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The Primper


Why should a wealthy girl remain unmarried? This, my children, nobody can explain. 
Suitors had been suggested. Her two sisters and three brothers married in due time, but she, Adele-her real name was Hodel remained a spinster. We lived in their house and despite her being at least twenty years older than I, we became friends. The matchmakers were still after her, although then she was already past forty. Her father, Reb Samson Zuckerberg, was a rich man and a partner in a sugar refinery. Her mother came from a learned family.
In her youth Adele was far from ugly, though she was always too thin-small, without a bust, dark-skinned like her mother. Her eyes were black and so was her hair, though later on it became streaked with gray. In our town they called such hair cemetery grass. Still, uglier women than she got husbands. Old maids were a rarity in those times even among tailors and shoemakers. There isn't such a thing as a Jewish nunnery.
There are girls who cannot find a husband because of their bitter disposition, or because they are too choosy. Adele didn't have the time to be bitter. All her troubles were caused by her madness for clothes. She simply could not think about anything else. You don't believe it? A preacher came to our town and he said that everything can become-how do you call it-a passion, even eating sunflower seeds.
Adele's mind was all wrapped up in clothes. Even when she was introduced to a man, her first remark, when I later spoke to her, was on how he dressed. She would comment that his shirt collar was open, that his coat was unbuttoned, or that his boots were not polished. She looked for things that others didn't pay attention to. Once she told me about a man that had tufts of hair in his nostrils, and this disgusted her. What woman is interested in such trifles? Once she complained that the prospective bridegroom smelled bad. I remember her saying "All men stink." This is a terrible thing to say. Are we women all made of rose petals? She had a strange habit of washing all the time. She often carried a bottle of smelling salts with her. Whenever I treated her to tea or applesauce, she was always finding specks of dust or soot on the dish. In those times when a dress or a suit was made for a person, it was worn for years, but if Adele wore something three times, this was already much. After her father's death she inherited his house and the stores located there. The old man had also set aside a dowry for her, but all this fortune went into the things she put on her back.
Even though she was an old maid, she was invited to weddings, circumcisions, engagement parties. She had many relatives in Lublin and also in Warsaw. She kept on bringing them gifts and she made a big deal about each item. Every trinket had to be just so and right for the occasion.
Her one pet phrase from the time I first met her was: "I have to go for a fitting." One day it was a cape, then a skirt, the next time a tunic or a blouse. She always had to keep appointments with shoemakers, milliners, furriers, and seamstresses. Everything had to match. If the dress was green she had to have green shoes and a green hat. The hat had to have a green feather, and the parasol had to be green. Who in Lublin bothered with such nonsense? Maybe ladies of the manor or the wife of the governor.
And was one fitting of a garment enough? Here she found a wrinkle, there the peplum was crooked. She subscribed to the fashion magazines from Paris where all the new styles were described. As a rule, the fashions first came to Warsaw and then about a year later to Lublin. But since Adele received the magazines direct from the fashion makers, everything became topsyturvy with her. They just began to wear shorter dresses, when she was already ordering longer ones. The tailors got all confused. When she walked out on Lewertow Avenue, the passersby stopped to look at her and thought she was mad. 
As long as her father and mother lived, the matchmakers never lost hope. They arranged introductions with men, and each time she had an appointment to meet the man, she dressed up like a bride. Nothing ever carne of it. When her parents died, the matchmakers began to ignore her. How long could they run after one like her? When a person doesn't want anybody, she is sooner or later left alone.
I married when I was seventeen. When she was in her fifties, I already had grown-up children. At thirty-six I became a grandmother. We had a dry-goods store. We sold remnants, linings, sackcloth, trimmings, and buttons. Our store was in her building and she was always looking for something: a button, a ribbon, lace, beads. She stood for hours poking and browsing. My husband, he should rest in peace, was by nature an angry man. He had no patience with her. "What is she searching for?" he would ask. "For last year's snow? For whom is she adorning herself, for the Angel of Death?" He himself didn't know how right he was. She came to ask me questions as though I was an authority. "Can one wear a green shawl over a brown cape? What does one wear to a party celebrating the birth of the first-born son?"
You young people don't know it, but at that time the fashions were different: a rotonda, a hobble skirt, a reverende, and others that I don't even remember myself. You may have the idea that in the olden times people walked around in shabby clothes. Far from it. Those who could afford it were dressed to the teeth. But this with Adele was, heaven spare us, craziness. She had maybe fifty crinolines. All her closets were packed. She also had a liking for furniture and antiques. Her parents left her plenty of baubles, but hardly a week passed without her buying some additional knicknacks: one kind of a mirror and then another kind; a chair with straight legs and one with crooked legs. 
She didn't give away her old things. Instead, she looked for customers to whom to sell them. When you buy something, the merchant expects to be well paid. When you want to sell it, the buyer tries to get it for nothing. She was cheated and robbed. As I said, she was all dried up-skin and bones. She simply didn't have time to eat. She had a kitchen and dishes that were fit for a king, but she seldom cooked anything. In former years she had had a maid. Now she let the maid go because all the money went for frippery. At that time, fat was beautiful. Even heavy women wore hip pads and bustles to appear rounder. A corset was worn only when you went abroad. Adele put her corset on every morning as surely as a pious Jew his fringed garment. Shrunken and emaciated as she was, she needed a corset like a hole in the head, but she wouldn't dare cross the threshold without one, as if people would notice the difference. Nobody cared a hoot. She could have walked out naked. Her sisters were already grandmothers and even great-grandmothers. Adele herself could have been a grandmother. Just the same, my door would open and Adele would come in, black as coal, with sunken cheeks and bags under her eyes, saying: "Leah Gittel, I am going to the spas and I have nothing to wear."
The rich people who suffered from gall-bladder or liver ailments used to go every summer to Carlsbad. Marienbad, or at least to Nalenczow. The very fat ones went to Franzenbad to lose some of their weight. Some would travel to Piszczany to take the mud baths. Have the rich anything to worry about? Another reason for going there was to arrange marriages. They took their daughters with them and walked them around like cows in the marketplace. There was no lack of matchmakers and young men who were looking for rich girls. They flocked there as to a fair. The girls were supposed to drink the mineral waters while the mothers had a sharp eye for prospective bridegrooms. 
If you have daughters, what can you do? But what did Adele want at the baths? She went just to parade around and to see what the women were wearing. They knew her there and they poked fun at her. She walked all alone or she attached herself to a crony from Lublin and followed her around. She avoided men and they certainly didn't run after her. Instead of improving at the spas, she came back even more wasted than before. She saw everything, heard everything, knew of all the intrigues. Even then, not everybody was a saint. Daughters of rich houses became acquainted with officers, charlatans, and the devil knows who else. A girl would drop a handkerchief and immediately there emerged a skirt-chaser who picked it up and bowed as though she was a countess. He followed her and tried to make arrangements. The mother tagged along, almost bursting from anger, but she didn't dare to say anything. The new times had already begun. When did the new times begin? The eggs had become cleverer than the chickens. Still, a girl had to have, how do you call it, a spotless reputation, and if she behaved too badly, she fell into people's mouths. One way or another, there was always trouble. Just the same, girls became engaged. What else? 
But Adele spent her money for nothing. She bought heaps of silk, velvet, lace, whatnot. At the border she had to pay duty and all the bargains melted away.
Yes, for Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur she bought a pew in the synagogue, but the way she dressed up for these holidays was unbelievable. She prepared herself a wardrobe as if it was her wedding. Actually, she was never pious. In the synagogue she did not pray, but gaped at the women's outfits. Her pew was occasionally near mine. The cantor would intone the liturgy, the women were bathed in tears, but Adele would keep whispering in my ear about dresses, jewelry, about what this one was wearing, how the other one decked herself out. She was already in her sixties then. The truth was that she never looked right in spite of her primping. There was a shabbiness about her which clothes could not hide. Somehow she always looked disheveled and haggard, as if she were sleeping in her garments. Yet nobody could have imagined she was capable of doing what she did later!
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There is an opinion that old maids don't live long. Sheer nonsense. That Adele survived her two sisters and three brothers. She lost her teeth and she remained with an empty mouth. Most of her hair fell out and she had to wear a wig. In time I lost my husband, but I remained in the same building, which slowly became a ruin. I had to give up the store.
Why am I telling all this? Yes, Adele. She continued to adorn herself, to run to the tailors, and to look for bargains just as in her youth. One day when I came into her apartment she began to talk to me about whom to leave her possessions to. She had written a will and provided for all her relatives-the women, not the men. This niece will get this fur coat, the other niece a different fur coat; one will inherit the Persian rug, another the Chinese rug. No one refuses an inheritance, but who wants clothes forty years old? She had frocks from the time of King Sobieski. She had linen which she had never put on and if one just touched it, it disintegrated like a spider web. Each summer she stored her belongings in mothballs but the moths got in just the same. She had perhaps a dozen trunks and she opened them all for me. These things had cost her a king's ransom, but what was it all worth? Even her jewelry was no longer in style. In the old times they liked heavy chains, large brooches, long earrings, bracelets which weighed a pound. Now the young women like everything light. Well, I listened to her and I nodded.
Suddenly she said: "I am prepared for the next world also!" I thought she was leaving something for poor brides or orphans, but she opened a chest for me and showed me her shrouds.
My dear people, I have seen much in my life but when I saw these shrouds I didn't know whether I should laugh or cry: the most precious linen, and reams of lace; a cowl that would fit the Pope. I said to her: "Adele, the Jews are not permitted luxurious burial clothes. I'm not a scholar but I know. The Gentiles dress up their dead according to their means, but Jews have to be buried all alike. And why should a corpse look so fancy? To please the worms?" And Adele said: "Still, I like beautiful things."
I understood that she was out of her mind and I said to her: "For my part, it's all right, but the burial society will not go along with it." I think she went to ask the rabbi and he told her that shrouds had to be made of plain linen. Scissors couldn't even be used, the linen had to be torn. The women didn't sew it, they basted it. Why fuss about a body after it has ceased to be?
According to the law, when someone died the first day of a holiday the funeral took place on the second day. This was permitted. But how about shrouds? One is not allowed to sew shrouds on the holiday. There were old women who prepared their shrouds in advance, and if there was a need they gave them away to be used for others, and the family or the community replaced them. Even if they didn't, how much does a few yards of linen cost? There was a belief that giving away a shroud would bring long life, and everybody wants to live, even those who have one foot in the grave.
In that month of Elul there was a real epidemic. Rosh Hashana eve and the day after, a score of people died. The women of the burial society learned that Adele had shrouds prepared and they came to ask for them. Who would refuse a thing like this? But Adele said: "I won't give away my shrouds." She opened her chest to show them her treasure. The women took one look and spat. They left without bidding her a good holiday. I wasn't there but Adele came into my house crying. How could I help her? My heart was heavy with my own troubles. When my husband was alive, Rosh Hashana was Rosh Hashana. He used to blow the ram's horn in the synagogue. He recited the benediction not over grapes like everybody else but over a pineapple which cost five rubles. When a woman is alone and her children are married and scattered, what remains? And here she came to cry on my shoulder. She was afraid that the corpse might take revenge on her. I comforted her. If the dead, I told her, would interfere in the matters of the living, the world could not exist. When one departs from this earth, all scores are forgotten.
I don't know if it was because of the shrouds or if I had just become depressed, but I stopped visiting her. She didn't come to me either. Actually, what could we have spoken about? She had neither children nor grandchildren. Sooner or later she would begin to babble about her outfits. She became bent and wrinkled. She even seemed to me dirty. Her face developed many warts. We had separate entrances and I had almost forgotten about her.
One day a woman, a neighbor of mine, came in and said: "Leah Gittel, I want to tell you something but don't be shocked. In our age we mustn't permit ourselves to get too upset."
"What happened," I asked. "The sky has fallen down, or the thieves of Piask turned honest?"
She said: ''When you hear it, you will think that I am mad, but it's true just the same."
"Nu," I said. "Stop beating about the bush and come out with it." My neighbor gave me a frightened look and said: "Adele is about to convert."
"I am afraid," I said to her, "you are really out of your mind."
"I knew you would say this," she replied. "A priest visits her every day. She tore the mezuzah from her doorpost."
"The dreams I had last night and the night before should fall on the heads of our enemies," I said. "I can understand if a young person becomes an apostate because she thinks it might help her to improve her situation. Some will sell the eternal hereafter for a few good years on earth. But why should an old woman convert?"
"This is what I would like to know," my neighbor said. "I knocked at Adele's door but she did not open it. Please go there and see if you can find out what happened. The priest comes to her every day and he stays there for hours. Somebody saw her entering a nunnery."
I was completely flabbergasted. "Well," I said, ''I'm going to find out."
I was sure that the whole thing was a mistake or a lie. Even the insane have some sense. Just the same, when I wanted to get up, my legs were as heavy as wood. I knew my neighbor; she was not the kind of person to invent things.
I approached Adele's door and there was no mezuzah on her doorpost. Where the mezuzah had hung, the paint was faded. I knocked at the door but no one answered. It must be a dream, I said to myself. I pinched my cheek and it hurt. I kept on knocking until I heard steps. Adele's door had a peephole covered from the inside with a flap. When one lives alone, one is always afraid of thieves, and especially with her loaded closets. She stared at me with one eye and it gave me the jitters. She opened the door just a crack and asked me angrily: "What do you want?"
"Adele, don't you recognize me?"
She grumbled as she opened the door and let me in. She looked at me suspiciously and her face was as pale as death.
I said: "Adele, we have been friends for all these years. Have I wronged you in some way? And why did you remove the mezuzah? Is there, God forbid, truth in what I heard?"
"It's true, I'm not a Jewess any more," she said. Everything became black and I had to sit down even though she didn't ask me to. I simply collapsed into the chair. I was about to faint but I held on. I asked: "Why did you do it?" And she replied: "I don't have to account to anybody but I did it because the Jews shame the dead. The Christians dress a corpse in his finest. They place him in a coffin and cover him with flowers. The Jews wrap their dead in rags and throw them into a muddy hole."
To make a long story short, she converted because she wanted to be bedecked in her grave. She told it to me plainly and openly.
It all began with the lace on her shrouds. She brooded so long and worried herself sick until she went to the priest...
If I wanted to tell you everything we spoke about that day, I would have to sit with you until tomorrow morning. On that day she looked and behaved like a witch. I pleaded with her to reconsider, but it was like talking to a stone. "I can't stand," she said "to be dumped like garbage." She hated shards over her eyes and a rod between her fingers. She disliked the Jewish funeral with the sobbing of the mourners and the horses draped in black. A Christian hearse is decorated with wreaths and the attendants following carry lanterns and are dressed ceremoniously like knights of old. She opened her closet and showed me her new burial attire. Woe to me, she had equipped herself with a whole trousseau. She had already bought a grave in the Catholic cemetery and ordered her monument. Crazy? Certainly she was crazy, but it all had to do with her vanity. Moving is not an easy business for an older person, but I moved out immediately and so did the other neighbors. Even the storekeepers went elsewhere. The street toughs wanted to beat her up, but their elders warned them not to dare touch her. The Poles would have killed all of us. After we moved out, I was told that she bought herself a lead coffin lined with silk and she kept it in her house until the day of her death. She lived only nine months after her conversion. Most of the time she lay sick in bed. An old nun was bringing her food and medicine. She wouldn't let anybody else in.
She left her possessions to the Church, but the thieves got to them first. Her brothers and sisters were all dead. It had rained for days before she died and her grave was full of water and mud.
Yes, a passion. A person begins to yearn for something and soon this yearning floods the brain. Only later a niece of Adele's told me that her aunt never went to a doctor when she was ill, because she had a birthmark on her breast. For the same reason she avoided marriage, because she would have had to go to the ritual bath and show her defect. She always reeked of perfume.
I often say, one cannot become too much taken with anything, not even the Torah. In Rovna there was a young scholar who studied Maimonides so much, he became an unbeliever. They nicknamed him Moshka Maimonides. He knew all of Maimonides by heart. Saturday he would sit by the window with a cigarette in his mouth and recite Maimonides. When the rabbi came to reprimand him, they engaged in a debate and Moshka tried to prove to him that according to Maimonides there is no prohibition against smoking on the Sabbath. One Sabbath he was chased out of town and he ran straight into the Vistula and drowned. In his eulogy the rabbi said: "Maimonides will intercede for him. No one knew him better than this madman."
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