














110 A TREASURY OF YIDDISH STORIES

8. 

The slightest word is enough to upset a yeshiva student, to call his 
fantasy into play. This is particularly true of one who lacks "eating 
days," whose body is wasted by the strain of his studies and the stress 
of his huriger. My mother's few words were enough to inflame my 
imagination, already taxed by the mental flights of my studies, and 
soon my sleep was troubled with fearful hallucinations. No sooner did 
I lie down on the yeshiva floor than a curtain lifted before my mind's 
eye. 

First to appear is my old playmate, the calf, now a cow, and her 
child, a tiny delightful thing. The calf approaches her mother, sucks 
at her teats, pushes against the udders, and merrily swishes her tail. 
The mother is ecstatic. Bending her head to her offspring, she licks it 
again and again, with a low murmur of love. I look at the mother with 
rapt attention, and she returns my gaze. As always, there is complete 
understanding between us. She stands there glowing, and her warmth 
sets the whole scene a-quiver with sympathy; my heart is so light, so 
happy. 

Abruptly the scene changed. The stage darkened. Mother and child 
disappeared. Nothing remained. 

I felt cold. There was an insurrection in me, whose battle cry was 
"Food!" I had visions of milk, sour cream, cheese, a whole loaf of 
bread spread with butter. Then I conjured up a roast, with chunks of 
meat sauteed in fat and onion. I grew faint with hunger. I could no 
longer bear it. I tossed about on the floor, turning from side to side. A 
bell rang in my ears: the second act. 

A young calf, about eight days old, struggles out of the slaughterer's 
hands and runs off, crying bitterly, the slaughterer in hot pursuit. The 
calf cries desperately for her mother, but she is in the pasture and can
not help. The calf tries to hide under someone's coat tails. But the 
slaughterer drags her out, repeating the words of Rabbi Judah the 
Prince: "Go! This is what you were born for!" The slaughterer casts 
her to the ground, presses her down with his knees, pulls her neck taut, 
raises the knife, begins the benediction, "Blessed art thou, Master of 
the Universe," and strikes. Blood, a hoarse cry, a shudder, the death 
rattle. 

I am blinded by colors, red and blue and purple. I wipe drops of 
blood from my forehead. 
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From that moment on I lost control of my bodily functions. I could 
no longer distinguish between dream and reality. Sweetmeats hung 
over my nose, made up of the calf's roasted liver and lungs. I was being 
slapped, pricked with needles. Burning coals scorched my pocket. Two 
gold coins sprang out. I looked at them-and a pair of blood-swollen 
calf's eyes stared back at me. 

The same day they carried me off to the hospital, babbling inco
herently, a letter arrived from my mother: 

"My son, try hard to become a proper man. Devote yourself only 
to the yeshiva and your studies. Your poor mother is desolate, all her 
means of livelihood are gone. She has lost her last support, because of 
her sins. 

"The cow, your calf, has died." 
Translated by Jacob Sloan 
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