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The yiddishkeit of

a Boston detective

By Brett M. Rhyne

Advocate staff
BOSTON - Local author and
cantspond.cn[ for The Jewish

Advocate Len Abram has written
detective and historical fiction. His
latest detective novel is “Empry
Door\-.ra}'s." set in contemporary
Boston: we took a few moments to
speak with him about his latest wore

The Jewish Advocate: In “Empry
Doorways,” Boston Police Derective
Ben Schwartz and his partner Al Di
Natale are called in to hdp search fora
missing black student from Mattapan.
How Jewish is Schwartz?

Abram: In his sense of humor, his
appreciation of life’s ironies, his
warmth, his inl:cl]igcn-:c and intuition,
his struggle with his faith, to my
mind, he's Jewish. His wife Evie and
he bclang o a synagogue, bur he's
mostly a High Holidays Jew, who
finds comfort a few fimes a year when
he says Kaddish for those he mourns.

As for as “Empty Doorways,” there
is an historical connection between
the black community, its .stm.gg]c for
civil rights, and the American Jewish
community, It's appropriate that
Schwartz helps lead the scarch for the
missing Gabriel CL-ay,

“Empty Doorways”
by Len Abram,
Foundations Book
Publishing (2019);
amazon.com

TJA: What brought you to this
subject?

.qbl'ﬂ.lﬂ: YCE.I'S AF0, I mught ara
tough inner-city school in Boston,

:ighd'l gradc, Ona pa.rcnts—tcachcrs
night, a black mother pointed to her
tall son and said, “Mr. Abram, plc:a.sv:
learn my boy.” Her wish that [ help
educate and maybe influence her son
sraycd with me.

Gabriel Clay isa tall, black, 12-
year-old, now missing, Parents and
grandparents in Boston and elsewhere
hopc for the best outcome for their
youngsters. [n some neighborhoods,
this means not to succumb tod.rl.lg.s
and violence. In “Empty Doorways,”
the streets of the novel, the destructive
environment, work against young and
old alike. Schools like Gabricl's help.
So does the church Gabriel's
grandmother attends. And the police
do their best, But the streets have great
power and influence.

TJA: The chamacter Ty Douglass,
the wounded black soldicr, graduated
from Gabriel Cjay's charter school. He
retums to NIartape.n to receive a
prosthetic, and he takes part in the
scarch, Were you in the military?

Abram: [ was a civilian tcadling
service men and women courses in
writing and literarure. | was stationed

in the Far East Japan, Korca,
Thailand and Taiwan — ajon.g with a
bricf tour in Bermuda with the Nawy.
At times, 1 rode hel icopters to get to
my classes. [ spent a year on Okinawa
teaching Marines how to write. I've
been to Landstuhl in Germany, where
Dauglass is taken after his wou.nd.ing
in Afgha.nistan. Marine sergeant

Donald Hamblen's memoir abour his

Author appearances:
Jan. 20: Barbara’s Bookstore,
South Station, Boston, 3:30 p.m.
Jan. 21: Belmont Library, 7 p.m.

Fetirn 1o service Q.ﬁ.ff 4 Seviere
wounding impressed me when 1 read
it overseas. | used the book in my
novel.

TJA: Schwartz and Di Narale arc
also in your first novel, as is the axi
driver from “E.mpt)' Doonva)-'s."
Sasha.

Abram: In “The Medallion,” they
have a couple of cases, onc involving
the taxi driver from South Station,
Sasha Denisov. The other is a cold
case, the murder of BU medical
pmf-:ssor, Sue Hardwick. Schwartz
says Kaddish for her cach year and
looks at the evidence once again. This
time, he gers lucky:

My stories often use Boston as
their settings. | like our city, its histor}’.
its different cultures and its unifying
pri.ncEpJ:s. The gu|d—|cafcd cupo]a on
the State Housc atop Beacon Hill may
represent our highest ideals, which we
try to reach.

T]JA: The central character in your
historcal novel, “Debris,” is a Jewish
woman from the Ukrmine. How did
you start this project?

Abram: The Leslic Lindscy
Memorial Chapd at 15 Ncwbun
memorializes Leslie Lindsey and her

husband. They died on their
honcymoon, passengers on the British
ship Lusitania, sunk by a German
submarine. The tragedy of 1915
hdped bring America into World War
1. The chapel started me thinking
about a book.

Spies on the New York docks
identified the contraband munitions
Lusirania carried, which made the
ship a target for German submarines.
One of those spics is the character
Hannah, a young Jewish woman from
the Ukraine, whose life as a spy was
one more choice she has to male in
order to survive.

Many of my relatives were from
the Ukmine and lived through anti-
Semitism, war and revolution. Some
made it to America and some to Isracl.
I listened to their stories growing up. |
titled the novel, “Debris, 2 Novel of
Love, War and the Lusitania,” because
out of debris, what's left after tragedics
and setbacks, people like Hannah
rebuild their lives.

TJA: Any plans for another book?

Abram: Detectives Schwartz and

Di Natale are not done solving crimes.

EXCERPT

‘Ch. 45: Detective Schwartz

By Len Abram

This excerpt ﬁom’ "Empr_]r
Dooru dys” dppedrs about two-thirds
into the story.

The synagogue was on his way
to work. Every year, Schwartz
came for his mother and father’s
memorial service, to say the
Kaddish prayer for them. He also
came once a year to say the same
prayer on Sue Hardwick’s
anniversary. She had been
murdered near BU Medical
Center. Di Narale and he had
solved thar case, cold for a decade.
This morning, Schwartz was
hoping to attend a service, but the
temple office looked closed, and all
the doors to the building shut. He
could hear someone, a custodian
maybe, around in the back.

Small bronze letters next to the
name of the synagogue,
Congregation Beth Shaddai, said,
“The Gates of praycr Are Never
Closed.” Thar may be true,
Schwartz thought, but they were
well locked. So said the Abloy
Protec, a first-rate deadbole, that
kept the front door shut and a
premium electronic alarm on alert.
The red cye of a camera over the
entrance was staring at him. He
knocked.

The custodian waved at him
through the door window, typed in
a code, and opened up. Schwartz
thanked him. The Rabbi was on
his way, he said. The other men

and women, mostly retirees like

Len ram

himself, would arrive soon.
Schwartz didn't correct him. He
was not retired, just tired, an old
joke that took some of the sting
out of sliding down the slope to
old age.

Schwartz sat in the back pew
and waited. Dr. Susan Hardwick
had been killed a dozen years ago
to keep something secrer. The
killer was serving 25-to-life ar
Shirley. Last year, Schwartz
stopped off at Mt. Auburn
Cemetery where Sue was buried.
He ran into her daughtcr. now in
her late twenrics, married, and
pregnant. Goodness, Schwartz
thought, what Suc wouldn't have
given to seec what a beautiful

Goes to Shul’

daughtcr she had? And shed be a
grandmother. For all the good that
it did, and he hadn't a cluc if ir did
any, he said this prayer.

Rabbi Stein did 2 quic]-: count
as the attendees wandered in. The
custodian was right. J'\.-{osﬂy retirces
with time on their hands, along
with some younger people,
gricving a recent death. Schwarez
joined the others in the Kaddish.

The service ended. Rabbi Stein
reminded the arrendees about the
next services and a halida}r coming
up. They left as quickly as they
arrived. The Rabbi walked down
the pews to sit next to Schwartz.
Did he know that Schwartz had
samcthing on his mind?

“Detective ... Detective, sorry.
Baruch Haba. Welcome. You come
once in a while to say the Kaddish
for someone, right? =

“Schwartz. Hi, Rabbi Stein, |
I-orgat my name tag.’:

The Rabbi laughed. *We're all
made in Lord’s image, n'ghr? That'’s
SO WE can recognize cach other.”

“Even murderers”

“People lose sight of their inner
worth. It's glib for me to say it, but
they follow false gods, not the
righl: One. How are things?"

“I'm gaod, thanks. M)’ wife
comes here more often than me.”

“Yes, Eve Schwartz. Give my
rcga.rds. I'm listcning, Detective,
whenever you want to talk.”

“How do you know I needed to

ralk?”

“A rabbi learns to read faces.
One of our most famous books in
Jewish thought is supposed to be a
guide for the perplexed. You look
perplexed.”

“After nearly 20 years in the
policc, I can't shake this i'-ccling
that [ am going to have to takc a
life soen.” He opened his jacker.
The Glock was tucked against his
|1i|:|.

“I have never used this weapon
in my job, hadn't even thought of
pu“ing it out until the Marathon
bombing,” Schwartz said. “We
stopped a vehicle, my partner and
me, with two young guys in it,
rcscmHing the two terrorists on
the run,” Schwartz said. “*My
partner pulled his. I put my hand
on my gun still holstered. It was a
false alarm.”

“You didn't have to use ir,
then.”

“No,” Schwarrz said, “but [
will. My gut is tc"ing me thart the
world has changed. For many

people, it changed forever. So why
not me? Police work was applying
my reason, my training, my
understanding of people, in
solving crimes. | arrested plenty of
people in my carcer, some of them
really bad, and my gun stayed in
the holster.”

“Isn't that good? You've applicd
your intellect and intuition. The
law should settle the fate of the
accused.”

“Rabbi, I don't like shooting,
because [ didn't think [ needed it. 1

arrest criminals, not shoot them.
But now I practice for real. In my
job, I have witnessed dozens of
deaths. To kill someone seems
unendurable.”

“The commandment is ‘Thou
shalt not murder’, not “Thou shalt
not kill'. It is not a sin to defend
ourselves and others.”

“Sin or not, Rabbi, you have to
live with it,” Schwartz said.
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Henry M. Lerner, M.D.
Obstetrician-Caynecologist
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