paints meaningfully and beau-
tifully. Even when staring into the face of war, hatred,
bias, or degradation, the reader is engaged by his vision,
booked by the image of life the writer creates and
hopefully, enriched by the experience of the life and
art of which he has been a part. 7

Though defining the short story precisely is probably
impossible because of its richness and variety—some
critics ironically have said that a short story is simply
a story that is short—its general outlines are clear.
While the novel shows us the landscape of a society
and the myriad and various human beings who people

1



2 THE WORLD’S BEST SHORT ‘SHORT STORIES

it, the short story usually limits itself to a few char-

acters, rarely more than three. While the novel gen- o

erally covers long periods of time and many events in
its characters’ lives, showing them growmg, developing
- and changing, while rendering them to us in depth and
detail, the short story is almost always like a chink in
the wall of character and event—a flashing light on the
landscape of the human heart—where one glimpses

. gwiftly and glancingly some turning point in a single

bhuman life. To the degree that the reader laughs or
criecs at what he sees and hears, feels horror or
delight or relief or chagrin, to the degree that he
sympathizes and understands, to that degree has the
writer been successful and the reader served.

ROGER B. GOODMAN



A Wedding without Musicians
BY SHOLOM ALFICHEM
S|Se s

The last time I told you about our Straggler Special,
I described the miracle of Hashono Rabo. This time
I shall tell you about another miracle in which the
Straggler Special figured, how thanks to the Straggler -
Special the town of Heissin was saved from a terrible
fate,

This took place during the days of the Constitution
when reprisals against the Jews were going on every-
where. Though I must tell you that we Jews of Heissin
have never been afraid of pogroms. Why? Simply be-~
cause there is no one in our town who can carry out
a pogrom. Of course you can imagine that if we looked
very hard we could find one or two volunteers who
wouldn’t deny themselves the pleasure of ventilating us
a little, that is, breaking our bones or burning down
.our houses. For example, when reports of pogroms be~
gan drifting in, the few squires, who are enemies of
our people, wrote confidential letters to the proper
authorities, saying it might be a good idea if “some-
thing were done” in Heissin also; but since there was
no one here to do it, would they be so kind as to send
help, in other words, would they dispatch some “people”
as quickly as possible,

And before another twenty-four hours had passed a
reply came, also confidentially, that “people” were being
sent. From where? From Zhmerinko, from Kazatin,
Razdilno, Popelno and other such places that had
distinguished themselves in beating up Jews. Do you

. 3



4 ‘THE WORLD’S BEST SHORT SHORT STORIES

want to know how we learned of this deep secret? .
- We found it out through our regular source of news,
Noah Tonkonoy. Noah Tonkonoy is a man whom God
has endowed with a pair of extra-long legs and he uses
them to good purpose. He never rests and he is seldom
to be found at home. He is always busy with a thousand
things and most of these things have to do with
other people’s business rather than his own. By trade he .
is a printer, and because he is the only printer in
“Heissin he knows all the squires and the police and has
dealings with officialdom and is in on all their secrets.

He told the secret to one person at a time, in strictest
confidence, of course, saying, “I am telling this only
to you. I wouldn’t tell it to anyone else.” And that
was how the whole town became aware of the fact
that a mob of hooligans was on the way, and that a
plan for beating up Jews had been worked out. The
plan told exactly when they would start, on which day,
- at which hour, and from which point, and by what
means—everything to the last detail.

You can imagine what terror this struck in our
hearts. Panic spread quickly. And among whom do you
think it spread first? Among the poor, of course. It’s a
peculiar thing about poor people. When a rich man -

afraid, poor fellow, that he will be turned into a pauper.
But those of you who are already paupers, what are
. you afraid of? What have you got to lose? But you
should have seen how they bundled up their children
and packed up their belongings and began running
hither and yon, looking for a place to hide. Where can
a person hide? This one hides in a friendly peasant’s .
cellar, another in the Notary’s attic, a third in the
Director’s office at the factory. Everyone finds a spot
for himself,
I was the only one in town who wasn’t anxious to
hide. I am not boasting about my bravery. But this is
the way I seé it: what's the sense of being afraid of a

Noah Tonkonoy spread the good news all over town.

is afraid of a pogrom, you can understand why. He is = -
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pogrom? I don’t say that I am a hero. T might have
been willing to hide too, when the hour of reckoning
came. But I asked myself first, “How can I be sure that
during the slaughter the friendly peasant in whose
cellar T was hiding, or the Notary, or the Director of
the factory himself, wouldn’t . . .” You understand.
And all that aside, how can you leave a town wide
- open like that? It’s no trick to run away. You have to
see about doing something. But, alas, what can a Jew -
do? He appeals to a friendly official. And that is just
what we did.

In every town there is at least one friendly official
you can appeal to. We had one too, the Inspector of
Police, a jewel of a fellow, willing to listen to us and
willing to accept a gift on occasion. We went to the In-
_ spector with the proper gifts and asked for his protec-
tion. He reassured us at once. He told us to go home
and sleep in peace. Nothing would happen. Sounds
good, doesn’t it? But we still had our walking news-
paper, Noah, who was broadcasting another secret
through the length and breadth of the town. The secret
was that a telegram had just arrived. He swore by every-
thing holy that he had seen it himself. What was in that
telegram? Only ohe word—VYediem. An ugly word. It
means simply, “We are coming.” We ran back to the
Inspector. “Your honor,” we told him, “it looks bad.”
«“What looks bad?” he asked, and we told him, “A
telegram has just arrived.” “From where?” We told
him, “And what does it say?” We told him, “Yediem.”
At this he burst out laughing. “You are big fools,” he
gaid. “Only yesterday I ordered a regiment of Cossacks
from Tolchin.”

When we heard this we breathed more easily. When
a Jew hears that a Cossack is coming, he takes courage,
he can face the world again. The question remained:
who would arrive first, the Cossacks from Tolchin, or
the hooligans from Zhmerinko? Common sense told us
that the hooligans would arrive first, because they were
coming by train, while the Cossacks were coming on



6 THE WORLD’S BEST SHORT -SHORT STORIES

- horseback. But we pinned all our hopes on the Straggler
Special. God is merciful. He would surely perform a
miracle and the Straggler would be at least a few hours
late. This wasn’t tooc much to hope for, since it hap~
pened nearly every day. But this one time it looked as
though the miracle wouldn’t take place. The Straggler
kept going from station to station as regular as a clock.
You can imagine how we felt when we learned, con-
fidentially, of course, through Noah Tonkonoy, that a
telegram had arrived from the last station, from Krish-
topovka. Yediem, it said, and not just yediem—but

yediem with a hurrah! in front of it.

" Naturally we took this last bit of news straight to the
Inspector. We begged him not to rely on the Cossacks
who might or might not arrive from Tolchin sometime, .
but to send police to the station, at least for the sake of
appearances, so that our enemies wouldn’t think that
we were completely at their mercy. The Inspector lis-
tened to our pleas. He did what we asked, and more.
He got himself up in full uniform, with all his orders
and medals, and took the whole police force, that is
the gendarme and his assistant, to the station with him
to meet the train.

But our enemies weren't asleep either. They also put
on their full dress uniforms, complete with ribbons and -
medals, took a couple of priests along, and also came
to meet the train. The Inspector asked them sternly,
“What are you doing here?” And they asked him the
same question, “What are you doing here?” They ban-
died words back and forth, and the Inspector let them
. know in no uncertain terms that their trouble was for

nothing. As long as he was in charge, there would be
po pogrom in Heissin. They listened, smiled knowmgly,
and answered with insolence, “We shall see.”

Just then a train whistle was heard from the dlstanee.
The sound struck terror to our hearts. We waited for
another whistle to bloy and after that for the shouts
of “Hurrah!” What would happen after the Hurrah! we
knew only too well from hearsay. We waited, but heatd _
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nothing more. What had happened? The sort of thing
that could only happen to our Straggler Special.

When the Straggler Special drew into the station, the
engineer stopped the locomotive, stepped out calmly
and made his way toward the buffet. We met him half-
way. “Well, my good fellow, and where are the cars?”
“Which cars?” “Can’t you see that you are here with
the locomotive and without cars?”

He stared at us. “What do I care about the cars?
They are the business of the crew.” “Where is the
crew?” “How should I know where the crew is? The
conductor blows the whistle when he is ready and I
whistle back to let him know that I am starting, and off
we go. I don’t have an extra pair of eyes in back of my
- head to see what’s going on behind me.” That was
his story and according to that he was right. But right
or wrong, there stood the Straggler Special without
cars and without passengers. In other words, it was a
wedding without musicians.

Later we learned that a band of hooligans had been

on the way to Heissin, all of them handpicked youths, -

armed to the teeth with clubs and knives and other
weapons. Their spirits were high and liquor flowed
freely. At the last station, Krishtopovka, they invited
the crew to join them and treated everybody to drinks
—the conductor, the fireman, the gendarmes. But in
the midst of this revelry they forgot one little de-
tail, to couple the cars back to the locometive. And
so the locomotive went off at the usual time to
Heissin and the rest of the Straggler Special remained
standing in Krishtopovka.

Neither the hooligans nor the other passengers on
the crew noticed that they were standing still. They
continued to empty bottle after bottle and to make
merry, until the station master suddenly noticed that
the locomotive had gone off and left the cars behind.
He spread the alarm, the crew came tumbling out. A
hue and cry was raiséd. The hooligans blamed the
crew, the crew blamed the hooligans, but what good

f

/



8 ’ THE WORLD'S BEST SHORT SHORT STORIES

did it do? At last they decided that the only thing to
" do was to set out for Heissin on foot. They took heart
and began marching toward Heissin, singing and
‘shouting as they went.

" And so they arrived in their usual good form, singing

© . and yelling and brandishing their clubs. But it was -
" already too late. In the streets of Heissin the Cossacks

" from Tolchin were riding up and down on horseback
with whips in their hands. Within half an hour not one
of the hooligans remained in town. They ran off like
rats in a famine, they melted like ice in summer. .

Now, I ask you, didn’t the Straggler Special deserve
-to be showered with gold, or at least written up?



Sefior Payroll
BY WILLIAM E. BARRETT
oo

" Larry and I were Junior Engineers in the gas plant,
which means that we were clerks. Anything that could
be classified as paper work came to the flat double desk
across which we faced each other. The Main Office
downtown sent us a bewildering array of orders and
rules that were to be put into effect.

Junior Engineers were beneath the notice of every-
one except the Mexican laborers at the plant. To them
we were the visible form of a distant, unknowable pay-
master. We were Sefior Payroll.

Those Mexicans were great workmen; the aristocrats
among them were the stokers, big men who worked.
Herculean eight-hour shifts in the fierce heat of the
retorts. They scooped coal with huge shovels and .
hurled it with uncanny aim at tiny doors. The coal
streamed out from the shovels like black water from a
high-pressure nozzle, and never missed the narrow
opening. The stokers worked stripped to the waist,
and there was pride and dignity in them. Few men
could do such work, and they were the few.

The Company paid its men only twice a month, on
the fifth and on the twentieth. To a Mexican, this was
.absurd. What man with money will make it last fiftcen
days? If he hoarded money beyond the spending of
three days, he was a miser—and when, Sefior, did
the blood of Spain flow in the veins of misers? Hence,
it was the custom for our stokers to appear every
third or fourth day to draw the money due to them,

9
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There was a certain elasticity in the Company rules,
and Larry and I sent the mnecessary forms to the
Main Office and received an “advance” against a man’s

‘pay check. Then, one day, Downtown favored us
with a memorandum:

“There have been too many abuses of the advance-
against-wages privilege. Hereafter, no advance against
wages will be made to any employee except in a case
of genuine emergency.”

We had no sooner posted the notice when in came
stoker Juan Garcia. He asked for an advance. I pointed
to the notice. He spelled it through slowly, then said,

' “What does this mean, this ‘genuine emergency’?”

I explained to him patiently that the Company was
kind and sympathetic, but that it was a great nuisance
to have to pay wages every few days. If someone was
il or if money was urgenfly needed for some other
good reason, then the Company would make an excep-
tion to the rule.

Juan Garcia turned his hat over and over slowly in
his big hands. “I do not get my money?”

“Next payday, Juan. On the twentieth.”

He went out silently and I felt a little ashamed of
myself. I looked across the desk at Larry. He avoided

_my eyes.

" “In the next hour two other stokers came in, looked
at the notice, had it explained and walked solemnly out;
then no more came. What we did not know was that
Juan Garcia, Pete Mendoza, and Francisco Gonzalez
~ had spread the word, and that every Mexican in the
plant was explaining the order to every other Mezxican.
“To get money now, the wife must be sick. There must
. be medicine for the baby.” :

" The next morning Juan Garcia’s wife was prac-
tically dying, Pete Mendoza’s mother would hardly last
the day, there was a veritable epidemic among chil-

dren, and, just for variety, there was one sick father.. -

We always suspected that the old man was really sicks
- no Mexican would otherwise have thought of him. At
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any rate, nobody paid Larry and me to examine private
lives; we made out our forms with an added line de-
scribing the “genuine emergency.” Our people got paid.
That went on for a week. Then came a new order,
curt and to the point: “Hereafter, employees will be
paid ONLY on the fifth and the twentieth of the
- month. No exceptions will be made except in the cases
of employees leaving the service of the Company.”

The notice went up on the board, and we explained
its significance gravely. “No, Juan Garcia, we cannot
advance your wages. It is too bad about your wife
and your cousins and your aunts, but there is a new
rule.”

Juan Garcia went out and thought it over. He thought
out loud with Mendoza and Gonzalez and Ayala, then,
in the morning, he was back. “I am quitting this
company for different job. You pay me now?”

We argued that it was a good company and that it
‘loved its employees like children, but in the end we
paid off, because Juan Garcia quit. And so did Gonzalez
Mendoza, Obregon, Ayala and Ortez, the best stokers,
men who could not be replaced.

Larry and I looked at each other; we knew what
was coming in about three days. One of our duties was
to sit on the hiring line early each morning, engaging
transient workers for the handy gangs. Any man was
accepted who could walk up and ask for a job without
falling down. Never before had we been called upon
to hire such skilled virtuosos as stokers for handy-gang

“work, but we were called upon to hire them now.

The day foreman was wringing his hands and asking
the Almighty if he was personally supposed to shovel
this condemned coal, while there in a stolid, patient
line were skilled men—Garcia, Mendoza, and others—
waiting to be hired. We hired them, of course. There

- was nothing else to do.

BEvery day we had a line of resigning stokers, and
another line of stokers seeking work. Our paper work
became very complicated. At the Main Office they



L 12 ; THE WORLD’S BEST SHORT SHOKT STORIES

were jumping up and down. The procession of forms
showing Juan Garcia’s resigning and being hired over
and over again was too much for them. Sometimes
Downtown had Garcia on the prayroll twice at the
same time when someone down there was slow in
entering a resignation. Our phone rang early and often.

Tolerantly and patiently we explained: “There’s noth-
ing we can do if a man wants to quit, and if there are
stokers available when the plant needs stokers, we
hire them.”

Out of chaos, Downtown issued another order. I
read it and whistled. Larry looked at it and said, “It
is going to be very quiet around here.”

The order read: “Hereafter, no employee who re-
signs may be rehired within a period of 30 days.”

Juan Garcia was due for another resignation, and
when he came in we showed him the order and ex-
plained that standing in line the next day would do him-
no good if he resigned today, “Thirty days is a long
time, Juan.”

It was a grave matter and he took time to reflect
on it. So did Gonzalez, Mendoza, Ayala and Ortez.

- Ultimately, however, they were all back——and all re- -

signed.

We did our best to dissnade them and we were sad
about the parting. This time it was for keeps and they
shook hands with us solemnly. It was very nice know-
. ing ws. Larry and I looked at each other when they -

~ were gone and we both knew that neither of us had
been pulling for Downtown to win this duel. It was a
blue day.

In the morning, however, they were all back in line.
With the utmost gravity, Juan Garcia informed me that
he was a’ stoker looking for a job.

“No dice, Juan,” I said. “Come back in thirty days.
I warned you.” :

His eyes looked straight into mine without a ﬂlcker
“There is some mistake, Sefior,” he said. “I am Man-



