The Crow
We came back from our short holiday; it had been perfect: clear skies, cooling breezes, cropped turf and early summer flowers. But nothing had changed: I felt as though I was at the bottom of a deep pit, and I would never find a way to climb out. 

Hal tried to lighten my mood. He made jokes, eulogising how lucky we had been with the weather and the beauty of the Dorset coastline. I tried to respond and forced a smile, but he wasn’t fooled.


The next morning I looked out of the kitchen window. There it was, a young crow, unable to fly, with short wing feathers barred with white. It called to its parents and, high up in the oaks, they called back.


We went into the garden. 
‘Hal, it can’t fly! The crows never come down, they won’t feed it. What can we do?’ I asked anxiously.

‘It’s better to leave it, Karen. If we interfere the parents will desert it. We’ll keep out of the garden today. Give it a chance,’ he said.


Give it a chance – what chance? No chance. My hand slid towards my stomach, but Hal was looking at me, so I turned and went into the house.


I watched from the window. The crow, hunched in the border, seemed unaware – unafraid. Then suddenly it spread its wings, raised its head and opened wide its red mouth. It wailed a croak of deep despair as though saying: I need you. I am hungry. Feed me. Feed me. Love me. Don’t desert me. Love me.


All afternoon its cries of anguish and hunger pierced the walls of our home, echoing my own internal cries of misery and loss.


‘Karen, come away from the window, you can’t do anything. It’s probably the runt of the nest and the others pushed it out. I’m surprised it survived the fall,’ he said, a worried look on his face.


‘But, Hal, it won’t last the night – a fox or that horrible cat, Norman, from next door will get it,’ I said, close to tears.


‘That’s nature, Karen. These things are happening all the time, normally we aren’t aware of them.’


His calm acceptance and self-satisfied logic irritated me.


‘That’s nature,’ he repeated, ‘the strong survive and the weak die.’ 


How could he say that? He saw my expression and tried to put his arms around me. 


‘I’m sorry, Karen …’


I pushed past him and went upstairs.

I was up early and I could hear the crow calling. It had survived. I felt vindicated – it would live. It was meant to live. I willed the parents to come down and feed it. All day its cries made me ache inside. Please don’t die, I thought. Live – live for me.

It survived another night but now its cries were fewer and weaker. I went outside. It was perched on the back of the garden bench. I crept towards it. It looked at me with wary interest. I must do something, I thought. What? 


I went into the kitchen and looked in the fridge. Cheese? Bacon? Tinned dog food!


Tess, the Labrador, looked with interest as I placed some pieces of the dark meat and jelly on a long-handled spoon. It was the nearest thing I had to road-carrion. 

‘Sorry, Tess, not for you,’ I said. She looked disappointed.


I walked towards the crow and slowly moved the spoon forward until it was below its head. A bluish eye looked at me, then it cocked its head and inspected the food. It showed no interest. I slowly moved the spoon up, until the meat touched its beak. Would that tempt it?


I moved the spoon down. The crow raised its head and then, with a piston-like movement, its beak pierced the food. It raised its head and a piece of food was held delicately in its beak, acquired with the skill of a duchess tonging a cube of sugar from a Worcester bowl. It tilted its head back and swallowed.


I was surprised and thrilled. Tears ran down my cheeks. It had taken food. It would live. I held the spoon steady and it ate hungrily but warily, stopping when food stuck around the edge of its beak to bend down and wipe it delicately on the edge of the seat.


I felt proud, justified, I had made a difference. It didn’t always have to end badly. I turned back to the house. Hal was watching me from the conservatory door, smiling.


‘It ate a lot,’ I said excitedly.


‘I’ve been watching. It needs raw food. I’ll buy some mince tomorrow.’

We fed it for five days. Each morning it would walk up the lawn, with its old salt gait - we never knew where it spent the night. It was bold and brave, ignoring the squirrels, the other birds; focused on surviving and making contact with its parents.

Each day it seemed sleeker, stronger, more of an adult. It preened and extended its wings, often balancing on one leg and stretching out the opposite wing like a high-wire artist with a feather parasol. It ate the mince and Hal fed it if I had to go out, reporting progress when I returned. I didn’t give it a name, or decide if it was male or female – I didn’t  want to chance fate again.

On the morning of the sixth day it was gone. Had it managed to fly and join its parents? They too had gone. The garden seemed empty without their raucous cries. All day a soft sadness permeated me. Hal looked at me warily. I knew he was worried that this would make things worse.


‘Shall I throw the mince away, Hal?’ I asked. Then I thought of Tess – how silly of me - of course.


‘I’m sorry, Karen. You did your best. I’m surprised it lived that long.’ He stopped, realising what he had said. ‘Karen, I meant the crow, not …’


‘I know what you meant, Hal. We gave it a chance. It may not have survived, but I’m glad we tried. It was lovely being close to it, if only for a few days. It was a privilege.’


I moved closer to him. ‘I’m sorry I’ve been so difficult since … I couldn’t accept it, couldn’t believe it had happened. All parents can lose their young. The crows have other young and next year they’ll be back to make a nest in our oak trees. Life will go on.’

He took my hands. ‘And our life, Karen. Will our life go on?’   


I moved his hands and placed them over my empty womb. ‘I will always grieve for the baby, but I want to try again. I want a baby – I want to give a baby a chance to live, to grow, to love.’


He held me tight and we both cried. In the distance I heard a crow calling from the nearby wood.

The next year I was sitting in the garden. It was a lovely summer’s day. In the pram beside me, shaded from the sun, was our two month old son, little Hal. He was perfect - lovely. I raised the shade to see his face: skin as delicate as the petal of a peony and dark eyelashes resting on his cheeks. When I look at him I feel my heart will burst with love.


Suddenly the still air was broken by the flashing of ebony wings. I started and leant over Hal to protect him. 

A crow, a handsome adult, landed on the back of the garden bench. It looked at me, cocked its head and seemed to glance at little Hal. We looked at each other – I knew it was my crow.


Then it took off –  rising strongly with beats of its powerful wings. Calling stridently, it flew away. I was filled with joy as I watched it move through the air. I had given it life – the crow had given me hope.  
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