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There was a buzz in the air at the Heartwood Hotel. Mona the mouse could feel it in her whiskers. It was spring, and the guests, staff, and even the tree itself were beginning to buzz with activity. Buds were bursting on the branches, sap seeped from the bark, and the floors had a bounce to them. There was even a real buzz, too: from the bees, who had been hired to make honey for the guests.

The only one who wasn’t full of energy was Mr. Heartwood, the hotel’s owner. Winter had been unusually eventful, and the great badger had been dragging his paws ever since. So, at last, with much encouragement from everyone, he was going to take a break and visit a friend.

All the staff were gathered in the lobby to see him off. It was like check-out—a really grand one.

Mona smoothed her maid’s apron, making sure to look presentable, and straightened the key around her neck.

For once, Mr. Heartwood wasn’t wearing his own keys or his vest. Instead, he sported a cardigan and a cap. Beside him was his suitcase, made of a burl with roots for handles. Mona had seen all sorts of suitcases in the hotel, from tiny seeds to hollow branches. His was the biggest.

But Mr. Heartwood wasn’t picking it up. He was still trying to run the hotel.

“Is the spring cleaning…”

“Sorted and started, Mr. Heartwood,” said Mrs. Higgins, the hedgehog head housekeeper.

“And the food…”
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“Stocked and stored, Mr. Heartwood. We just got a shipment,” said Ms. Prickles, the porcupine cook.

“What of bookings…”

“We’re low so far this season—” started Mrs. Higgins.

“But don’t worry,” interrupted Gilles, the front-desk lizard. He would be in charge while Mr. Heartwood was away. “The Hop is coming, and I have plans to spruce it up.”

“What’s the Hop?” Mona whispered to Tilly.

“A big party—sort of like the Acorn Festival,” Tilly the squirrel whispered back.

Tilly was not only Mona’s best friend, but also the head maid, as well as the best grumper in the whole of the Heartwood. But lately she’d been grinning more than grumping, ever since she’d found Henry, her long-lost little brother.

“I love parties!” said Henry loudly. Henry had a very loud voice.

Mr. Heartwood didn’t seem bothered. He smiled fondly at the squirrel. “I almost forgot. Here.” Mr. Heartwood unclipped his suitcase and pulled out an acorn, handing it to Henry. “It’s a Heartwood seed to toss and play, while I am with a friend…” He paused, searching for a rhyme. Mr. Heartwood always rhymed.

This time, though, Henry finished for him. “Thanks, Mr. Heartwood! Look!” he said to Mona and Tilly, extra loudly.

“Sh!” said Tilly. “We can play later.”

Mr. Heartwood closed his suitcase and continued, “And what of safety…”

“No worries there, Mr. Heartwood,” said Tony, the security woodpecker.

He winked at Mona.

Mona’s whiskers straightened proudly. She might be a maid, but she had also saved the hotel, twice now, from wolves in the fall and hunger in the winter.

“Good. There’s nothing to fear, not with all of you…” Mr. Heartwood struggled for a rhyme again. He usually had no trouble rhyming.

“There, there,” said Ms. Prickles. “You best be off. You’re not yourself at all. You really do need a rest.”

“Indeed,” said Mr. Heartwood. “Though my friend often has big plans of his own.” He adjusted his cap and picked up his suitcase. “Remember: ‘Sleep in safety, eat in earnest, and…’”

“‘Be happy at the Heartwood!’” everyone chorused.

“Happiest!” said Gilles, turning a slightly brighter shade of green. “I will make sure of it.”

Me too, thought Mona. “Good—” she started.

But Henry was faster. “Good-bye, Mr. Heartwood! GOOD-BYE!”

Through the open door, Mona watched Mr. Heartwood disappear into Fernwood Forest. He won’t be gone long, she thought. What could possibly happen?

Of course, this was the Heartwood Hotel, and you never knew what a season might bring.
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