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DIARY OF A LONELY GIRL OR THE BATTLE AGAINST
FREE LOVE

Miriam Karpilove
Translation by Jessica Kirzane

Introduction: Miriam Karpilove (1888-1956) was born near Minsk to middle-class
parents, received a traditional Jewish and secular education, and immigrated to the
United States in 1905. She spent several years in Palestine in the late 1920’s as a result
of her involvement in the Labor Zionist movement.

Karpilove published her first piece of creative writing in 1906 when she was just
eighteen years old. This was the beginning of a prolific fifty-year writing career in which
she published dramas, feuilletons, criticism, sketches, short stories, novellas, and
novels, and was one of the most widely published and most popular women writers in
Yiddish. Her work appeared in major Yiddish periodicals such as the Forverts, Tog,
Fraye Arbeter shtime, Tsukunft, Haynt, Yidisher kemfer, Yidishes tageblat, and Morgn
zhurnal. She served as a staff writer for the Forverts from 1929-1937, and was the first
woman editor Abraham Cahan hired to produce entertainment fiction. Her work has
never been translated into English.

Diary of a Lonely Girl or the Battle Against Free Love, one of Karpilove’s best known
works, was first published serially in the Yiddish daily Varhayt in 1916 and 1917, and
later appeared in book form. It is the personal account of the emotional struggles of a
young woman who is in love with a man who is carrying out affairs with multiple other
lovers. The work addresses the challenges, pitfalls, and gender disparities of the
modern, sexually liberated culture. In it, Karpilove discusses frankly women’s sexuality
and desire, and offers a sympathetic portrait of a young woman searching for and
unfulfilled by modern possibilities for love.
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Diary of a Lonely Girl or the Battle Against Free
Love

Chapter One: Loneliness

Yesterday he was at my home and as he held me in his arms I felt small and lonesome.
He did not come to bring me happiness; he only came to take some of it from me. That
isn’t entirely it: he calculated carefully how much love to give so that he won’t owe me
anything . ..

I wanted to tell him that I would not make any demands, that he could leave me to my
loneliness if he didn’t love me anymore—that I was willing to be unhappy later for a bit
of happiness now. But I couldn’t bring myself to say this. I was embarrassed and afraid
that he wouldn’t believe in the selfless love I was offering him. My tongue was paralyzed
by his superficial love, his insipid tenderness. His flippant words about my taking too
seriously something that he saw as a childish flirtation made it clear that he wanted me
to understand there could never be anything between us.

Maybe it isn’t good or practical to forget oneself. But it is much worse to remember
oneself, to think only about oneself, like he does. His cold, matter-of-fact soul cannot
understand this, and I cannot explain it to him.

After he left I contemplated myself in the mirror for a while and counted the
impressions that his kisses left on me. I did not smile with joy at this remembrance,
instead I felt hurt.

My soul was soaking in a sea of heartfelt feelings and I wanted to release them in tears. I
tried to sink my thoughts like stones into that sea. I decided to be naughty when he
would next come to me and audaciously, mockingly laugh in his face. I would help him
with his frivolous, almost calculated behavior and then, when he already had one hand
on the doorknob to leave me alone again until he had time to come back, only then
would I tell him that there was no reason to be afraid of taking me. I was not at all what
he thought I was. I would have no right to expect him to feel obliged to any kind of duty
toward me. It was his own sincerity that made him so laughable. Didn’t he understand
why I laughed with such joy? I was laughing at him, at his fear even though there was
nothing to be afraid of.




In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (January 2016)

How bewildered and embarrassed he would be, standing there! Maybe he would
suddenly grab me, but I would stand firm and show him to the door. That would be my
payback for his love.

No, I don’t know if I would be able to do that. ..

Alone, I wander the noisy streets of New York. With autumnal feelings I greet the
summer. My soul is encircled by a wintery coldness. While everything around me lives, I
feel as though something in me is dying. I know what it is—it is hope. It extinguishes
within me.

My room feels small to me, everything there reminds me of him. I try not to think about
him. He is dead to me. He loves others. He can parcel out his love among many and I
cannot do this; I can love only one. But I don’t love him anymore. I only hate my
loneliness. He can go wherever he wants. When he is with me, I only feel the distance
that separates us more profoundly. When he is not here, I can think about when he was
with me; but when he is here, I only think about how he will leave me again . . .

I can no longer sit here in my room like this and wait, knowing that my waiting is for
naught. He will not come. So I will go back out amid the hustle and bustle. I hope he
comes to my room and finds me not there. I will get on a streetcar that is driving far, far
away. May it take me away with my heavy thoughts. It will be easier than walking
around, burdened with them.

K**

I traveled far away on a streetcar that was packed with people, until it stopped. All of the
passengers left, and so did I. The conductor started to change the sign to drive back and
turned to look at me. I was standing and holding onto the car with one hand, as though
I was trying to keep it from driving away from me. “There’s another one coming after
this one,” I told myself, and I decided to walk around a little and plant my thoughts in
the green field, and see where I found myself.

Suddenly I happened upon a cemetery. I had wandered into the cemetery without
knowing it. The others who traveled with me knew where they were going. They all
walked among the graves, and aside from them there were others who came, holding
flowers. Why do the dead need flowers, if they can’t see them or smell them?

I approached a headstone, began to read the name of the deceased engraved in gold
letters and thought about the dead woman, when I suddenly noticed a man standing
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beside me. He looked at me with puzzled curiosity. I quietly stepped away, and he
stepped closer to his . . . what was she to him?

Now I avoided the graves that others were approaching. I quickly passed those where
others were standing. It seemed to me that my presence disturbed the conversations
between the living and the dead. And the dead, waiting for their living visitors, were
offended by my dull, indifferent glances at their graves. Who was I to them, a stranger,
that I should come here and disturb their peace? I was embarrassed in front of them. If I
had someone here, if he had been there, how different I would have felt. Not so
superfluous, not so alone.. . .

Alone among the living and the dead . . .

Chapter 2: Despair
A letter from him. My heart stopped beating. I opened it.

He wanted to see me, to come to me. A ray of hope shone through the cloud of my
despair like a flash of lightning. Everything swayed before my eyes as though it was
going to crash at my feet and bring me along with it . . . I held onto my bed frame and
my bed in its spotless whiteness looked up at me as though reproaching me for my
desire for him to come. His handwriting breathed with such calm! His writing evidenced
such careful economy! He wrote so that anyone might read his letter, but left space
between the narrow lines for me to read into them. He was not afraid to do this; he
could be sure that I would not tell anyone what I read there.. . .

If I had been able to refuse to allow him to see me, perhaps that would have been better
for me in the end, but. . . no, I wanted to see him! I ... yes, I would answer him. I would
write to him in cold, calculated words that anyone could read, and while he arrived,
stayed, and went away again I would appear indifferent to him.

KHKH**

He has just left. I feel as though everything between us is over, and I am overtaken by a
passionate desire not to exist.

When you can’t stand someone anymore, you tell them to go away or you go away
yourself. But what do you do with yourself? I am tired of myself, and I can’t get away
from myself.
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I watched him leave for a long time, thought about his leaving for a long time, and sent
after him the words I wanted to say to him but did not say. My tongue froze in my
mouth because of his stern silence or casual conversation about other, general things. It
was hard to think about one thing and talk about another. I wanted to speak to him with
familiarity, but had to reply formally in order to stress the difference between
detachment and intimacy. Waiting for him, I unwillingly almost wished he wouldn’t
come. It would have been better for me to remain with my longing, rather than allow for
the continuation of nothing.

For a while it seemed to me that if he only knew how I suffered he would give everything
else up for me, even his love for the other, unknown woman who peeked at him from
among his grandiose plans for the future.

I hate his love. I don’t want it anymore. A love that has no future is not worth anything
in the present. Distant relationships are only good when they are followed by closer
ones. You can be a freethinker about everything else, but not about love. Love requires
fanatics. He was not one. He was a casual gambler who risked exactly as much as he
didn’t mind losing.

I cried. I cried until I could cry no more. The tears washed away the last bitter feeling of
disappointment, of a foolish belief in a miracle—in his love becoming like mine.

Because I wanted to feel indifferent to him and wasn’t able to (because I got lost in my
love, which is greater than me), I told him in no uncertain terms that it would be better
for both of us not to see each other anymore. He was silent, and so was I. Without words
we squeezed each other's hands, looked away from each other and departed.

My love is dead. I will not make any effort to resuscitate it. It is dead, if you try to
resuscitate it trudges on, but it won’t come back to life.
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