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Y. L. PERETZ

A Passion for Clothes

In Shebershin, below Zamosc, there once lived a woman named
Bashe Gitel, who came from a very fine family and was married to
a Hassid. Now the Hassid, Elimelech, was seldom at home. First of
all, being a merchant, he had to go to Leipzig a great deal, and in
those times, a journey to Leipzig took longer than a voyage to
America nowadays. Secondly, Elimelech would visit the.saintly
rebbe of Lublin at least once a year. And so it occurred to Satan to
t:ake‘ advantage of the husband’s absences and talk Bashe Gitel into
sinning.

Satan realized, however,

that he could never persuade her to |
commit a gross sin,

for she was truly a pure soul, well-versed in the
holy books, which she read in Yiddish translation. And she meticu-
lously observed all the duties required of a woman. He thought
about it and then decided to kindle within her a lust for clothes and

_jewelry. For the Hassid Elimelech was very rich and gave her gen-

erous sums for housekeeping.

Now Satan didn’t just come to her bluntly. He knew she would
simply laugh and jeer at him. Didn’t she know you have to clothe
and adorn the sacred soul and not the sinful body, which is nothing
but meaningless clay, rosy one minute, dead the next!

So Satan disguised himself as the Good Spirit and inveigled Bashe
Gitel with fine, sweet, pious words. He murmured something about;

good’ deeds, heaven, and, as is customary,
as fear of God.

“There’s a sacred holiday coming,” he said. “Passover .. .. Jews
are commemorating the exodus from Egypt, and the Good Lord has
blessed you with so many wonderful things, Bashe Gitel. Wouldn't it
be right and fitting to wear a new frock in honor of the holy festi-
val? Not just right, but positively a religious duty and a good deed?
The tailor will earn something for Passover and you will be doing a
fine thing.”

Bashe Gitel was hesitant. So he reminded her that before leaving
Egypt, the children of Israel had borrowed precious utensils, cloth-
ing, and jewelry. “And why?" he whispered in her ear. “For the
holiday.”

It made sense to her. So she baked fewer matzohs, prepared less
food, donated a smaller sum to the Passover fund for the poor—and
got herself a new dress with a silver decoration.

Shavuoth, the Feast of Weeks, he told her, is an even greater
holiday, Jews celebrate the giving of the Torah. So she bought a
new necklace.

Along came Sukkoth, the Feast of Tabernacles. She had new jew-
els set in her headdress, retailored her bodice, and bought new di-
amonds for her earrings.

Next, he told her she wasn’t doing full justice to the Holy Sab-
bath, which is greater than any holiday. She obeyed, and on every
Sabbath she went out of her way to wear something new, even if it
was small—a silk kerchief, a fichu.

And at New Year's and on the Great Hosanah—the seventh day
of the Feast of Tabernacles—how could she pass up buying some
new ribbons, white and pale blue!

And Purim was also a holiday, and Hanukkah of course. A joy, a
miracle! Whatever happened! Then came the Fifteenth of Shebat,
which is New Year’s Day for trees, and then came Lag b’Omer, a
spring festival. The Jews, though in exile, have no lack of holidays!

And when her husband was expected home, it was certainly a
good deed dressing to beat the band. A decent woman, a daughter
of Israel, has to find grace in her husband’s eyes....

And as for jewelry the Evil Spirit had special arguments. Bashe
Gitel had once had a difficult pregnancy. Why not buy-a ruby
necklace? Everyone knows it’s an excellent talisman for an easy
childbearing.

he presented his cunning
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Plus—a few emeralds. A fine touchstone for the soul. If you wear
one and (God forbid!) you commit adultery, then the emerald
bursts. And if you have just a sinful thought, then it clouds up. If
Bashe Gitel were to stumble and have a bad thought, she would in-
stantly be aware of it and do penance.

Her husband was away for months at a time and she occasionally
had to settle accounts with merchants herself. Why shouldn’t she
wear a few little sapphires, to aid her wisdom. Bashe Gitel certainly
had a good deal of wisdom—but the more, the better!

And so on, more stones with more virtues. Especially a fine gem
to wear when her husband was at home, to make herself more at-
tractive in his eyes, and he would love her all the more, and so she
put it on. :

In a word, Satan led her down a garden path—may God protect
and save her! And with every passing day, she sank deeper and
deeper into her craze for clothing. Satan saw he had gotten the best
of her, she was like a well-hurled stone plunging downhill with the
force of the initial throw, he simply stayed aloof now, and she went

.on of her own accord. She was stingy with alms, chary with food

for herself and the children, sent the boys to inferior teachers, did
everything she could to pinch pennies, and spent all she had on
clothes and jewelry.

_ Even that wasn’t enough. She fired the maid and docked her for
all the damages in the house, whether or not they were the poor
girl's fault. And then, feigning charity, she took in a _poor young

-orphan, a starving child, who was a close relative, and she told her

she wouldn’t pay her any wages, but when her time came and she
found her destined bridegroom, Bashe Gitel would give her a
dowry and presents, and some of her own dresses, and she would
lead her to the wedding canopy and dance toward her with a
braided challah . ... And instead of giving her a salary, she spent it
on her passion.

Her husband, the Hassid Elimelech, had no idea what was going
on of course, and so year after year wore on, until Bashe Gitel fell
ill and couldn’t move her legs.

When they tried to help her, it looked as if the sickness were
heaven’s doing, no healer in the world could tell what was wrong.
She was generally fresh and sound, she could sleep and eat. And
there wasn't a single wound on her legs, not a spot, not a speck, but
they couldn’t move at all!

It would appear to have been the best time for her to recover
from her lust. When a woman is bedridden and can’t go anywhere,
not even synagogue, then what good are clothes and jewelry?
What use are they within four walls?

But her passion was too deep. She expected to get up any day
now, and so she kept making herself more and more clothes and
buying anything brought into the house, and several times a week
she would have the clothes and jewels displayed on chairs and
benches at her bedside, and she lay there and looked, and feasted
her eyes on them/‘/;And the poor orphan worked_her fingers to the
bone.

———Once, when the clothes were being laid out, Bashe Gitel saw that
some of her best silk and velvet finery was spotted and stained with
food and liquor and full of rips and tears. She made such an uproar
that the neighbors came running, they saw what had happened and
everyone agreed, only the orphan could have done it, a “still
water,” with a God-fearing face, who hardly ever said a word and
only went out on errands, but “still waters run deep.” She must
have put on her employer’s clothes at night and gone to festive
houses where people ate and drank and did all sorts of dreadful
things. What was the world coming to?! Jews wondered that even
then, so obviously the world must be getting worse all the time!

" The orphan wouldn’t own up to the crime, so they took her and
yelled such indescribable things at her, words that should never
even be spoken, much less written, and they struck her and beat
her.

Then they took her to the rabbi, and testified against her, it could
only have been her and the proof was: she looked so scrawny and
skinny, though she lived with such a good woman, a wealthy rela-
tive.... It was obvious she never slept at night but drank and
swilled and committed all kinds of sins and vices.. . . .

And they took the orphan and shaved her head to make her ugly
so that no one else would be fooled, and they drove her out of
town, running and hooting after her, as was the custom in those
days.
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The Hassid Elimelech wasn't at home all that time. He was with
the saintly [rebbe_of Lublinland flatly refused to leave. He wanted
the rebbe to obtain a full recovery for his wife Bashe Gitel.

. The saintly man told him: “Go home and come back with your

spouse.” The meaning of his words was this: The saint had already
prayed for the woman several times, but to no avail, and he wasn't
accustomed to such a failure. What was worse, he felt at times as if
the prayer had been taken and flung back into his head. He realized
there had to be some great obstacle, a strong accusation of great
sinning.

He had asked several times: “What is it>” But heaven sent no an-
swer! It must be an intricate matter, a hideous thing that could not
be spoken aloud. And the Hassid Elimelech knew nothing about it.
Since the saint of Lublin was an expert in human physiognomy, he
wanted to meet the woman face to face and see what was written
on her brow.

The Hassid Elimelech went home, rented a-large wagon, and
rigged it up like a bed, straw everywhere, with pillows and cush-
ions, and drawn by two pairs of horses abreast. And then they took
off for Lublin.

In Izhbitse, in Krasnatov, and in some other town, fresh horses
were waiting since they couldn’t spend the night with the invalid,
and they wanted to arrive auspiciously in Lublin.

On they drove. But during the final leg of their journey, it sud-
denly began to snow. They lost their way and wandered through a
forest,] unable to get out. Night fell, but no matter how hard they
peered and scanned, they couldn’t sight a road—no moon, no
stars.... They decided to stop and wait for daybreak, but were
terrified of robbers and wild beasts. In those days the forest was
like-a jungle, reaching to the sky with interlocking branches, the
day was dark, concealing robbers and wild beasts, and the night was
mortally dangerous.

All at once, they were thrilled to see a sudden fire in the distance,
the fire was growing, and then there was a second and a third
fire—they couldn’t be far from an inn. Off they went toward the
fire. Driving along, they could hear musicians playing, and loud
mirth. Coming closer, they heard a stamping and stomping, people
were singing, playing, dancing.

Then the inn loomed up. The windows were ablaze. What was
all the celebrating? Perhaps some Polish squires had gotten together,
carrying on the way Polish squires do. You take your life in your
hands when you encounter them during their revels, but they’re
preferable to robbers and beasts in the forest.

They fetched up at the inn and now they could hear better.

These weren’t Polish squires, the bandsmen were playing Jewish
ditties, all kinds. And a jester was entertaining the guests with
rhymes and calling them to a wedding dance! The Hassid and the
drayman nearly fainted, their mother’s milk curdled in their veins!
They instantly realized that the carousers were those_people, the
demons, who back then, before the woods were cleared, celebrated -
weddings in deserted inns.

Elimelech said to his wife: “Listen, Bashe Gitel, we've fallen into
terrible hands. Just remember, for God’s sake, we mustn’t answer
them at all, not return any greetings or accept any invitations, and
not taste anything, God forbid, or we’ll be done for!”

Bashe Gitel lay there half out of her mind with terror, and
nodding her head to show she knew; and indeed she did know—
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Meanwhile, the relatives of the bride and groom came pouring
out of the inn, along with the jester, the musicians, all carrying
torches, milling around the wagon, lifting the canvas, telling the
travelers to wish them good luck, and invited them to the wedding.
The men begged, the women begged, and the bride and groom also
came over and asked them in honeyed tones, told them not to hurt
their feelings, and the jester recited rhymes and jokes, and the band
played, and the forest boomed with all the commotion.

Waiters carried out silver trays with all sorts of beverages in
crystal and golden goblets and all sorts of delicacies and cakes, and
they pushed the food and drink in the faces of the travelers:
“C'mon, have some, say a blessing, join the fun!”

But the travelers didn’t answer.
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-Suddenly, Bashe Gitel looked out and saw that the womenfolk,
the relatives, bride, and guests, were wearing her best silk and vel-
vet finery, and spilling liquor and food on her dresses, and catching
them on the wagon.... Her heart sank, she lost all control, and
screamed:

“Murderers, bandits! My hard work! My dresses!”

That was all they needed! _

She was barely breathing as they took her to Lublin. All along
the way, she kept fainting, and her mouth was all twisted up....
She was more dead than alive,

When they brought her to the rebbe, he instantly realized what
had happened. He told his disciples to look upon her as an example.
If a Jewish woman has new clothes miade, then she has to distribute

her old dresses to the poor and needy. She should never make any
clothes she can’t wear. For if there are dresses hanging unused in
the closet, those people would come at night and take them out and
put them on and dance in them at their feasts and weddings. . .. )

Upon hearing these words, Bashe Gitel accepted the judgment as
righteous and death as her due, and asked only that they forgive
her, and the rebbe assured she was forgiven!

Just before dying, she called for her husband, the Hassid Elime-
lech, and told him what she had done to the orphan, and made him
swear to find her and have her be a mother to their children, to
make good the sin that Bashe Gitel had committed against the poor
girl.

The Hassid Elimelech did as she asked. After the seven days of
mourning, he sought out the orphan and married her, and she be-
came a mother of his bereft children.

The couple were blessed with more children, they brought them

up with learning and good deeds and married them off happily.
May the same be said of all Jews!
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