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saw the orange dot of a cigarette in his mouth.

“I’m alright, thank you.”

“Here. Let me help you.”

He drew her to her feet; he could have hauled her away
and mauled her, this strange young man. He could have
done anything to her right then, and she would have been
unable to resist. “Sorry,” she mumbled, and that sounded
silly.

“Quite a show, sister! ['ve been here watching it.”

She realized that the nearest batteries had ceased firing;
faintly the realm beneath the heavy old archway showed in
greenish-white; she knew what that meant. A giant flare hung
in the sky somewhere at hand. Night-fighters--RAF night-
fighters--were up. When they got close in on the enemy
bombers, sometimes they would drop flares (the colour
changed every time, naturally, so that Jerry wouldn’t be able to
discover their code) and in this way they would signal to the
ack-ack batteries to stop their chatter so that they, the RAF,
could have a whack at Jerry.

Joan saw a gleam of brass on the dark coat beside her.
“What are you--RAF?” she asked, and that was foolish, too,
because already he had called her “sister” in a good shrill
American voice.

“Hell, no. U.S.A.”

“I should have known,” she said, then giggled.

“Why?” He was laughing, too. *“I mean--how come you
should have known I was an American? It’s dark in here.”

“Well, naturally. Your voice.” '

“Bet you can’t tell what part of the States I’'m from.” And
in that moment she felt a cigarette pressed between her fingers.
“Well,” she thought, “here I go again!” It was a pick-up; she
knew that well enough. Woman’s intuition or whatever you
wanted to call it--

“Let me see, now. You're not--"she hesitated. ‘“You’re not
from below the Mason and Dixie Line, are you?”

He chuckled. She liked his chuckle. It sounded light
and merry and childish; he might be a lot of fun, this chap.
Though probably soon he’d want to begin pawing. That was
the way it always ended up. They were nice chaps, but
invariably they started pawing-- Then you had to be angry,
and go home. Then they’'d say, “Well, nuts to you, babe!”
And sulk for a while; then they’d escort you home, usually,
like perfect gentlemen, and talk about other things; but they
wouldn’t come back again. There were so many girls on the
loose in London, these days.

“Mason and Dixon line? Say, where’d you ever pick that
up?”’

“You’'re not the first American I’ve met,” said Joan flip-
pantly . .. See what his face was like, now. In the gloom she
thrust the cigarette between her lips and lifted her head ques-
tioningly.

His lighter flared. In the bright wash of rosy flame,
before her exploring cigarette half poked it out, she saw his

face. He was young--not much older than she--he couldn’t
be more than twenty or twenty-one.

He was staring at Joan seriously, examining her face just
as attentively as she had looked at his, and she wondered if
he liked it.

“Well,well! A blonde.” The lighter snapped shut.

Joan drew in the smoke eagerly. “Thank you.
American cigarettes ever so well!”

“I like you--ever so well,” he said boldly.

Guns in the park started up again; for a few minutes it was
so noisy you could scarcely hear yourself think. The American
had his hand around Joan’s arm, drawing her back against the
heavy stone wall.

“Why did you do that?” she asked.

“Do what?”

The batteries fell silent; there was the thump of exploding
bombs over east in Clerkenwell or St. Luke’s. “Pull me back
here.”

*“Just to comfort you,” he said simply. I was afraid you'd
be scared at all the shooting.”

“Oh, I've heard ever so much shooting. You should have
been here,” she told him pityingly, “during the blitz.”

“T’1l bet that was something.” He still held her arm. She
didn’t mind, really. Something about his slim, quiet, ruddy-
browed face . . . maybe he wouldn’t start pawing--not right
away at least.

“What’s your name, honey?”

“Joan. Joan Warrock. What’s yours?”

“Menton--Staff Sergeant J.A. Buster to you.”

“Buster? I say, that’s your nick-name, isn’t it?”

“Everybody always calls me that. But you know how it is,
in the Army. In the Air Force everybody always calls you by
your last name. They just say Smith or Johnson or Klingburger
or Riley or Levinsky or whatever it is.”

Now all the firing, bombs and shell explosions alike,
seemed moving fatefully away to the east--east and south,
down the Thames. “There goes Jerry,” said Joan. “Hope he
doesn’t come back. What a noisy night!”

“There was a couple fell close to here,” said S/Sgt.
Menton.

“Quite so. That big one nearly got me.”

He took out a fresh cigarette for himself and lighted it
deliberately. Again she saw his ruddy face: the jaunty, humor-
ous eyebrows, the well-moulded mouth . . . “Oh, not half bad,”
she thought, and wanted to giggle again. Suddenly, she was
selfishly glad that Jerry had come over early this night, while
she was on her way home.

“On leave?”

“Well,” he told her, “you can say I'm off ops, at least.”
“What does that mean--off ops?”

*“Off operations. Not flying missions--not now.”

“Are you Eighth Air Force?”

“Twelve Sixty-sixth Bomb Group, Heavy.”

I like



“How many missions have you done?”

“Eleven.”

“What do you do? Are you a pilot?”

He explained. “Look here, I'm not British; I'm not RAF!
We don’t have Sergeant-pilots in the American heavy bombers.
I’m just a waist-gunner.”

“Waist-gunner . . . Just what does that mean?”

“Means I'm good with waists.” said S/Sgt. Menton, and he
put his arm firmly around her waist.

Joan turned her face hurriedly away, though he hadn’t
struggled to reach it--not yet, anyway. “Come, now,” she cried,
severely, and she let her body stiffen. “You’re really quite nice,
you know.”

Immediately, he relaxed his arm. “The lady,” he said, “is
always the doctor--or ought to be. Where I come from.”

“And where’s that?”

*“Call me Buster,” he said softly. “I haven’t heard anyone
call me Buster for a long time.”

“O.K., Buster. Where do you come from, Buster?”’

“Quincy, Illinois. Gee,” he said, “that sure sounds swell.
Your calling me Buster.” He took a deep breath. “Look. You
in a hurry? I mean--were you going anywhere, or anything?”

Joan said, “Going home, Buster.”

“Well, look. How about our stopping and maybe having a
drink and something to eat?”

She cried in amazement, “Why, this must be the very first
time you’ve been up to London!”

“Oh, I’ve been here scads of times.”

“I say, then. You should know that it’s past closing. All the
pubs were closed two hours ago; and supper clubs can’t serve
drink after eleven.”

He sighed. “Sister, I know your town better than you
do.”

“Then--you know a place?”

“I’ll say so. Swell place. It’s run just for folks like us.”

“Why,” she declared with false disapproval, “that’s regular
Black Market. [ mean to say, a blind tiger or something like
that.”

“Look,” said Buster, “I don’t care what you call it. They’re
still open; they’re open all night. The liquor’s swell, the food’s
A-1, and they’ve got a swell band.”

She was weakening. Swell liquor, swell food--and doubt-
less he had plenty more of those peppery American cigarettes in
his pockets . .. When you live on wartime London rations, you
are eager to go to a luxurious supper club, even though there
may be more than a hint of the illicit about it, even though you
don’t go with a boy half so attractive as Buster . . .

“I say, is it far?”

“Over here in Stokemore Place. The Blue Polly, they
call it.”

In faint-echoing darkness, Joan felt her forehead wrinkle as
she attempted recollection. Seemed as if she--"The Blue
Polly,” she whispered. “I've heard of it.”

He was tall and slender and demanding, hung beside her in
the midnight. “Come on, Joan. Let’s go. You'll like it, I
promise you. You haven’t had such food in a long time. I'll
bet you ten bucks nobody ever took you to the Blue Polly
before.”

“No. Not took me, exactly. But I rather think--Well,” she
concluded feebly, “T’ve heard of it, all right.”

“What did you hear? Bad or good?”

She could hear his steady breathing as he waited for her
answer. Joan laughed at last, and sank her arm through his.
“Good, I guess. I can’t remember. But--O.K. As you say,
Buster, let’s go!”

“Roger!” cried Menton. He swung her around and
marched her rapidly away. His feet seemed very certain and
assured in hunting their path; it was as if he had traveled
this twisty little Effley Court many times, and always in the
blackout.

The court swung right toward Black Bush Square and
something must have fallen here, too--or else maybe it was only
the impact of the great bomb which had dropped in Wycombe
Road, the bomb which sought to blot Joan Warrock into noth-
ingness. Glass was thick under-foot: long silver slivers, fine
dust and cornered fragments, and all of it catching blue reflec-
tion from those angry searchlights that poked and coned across
the sky.

“Go easy,” the girl kept saying to Buster Menton. “I shan’t
have a shoe to wear if I cut these pumps! Really, you soldiers
have the best of us, you know--issued clothing and P-Xes and
all!”

“You’ll be all right,” Buster assured her. He gave her arm
a little squeeze, and Joan didn’t really mind.

Air raid wardens and policemen and other people were
poking all around and over a big mound of rubble that half
blocked the road opposite one corner of Black Bush Square.
Men called orders and directions to one another; they didn’t pay
any attention to Buster and Joan as they went past, though Joan
kept turning to look back at that wreckage through the torch-
spotted darkness.

“Flats!” she gasped to Buster Menton. “Remember? You
should, if you know this district so well. That big block of flats,
right there--and the whole corner’s gone. A lot of people must
have been killed!”

“T know,” said Buster. “Folks do get killed, in a war.”

It might have seemed callous, the way he marshalled
her past. Still, what could the two of them have done?
Nothing. The Defense Services had people especially

trained for jobs like that.

A short, squat man wavered on the sidewalk ahead of
them. He didn’t seem to want to move . . . a man in a dressing
gown or something like that, and he was bare-headed. “I was
inside,” he said coolly, to Buster and Joan. “In that flat. Second
storey up.” He pointed. “Inside there . ..”

Buster halted, and dragged Joan to a stop beside him.







“Anything we can do for you, Mister?”

“Sorry,” said the other. “Not a thing. I'm waiting around
for a while. That’s all, thank you--waiting around--" He drift-
ed behind them, a squat gray shape rapidly becoming a part of
the night as they went on and left him.

“Poor fellow,” said Joan. *A bit balmy, maybe.”

“Flak happy, I guess,” Buster muttered. “That’s what they
call it in the Eighth Air Force. Well, come on. Here’s
Stokemore Place, over across. What’s yours going to be? I'm
drinking bourbon-and-soda,” he said, loving the prospect.

“Gin-and-lime,” cried Joan, shrill with excitement. “A
double!” she added explosively. Buster broke into a bright
peal of laughter. He turned quickly, as if delighted beyond
words at her enthusiasm, and bending down, he kissed her
tull on the mouth. Then, before she could protest through
the immediate astonishment of it all, he had pulled her
along to the door of the Blue Polly. Faintly, they could hear
the beat of jazz.

The thinnest possible streak of light shone from within
a blast wall. Buster led Joan around an angle of the struc-
ture; her shoulder touched bricks, then a door opened and
they pushed past a curtain . . . “Buster boy!” Joan Warrock
heard herself exclaiming. “I’ve never seen the like. Really!
And I thought Stokemore Place was practically all bombed
out!”

Along room beyond the vestibule was choked with people,

and others were lined up three-deep in front of the Blue Polly’s '

bar. Such a bar Joan had not seen in years--not since early in
the war, before the liquor supply ran so low. Bottles shim-
mered; believe it or not, there was a gigantic pyramid of cham-
pagne bottles. They seemed to be filled with real champagne,
too; not just cardboard stooges pretending to be gay, pretending
that they were sheerest luxury.

There was a preponderance of RAF and other British
Services at the tables; very few Americans. Still, the beam-
ing waiter who came toward them seemed to know Buster
Menton; he smiled and nodded, and bowed an extra time or
two. Through the din and smoke, Joan heard Buster asking
for a table against the wall--one of those little ones, where he
and Joan could talk--and she looked down at the old waiter’s
crisp silver hair all the way to the corner . . . A lot of girls in
this place were beautifully dressed--Joan brushed past fur
capes and something that might have been honest-and-truly
mink--and she was acutely conscious of her shabby green
suit, and she recalled that one of her stockings had an unholy
run in it by this time.

Stowed behind their little table, she turned to look quizzi-
cally at Buster. She saw that he was as neat as a charm; just
from his face and his voice, she had known he would look like
that. His blouse was well pressed and well fitting; he had an
Eighth Air Force patch and his combat wings on their familiar
blue oblong, and the inevitable row of medal ribbons which all
these American fliers wore.

“Like it, Joan?”

“It’s heaven,” she said. “I didn’t know there was
a place like this in all London.”

“I'm glad you like it. Remember--1 prophesied
you would?”

“Righto. And won’t you call that darling old waiter back?
I’'m famished. Dry, t0o.”

Menton ordered their drinks--bourbon and gin-and-lime,
as they had planned--and the waiter gave them a neat-typed
menu which they studied amid Joan’s raptures. No jugged hare
or Spam--not an ounce of such stuff listed. There was ham and
salad, and cold sliced lamb, and shrimps--actually a shrimp
salad. “In season,” said Joan Warrock, completely awed,
“they’d have oysters, too, now wouldn’t they?”

“Absolutely. But I wouldn’t eat them on a bet.”

“I thought,” said she, with a few slivers of precious ice
clinking miraculously in her pale gin-and-lime, I thought that
all Americans loved oysters.”

“Not me. I'm from the Middle West. We don’t have them
out there. But”--he spoke as if with all assurance-- “one of the
very next meals I have, it’s going to be roasting ears!”

“What’s that?”

He explained about sweet corn, and insisted that she
should not refer to it as Indian corn.

“But you can’t get any here, can you?”

“Certainly not. They just have here--well, what they’ve
always had. Even before the Blitz, they must have had stuff like
this. But I can get roasting ears; don’t worry about that.”

Joan persisted in wonderment. “Where? At your base?
Where are you stationed?”’

He looked at her for a moment. “Brookwood,” he said.

Somehow the word placed a chill on her heart; she didn’t
know quite why. “I guess,” she said, *“l shouldn’t have asked
that, should I? ‘A slip of the lip may sink a ship.””

“Ever hear of my place?”

“Oh, yes. Brookwood. I must have known someone sta-
tioned there before. It’s down south--"" she frowned a little. “In
Surrey, isn’t it?”

“That’s right.” He grew more expansive. “Lots of Eighth
Air Force fellows down there. RAFs, too; not only British
RAFs--we’ve got all kinds. RCAF and Australians--some
Poles and Czechs, too.”

Politely she put her slender finger against his mouth.
“Now, now, darling. Mustn't talk about your Base.”

He grinned; he kissed her fingers before she took them
away. “Let’s talk about you, Joan Warrock. Where do you
work?”

“M.O.L”

“What’s that?”

“British Ministry of Information. I'm on the telephones.
Switchboard, you know.”

He asked, “Night Shift?”

“Oh, no. I was at a party tonight. A girl-friend’s flat. A

























and clothes, and money. The culture was falling apart,
fragmenting, imploding. Everyone knew this. Every one
of his colleagues talked about it. They talked incessantly.
Only he did anything.

Murphy feared one of these young girls turning
toward him, blocking his path. He pictured the girl in a
black motorcycle jacket and dirty white T-shirt, picking at
her teeth with a switchblade, pointing at him with a finger
like a claw, a long bony finger with a blood-red nail at the
end. He heard the girl speak rapidly in a foreign language
he did not know. This was how he imagined things to be
as he sat in his office waiting for the telephone to ring,
waiting for a call from Annie, a call that did not come. He
stared at the telephone and thought about calling her,
thinking how their conversation might go, thinking of all
the things they might say to one another. In the end, he
did not lift the receiver from its cradle.

At the library Murphy read everything he could find
on crows. The one that shit on him was a Common
American Crow, eighteen to twenty inches in length with
a three-foot wingspread. A fearless thief, a carrion eater.
But from what he read, a bird that would eat damned near
anything including crops. A loud voracious intelligent
bird that congregated in flocks. A good bird to kill. He
added this to his list of things to do at the cabin.

Shoot crows, he wrote.

One day, in the middle of his lecture, a boy walked
into class, asked Murphy his name and laid a manila enve-
lope on the desk. “These are for you”, the boy said.
Later, he opened the envelope. Divorce papers from
Annie’s lawyer. He stared for what seemed a very long
time at her signature on the bottom of the page.

The weather turned. Rain came and the snow melt-
ed into the ground. In the evenings Murphy sat in the
cabin smoking, listening to public radio on his boom
box, or sometimes playing guitar. He drank. And he
had no dreams.

On weekends, he cut wood and shot crows. He
became stronger from the work, younger from the
killing. An excellent marksman, he could drop a bird at
forty yards.

When Murphy went into the woods, familiar land-
marks seemed to slip away. Spring growth swallowed
everything. He looked for the owl, but it was gone, car-
ried off by a coyote or raccoon, he thought. He lost his
bearings in the underbrush that sprang from the dark earth
as if instantaneously. New green foliage eclipsed the
cabin. Everything was alive and it rained every day. A
dull film of moisture covered everything. And each day
Murphy hunted.

At first he left the dead crows where they lay. Then
he thought, why not save the talons--dark and razor sharp

as those of the owl--as a means of keeping score. He liked
that, the idea of keeping score. He began to carry a green
Hefty lawn and leaf bag to drag the bodies back in. He
used a tin snips to cut the legs. He strung the claws on a
wire and left them hanging from a nail on the deck. The
bodies he hung in a chokecherry tree twenty yards down-
wind of the cabin.

Let the hunted come to the hunter, he thought.

He said nothing of this to his colleagues.

At school Murphy answered his friends’ questions
about Annie. He told them she had changed the locks
on the doors, and how she managed to wangle a no-con-
tact order, as if he were a dangerous psychopath. He
said she was flipped out. He told them she wouldn’t
return his calls.

He said he thought things would work out--in the long
run. He said he was doing fine. He was okay. He said
what he thought he was expected to say. About the crows
he said only that they were pests, that occasionally he took
his rifle into the woods and shot the bastards.

But at the cabin, as the days began to lengthen,
Murphy worked hard, pruning, shooting, thinning their
ranks. He watched them, the crows, learning their habits,
their calls, their lives. He read and he learned things. He
knew that crows mated throughout the year. He knew

. they were most aggressive in spring and early summer.

He hit the crows in their nest, at sundown. Relentlessly,
one by one, he picked them off.

Murphy sat in his office the second morning of finals
week working at his computer, grading tests. He looked
at the telephone, sighed, reached for the receiver and
called his friend Odel. Murphy told Odel how disap-
pointed he was that an intelligent woman like Annie was
unable to show the smallest modicum of civility. He
asked Odel to meet him. They checked their schedules
and arranged to get together later that afternoon at a
watering hole Murphy knew, The Swinging Inn. He hung
up and began working quickly, grading without interest.
When he was finished, he leaned back in his chair, ran his
calloused hands through his long curly hair, smiled at the
red and blue screen and waited.

Murphy remembered the coyote he found when he
was building the cabin. He had been driving when he saw
the light gray-brown body lying on the shoulder of the
road. He slowed and pulled over, got out of his truck and
kicked at the thing. At first, he thought it was a dog. Then
he reached down to touch it. He felt beneath the hair. The
body was still warm. He turned it over. A coyote. He cra-
dled the body in both arms and brought it to the pick-up
where he stretched it out carefully in back. He thought
how great the skin would look hanging on the wall of his
cabin. He brought it home, shoved the body in a black
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