The last victim of the war
Shoikrom was sitting inconsolably beside the sandal[footnoteRef:1] in the porch. He became irritated as if he had recently noticed that no one had thought about taking the sandal away so far, despite the fact that the days became warmer as the spring had already set in. Covered over the cotton quilt, a ragged tablecloth with a dried syrup spot on, along with a large ceramic bowl emptied after a cereal pudding and a burnt-handled wooden spoon disgusted him. However, he swung his hand with unconcern and lay sideways putting his skullcap on the sandal.  [1:  A special stove for heating a place] 

There came a midnight and the surrounding area was tranquil. Only a dog’s bark could be heard afar.  The lamp hanging on a long pin on the crossbeam of the porch was glimmering. The mosquitos flying around the lamp wouldn’t calm for a moment. The water was flaring between the strawberry beds which were planted digging an aryk [footnoteRef:2] till the middle area of the yard. Slightly reddened strawberries stroke the eyes. The wind blew from somewhere. The walnut branches on the apron of the yard made some noise. Shoikrom glanced in that direction with his drowsy eyes and put his head on the sweat-smelling bolster. At that very moment that large bowl, the burnt-handled spoon caught his eyes once more and again he got annoyed. “What a miser you are! - he thought swearing his wife.  - She has long since been a niggard, and now since hard times she has become even worse”. [2:  Irrigation ditch (in Central Asia)] 

At the very same time a baby started crying indoors. A creaking sound of the cradle was heard. The baby began boohooing as though it had been waiting for this. Perhaps it awakened the elder child and she joined in blubbering. 
Shoikrom drew himself up. 
“Shut their mouths, Khadicha!”
Out of indoors wife’s fisting of the cradle and bilious voice were heard:
· I wish it were so! An evil spirit has captured her at 9 pm!
“What a poor sows never sprouts, but the number of his children is multiplied, -  thought Shoikrom making a grimace. – I’d rather go to the war and perish there”. 
He wasn’t taken to the war. There was either a demand for a fitter at the knitting complex or he was just a good worker. Anyways, he was kept. Shoikrom got married somewhat before the beginning of the war. The war had started and the time changed. While some people cannot conceive a baby, his wife gets pregnant just by passing him by. They say if God gives, children should be born, therefore she gave a birth to three girls one after another. Even though the black wings of the war have distanced away but it still overshadows people’s head. Mourning is a guest either in this neighbor’s house or in that one’s. 
A squat door on the apron of the yard squeaked. Shielding his eyes with his palm against the lamp’s light, Shoikrom saw his mother coming in his direction. After his marriage the house inherited from their father was divided with two packed clay walls in the middle.  And one of the reasons of this was Khadicha’s flightiness. After all that small talk Umri khola[footnoteRef:3] decided to let them live on their own, thinking that if the household is kept separately you will care only about yourself. She stayed with her youngest son in another part of the house.  [3:  A form of addressing older women in Uzbek] 

Clothed in the vest over her faded cotton dress, Umri khola quietly approached and ascended a staircase build from flat “muslim” bricks which led to the porch. 
· Aren’t you sleeping yet? – she asked retying a kerchief which slid while she was going upstairs stooping. 
· Can’t you see, the baby won’t calm down. And I’m tired as a dog. 
· She will cry since she is a baby, - replied Umri khola in a consoling voice. – Go to sleep, son. – and she walked back inside in that very quiet manner. 
Mother and daughter in-laws somehow managed to lull the children. Then they went outside together. Khadicha brought a teapot and pialas[footnoteRef:4] in one hand with sorghum bread in another and laid the table.    [4:  Persian. Handless teacup] 

· Tea’s gone bad, - she said handing in the bread. 
Umri khola sat down on a thin quilt beside Shoikrom.
-Help yourself, - she said picking up the spilt crumbs and putting them in the mouth with her hands full of swollen veins. He had just noticed that his mother’s fingers were chapped. He could not recall whether they were the same before or not.
- Is there any dish left? – he asked looking at his wife who was pouring tea in a kneeling position. 
Khadicha’s elongated yellowish face glowed. She apologized in 	a sorrowful voice as if she had been to blame. 
-No, there isn’t. 
Shoikrom sensed that she had lied as she was blushing. Who knows, perhaps, she was saying this so that she could have warmed it up for him in the morning.      	
-No, son, I don’t want to eat, - said Umri khola hastily.
I was daydreaming and my sleep vanished… - She kept silent for a moment, and then gently added as if she had been talking to herself. – On Thursday I was at doctor Komil’s place. He said that if one drinks a bowl of lamb’s milk for breakfast everyday he will recover speedily as if nothing happened. 
Where to find lamb milk these days, said Khadicha. - 	Even cow’s milk is worth its weight in cold… Our cow would have born by this time now. 
Shoikrom didn’t hear his wife’s words. Suddenly his brother appeared in front of his eyes lying under the squat window and staring at the ceiling. He pitied that he hadn’t called on him for ten days already while living in the same house and sighed. When Shonemat started his work in the construction of the factory which was relocated being transferred from Russia, Shoikrom was glad that his brother had not been called to war. But it was because of quite a different matter. His brother suffered from tuberculosis. Therefore they didn’t take him. It had been three months already since he became bedridden. 
Before leaving for work about ten days ago Shoikrom called on his brother. He saw Shonemat become all skin and bones then and looking at him with big wide eyes full of deep meaning. 
“He’s going to die soon, - he thought trying not to look into his mother’s eyes, - anyways he’s gonna die”. 
· Is he alright?- he asked frowning as if he had been to blame for all of that. 
· Thank God, - she swallowed- He’s just fallen asleep. – By this, Shoikrom understood that his mother meant that there was no need to trouble oneself about it.  
· I will call on him in the morning,- he said when his mother stood up.
· He is not offended with you, son, - she said stopping at the doorstep of the porch. – He sees that you leave in the morning and return back at midnight. These days will be forgotten, my son. – One of her galoshes which were taken off on the stairs was overturned, and it took Umri khola quite long to put it right with her toe. Then she descended stooping and soundlessly moved towards the apron of the yard. The squat door opened and closed making a creak. 
· God damn this life! – swore Shoikrom angrily. Then he shouted at his wife who was clearing away. – And damn you! You cannot see an inch beyond your nose. Someone walked off with the cow and you were just standing agape.
· Why are you yelling at me? – Khadicha hit the bowl with the spoon and was nearly crying. – Do you want me to be slaughtered in the same way as the teahouse owner Ilhom’s wife was? You tend to be on duty at nights. Isn’t it enough that I am fearfully waiting here with three kids?!

Shoikrom turned away in order to prevent himself from slapping his wife and ground his teeth. 
When water waves, silt rises to the surface. In the same way since our time was shaken, the number of villains has also risen. In early spring their cow was stolen when the calf was due. Shoikrom was on duty that night. It had been showering heavily throughout the night. Early in the morning Shoikrom returned home; as if sensing something his heart was misgiving him. Upon arriving he found his wife, children and mother crying and shouting. As Khadicha was pregnant she missed what had happened being preoccupied with herself. When she awakened in the morning the main door was wide open and the cow tied up to the nut tree was gone.          
“The cow would’ve born by this time and I would’ve given at least one bawl of milk to my brother, - thought Shoikrom deploring.- If only I could catch them, I would chop them up”.
Saying that he thought, even if it is watched all day long, the thief will be the same person. About two months before a teahouse owner Ilhom’s wife had been knifed. Poor him, he had one and only goat. Having discovered about the burglary, the poor wife started crying. Her husband was in the teahouse. She ran and took the goat’s rope. All in all, arrived neighbours saw her lying covered in crimson blood.      
· These days the thief turns up frequently, - said Khadicha shaking out the quilt and putting it beside the sandal. – he picks every single piece not letting them ripen. 
· Don’t panic! – uttered Shoikrom scowling. – Probably the kids have gathered and eaten them. Would a thief come for strawberries?
· Had they eaten at least one berry, may it not fall to their lot. Why do you think they won’t come for strawberries? If they sell a handful, they may get a bowl of corn. Go and watch there, one part of the wall has come down!
· Don’t panic! -    muttered Shoikrom once again. But this time he noticed that he flinched himself. He went outdoors in order not to make his anxiety apparent. Walking slowly he came up to the strawberry beds. The water in the aryks was flaring in the light of the lamp, rippling in the wind, and the reddened strawberries resembling coral beads were about to reach it.
“Indeed, - he thought walking around the strawberry beds, - a handful of strawberries can be exchanged for a big bowl of corn. It is a hard-to-get thing… Khadicha never lies. It cannot be the kids, as she is a miser, she won’t let them take…     
Lately his wife offended his mother because of those very strawberries. Once Umri khola gathered a handful of them but Khadicha spatted that they had planted strawberries to make living for the youngsters and she shouldn’t have taken the kids’ share.      
Shoikrom recalled his mother being at odds with her daughter-in-law during the summer then, and the same thought sprang to his mind again: “Khadicha is not a simpleton, she is a niggard…”
Wandering round Shoikrom came under the nut tree. He got frightened seeing that the part of the outside wall indeed collapsed and the sand spilt. It seemed that someone was peeping through the chink of the wall. The hissing sound of the nut tree branches in the wind and spilt wall sand under his feet appeared suspicious and dreadful, so he returned back. 
Khadicha went inside long ago. He turned the light off, lay beside the sandal and his anxiety kept on rising.
He recollected ripe grapes of the vine growing on the plank bed in his coworker’s house being stolen. The wind was getting fierce, the nut tree leaves were rustling, the branches were making noise, someone was quickly pacing as if moving towards the lip of the porch. 
Khadicha is telling the truth. While he is on duty at nights his wife with her three kids doesn’t sleep till dawn fearing. And as for the size of the loot, it is of no concern to a thief; they take whatever comes to hand. What if a thief appears when he is not home and knifes his wife in case she starts crying? And what if his mother comes out and a thief does the same with her? “Shameless! Those, taking advantage of others’ grief, should be killed”. 
Suddenly his body trembled with the idea that crossed his mind. He came up with the thought of taking revenge of those infidels for the rainy days he was experiencing, for stealing the cow on which he had cherished the hope, for depriving his brother of the last share, for snaffling the fruits that had been grown to make living. 
He jumped off his place. Turning on the light we went outside. The wind was still howling, the lightning was flashing here and there in the sky, the nut tree branches were murmuring horrifically, however, this could not startle him anymore. He entered the kitchen, took a match and lit it. With shaking hands he took two coils of wire which was hanging on the pin on the blackened wall. In prewar times he used to take them to the parties making people’s yards bright like a lighthouse. Not may it serve for the benefit!
“As for me, drop dead! - he thought squatting on the threshold of the porch quickly connecting the isolated wire with the bare one. - I wish I could kill, at least, one vile. If one dies, it will teach others a good lesson”.  
He was doing everything quickly, his body was sweaty, but he did not feel it, he was just repeating these words over and over: “As for me, drop dead!” 
He threw the open end of the wire on the strawberry beds. It fell on the ground curling up like a snake. The isolated part of the wire was drawn across the porch and he ran its end on a hanger of the column. Then on the spur of the moment the thought of his children going outside at night struck his mind and he went into the room where Khadicha was sleeping. She drowsily lifted her head. 
· What’s the matter?
· Don’t go outside, and don’t let the kids either, they’re gonna die! – said Shoikrom with fiery eyes.
Apparently Khadicha didn’t understand anything; saying “alright” she put her head on the pillow. In a moment she started breathing smoothly and deeply. Shoikrom turned off the light in the porch and went back inside. To be on the safe side he lay at the door across the mat. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Drop dead!” – he thought again with the same anger. At that very moment for some reason he thought not of his children, and not even of his wife but his brother. Shonemat was weak in his childhood too. Shoikrom would bring him from school every day and used to wait until the afternoon classes were over. When their father died, Shoikrom was in the sixth and his brother in the second form. Thereat Shonemat didn’t cry, but fell ill pining away. The mother and the son raised him with care. As for now, it was unknown how many days were left for him – five or even less, Shoikrom couldn’t even call on him as a brother.  			
Shoikrom couldn’t know whether he had slept or not. At once he couldn’t figure out whether what he heard was a child’s cry or the howling of the wind mixed up with a horrific yell. He jumped off his place. As soon as he turned on the light in the porch he saw a human body lying on the strawberry beds with the legs curled up underneath. He froze with terror. At this very moment he understood that he made a mistake, committed a murder. Then stopping three steps away from the huddling human, he kneeled down. He stared for a moment and then gave an outcry right from his chest that made both the howling of the wind and his whole body shudder:
· Mo-o-om!
Barely noticing that he was losing his consciousness he threw himself on the ground. Clutching the mud with his shaking hands he kneeled down and started to punch his chest. 
· Mom! Mommy!
Umri khola was tightly grasping the apron of her faded cotton dress with one hand. Two handfuls of ripe and unripe strawberries could be seen in the apron; with the other hand she was holding the snakelike wire. Shoikrom could clearly see her chapped fingers red with strawberries and swollen veins. A little away her galosh was lying in the muddy aryk. Perhaps, when the wire brushed against her foot she attempted to pull it out but it caught on her hand. 
Crawling on the raised border next to the furrow, Shoikrom flung himself in his mother’s arms.
-Mom, open your eyes! – he uttered kissing his mother’s ice-cold face with his pale lips. 
After some time he came to his senses and noticed his wife standing beside and his children crying. Raising his head he caught sight of Shonemat squatting on the side of the furrow. His brother who had been lying without moving for so many weeks, apparently, forced himself to crawl out. The shoulder parts of his shirt were drooping, his eyes were staring with panic.
· What have I done, brother!- said Shoikrom grasping his face with the palms covered in mire. Then he threw himself on his mother again. He was trying to hold her, but his mother’s bent body wouldn’t erect. 
· I wish I drank poison instead of milk, - said Shonemat with a trembling voice. 
Shoikrom shuddered with this weak shivering sound and fixed his eyes on his bother. 
· I wish I drank poison, - repeated Shonemat in the same tone. Seemingly, he couldn’t cry as he was feeble and unable to do it. – I told her not to go after strawberries yesterday, but she didn’t listen. She said they swap them for milk.
Shoikrom no longer heard anything, because he couldn’t. And there was no point. 
***
Umri khola’s corpse was taken out at midday prayer. On the way out of the cemetery Shoikrom heard people talking to each other.
· Have you hear that the war is over?            
