
So many things to smell, here in the quiet of the set. I roll over my brothers, and sniff 

at the hollow’s entrance, smelling unknown scents. Mother’s dark paws pad 

soundlessly toward us, and I yip, because she is here, revealing another layer of 

scents and sounds.  

She chuckles quietly in the back of her throat, and lies down, her slender russet muzzle 

on her long legs. We rush over, stumbling on black legs far shorter than hers, and 

hungrily press our faces into her side.  

Mother sweeps her tail over us, and I roll onto my back, snuggling into her warm belly 

and her white-tipped tail. This is home, and yet it is not. The scent of human makes 

me nervous – the scent-name taught to me by Mother long ago.  

She sees me sniffing and wriggling, and stands up. The set is low but long, and she 

creeps further down into the earth, under the cold stone of the roof.  

‘Do you know why I chose this set?’ Mother asks, once we are all cradled in the safety 

of her tail again. ‘There are things a fox needs to know before she is grown, and 

humans are one of them. They are inescapable now. Back in my grandmother’s day, 

the deepest forest was the only safe place, and now even the deepest forest provides 

no protection. 

‘So we moved closer. We live under a human building, so that my kits might know 

humans and be safe. Even if they make you nervous, and their scent makes you want 

to run and hide, you must know them. You can move wherever you want, but it will not 

be safe. There are foxes everywhere, but the ones that survive know humans, no 

matter where they live.’  

I press as close as I can to her, trying to quash a nervous whine. I don’t want to know 

humans.  

Seasons pass, and we are growing, playing, hunting. The first kit to pounce clumsily 

after a grasshopper is my sister, and my mother growls approvingly, licking her fluffy 

fur until she scrambles away, desperate to be the first to catch something, anything. 

But it is me who catches the first prey, a small mouse, almost too big for my jaws. 

Mother does not growl, or lick me, or acknowledge me at all. She snarls at all of us to 

get into the set. 

We oblige, even though with the four of us nearly grown kits and Mother space is tight, 

and Mother does not let us come out. She blocks the entrance, and I whine nervously.  

She turns to us abruptly, her white-tipped tail lashing behind her. ‘Kits. In a heartbeat 

I am going to run across the grass. When I have gone for five heartbeats, run in the 

opposite direction. Don’t wait too long. If the sun goes down and I’m not back, go on 

without me. Do you understand?’  

We nod, tails twitching nervously. She relaxes, licks each of us on the head, turns and 

bounds out of the set. Mother is gone. We wait five heartbeats, but that isn’t long, all 

our hearts are racing. We run out scattered, my two brothers wrestling over who gets 

to leave first. I don’t look back, don’t see what caused that shattering screech, don’t 



see the humans with traps and snares and poisons, don’t look back, don’t wait too 

long, don’t cry. 

But I cry anyway, because I know Mother is gone, and I know that only my sister is 

here, and my brothers are gone too.  

My sister presses against me, her darker red fur shaking in time with her ragged 

breathing. We pant and gasp, waiting for the sun to go down and for Mother and our 

brothers to reappear, and take us home. 

I look at my sister, her black legs stubby and short, her dark red fur fluffy and fine, her 

thin brush lashing over the ground. We are still young, still kits that can barely hunt for 

ourselves. I put my mouse on the ground, and hungrily tear it apart. My sister joins in, 

and we share my mouse as the sun goes down.  

The night is thick and dark, like an enormous set. Mother is still not here, so I step 

away from my sister, and toward a tumble of fallen stones. There is a small hollow, 

and I dig a shallow hole, calling my sister to join me. She curls close, and I close my 

eyes.  

I wake up, and she is still here, pressed warm against my side. At least I have some 

semblance of family left.  

‘Wake up.’ I tell her, and patter out the hollow. The air is different today, safer 

somehow. She looks at me.  

‘Are we going somewhere?’ My sister seems nervous, and I flick my tail against her 

comfortingly.  

I weave around the buildings, her just behind me. The buildings are tall and brown and 

dusty, but mercifully human-free. We walk for so long my fur is coated in the brown 

dust, and my paws will never be the same shade of black again.  

But finally we reach something beautiful. A vast expanse of trees as far as we can see. 

It’s fenced in, thin stripes of silver slicing through the cool shade and deep forest. I put 

my paws in the loops and scramble up, balancing on the narrow plank of cut tree as I 

wait for my sister.  

When I jump down with her, it feels safe. The wind is blowing the leaves from the trees, 

and one lands on my nose. I sneeze it off, and my sister laughs, because we are safe, 

and I cannot scent humans, and we are together.  

I wander around the forest, my sister grinning despite herself, and I realise that it is 

safe here. We can live as a fox should, with kits of our own, and we will teach them all 

they need to know of the foxes that came before. 


