
        
            
                
            
        

    
Tabby the Butler

 

Tabby was a gentle house cat who lived with her owner in a tiny log cabin in the south of New England in the early 1800's.  She'd lived with him ever since she was a kitten and enjoyed a simple, country life alongside her owner.  Every day there was ample supplies of fresh game, juicy fish, or other delicious treats for her to eat.  In many ways Tabby lived like a king, and ate like one as well.  They even spent evenings together, sitting around the fireplace where her owner read to her, stroked her soft, ginger colored fur, and provided her with a nice, soft lap to sleep on.  She lived like this for well over two years without a care in the world.  But during the summer of her third year on the homestead, that all changed.  She awoke early one morning, fresh from an hours long nap, ready to eat her food, howl at the door, and do her zoomies around the cabin (which was her idea of morning calisthenics) just as she always did.  She climbed out of her bed, had a long, satisfying stretch, and then checked her food bowl.  To her dismay, it was empty.  Not that such wasn't a normal thing this early in the morning, what with the way she gorged herself regularly during the night.   

Even so, it wasn't something she much appreciated, and she was going to let her owner know that.  A cat needs to be properly served as all feline royalty deserves.  So she began to meow gently, but loudly enough for her owner to hear.  As expected, she received no reply.  So she shouted louder.  But there was still no answer.  In fact, despite her loud screams, he hadn't stirred even the slightest.  Tabby cocked her head in confusion at this, uncertain as to why he would not immediately answer her every beck and call.  So she meowed louder, and then louder still, until her gentle meows became tortured, hungry screams.  And it wasn't that she was starving to death.  Oh, far from it.  If anything she actually needed to miss a few meals as she always ate far too much.  Getting no response from her owner, or really her "servant" as she saw it, Tabby twitched her ears and tail curiously.  Whatever her lazy human was doing, it was impacting her eating schedule and she didn't like that.  After all, she had important cat things to do, and thus he better snap too real quick lest he interrupt her all too important schedule.  Deciding to take matters into her own hands, and help her owner awaken from his obviously far too deep slumber, she leapt up onto the bed and began pawing at his leg. 

Again she got no response.  She cocked an eyebrow at this.  Was he dead?  She then put her head against his blanket and felt the warmth of his body radiating through it.  In fact, almost too much.  If he was dead, it would've had to have been very recently.  Thus he was most likely just sleeping.  So, deciding that her food bowl was more important than his rest, she walked across his body until she reached his head.  What she found there, though, bothered her.  She soon noticed that his breathing was very shallow, labored, and wheezing.  This was not normal for him.  Even so, her bowl was empty, and he needed to correct that with all haste!  So she meowed at him again to get his attention.  But he didn't respond.  So she gently pawed at his arm, but again got no response.  She then sniffed his face, and recoiled at the smell.  This was not the normal odor that he had every morning, or really every day.  Humans were silly, smelly creatures who never properly groomed or washed themselves with the same dedication as she did. 

No, in fact, her human, just like so many others, did it only once a week, whether she liked it or not.  Even so, the odor she now smelled coming from him was far worse than anything before it.  She soon looked over at his pale forehead and noticed that it was wet and clammy.  She then watched as small streams of water gently trickled down his face and splashed onto his already damp pillow; a trait that was also not normal for him.  Seeing this, she wasn't quite sure what to make of it.  So she again tried to rouse her owner.  But he wouldn't stir.  He instead merely groaned, and then went back to his quiet, rhythmic wheezing.  She tried again and again to wake him, but ultimately was unable to do anything more than make him stir occasionally.  Thus she contented herself with simply resting at his side and waiting for him to get up and fix her breakfast. 

But when he didn't move from his bed that entire day, or even the following one, Tabby became very concerned, and not just for her now extremely empty stomach.  By the third day he was looking considerably worse, and Tabby was getting very worried.  Just then a mouse skittered across the floor.  This caused her to perk up, and then crouch into a ready posture.  The mouse soon stopped and looked up.  Moments later, like a hail of death, she pounced on the little rodent in a flurry of claws and teeth.  Within less than a minute no trace of the tiny animal remained, and Tabby found herself to be much happier.  It may not have been one of the gourmet meals her owner always fed her.  But it was food, and it would have to suffice for now. 

Yet, despite having her first meal in days, she couldn't get her owner's sickly predicament out of her mind.  She briefly groomed herself before glancing up at him with concern.  She soon leapt onto the bed again, and curled up on top of him, waiting for him to arouse from his slumber and feed her.  But, when the third day had ended, and nothing had changed, she began to grow fearful.  What would become of her if her owner died?  Who would feed her?  It wasn't that she couldn't feed herself.  Her fast food rodent lunch had proven that much.  But, having to hunt for her own food, and survive in the wild, was not something she wanted to do with the rest of her life.  It was far easier to become dinner when you lived in the wild, than finding and eating it oneself.  It was at this moment that she realized just how much she depended on her owner.  Without him, she would be just another feral animal in the wild, living hand to mouth, and struggling to survive in a world that could, and would, very easily make her the main entree. 

It was at this moment, for the first time in her life, that she felt truly grateful for all that her owner had done for her.  But what now?  What could she do to save him?  She had to think of something or he might die and leave her all alone.  As she sat quietly on the bed, pondering this deeply, she turned her attention to the cabin door as she wondered if there was something she could do for him, or if she was resigned to wait until everything sorted itself out, be that for the better, or possibly the worse.  There likely was, but she would need to get outside first before she could do anything.  So she trotted across the floor to the cabin door and stared up briefly at the simple rope handle that her owner used to latch the door. 

She leapt at it, and then dangled from it for a good minute as she tried with all her might to move it.  But she found that it wouldn't budge.  So she put her feet against the door and pulled harder.  Suddenly the latch released, causing the door to swing open.  She then leapt down and hurried through the door and into the woods outside.  After answering the call of nature, she turned her attention to the trees around her, which were alive with the sound of birds and small animals of every kind as they went about their business.  A few of them even eyed her nervously as she stared back at them.  But they otherwise paid little attention to her.  She soon trotted over to a nearby tree and sat down at its base as she watched several squirrels playing in the branches above. 

"Friend squirrels, can you help me?" she shouted. 

But the squirrels ignored her.  So she cried again.  This time they looked down at her.

"You, a cat, calling us friends, and asking for help?" said one of the squirrels mockingly.  "What has our world come to?  You, the one who eats our babies, and kills our families.  How dare you come begging us for help!" it continued. 

"I know that I have done many such things to you.  But that is the way of the wild.  I also understand that we are mortal enemies; a fact that was laid down by our ancestors from ages ago.  However, a great woe has come upon me.  Thus I seek to lay down the walls that separate us, and request your assistance in rectifying a grave concern that I now presently face," said Tabby in reply.

The squirrel studied her for a brief moment, and then asked, "What is this grave concern that you speak of?"

"My servant has become ill, and I am unable to rouse him.  Would you come and help me tend to him, and give him good things to eat so that he may grow strong, and rise to his feet again?"

The squirrel looked at her in disdain.

"Your servant?  You mean the beast of two feet who kills us with sticks of thunder?  I will do no such thing, nor will those of my kind!  Be gone, you fowl beast!" it protested. 

And with that the squirrels vanished into the trees.  Tabby sighed, and then continued on into the forest.  A short ways further she encountered a group of rabbits.  But, before she could say anything to them, they hurried away and vanished into the woods.  She groaned in frustration at this, and then kept walking.  As she did, she encountered a group of birds singing sweet songs in the trees above.  She soon called to them as she tried to gain their help, just as with the others.  But they too laughed her to scorn.  She eventually found a hive of bees, and asked them for help, but was told that they were too busy to assist.  When she began to plead with them, they drove her away.  She eventually found a pair of geese who were swimming proudly on a nearby river.  But when she asked them for help, they all said that they were too good for such toilsome work, or being associated with such terrible monsters.  Tabby sighed sadly at this, and then turned away.  She soon discovered a herd of deer, but found that they were more concerned with grazing than with helping her in any way.

Especially since she was the pet of the nasty, savage human who was her owner.  Eventually, after being refused by the forest animals time and time again, she gave up and began to return to the cabin.  It was apparent that she would have to do this on her own.  But, if she couldn't, then she would eventually curl up at his feet, and stay with him until he died, after which she didn't know what she would do.  But as she continued to walk back to the cabin, she stopped suddenly as a wet, black nose appeared out of the grass in front of her.  It was followed by the large, black head of a bear cub.  Tabby immediately went stiff with fright as her hair stood on end and her tail perked straight up.  She considered running away as fast as her legs would carry her.  However, fear had frozen her so solidly in place that it would not let her move even so much as a whisker.  As she stood there, stiff as a piece of stone, the bear cub walked slowly around her, nudging her gently, and sniffing curiously at every part of her body as he did.  After a bit the bear cub sat down and smiled at her.

"You're a funny little animal," he said.

But Tabby didn't know what to say.  Just then her mind snapped back to her owner.  This caused her to relax slightly, even though she still remained ready to flee at a moment's notice.

"I am a cat," she said nervously.

"A cat?  Such a funny little animal.  Are you good to eat?" asked the little bear.

Tabby shook her head.

"Please do not eat me.  My servant is ill and I need to make him well again.  Therefore, I have come here to the forest to seek assistance for him."

She then turned her head away and sighed.

"But none want to have anything to do with me."

"Your servant?" said the bear cub curiously.

"Yes, he is the human who lives not far from here in a great house of fallen trees."

The cub thought about this briefly, and then perked up.  The thought of seeing a human excited him.  He then turned and hurried away.

"Mama!  Mama!  Come look at the funny animal!  She wants to take us to see a human!"

Tabby stiffened at this.  She'd forgotten that wherever there was a bear cub, the mama would not be far behind.  She decided that it was best to flee right now. and take her chances on her own. rather than risk becoming dinner for the mama bear.  But again her feet would not move.  She was so frozen in fear that she felt like she was trying to fight her way out of a slab of ice.  A moment later the mama bear appeared out of the trees and lumbered over to her where she gave Tabby a tertiary sniffing.  The mama bear then cocked her head back suspiciously.

"My son says that you're the pet of a human," she said.

Tabby nodded squeamishly.  

"I am," she said, her voice weak and sheepish.

The mama bear snorted.

"I can see that is true, as I smell him all over you.  As such, I should eat you right now out of sheer spite for associating yourself with such a monster!  In fact, I should eat you anyways, as you would make a good meal for me," she said gruffly.

But to her surprise, Tabby didn't run away.  Instead, she bowed with her face to the ground and cried.  This intrigued both of the bears.  Most cats would've grown wings and flown faster than an eagle to get away from such danger.  And yet Tabby was assuming a posture of submission to them both.  After a moment Tabby looked up at them with saddened eyes.

"Madam bear, I am desperate.  My servant lies sick at his house, and is in need of great care.  Please, if you will, come help me tend to him.  If you do, I will gladly give you anything in return, no matter what that might be," she said sadly.

This impressed the mama bear.  Never before had she seen any creature show such love for a human.  Especially given how dangerous they were.  Humans were a predator like no other that even her own kind feared.  So for a little creature such as this to love a human so greatly, the mama bear surmised that Tabby's owner must be someone very special. 

"Why would you risk your life for such a foul beast?" she asked.

Tabby sighed deeply as she pondered this question.

"Because he has been good to me, and looked after me my entire life since I was a kitten.  And, while I may not have appreciated it in the past, his current sickness has made me realize just how important he is to me.  And not just because of the food, and shelter that he provides me.  It is also the great love that he has shown to me these past several years," she replied. 

The mama bear studied Tabby curiously.

"Do you truly love him as you say?" she asked suspiciously.

Tabby nodded and waved her tail.

"With all my heart," she replied with a smile.

The mama bear continued to study Tabby through narrow, slotted eyes as she tried to surmise if this was merely a trick, or a legitimate request.

"What would you give me in trade for my assistance in saving your owner?" she asked.

"Anything.  Just name it, and I will gladly give it to you, if it is within my power to do so," replied Tabby, a hint of desperation in her voice.

"Even your own life?" asked the mama bear.

This surprised Tabby.  Did she truly love her owner so much that she would even give her own life to save him?  She then sat quietly on the ground for several moments as she pondered this question, and then eventually came to an important, yet fateful decision.

"Yes, even my very life, if I must," she replied.

Tabby then quietly pondered these words in her mind, wondering deep within herself what had recently changed within her that would elicit such a sacrificial response.  Perhaps it was the memories of all that her owner had done for her, and the incredible love he'd given to her over her brief time with him.  The mama bear could clearly see this in Tabby's eyes, and decided to probe further to explore the true depth of her convictions.

"Are you just saying this to trick me into sparing you, or does your word hold true to what you have said?" she asked. 

Tabby straightened herself sternly at this.

"My word is true, madam!  I will do anything, even willingly make myself your dinner, if you will only come and help me tend to, and heal my servant!" she protested. 

Despite having originally sought after others to assist her in his care for the singular purpose of ensuring the continued filling of her food bowl, and the longevity of her bountiful life of comfort, she was beginning to not only feel pity for her human, but also a love and a desire to protect him at all costs, even if that meant losing her own life to do that.  Admittedly she didn't want to die for him.  But, at the same time, she couldn't bear the thought of him passing away because she had done nothing.  Especially after all he'd done for her.  She then looked up at the mama bear with tear filled eyes, pleading for her to help in taking care of her owner.  The mama bear quietly studied Tabby for nearly a minute, thinking through every possible scenario and outcome of this agreement as she picked apart each one of Tabby's words.  Eventually she decided to help Tabby.  But not before she was entirely certain of Tabby's motives. 

"I will only assist you with your request if you agree to become my dinner when this is over with," she said.

Upon hearing this, Tabby beamed with joy, much to the mama bear's surprise.

"I will!  Gladly!" replied Tabby.

This exuberant answer from the little cat surprised the mama bear, and yet pleased her as well.  This made her grin with satisfaction. 

"As you wish.  Per your request, we will help you heal your servant.  And, while I do not know in what way I may be of assistance to you, I will do all that I can to help."

With these words, Tabby's heart leapt with joy!  She knew the grim future that awaited her once the work was complete.  But it would all be worth it once her owner was well again.  The three of them then hurried over to her cabin where they found, to their great surprise, a group of other animals already gathered inside.  As the three of them entered, the other animals quickly ran and hid themselves wherever they could.  They then watched in amazement as the mama bear sat down next to the bed and studied the sickly human before her.  She could've easily killed and eaten him right there, putting an end to his reign of terror among the woodland creatures.  But instead, she felt compassion for him as she began to realize that he was no different than she was.  Each killed the animals of the forest, and sometimes each other, both in self defense, and as a means by which to acquire food to ensure their own survival.  In many ways she respected this about him knowing that, despite his weak and fragile appearance, he was a mighty predator, just like herself, and one that rivaled even her own kind.  She then studied the cabin briefly before eventually turning to Tabby. 

"What must we do first?" she asked. 

"We need water.  That bucket over there is what he uses to retrieve it.  Take that to the river and fill it," said Tabby.

"I'll do it!  I'll do it!" exclaimed the little bear.

He then hurried over to the bucket, took the handle in his teeth, and hurried away.  The mama bear grunted at this, but let him go anyways.

"What else?" she soon asked.

"We need to build a fire.  But to do that we need wood," said Tabby. 

The mama bear looked at the little cat and smiled.

"Now that's something I can easily do!  Wait here, I will be right back," she exclaimed.

She then trotted out the door to gather some wood.  All alone again, Tabby now needed to find something, anything, to fix her human to eat.  But all of what was available to her was out of her reach, as much of it hung from the ceiling.  She wasn't certain how she would get to any of it, but knew that she still had to give it her best effort.  Just then two squirrels appeared out of the shadows and looked at her curiously.  Eventually one of them scurried over to her and up onto the bed.  This surprised Tabby.  Normally they'd run from her.  But this one seemed unusually brave as it briefly studied her with deep suspicion before glancing hatefully at the human. 

"Do you really care that much for this blood thirsty creature?" asked the squirrel.

Tabby nodded.

"Of course I do!  I've even pledged my very life for him."

The squirrel's eyes narrowed suspiciously.

"You really did that!?"

Tabby nodded, causing the squirrel to look at her in wonder.  Either this cat was stark raving mad, or she was one of the most noble predators it had ever seen.  After a moment the squirrel nodded, and straightened itself proudly.

"Very well, then.  How may I help you?" it said.

Tabby was stunned at this!

"You would willingly help me, even though you rejected me before?" she said in amazement.

"Anyone worth dying for is worth helping.  Now, what can I do for you?"

Tabby smiled joyfully.  She then pointed towards a row of dried fish hanging from the ceiling.

"Those up there.  Bring me two of them," she said. 

The squirrel quickly hurried away, grabbed two of them as requested, and brought them down to Tabby.  She then, in turn, instructed the squirrels, and several other animals, what else they needed to do to fix a meal.  A moment later the mama bear returned with a mouth full of small limbs and twigs and placed them on the floor.  Tabby immediately had her load them into the small cook stove in the center of the cabin.  As soon as she finished this, one of the squirrels carefully took a match from a nearby shelf and lit the fire.  The flames and the odor frightened the other animals, but Tabby assured them that it was necessary.  Just then the baby bear returned with the bucket full of water, and a pair of rabbits who had followed him back to the cabin.  Tabby quickly set the two rabbits to work grabbing small cups, filling them with water, and taking them up to her owner.  With gentleness and care they slowly gave him one tiny cup of water at a time to drink.  This seemed to lift his spirits some, even though he did not rouse or open his eyes.  Within moments a warm, fragrant odor began to fill the cabin as the squirrels worked to fix a meal of fish, drenched in flower and grease, and seasoned with handfuls of fresh herbs provided by the forest animals. 

To add an extra touch to the work the animals were doing, a variety of songbirds, including blue jays and robins, alighted in the rafters and sang joyful songs of summer as they entertained the workers and gave swiftness to their feet.  Even the two geese, who earlier had been too proud to help her, soon arrived with some berries in their mouths which they told her would help break his fever.  She thanked them profusely for this, and then fed the berries to her owner.  It wasn't long after this that the meal was finished, and it was now down to just the task of feeding it to her owner.  The other animals watched in wonder as she would dip her face into the pan, pull out a piece of fish, and then carefully drop the small morsel into her owner's mouth.  He would then gladly chew on it, and eventually swallow.  She did this repeatedly for nearly half an hour until all the food had been consumed, taking nothing for herself in the process.  She then laid down on his chest and watched him anxiously for several hours until she could no longer stay awake.  She awoke with a start several hours later as she felt her owner move under her.  She looked up in amazement to find that the color had returned to his face, and that his breathing now sounded much clearer than it had before.

She soon looked around the room in curiosity and found that the place was empty.  All of the other animals had already left some hours earlier, having finished helping her as best they could.  She was pleased to see that they had been nice enough to clean up the cabin for her on their way out.  Tabby was thrilled at this, and also excited that her owner was finally getting better.  He eventually roused later that day and set about cleaning himself before enjoying a hot pot of coffee, after which he went back to bed.  Over the next two days the illness gradually passed and she found her owner up on his feet again moving about the cabin and doing all the things that he normally did.  She then continued to watch him carefully over the next two weeks to ensure that he was completely healed, which he showed significant signs that he was.  Throughout all of this she even helped him out from time to time as much as she could, or that her owner would allow her too.

Eventually the day came when, satisfied that her owner was now back to normal, Tabby began to think about the promise she'd made to the mama bear.  She knew she had to complete her end of the agreement, even if she didn't want to because, if she didn't, it might put her owner in danger, which was the last thing she wanted to do.  Especially after all she'd done to save his life.  And, it wasn't as though she was looking forward to being eaten.  It was that she'd made a promise and, despite the crushing fear that clawed at her heart, she would honor her word lest in breaking it the mama bear would become angry and tear her owner to shreds in repayment for her dishonesty.  So she quietly plucked up her courage and walked out of the cabin early in the morning, while her owner was still asleep, and sought out the mama bear and her cub, who she found grazing on nearby berry bushes.  She then humbly bowed herself to the ground in front of the large, black predator and steeled herself for what was about to come.  The mama bear, upon noticing this, turned and studied the little cat. 

"How is your servant doing?" she asked.

"He is finally well again," replied Tabby, not lifting her head as she did. 

The mama bear smiled at this, and then went back to eating.  After a little bit she turned back to Tabby and studied her intently.

"Why are you still here, young cub?" she asked.

"I have come, just as I promised I would, once my servant was healed.  You may now eat me just as we agreed," replied Tabby.

The mama bear studied Tabby with interest for several moments, and then said kindly, "Arise, little one.  I will not eat you."

Tabby sat up and stared at the mama bear in surprise.

"You...won't!?  Why?  I...I gave my life to you willingly in exchange for your help in saving my servant," she exclaimed.

The mama bear shook her head.

"As I have watched you closely over the past several weeks, you have revealed to me that there are many good things within the human who serves you; things that I myself admire greatly.  If there were not, one such as you would not give yourself so willingly to his care in the way that you have.  It is because of this that I have chosen to spare your life.  Your human needs you more than I need an easy meal.  So I give you leave to return to your servant, and see to his needs to the best of your ability, for as long as he will have you."

And with this the mama bear and her baby turned and disappeared into the woods.  Tabby was stunned at this!  One moment she was seconds from being eaten, and now she was not only alive, but free to return to her owner, and live with him just as she had before.  A moment later a squirrel came down out of a nearby tree, and gave her a gentle shove towards the cabin.  Tabby turned and looked at it in surprise as it smiled happily at her. 

"Go on.  Your servant needs you," it said.

Tabby looked curiously at the squirrel.

"Aren't we mortal enemies again?" she asked.

The squirrel shrugged.

"Eh, nature is what it is.  But, even though we are enemies, I encourage you not to lose what you have worked so hard to regain by neglecting the company of your servant.  Now go, take care of him.  He needs you."

Tabby smiled, gently cuddled the squirrel, and then hurried away to the cabin to be with the one creature she loved the most: Her human. 

 

The End
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