Chester and Butternut

Once upon a time there were two squirrels, brothers named Chester and Butternut. They lived together in a tree near a campground. As they were bachelors, living near the campground was an easy way to get their food. A steady flow of campers most of the year ensured that there were scraps to be found for two young squirrels on their own.
The same campers who left food behind, however, sometimes left their fires burning, too. So it happened that one very sad day, a gust of wind blew on a fire left smoldering. A spark landed on a dry leaf, which began to burn, setting more leaves on fire. The blaze quickly grew and spread to the dry brush, and then to the trees.

Chester and Butternut were inside their hole when they smelled the smoke. They scampered out onto a branch, and saw the fire, already near the base of their tree. With not a moment to spare they ran down the tree and escaped, with only their lives, into the forest. When they were far enough from the spreading flames, they stopped to rest. They heard the wail of sirens in the distance; men had come with trucks and hoses to put out the fire, but the squirrels knew their home was lost.
“This is awful!” said Chester.  “I knew it would come to this.” 

Butternut was a gentle soul, and he knew his brother well. “Chester,” he said, “you’re still shaking. You’re really scared, aren’t you?”
“Of course I am!” said Chester. “We’re homeless now, Butternut. We’ve got no place to go. Come nightfall, we’ll catch our death of cold or be eaten by owls.” 

Butternut reflected a moment on what he heard Chester saying. He wanted to be sure he really understood, so he asked: “You’re feeling afraid because we don’t have shelter for tonight, and we need to be safe?”
“Yes,” Chester said, “and I feel terrible because it’s my fault; I’m the one who picked a tree close to the campground. I guess I was just greedy, and this is what comes of it.”
Butternut replied thoughtfully, “Let me see if I understand you. You’re feeling sad because you picked a tree close to the campground where we could get scraps, and then when the campers didn’t put their fire out, our tree burned down.” 
“That’s right,” Chester said. “I feel very sad when I think that if I had chosen a tree farther away, we’d still have a home now. Now we have nowhere to go."
“You’re feeling pretty hopeless, aren’t you?” said Butternut. “Can I tell you what I feel?”
“Sure,” Chester replied. “I guess so.”
“I feel very sad when I hear you say that you blame yourself. And I feel upset about losing our tree, too. When I look around us, though, I see hundreds and hundreds of trees. I think one of them must have a hole we could move into. I believe that the Creator of this forest loves all his creatures, and has another place – maybe even a better one – for us to live. As least I’m praying that he does.”
Chester shook his head sadly. “I don’t know, Butternut. I just don’t think I have your faith.”
“Do you have enough faith to come with me and look?” asked Butternut.
“Sure, I guess I do.”
“Then that’s enough!” exclaimed Butternut. “Come on!”
With lighter hearts, the two squirrels began to search from tree to tree. At each tree they came to, however, they were turned away by others squirrels who already lived there. They scampered throughout the forest for hours, until they began to grow very weary, and the shadows grew long.

Then, exhausted and hungry, they knocked at a tiny hole in a great old oak tree. They heard a weak voice from inside call out “Just a moment!”

After more than a few moments, a tiny, old squirrel with grey whiskers and kind eyes came to the door. “Can I help you boys?” she said. Her face was cheerful, but at the sight of two strangers at dusk she felt a bit fearful.
Butternut began. “You must be a little startled to see two young squirrels at your door so late in the day. We’re awfully glad you came to the door.”

“I was a bit frightened,” the old squirrel said, “but now that I see what gentle souls you are, I’m not frightened anymore. What can I do for you?”

“We’ve lost our home in a fire,” said Chester, “and we’ve got nowhere to go.”

“It seems that most of the trees in the forest are already taken,” continued Butternut, “and we’ve been looking all day for somewhere to take shelter for the night.”

“Oh, my,” said the old squirrel. “You’ve got no shelter for the night. You must be very anxious, poor things.”
“We are,” said Chester. He looked at Butternut, who didn’t look very anxious at all, and corrected himself. “Well, I am.”

“I’m concerned, too,” added Butternut. “We do need to get safely sheltered for the night. We’ve prayed that God will provide a place for us, though, and I do believe he’ll keep us safe.”

Tears came into the old squirrel’s eyes. “Ooooh!” she exclaimed. “Do come in! You can stay with me for the night, and continue your search in the morning.”

Chester and Butternut went, with grateful hearts, into the old squirrel’s home. The first thing they noticed was the smell of sun-roasted acorns and a mound of blueberries. Everything was neat and clean, but even in the dim light of the setting sun they could see the place was badly in need of repair.

“You two sit and rest and I’ll get some supper for you,” the old squirrel prompted. “My name is Violet.”

“I’m Chester, and he’s Butternut, and we feel very grateful that you’ve invited us to stay.”

“Oh, you’re very welcome I’m sure,” said the old squirrel, “I’m glad for the company.”

The three squirrels had a hearty supper of nuts and berries, and then curled up into beds of soft moss for a long, restful night’s sleep.
When they awoke, the morning sun was shining through great cracks in the side of the tree. “Doesn’t the rain get in through those cracks?” asked Chester.

“Oh, it does, it does, something awful,” said Violet. “I’m just not fit enough to do anything about it, with my rheumatism.”

“If it all right with you,” said Butternut, “we’ll fix those cracks before we continue our search today.”

“Oh! I’d be ever so grateful if you could,” Violet exclaimed. “But not without breakfast.”

After breakfast, Chester and Butternut worked through the morning repairing cracks in the wall and roof of Violet’s tidy home. As they worked, they noticed that the rain coming in had damaged the floor. “If you like,” said Chester, “we can repair your floor before we go, and lay in some new moss.”

“Oh! Could you?” exclaimed Violet. “I’d be ever so grateful. But not without some lunch!”

After lunch, the boys worked through the afternoon, and then of course it was time for supper, and as nightfall was coming, Violet asked them to stay the night. By morning she had come up with an idea, and made up her mind to present it to Chester and Butternut.

“I’ve been around this forest a long time, you see, and I know nearly everyone in every tree. You’ll have to travel a long way before you find anywhere that’s not already taken, and then you’ll be such a long way from home. Why don’t you stay with me? I could get meals for you, and you could help me keep the place up, just as you’ve been doing. Then,” she went on quietly, “when I’m gone…”

“It must get lonely living here by yourself,” said Butternut.

“Ever so lonely,” said Violet.

“Chester,” said Butternut, “Do you think God has answered our prayer?”

“I think he has,” said Chester with a big smile. “I do believe he has.” 
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