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Smoke

LAMED SHAPIRO

1.

K THE first puff his face turned deep red, as if he were straining to
lift a heavy load. He broke into a violent cough. Still, there must
be something to it: the grownups smoked. He grew stubborn—and got
used to it.

His father was a poverty-stricken teacher, and besides boys aren’t
supposed to smoke—so he picked up butts.

Later, studying in the synagogue, he would occasionally have a pack
of tobacco. He never denied anyone a cigarette when he had it; he was
never ashamed to ask for one when he didn’t.

His name was Menasha.

From the synagogue he went as son-in-law to Reb Shoel Marawaner.
Reb Shoel himself came to the synagogue with the matchmaker. The
imposing Jew with the drooping eyes examined Menasha for a few
minutes: a tall youth, broad and sturdy; the half-length frock coat of
the Hasidic merchant will fit him perfectly. Reb Shoel peered into
the book Menasha was studying, asked a few questions, began a casual
conversation, and while glancing sideways listened with pricked-up ears
to the youth’s modest, somewhat cryptic replies. Rising suddenly from
the bench, Reb Shoel ended the conversation with, “Bring your phy-
lacteries.”

2.

In one of their most intimate moments his young wife asked, “Tell
me, what sort of taste do you get from your cigarette? Give me a puff
—let me try it.”

He took the rolled-up burning cigarette from his mouth and moved
it to her lips. Etta’s lips closed like two pillows over the cigarette.

“Phew!” she coughed. “It’s only smoke.”

Menasha smiled. “Smoke—but it’s good.”

“What's so good about it? It’s bitter and gets in your eyes.”

He laughed. “But it’s good,” he repeated, as a whirlwind of shame
and shamelessness wrapped the two young people in its folds.

3.

He accepted the wealth of his father-in-law’s household without
betraying any of the pauper’s greed. In only one thing did he indulge
himself: he used the best tobacco that could be had. Knowing this, the
younger people in the synagogue would frequently dip into his to-
bacco tin.

Once Reb Shoel’s older son-in-law, Nehemiah, called Menasha
aside. “Why do you let them smoke up your tobacco, those pigs? They
themselves buy mahorka.”

Menasha looked at him quietly. “How can you refuse anyone a
cigarette?”

Nehemiah turned and glanced cautiously around the synagogue.
One eye closed, the other lit up with wisdom. “Fool, don’t you under-
stand? Do as I do—two kinds,” he burbled with a little laugh.
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Menasha said nothing. But he did not introduce two kinds of
tobacco.

He frequented the synagogue, studied at home, strolled about with
a stick in his hand. Often he would sit quietly, listening to the busi-
ness conversations Reb Shoel held with Jewish merchants. Those were
the years of journeying to Danzig or Leipzig or Konigsberg. Reb Shoel
was one of the travelers to Danzig. For his older son-in-law Nehemiah
he opened a dry-goods store: “Sit and measure linens.” Nehemiah
would have preferred to talk about Danzig, but Reb Shoel dismissed
him with a wave of the hand. To Menasha he never said a word about
business. And Menasha too was silent—until Etta was brought to bed
and gave birth to twins, boys.

The evening after the double circumcision the father-in-law called
Menasha into his room, handed him a packet of money, and said,
t‘Go.’i

Menasha was a little frightened. “I don’t even know where or
what—"

“You'll learn. When you're rid of the money you'll know.”

This took place during Chanukah. By Passover, Menasha was back.
They celebrated the first two days of the holiday, and Danzig was never

mentioned. Only on the evening of the second day did Reb Shoel in-
vite Menasha to his room. .

“What’s new?”

“I've learned something,” said Menasha, blushing.

Reb Shoel nodded.

After Passover, Menasha received another roll of bills and left for
Danzig. From then on he would travel regularly for two or three
months each year, and often twice a year.

4.

With the passage of the years children sprang up in every corner of
the house. Some were getting older, others crawled around, new ones
were born. Reb Menasha—in time he became “Reb” Menasha—
looked on and laughed quietly. Reb Shoel was no more; his business
had been taken over by Reb Menasha, as had the old house with the
spacious rooms.

During the months Reb Menasha stayed home in Marawan he lived
as before: visited the synagogue twice a day, studied in the afternoon,
talked business in the evening. The outer world made one change in his
habits: he smoked cigars.

“A cigarette is for a youngster,” he explained, smiling. “A Jew with
a beard, a father of children, has to smoke cigars. The Germans are no
fools.”

Cigars were not the only thing that the outer world had brought, but
of this only Etta knew. That is, she did not know: she sensed. How did
he live there, in that outer world? What was it.really like? She did not
think about this, but it seemed to her that her husband grew steadily
broader and taller, and she wondered why the measure of his clothes
did not change. He had a habit of smiling with his eyes alone, and this
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smiling glance wrapped her into itself, carrying her along in a flow that
was peaceful, deep, and unceasing, as the river that passed by the town
flowed, year in and year out, into the distant world. She was not fright-
ened; on the contrary, she felt secure in this wide stream. And many
times she curled up against her husband and even tried to take a puff
from his cigar. But this only brought tears to her eyes and spasms of
coughing. He would slap her lightly on the back and laugh.

5.

There were already a few sizable boys in the house, and a whole flock
of half-grown ones and small fry were pushing after them.

Danzig was no longer the Danzig of old. Etta skimped—except for
Reb Menasha’s cigars, and in this one regard he did not oppose her. It
went so far that the family had to leave the old house with its spacious
rooms and rent another. At that time Reb Menasha sat down by him-
self in his room and became engrossed in the problem: what is wrong
with Danzig? He sat there, looking through the window, smoking cigars,
reflecting. The next day he left for the Don.

For several weeks he wandered about in the tumultuous region be-
tween the lower Don and the Caspian Sea, observing, considering,
counting, measuring—and at the end he bent a finger of his right hand
with his left and said, “Caviar.” And he began to connect the Don with
Danzig.

He was away for two years, and these were the hardest for the family
at home. But after these two years, when he came home to rest for
several months, people began to figure according to a new calendar:
this or the other incident occurred “at the time Reb Menasha first went
to the Don.” And when he came home he bought back Reb Shoel’s
house and life continued as in earlier times.

He would now go to Danzig only once every two or three years, but
for that very reason he spent two-thirds of his time on the Don. After
caviar, he began to trade in smoked wobla—a local kind of sardine he
had himself discovered. He earned much and spent much: one child
after the other grew up, lived, and studied. In the end the father put
each of them on his feet. For the wedding of the youngest he called
together all his children. They celebrated in the old style, and at the
end of the wedding meal Reb Menasha rose at the head of the table.

“Children, I shall no longer go to the Don. I have enough for myself
and the old lady to live out our few years. The rest is for you. Go in good
health, and may the Almighty let you live your years no worse than I
have mine. You need not worry about us—we will not burden you.”
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6.

Life flowed like a river nearing its mouth: the wider and deeper, the

more peacefully and quietly. Menasha’s high smooth forehead showed

only one narrow crease from temple to temple, his black hair had grayed

* in only a few places. In the early summer evenings, against the orange
glow of the sinking sun, he would stroll, as always, with his stick in
hand; and his step remained certain and measured, his back strong and
erect. Only his eyes were absorbed, deeply absorbed.

In his middle years he had studied mainly with his eyes. But now,

in the quiet afternoon, his voice would rise more frequently through the
old synagogue, taking up the mild and sad melody of his youth, taking
it quietly, still more quietly, until it sank into the surrounding stillness,
like the reverberation of a string—and then rising again until it reached
its full strength, sweet and bitter, like the tears of childhood.

He enjoyed spending his time in the synagogue with the younger

students, discussing Torah and justice. About the outer world and his
life away from home he said little.

“People live and die there just as they do here,” he would answer

shortly, smiling with his eyes. “A Talmud made in Slawite or in Danzig
— what's the difference? Only the printing and the covers. The content
on the other hand—" And he would stare at the thread of smoke, tak-
ing care that the white ash, which sat like a Cossack’s hat on the head of
his cigar, should not fall but remain there as long as possible.

Coming home one morning from the synagogue with his prayer shawl

and phylacteries under his arm, he found Ziessel, his youngest son. “Ah!
I knew you'd come.”

The young man’s face changed color.
“Now, now,” his father soothed him. “I did not mean to shame you.

Things don’t go well, eh? But first wash, and then we'll eat.”

Listening to his son’s story, Reb Menasha nodded his head: a fine

plan . . . who could have expected that . . .

I

“I knew you’d come. You're rash and a little hasty, but you'll learn.
put away a small sum for you. Not much, but you'll be able to start

again; and keep your eyes open. Here, take it—and don’t come for
more: there isn’t any. We are old, and if I die first your mother must
not be left in want. She won’t go to you children.

«And another thing—" He called back his son from the door. “Now

it's not like the old days. In my time, when a Jew came to Danzig with
a thick beard and a high forehead, it was enough; if the corn and wheat
were good one sold them at a profit, if not, one had a loss. We didn’t run
our business, it ran itself. That the world is now different I needn’t tell
you—you’re younger than I. Danzig is no longer Danzig, the beard and
the forehead no longer assets. Nowadays business has to be conducted,

t

7.

A summer and a winter passed, and then another summer. Again the
winter came, early and bitter, with snows and frosts and wild angry

i
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winds. In December, Reb Menasha caught cold, coughed, and spat
blood: it was the return of an old inflammation from the early days in
Danzig, which was supposed to have left no scars. It spread quickly,
and one gray morning, when the thin snowflakes melted in people’s
eyes and for no reason at all the air smelled different, his children came
running from the outer world to stand by their father’s bed. A few old
friends and the rabbi had remained through the night.

For several hours the cough had not troubled the sick man and his
temperature had fallen, but the young doctor did not leave. He sat not
far away, at a table, and silently twisted his pencil between his nervous
fingers.

%eb Menasha opened his eyes. It was hard to recognize him, but the
eyes with their hidden smile had remained the same. He asked for a
smoke.

“But Papa—"

The doctor’s shrug cut short Ziessel’s protest. He turned pale and
handed his father a cigar.

“Not that,” said the sick man. “Hasn’t anyone a cigarette?” And his
eyes smiled.

He took a puff from the thin little cigarette and called, “Etta . . .

She lowered her hands from her eyes and dragged herself out of the
corner. In recent years she had become rather fat and short of breath.
Now her small round face was drawn together like a child’s fist, and
her glance seemed helpless and lost: the river, close to its end, threw
her upon an unknown shore.

“Menasha, Menasha,” she whispered.

“Want a puff?” He laughed. “Smoke . . . but it’s good.”

A whirlwind seized the old woman. She let out a cry, a laugh, a cough,
all at the same time, as if smoke were choking her. Reb Menasha put
aside the cigarette and winked to the rabbi, who went over to the bed
and began reciting the last prayer with him. After the first few words
Reb Menasha lost himself in coughing. The cough never ceased: it

froze in the air, and there it remained.
Translated by Irving Howe and Eliezer Greenberg
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