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[image: ] chapter 1 [image: ] [image: ] Artist’s Block

Sophie Mouse stared at the blank white canvas on her easel. She had artist’s block. She didn’t know what to paint.

Silverlake Elementary School was closed for spring break. Sophie and her little brother, Winston, had been home for a week already.

Sophie had painted a lot at first. She did portraits of her mom and dad. She painted Winston splashing at Forget-Me-Not Lake. She did a whole series of close-up wildflower paintings. She painted the view out her bedroom window: sunrises, sunsets, rainy days, sunny days.
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But she hadn’t painted anything for the past few days. She had run out of ideas.
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Sophie trudged down the stairs of the Mouse family’s cottage, which was nestled in the roots of a big oak tree. She opened the front door. Outside, the morning sun shone through the dew-covered blades of grass. The light rays made rainbows inside each dewdrop.

Sophie was already dressed. She’d had breakfast. She decided not to waste such a beautiful morning.

“I’m going for a walk!” she said to her mom and dad in the kitchen. They waved as they nibbled on their breakfast.

Then Sophie grabbed her artist’s satchel off a hook by the door. She tried to bring it everywhere she went.
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Who knows? Sophie thought. Maybe I’ll find inspiration for my next painting.

Inside the satchel were tins of paint, paintbrushes, scrap paper, and empty cloth pouches. Sophie used the pouches to collect flowers, berries—anything she could use to make a new color of paint.

The morning air felt cool and refreshing as Sophie walked through the forest. She passed the playground Winston loved so much. She walked on toward Birch Tree Slide. Then Sophie took a side path that wound around to the tunnel of honeysuckle branches.

Sophie came around a bend. Looking ahead, down a long straightaway, she saw a blur of red.

What was that?

It was a beautiful color. Darker red than her poppy red paint. But brighter than pomegranate red. Sophie picked up her pace, trying to get closer.
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There it was again! The red blur was farther away this time. Whatever it was, it was moving very fast. Sophie broke into a jog. But she didn’t seem to be catching up.

Then Sophie had an idea. Maybe she could blaze a shortcut through the brush. She could skip the next bend and come out farther along the path.

Sure enough, Sophie did come out onto a path. But was it the same path, or a different one? She caught a glimpse of red through the greenery ahead! Sophie sniffed the air. That direction smelled like due north. Her nose would keep her on track.
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Sophie darted through ferns and grass. Finally, she pushed a low branch aside and came out into a clearing.

She stopped in her tracks and blinked.

Sophie couldn’t believe her eyes.
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Sophie was in a beautiful green clearing. Small bushes surrounded the area.

And right in the middle of it were groupings of round tables and chairs. A garden trellis was decorated with red balloons. It looked like a setup for a grand party.

But there wasn’t any party going on. There was just one very busy ladybug, rushing to and fro.
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A ladybug! thought Sophie. She must have been the red blur!

The ladybug didn’t seem to notice Sophie. She was too busy putting tablecloths on the tables. As Sophie moved closer, she could hear the ladybug talking to herself as she worked.

“I have to wash the napkins tonight. And iron them. Then fold them. Oh, I can’t forget the cake! And the lemonade.”

Just then the ladybug turned. She saw Sophie and jumped.

“My word!” the ladybug said with a laugh. “You gave me quite the scare!”
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“I’m sorry,” Sophie said. “I didn’t mean to scare you!” She introduced herself.

“Very nice to meet you,” the ladybug replied. “I’m Clara Ladybug.” She explained that she was throwing a surprise party for her grandmother. “It’s tomorrow at noon. And I have so much more to do before then.”
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Sophie looked around. “Everything looks so nice already,” she said. There were red-and-white checkered tablecloths, a stack of blue napkins, and pink flower vases. “I love all the colors you’ve chosen,” Sophie added.

“Thank you!” replied Clara. “My favorite color is red. That’s why I chose red balloons. My sister’s favorite color is blue. And for the guest of honor, my grandmother, we’ll have a yellow cake. Her favorite color is yellow!”

Clara sighed. Her smile faded from her face.
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“It’s been wonderful to chat,” she said to Sophie. “But I have to get back to work. I need to organize all the food, pick up the cake, order the surprise banner, get the punch bowl—”

Sophie interrupted. “That sounds like too much to do yourself!”

Clara shrugged. “I don’t want to tell too many others, you see. I want the guests to be surprised by some of the details.”

Sophie grinned. “Well, I know someone who could help,” she said. “And she already knows all the details.”
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The ladybug’s face lit up. “Really?” she said. “Who?”

“Me!” Sophie exclaimed.
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“Are you sure?” Clara asked. “I mean, if you could run some errands for me, I could keep working on the setup. That would save me so much time!”

Sophie nodded enthusiastically. “Of course!”

Clara clutched Sophie’s paw. “Oh, thank you! Thank you so much!”
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She listed the errands for Sophie.

“First, could you go to the bakery? I need to change the order for the vanilla sheet cake from pink frosting to yellow,” Clara said. “And if you could pick up some purple flowers, that would be so helpful!”
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Clara also asked Sophie to deliver a message to Mr. Handy at Handy’s Hardware. She needed a banner that said WELCOME HOME, GRANDMA!
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“Oh!” Clara added. “And the cake should say the same thing too!” Clara’s brow furrowed as if she was trying to remember something. “I think I told the baker about that already, though.” Then her expression softened. “She’s the best baker in town. I hear she even won a Year’s Best Baker award. In fact, she’s a mouse just like you!”
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Sophie smiled. “I know exactly who you mean,” she said. And she knew exactly where to find her. At home! Sophie’s mom owned the bakery in Pine Needle Grove. And Sophie had actually helped her mom win the Year’s Best Baker award!

“I can take care of all those things. I’ll bring them here in time for the party tomorrow,” Sophie assured Clara.
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Clara was so grateful.

“Wait!” Clara said. “I think I have a pen and paper here somewhere.” She started looking around a pile on the table. She reached into the pockets of her apron. “I can write this all down for you if I can just find a pen.”
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“That’s okay!” Sophie reassured Clara. “I can file it all away up here.” She tapped the side of her head. After all, thought Sophie, I’m an artist with an eye for detail. I’m sure I can remember the list.

Sophie said goodbye and headed off, excited to help her new friend.

She went back through the brush, found the path, and hurried toward home. Sophie was nearly there when she met a familiar frog and snake coming from the other direction.
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“Sophie!” Hattie Frog called. “We just stopped at your house. Your mom said you were out for a walk.”
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“We’re on our way to Butterfly Brook,” Owen Snake added. “Want to come?”

Sophie excitedly told them about Clara and the surprise party—and her top-secret errands. “But you can’t tell anyone,” Sophie said.
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Hattie and Owen promised they wouldn’t.

Hattie looked at Owen. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked him. “This sounds like more fun than Butterfly Brook.”

Owen nodded. “Can we help?” he asked Sophie.

[image: Image]

Sophie clapped. This was going to be even more fun with her friends along!
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Sophie led her friends back toward her house. She wanted to ask her mom about the cake.

On the way, she told Hattie and Owen about the stops they had to make after that. “We need to place an order for a banner saying WELCOME HOME, GRANDMA! Then we need to get some flowers.”

Owen nodded.

“Got it,” said Hattie.

At Sophie’s house, Lily Mouse was putting on her apron. The counter was crowded with bowls, utensils, and ingredients. A big bowl of pink frosting sat next to a large vanilla sheet cake. Sophie spied a small piece of paper next to the cake. On it, Lily Mouse had written CLARA LADYBUG.
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“Mom, guess who I just met!” Sophie blurted out.

“Hmm,” Lily Mouse said distractedly. She was staring at a recipe card. “I’d love to guess. But maybe later. Right now I need to get a cake frosted for a very important order.”
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Sophie grinned. “I know! A cake for a surprise party tomorrow. Right?”

That got her mom’s attention. She looked at Sophie with wide eyes. “How did you know?” Lily asked.

Sophie told her about meeting Clara. “I said I could run a few errands for her. She asked me to speak to the baker about the cake,” Sophie said with a laugh. “Can you please change the frosting color from pink to yellow?”
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“Oh, sure!” Lily Mouse replied. “I can use this pink frosting for a batch of strawberry cupcakes.”

Sophie thanked her. Then she rushed off with Hattie and Owen to their next stop.

On their way to town, the friends chatted about their spring breaks so far.

Owen had been swimming almost every day. “Yesterday I stayed in the water too long and my tail turned blue. I’m cold-blooded, you know.”
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Hattie’s dad had given her a little part of the garden to tend. She could plant whatever she wanted. “So far I’ve planted purple pansies, yellow daylilies, and bright pink peonies,” Hattie said proudly.
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Sophie told her friends about all the paintings she’d made. She listed some of her new paint colors: petunia pink and tangerine orange.
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“That reminds me,” Owen said. “Did either of you see last night’s sunset?”

“Yes!” Hattie exclaimed. “The clouds were streaked with red and orange.”

Sophie smiled. It sounded like her artist’s eye was rubbing off on her friends!
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Soon they arrived in Pine Needle Grove. “Now,” said Sophie, “maybe we can split up. I can go order the banner. Could you two get the flowers?”

Owen nodded. “What color?” he asked.

Sophie opened her mouth to answer. But nothing came out.

Her mind was a swirl of colors from all the talk of sunsets and flower gardens and paint colors. Sophie closed her eyes and tried to remember Clara’s instructions. She saw red and orange clouds… bright pink peonies… a purple cake. Wait, no. It was a yellow cake! So was it a purple banner? And red flowers?
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“Oh no!” said Sophie. “I can’t remember!”
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