
Spoiled – By James Andrews. 

I. 

One day, Mae was told by her mother to milk a chicken with a fox. 

‘And not any chicken,’ her mother warned. From the kitchen window – with one hand in a sink of 

soap and dishes – she pointed to the coop in the garden. ‘the fat hen. She’s needed milked for quite 

some time.’ 

Mae was not asked if she could, but rather told that she would milk a chicken with a fox. 

Her mother looked cross giving the command. She had been awake since Mae’s father had gone to 

work at dawn, and would not sleep until her family were rested in dreams at dark. She was tired, and 

Mae knew she could not fuss. 

Mae had never seen a chicken being milked with a fox before. Though by the stern look on her 

mother’s face, she did not want to ask her questions. She was comforted instead by the truth – that she 

was a young girl that did not know an awful lot. Though she had never seen a chicken being milked 

with a fox, that did not mean that it could not be done.  

Although she did not want to cause a row, Mae was content to stay sitting at the table to eat her 

breakfast. Her mother had made her toast, and on this day her mother had spread the butter thick, – 

when it was often rationed – and she wanted to savour the accident that was now her pleasure. 

‘Not in a minute, not in a moment, now,’ her mother called, with a quiet threat of anger in her voice. 

Mae ate her food greedily, in one or two mouthfuls – the crumbs missed her plate and dirtied the 

table. She looked to her mother, worried now by the mess she had made. Her mother did not stir or 

shout – she was silent. Outside, the sun had broken through cloud, and light had begun to dance gently 

on her mother’s face. She had closed her eyes, to let the sun rest, and Mae wondered if she had ever 

looked as beautiful. The sun shone only on her mother, and Mae imagined that the light cast was a 

coat; a coat of fur and silk, its colour warm. 

Light entered the room and with it came warmth, which tired Mae. She rested her head on the table, 

and with one eye open, she thought of how big the crumbs looked to her. To Mae, the crumbs were 

now islands. She brought the sugar jar from the middle of the table and tipped it slowly. To Mae, the 

sugar was now water. The water connected the islands – making inlands and lakes – and her world 

was made. Though her world troubled her, for it looked lonely. She thought then of the people that 

would live on the islands; what they would do on days of rain and days of sun, and if they too liked 

toast with plenty butter. She put her finger in the sugar and the sugar to her tongue. At peace with her 

creation, she closed her eyes. 

The smell of soap woke her from her lull. Her mother had dragged a wet cloth across her landscape, 

and her world was taken from her. Her mother’s lack of care stung, though blind to Mae’s pains, she 

rung the wet cloth in the sink.  

‘I’ll stay to clean your many messes,’ she sighed, her anger now definite. She turned from Mae and 

pointed to the coop once more. Mae rose from her chair, but before she could take a step from the 

table she had a thought that troubled her.  

‘There’s no fox in the garden,’ she said, timid.  

Her mother pulled the plug from the sink and the water drained slowly. As she thought of an answer, 

she tapped her hand nervously on the rim of the sink.  



‘A fox will come when a chicken needs milked,’ she said, certain and proud. With a conscious effort 

she steadied her hand. Taken for a moment by bravery, Mae asked what she thought an important 

question. 

‘Can you milk a chicken?’ 

‘Yes. Though only with a fox.’ 

‘And what if I hurt the hen?’  

‘Nonsense!’ her mother replied, the word weary on her tongue. ‘Now, out!’  

With her warnings spent, Mae left for the garden. In the light of day, she felt herself quite alone. Of 

course this was common for Mae, for she had no friend her age. This was not because she was mean, 

or because she nipped and teased, but because she lived in the middle of nowhere. Her home was set 

on the top of a hill, in a stretch of empty fields; like patchwork the fields stitched together the land, 

with her home its crown and centre. Only the farm where her father worked was near, and on this 

farm there was only the elder Sam; the employer of her father. Amusement, she often found alone.   

She stood high on the steps by the door, and looking outward to the garden and beyond she felt as a 

queen governing land. If she could, she would bring all towns to the steps of her door, to pick from 

homes boys and girls her age. She would demand friendship, and it could not be denied – she would 

have it, and she would keep it. She would be cruel in her rule, for her want of a friend was so 

desperate. 

Forgetting fantasy, she looked to the window, where she could see the shape and shadow of her 

mother working quick with her hands at another task. Hidden from her mother’s view, she danced on 

the steps. On each step there were cracks, little and deep. She walked each step cautiously, and tiptoed 

on each line and fracture as though it were a tightrope wire, and she a performer at a carnival. A 

sudden knock came from the window – she broke her frolic, and trod toward the coop. 

II. 

In the middle of the garden, there was a tree. Its bloom was full; its leaves formed to a ball of dark 

yellow that eclipsed the sun. It was a tree of no ordinary nature, and had caused a lot of bother.  

‘Peaches, pears and plums – that’s what it grows,’ Mae’s father had promised, pressing a small seed 

into her hand, one summer ago.  

‘Pears, plums and peaches?’ Mae replied, in disbelief. She held the seed to the sun, and with a curious 

eye began inspection.  

‘And where did you find it?’ Mae’s mother asked, with a scrutiny severe to Mae’s wonder. 

‘Sold – not found,’ Mae’s father corrected, proud of the business he had secured with a merchant that 

passed by the farm that day.  

Removed for a moment from the tossing of manure and the feeding of pigs, he took what the 

merchant gave. In a deep and drawl voice, he retold his experience; Mae listened with delight, and her 

mother with concern. He had a special way of telling stories, which gave each the quality of a 

pantomime; he would bulk his body, and his voice would rise and fall with the drama of his tale. 

I was minding only my own business, when I heard a shout from far. I could see quite clear a man in a 

cotton coat, limping from the lane. As he got closer, I could hear him cough, and so I asked if he 

would take a drink of water from the well. He had a gentle voice, and told me not to worry. From his 

pocket he took a pouch, and in it there was what looked like sawdust. From his other pocket he took a 

vial, which held a clear liquid. With a proud voice he told me ‘Your crops will never wither, and your 



animals won’t need fed.’ He took a grain from the pouch, and tilted the vial. ‘A pinch and a drop – in 

the fields and in the troughs.’ I called him a trickster! He was offended, for he put the goods in his 

pocket, buttoned his coat, and walked back down the lane from where he came. I thought of the farm, 

and the struggles of Sam – it did not feel right to deny the chance of a miracle, and on a day so grey. I 

called to him, and asked for the cost of his product. ‘One penny!’ he shouted. I thought it bad to think 

him a fool, though I did. Like in a dream I pinched myself, and took from my pocket his price. As 

though it were a crumb he took it from my hand. You will think I lie when I tell it – he swallowed the 

coin! I thought for a moment he would choke. He spat, took my hand in his, and shook it. When he 

took his hand from mine there was this seed, tied in tissue. He told me what it would grow, and I 

laughed, asking if he would like another penny for it. He was not a man of humour; he handed over 

my purchases, and was gone. 

With pride Mae’s father reached his conclusion. Now a treasure of her own, Mae held the seed to her 

heart.  

‘I do not trust this merchant!’ cried Mae’s mother. ‘Did he have a name?’ 

‘By the way he shook my hand, I could tell he was a good businessman – he needed no name,’ Mae’s 

father replied, his word final. 

Her mother protested and did not want the tree planted, but could not fight the perseverance of Mae 

for long. Under the setting sun Mae planted the seed with her mother, as her father washed and set his 

clothes for work. They walked hand in hand, Mae with the seed and her mother with trowel.  

In the middle of their stride her mother would stop sudden, and ask Mae, ‘Here?’  

Mae would spin on the spot, pause, and declare ‘No!’ for she thought of how long the tree would 

stand, and did not want it to tire with the sight it had of the land. She told her mother that the tree 

would need a ‘perfect place, a happy home.’ Her mother took her consideration seriously. She walked 

ahead of Mae and to the very middle of the garden. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and told 

Mae to stand by her side. Without word, they settled upon a spot.  

Mae watched her mother dig deep with the trowel, desiring the instruction to help. Her mother looked 

to her, threw the tool to her side, and began to dig with her hands. Mae knelt, and followed example. 

Together they tore at the ground, throwing dirt behind their backs, their laughter a harmony. Once 

dug, Mae took the seed and placed it at the bottom of the hole. Together they kicked at dirt, and sealed 

the seed. Proud of their work, they took a moment together in silence. This silence was broken as 

Mae’s mother spotted the dot of dirt that marked Mae’s nose. She laughed, took hold of Mae’s hand, 

and brought her inside to wash. 

As they ate dinner, Mae asked with curiosity when the tree would start to grow.  

‘My darling give it its time. Patience – as you grow so will the tree. When you are older, and have 

children of your own, you can show it to them. Is that not wonderful?’  

Mae did not answer, and continued to eat. Though the thought may have been selfish, she did not care 

for the children she was told she would have; they were not here, they were not now, and they were 

not a tree that could grow peaches, pears and plums. 

The next morning, Mae’s father woke for work early. He wanted to put to motion the merchants 

magic, before Sam had a chance to arrive at the farm and tease him for believing in it. If only it was 

not so dark in the morning, and if only he looked to the garden, he would have seen the tree had 

grown to a great size. 

The joy of discovery was for Mae. As she ate her breakfast, a branch from the tree tapped against the 

window. Mae shrieked, ran outside, and called for her mother. The tree, tall as the sky, loomed. It 



bore not fruit, but stones, and dangling limp at the end of each branch were baubles of grey – a very 

sad display, like a Christmas tree without the colour of festivity. The stones looked like pits and 

shrivelled prunes. The tree itself was a sight to behold; the branches were bare and thin, the trunk was 

crooked, and its roots looked like rot in the ground. Pine, oak, cedar; it seemed made of the parts and 

pieces of different trees; the branches fought in a lost tangle. At first glance, Mae’s mother resolved to 

have the tree cut down.  

‘It is a pain to the eye! Wait until your father sees – I am not best pleased.’  

As her mother returned to the house, a stone fell from the tree and landed in front of Mae. She picked 

it up, though held it not for long, for it was cold and heavy. She threw it far, upset it was not the fruits 

she desired. 

Mae’s father turned pale upon seeing the tree. He viewed it as a bad omen. Fearing the merchant was 

a fraud, he made a telephone call to Sam. As they waited for Sam to answer, Mae’s mother warned 

that without work, they would go to ruin, ‘and I remind you, we have no one near to beg or steal 

from.’  

Mae had never seen her father so frightened. Before Sam had chance to speak, Mae’s father 

confessed, ‘I did not mean to poison the farm!’  

Sam told him to calm, and to explain his eruption. Again Mae’s father told the story of the merchant, 

though this time his voice shook and his hand trembled. Mae could hear Sam chuckle. 

‘I can still count my crop. Do not fret over fear,’ said Sam, ending the telephone call. 

His words did little to settle the nerves of Mae’s father, who from that day on would have worry set in 

his blood like bone for fear for the farm. His intent was only good, though this he never understood. 

After he spoke to Sam he went to sleep without supper. He was late for work the next day as he could 

not move from bed. 

The next night, he took an axe from the storeroom to cut down the tree. Mae and her mother watched 

from the window. As her father swung the axe, Mae held her breath. There was a clang, and her father 

cursed – the axe made no mark upon the tree. He dropped the axe, his arm in pain. Mae’s mother ran 

to him, and held him as he hobbled. 

Mae walked to the tree and placed a hand upon it; with her finger she followed the line of the trunk. 

Though it was planted only yesterday, it looked old; older than her mother, older than her father, older 

than their home. She began to cry, and begged her father not to cut down the tree.  

‘It is not made of wood,’ he said to Mae, with a voice of defeat. 

As though the tree listened to his word, it shook. Buds formed on its branches, and leaves of burnt red 

began to sprout. A sound came from the tree; a sound like the slither of a snake. Rather than rejoice, 

they ran inside, afraid.  

The next morning, as the sun seared in the sky, Mae’s mother decided that the tree was a sight 

pleasant. 

‘I am glad it was not cut down,’ she said, upon seeing a robin set its nest with a twig firm in its beak. 

Mae’s father did not agree, as his thoughts were still with the harm he may have caused the farm. 

The bloom of the tree lasted not for long, for only a day later, the leaves lost their colour and died. 

The tree looked sad, returned to its form of droop and sag. 

‘It is hideous! Unnatural!’ Mae’s mother cried. 



Mae’s mother grew bitter as she thought the tree was tricking her. The next day, it bloomed again. No 

matter the season, this cycle was then a constant; during the dead of winter – where nothing was green 

or grew – and the warm of spring, the tree and its life was of its own. Its routine of regeneration 

became a burden, as fallen leaves began to collect. The mound became a mass, the pile formed a hill, 

and Mae and her mother would spend days in attempt to clear it. Mae would take the leaves in 

bundles; her mother would take a broom, and brush the leaves from the garden like dirt under a rug. 

One afternoon, Mae’s mother gave up her effort, and swore at the tree. 

‘It has ruined our good garden. If I were ever to see that merchant, I would bury him.’ 

It may have cost only a penny, though it caused a lot of pain. Mae did not mind the tree, and under it 

is where she would have lay, to spend the balance of her day, if her mother had not asked her to milk 

a chicken with a fox. 

III. 

The coop was a large one, housing ten chickens. The chickens had been gifted by Sam to Mae’s 

father. He did not work for money but instead for provisions, and they were one day given as a token 

of appreciation. The coop was the one feature of Mae’s home that had always stood strong. Though 

time put her home in many states of disrepair – with cistern cracked and leaking, roof torn and dire – 

the coop had not been knocked by nature’s way. It was a place of warmth to Mae, with its yellow 

lamps and beds of hay.  

The coop was made of two parts: a wooden hut, where the chickens slept, and a pen, where the 

chickens roamed. Mae unlatched the gate of the pen and entered. In the open there was one chicken. 

She took notice of this chicken often, for it wore a rather dumb look upon its face, and was always 

with its mouth open, pecking at a spot on the ground where there was no feed or seed, far from the 

other chickens and taking pleasure in its own pursuit. As Mae passed, the chicken raised its head from 

the ground. She wanted to pet the chicken, but knew it was one to easily frighten, and so she passed it 

by to the hut.  

Upon entering, activity hushed; the patter and drum of feet silenced. The chickens poked out their 

heads from their nesting boxes, to see if Mae was fiend or foe. The air was still, and she felt as though 

a hundred eyes were upon her. She could not see well for it was dark in the hut; the bulbs above were 

dull, hung from beams by a black wire that looked like a thick stem of liquorice. She crouched, the 

chickens calmed, and continued with their warble and walk. From one end of the coop to the other, 

Mae searched for the hen. With each step she took there was a creak underfoot, and a coo from above. 

High in the rafters, pigeons were nested. Though the chickens now had no time to consider Mae a 

disturbance, the pigeons followed her with their eyes – beady, curious, direct.  

At the far end of the hut, a bulb blinked. Under it, Mae found the hen nested within two pillars of hay; 

calm and content. It was strange to Mae, for when the light above would go out, the hen would stick 

its beak into its feathers, as though it were a merchant checking the silver of its wares. The hen looked 

to Mae as though she were a thief, determined to pluck a feather. Mae moved closer and crouched, to 

take the threat from her stance. The reason for the hen’s mistrust was simple, for it had a chick under 

its wing; it looked like a pocket of yellow, with blue button eyes. Mae thought of how she had never 

given the chickens a name, and so declared that the hen would be Mary, and that the chick would have 

the name of Maude. 

There was a hum and a pop – the bulb above burst. Mae felt a thrash at her shoulder as the hen had 

sprung to protect its young. She was blinded – her balance and breath taken. She fell to the ground, 

knocking her knee and hurting her hand. The chickens, unsettled, began to cluck madly; in a circle of 

dark the flock was of unrest. Mae ran from the hut in terror. 



IV. 

Once outside, Mae saw that she had forgotten to latch the gate, and that the chicken was gone from 

the pen. She ran to the garden, in search of it. As her mother had foretold, a fox had appeared. Under 

the tree it lay, as though it had been in wait for Mae. It was a small fox, and though it were small, it 

did not fear her – it did not growl or grunt, or scurry from sight. 

As Mae approached, the fox rose, and crossed its tail between its legs. It was a friendly fox, Mae 

thought. She held out her hand, clicked with her fingers, and called for it to come close. The fox took 

a step toward her, sniffed, and withdrew with its nose upturned.  

A minute passed. The fox, finding its comfort once more, lay down on the ground. The calm of the 

creature amused Mae; it lay like an old dog, at rest before a fireplace. It was a rather thin fox; Mae 

could see the curve of its spine, and its eyes were tired and sunken. It looked as though it had not 

eaten for a while; starved and with the ache of hunger upon its face.  

The chicken appeared. A rustle in the leaves; the chicken dawdled. It looked lost, in search of its 

home. Mae looked to the fox, and the fox looked to the chicken. The fox’s stare was unbroken, and it 

followed each step the chicken took. Mae whistled, and the fox turned its head to her. The face of the 

fox had changed; its eyes were wide, its tongue curled at its lip, and spit hung from the roof of its 

open mouth. As the chicken drew near, the fox began to pace and pant. Taking notice of neither of 

them, the chicken marched. Mae took small steps toward the chicken, and once she was close she took 

it in her hold.  

Her mother’s lack of instruction was now an issue: She had the parts of a puzzle she could not play. A 

jigsaw without a piece, a dice without its dots – it made little sense. She looked to the window, where 

she could no longer see inside, the reflection of a dark cloud upon the glass now hiding her mother 

from view. 

A violent wind stirred. The chicken’s feathers furled; the fox’s body bristled. With the sting of the 

cold wind, Mae’s eye watered. From her eye fell a single tear. From the chicken fell a single feather. 

The fox leapt. 

The fox scratched at her arm; its snout snatched at the chicken. The chicken struggled in Mae’s 

cradle; its head swung back and forth, as though its neck were a line of string. Against her mother’s 

wishes, Mae’s only thought was to keep the chicken from the fox. She tried to call for her mother, 

though could not find the words, for her tongue was heavy and her voice was weak. With her arm as a 

guard, Mae held the chicken close to her chest and ran from the fox in fear. 

Mae ran to the pen, put the chicken to the ground, and latched the gate behind her. It was as though 

she were a jailer, taking refuge in a criminal cell. The fox circled the pen, in search of entrance. Mae 

looked at her wrist, where it was marked by the fox’s claw: a stain, a scar, a crimson cut. Drops of 

blood dotted her arm, and the spots of red looked to her unreal. 

The fox began to paw and burrow at a spot on the ground. Mae could hear from the hut that the 

chickens had settled; their clucks a short tune and a quiet squabble. It would be a feast for the fox, 

Mae thought. The chicken looked unbothered and blind to its company. 

Mae looked for a weapon to use against the fox – a branch, a stick, a piece of broken wood. Resting 

against the run of the hut there was a hammer, worn with rust at its handle. Mae did not want to hurt 

the fox, only frighten it. She took the hammer in her hand and crossed to the fox. Each time she tried 

to raise the hammer, her arm would go limp with the heavy weight, and her hand would fall by her 

side. She dropped the hammer; it made a dimple upon the grass. She hissed at the fox, she stamped at 

the ground, and still the fox dug, ferocious. 



Mae took the chicken in her arms once more, and ran again from the pen. The fox followed at her 

heel. She would go now to her mother, and ask for help. As though it predicted her path, the fox ran to 

the steps, and stopped by the door. Mae turned, and rushed toward the tree. She tripped over a stone, 

and fell amongst the leaves. The chicken was gone from her grasp. The fox bound from the steps. 

Now only a step apart, the fox snarled, and the chicken clucked – one beast, one prey. Mae closed her 

eyes, and hid herself from horror. 

A yelp, a yap; a whimper, a wail. Mae opened her eyes. An apple had fallen from the tree, and had hit 

the fox on its nose. One by one, apples fell with a plonk. Mae thought the ordeal over, and prayed the 

fox would scatter. Swift, the fox took the chicken in its teeth, ran to a hedgerow near, and 

disappeared. 

V. 

Mae did not cry. She took an apple from the ground, stood, and walked to the steps. Before entering, 

she paused. Her mother would want answers; answers she did not wish to give. Mae’s cheek burned 

red at the thought of her mother’s reprimand. To fold her clothes, to fix her bed, to clean her mess; 

common commands her mother gave. To milk a chicken with a fox; a demand no different, that had 

sounded as simple. Mae wanted to run rather than face consequence; to a quiet grove, a silent stream, 

far from upset. Mae put the apple in the pocket of her pinafore and opened the door. 

Inside, her mother had begun to prepare soup for lunch; the smell of broth hung in the air. Mae sat at 

the table, with her head held low. Her mother peeled and chopped vegetables by the sink, and did not 

break from the activity as Mae entered. Her eyes were red and swollen. Mae thought for a moment 

that she had been crying, but could see she was cutting onion. She put the vegetables in a pot, undid 

her apron, and folded it neat and square on the back of the table chair. She did not say a word to Mae, 

nor did she look in her direction. Though no word had yet been spoken – nor no admission of her 

failure at the task she was given – Mae sensed that she was in trouble. Awaiting her mother’s 

questions, she wanted to weep. It was the silence of her mother that made Mae sit with unease, for this 

silence was often precede loud argument. Mae crossed her arms on the table, and put down her head 

in shame. 

‘What happened to your arm?’ asked Mae’s mother, as she brought her eye to where the fox had 

scratched. She took a towel from the drawer, wet it, and pressed it to Mae’s wrist. 

‘It was the fox,’ Mae explained. Her mother shook her head in disapproval.  

‘You were playing outside of the garden again, I know it.’  

Mae was struck by surprise; her mother had not witnessed her woe. Surprise turned to worry; the 

worry of confession.  

‘I tell you not to stray – you are not a cat.’  

Her mother pressed on the wound, and Mae cried in pain, ‘The fox ate the chicken!’  

At first there was no recognition of what Mae had said. Doubt then ticked in her mother’s head like a 

clock, and her face then seemed to fall. Her brow bent to a frown; her mouth curved to disgust. She 

rose from her chair, tossed the towel, and looked down upon Mae.  

‘I won’t believe you!’ she said. It was spoken like a curse.  

Mae made her attempt of apology, though before she could say that she was sorry, her mother 

slammed her hand upon the table. 

‘I won’t listen. I won’t hear it.’ 



Mae felt strange; she had told the truth, and her mother had denied it. Her mother walked from one 

end of the room to the other. She would stop now and again and hold her head in her hands, as though 

a fever had struck. She would cross to the door and rest her hand upon its handle, as though she 

wanted to leave. She looked as a stranger, unwelcome in her own home. With each step she took, the 

room seemed to shrink. 

Fury marked Mae’s mothers face. At times Mae had seen this fury; when she had torn a stitch from 

her mother’s favourite gown, or spilled juice on the carpet that had just been cleaned. Though this 

fury was different.  

‘You are upsetting me today,’ Mae’s mother said as she took the kettle from the counter, filled it with 

water and placed it upon the stove. They were both silent as it whistled and screeched; steam pouring 

from its spout.  

‘What good does a lie do?’ Mae’s mother asked, pouring the water from the kettle to the pot. Mae felt 

as though her body burned; her own anger a storm. 

‘The fox ate the chicken!’ Mae shouted. 

She did not often raise her voice to her mother; before Mae could, her mother cried. She crossed to the 

sink and wet her face, drying with the apron she had laid on the chair. Mae had no words for her 

mother, and so she brought the apple from her pocket and took a bite. She had never tasted a fruit so 

sweet; its taste was of candy and caramel. Her mother took the apple from her hand. 

‘Where did you get this?’ 

‘From the tree.’ 

‘An apple from the tree! Give your lies a rest, they are tired!’ 

She handed the apple to Mae, and looked out toward the tree. As though perched upon pillows, the 

apples lay amongst the leaves, their number countless. Mae’s mother nodded her head, as though she 

were counting them. Mae took another bite; sweeter than the first, it was as though she held in her 

mouth a cube of sugar.  

‘I don’t believe you. If your father was here, what would he think? He doesn’t take to liars, and 

neither do I.’ 

The taste of the apple turned sour in Mae’s mouth, to a bitter bile. Mae spat; her mother slapped her 

wrist.  

‘What would your father say to your lies?’  

Mae wished for in that moment to be older; to not be treated as a child; to be listened to and heard. If 

she was not to be believed, she vowed to speak never another word.  

‘Are you listening to me?’ her mother asked. 

She looked to Mae, awaiting answer, as Mae remained silent. 

‘You are playing a game I find silly. If you won’t speak, leave.’  

And so Mae left, running to the garden. 

VI. 

Mae sat on the steps, silent and sullen. She wondered if her mother had played a cruel joke upon her; 

that her day was a ruse from the start. By the side of the steps were a pot of flowers, and in the light 



they did not look altogether real – illusions, tricks, mimics. Her mother had begun to hum a song, 

tuneless and without word. Mae put her fingers to her ears. Words were added to the chorus of hums; 

though they were not words, but rather mumbles and mutterings. Taking the petal of the plant in her 

finger, Mae tore it from the stem. Taking the stem, she tore it from the pot.  

Mae looked to the coop. At the sight of the empty pen, she felt a lump in her throat. She decided to 

feed the chickens. From the kitchen to the storeroom Mae held her lip, as measure to make sure words 

did not escape as she passed her mother. Mae’s mother sat at the table, with her hands limp by her 

side. She had placed Mae’s apple in front of her; it had browned at the bite, and she had her eye fixed 

upon it. The pot on the stove had boiled over; water brimmed at its sides and splashed in drops on the 

hot hob.  

In the storeroom, Mae tiptoed to reach the shelf. Upon the shelves were jars of dry food near empty. If 

her mother would not listen, Mae would make herself heard. She pushed the jars from the shelf, and 

watched the smash and spill with satisfaction. She waited and listened for her mother’s footsteps, 

though none came. She took a handful of seeds for the chickens, and walked to the kitchen. She had 

the thought to smirk or sneer as she passed her mother; though this her mother would not see, for her 

head was buried in her hands.  

At the coop, Mae scattered the seeds; no chickens came. Mae sat under the tree, and thought of ways 

to pass the tedium of her time. She took an apple, and threw it at the trunk. It broke with a click, and 

split into two perfect halves. She did this until there were no apples left within her reach.  

Mae began to doze, and would have dreamt, if the telephone had not begun to ring. It rang, and rang, 

and rang. Mae felt she would scream, until it was answered. She looked to the window, where she 

could see her mother with the telephone, the cord coiled at her finger. Though her stare was straight, 

she did not look at Mae; she bit her lip, shook her head, and clamped her teeth at her sleeve.  

‘I can’t… Again, lies!’ Mae could hear her mother say. There was a long pause. ‘What will we do? I 

can’t believe it!’ 

Mae felt betrayed. Her mother spoke to her father and she knew without doubt that they were 

planning her punishment. Lies upon lies, she could not let her mother win; she would go to the farm, 

and tell her father her truth. Though the road was long, Mae’s resolve was unbroken, as her heart was 

set upon seeing her father.  

The path wound; the road forked, and Mae lost her way. She could not find the farm, and could not 

find home. She sat upon a log, and picked at bark and moss; she would wait in the path, with hope it 

was one her father would pass. It was then that Mae could hear a sob from afar, like the call of a siren 

from sea. It was her mother. She followed the sound. Under bramble and thorn, through nook and 

cranny, she found her home. To endure her exile, she slept under the tree in a bed of leaves. 

VII. 

Hours ticked by. As day turned to dark, Mae wondered where her father was. A man of sound and 

music he could always be heard before he was seen, for he whistled as he walked and had a heavy 

step. Though now, there was no sign of him. 

Mae was called to come inside. She had not heard her mothers voice in some hour; she ignored it, 

until the voice became desperate.  

‘Your father needs you!’ her mother cried.  

Mae rose and ran. As she reached the steps, her mother was stood by the door. The wind began to 

roar, and a great gust swept the garden. The leaves from the tree were torn from their branch; the 

leaves below were lifted from the ground. In a dance with the wind they swarmed the sky like a flock 



of crows. Mae and her mother watched as though the spectacle was the sign of a spirit. The garden 

was now blank; a canvas cleared of paints. 

There was movement in the ground – a shift, a shaking – and Mae’s home swayed. A clap of thunder 

rung in the night, and the tree was torn from its root. It fell to the ground with a smack and lay limp. 

Mae looked to her mother, who took hold of her hand and told her, ‘That is not our worry.’ 

Expecting her father, Mae was sad to see the kitchen empty. She sat at the table and her mother 

brought to her the telephone. She held it to Mae’s ear, and told her to speak. 

‘Hello Mae…’ 

It was her father. His speech was slurred, and he sounded a stranger. Mae could hear the howl of a 

sheepdog; lost without cattle to herd. She wanted to speak, but felt a force kept her silent. The 

howling grew louder. Mae could hear her father curse and kick, and the howl was cut short.  

‘I try to do good one day at a time,’ her father said. ‘Tell your mother not to make supper. The cows, 

the pigs… the sheep… they won’t need either. My head is far too sad for supper.’  

Mae’s mother took her hand and held it tight.  

‘Tell your father to come home Mae. Tell him. Please,’ she pleaded, her grip hurting Mae’s hand. 

From the telephone Mae could hear her father cry. It was a sound she had never heard; a sound she 

thought to never hear. She could not speak. 

‘Be a good girl Mae,’ said her father, ending his call. Mae looked to her mother, and her mother 

looked to Mae; with words unsaid, they were a world apart.  

 


