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The Little Vixen Vicky

%'hen my daughter, Jan, was 12, our family got devastating'
news. Jan had a malignant® growth’® that would require a
leg amputation’. She would have to undergo® surgery and long
months of rehabilitation® .

As any mother would, I worried about my young daughter’ s
spirits. Then one night in the hospital, when sleep evaded’ her, Jan
surprised me by asking, “Mom, remember Vicky?”

Our family lived on a fam along an old logging road near
Fairbanks, Alaska. Wildlife abounded® in the quiet countryside.
One winter night while out walking, my husband, Joe, and I heard a
distant cry.

A young fox, the color of autumn maples against the snow, was
twisting in an illegal’ trap. Arching™ her back to spring into the
air, she smashed back to the ground and collapsed .

“Look at that leg,” Joe said. “It’s destroyed.”

Removing his jacket, he gently placed it over the animal. I
released her torn leg from the trap, expecting her to lunge” to bite
me. But under Joe’s coat she did not struggle. Her yellow eyes,
bright with pain and fear, stared at us unflinchingly® . On the way
home we named the little vixen' Vicky.

As a veterinary” assistant with a background in animal
husbandry™®, 1 was qualified to rehabilitate” injured wildlife for the
state of Alaska . When we brought Vicky into the kitchen , she was
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watched by two owls with frozen feet, hanging in slings'™ inside their
cages. A bald eagle with a broken wing clung to the back of the
couch, staring. A caged mink we’d found almost frozen to death
struck” its nose through the wire and hissed, while our family cat,
hair on end, eyed the newcomer warily.

Joe sat at the table gripping” Vicky’s head securely while I
prepared to fix her leg. OQur three children gathered around. “Try
not to hurt her,” whispered seven-year-old Jan, her blond head bent
close to the delicate™ little fox.

Using cotton balls soaked with” ether”, Joe administered™
anesthetic® . As soon as Vicky was out, I cleaned and disinfected”
her wound. With tuweezers” 1 removed splinters™ of bone, then
scissored” away the surrounding fur to expose the shattered bones.

There were four breaks in all. I matched the bones as closely
as possible while Joe monitored® Vicky’s heartbeat. Finally, tying
the bones in place with suture” , 1 sewed the skin together,
bandaged the entire leg, then strapped on a splint.

Hours after surgery Vicky’s eyes flustered™ open. She raised
her head to look around, but made no move to stand. I draped a
blanket over her cage for privacy and left her door ajar™ .

The next momning Vicky lay on her side breathing evenly. To
my astonishment her hesd rested on a pink, fluffy rug she’ d
managed to pull into her cage from the living room sometime during
the night.

Two momings later, though, something was very wrong.
During the night Vicky had tried to chew off the splint. Now she was
trapped by a shaft* of broken bone caught on a bar at the bottom of
her cage. The tattered, infected limb was beyond repair” . There was
no choice—later that day 1 amputated™ Vicky's leg.
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Long, anxious hours passed before the little fox stirred. I
squeezed” cold water from a washcloth into her mouth. Joe and I
took turns staying close to her the remainder of that day and all
through the night. Jan and her brother, Mark and Scott, only left
her side long enough to eat and run to the bathroom.

Within days, however, Vicky began to eat, lap water and be
more alert. I noticed her staring into the living room. Finally it
dawned on me that what she wanted: the pink rug, which I’d
removed from her cage to wash. When I moved it closer, Vicky
struck her face through the bars and pulled it in with her.

We decided to open the cage door again and give her the run of
the house. Vicky stood, lost her balance, fell and tried again.
“Oh, Mom,” Jan whispered. “She’s so brave, and she keeps
trying.” My own heart ached.

After a few more attempts Vicky managed to stand. From the
safety of her cage, she gazed about the room but showed no desire to
walk. But late that night I awoke to hear her soft pads™ cross our
bedroom floor. A cool nose brushed against my hand. Then I heard
her moving down the hall to the children’s rooms.

Soon it seemed that the cage had become her den, the place
she retumed to for security®. She groomed® herself there and
buried food under her pink rug. No doubt about it, she considered
the rug hers. Sometimes she’ d take it to sleep with behind the
fireplace grate. All we would see was a glimpse of pink.

Vicky now moved about freely, scurrying®' away if we got too
close. Stalking her favorite toy, an old glove, she’d pounce®,
throw it in the air and catch it. Then one night I watched
fa.sciruztea.’43 as she padded to the door, stood with her nose to the
crack and sniffed” the outside air.
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More than seven weeks had slipped by. With breeding® season
only months away, Vicky needed her freedom to find a new mate and
a new den. But before she could be released back into the wild, Joe
and I had to know if she could kill prey* for herself.

One night Joe released a sacrificial”’ chicken in the kitchen.
Vicky didn’t make a move. Disappointed, I went to bed. But in the
moming Vicky lay in her cage,the partially® eaten chicken forming
a mound® beneath her pink rug.

Almost daily now her restlessness® increased. At night she
paced the house and looked out the window. In the light of day, fox,
ermine” and hare tracks told us what she’d seen.

I had no more excuses. Hadn’t I told our children that wild
animals should never be considered pets? Though I wanted her to
live the life she was born for, I hated the idea of giving her up.

Finally we decided Vicky should go. Dreading the moment, I
slowly opened the door, fully expecting her to rush out and vanish.
Instead, Vicky stood in the doorway, then went back to her cage
and curled up™ on her rug. “See, Mom,” said our son Scott. “She
doesn’t want to go.”

The next evening I opened the door again. Vicky rushed to
look. She smelled the night air, reading all it carried. Again she
returned to her cage.

Five nights later our fox finally ventured” out and disappeared
into the trees. Tom by happiness and sadness, Joe and I carried her
cage outside in case she retumed during the night. Jan and her
brothers followed with Vicky’ s pink rug, her favorite glove and

bone, and some food scraps™ .
Eagerly the next moming we checked the cage. Some of the

scraps had been eaten . The rest were buried under her rug . In the
.8 -
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