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In a green woodland where ferns uncurled beside a bubbling

brook, a small raccoon named Rocky lived under a crooked oak

tree. He had soft grey fur, a black bandit mask around his

bright amber eyes, and a bushy tail with black-and-grey rings.

Around his neck he wore a little red neckerchief, tied by

himself. Rocky was curious about everything and always ready

to say hello.
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Not far away, in a cozy den beneath a fallen log, lived Stella

the skunk. Her fur was glossy black, with one bold white stripe

running from her head to her fluffy plume of a tail. She had

gentle dark eyes and a small pink nose, and a yellow flower sat

tucked behind one ear. Stella was kind and cheerful, and she

hummed while she swept her doorstep.

2



The woodland neighbors did not visit Rocky or Stella much.

"Raccoons are sneaky," whispered the rabbits, though Rocky

had never sneaked a thing. "Skunks are smelly," said the deer,

holding their noses, though Stella smelled mostly of grass and

flowers. So Rocky and Stella often played alone, waving to

each other across the brook.
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One sunny morning, Rocky found Stella picking berries by the

water. "Good morning!" he called. "Would you like to share my

lunch?" Stella blinked in surprise. Nobody had ever asked her

that before. "Yes, please," she said softly, and they sat together

on a warm flat rock. They talked and laughed until the sun

climbed high.
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From that day on, Rocky and Stella were best friends. They

raced acorns down the brook and built tiny boats from twigs

and leaves. Stella showed Rocky where the sweetest berries

grew, and Rocky showed her how to balance on a fallen

branch. "You are the kindest friend I know," said Stella. "And

you are the cheeriest," said Rocky.
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But the other animals still stayed away. When Rocky waved,

the squirrels scurried up their trees. When Stella walked by,

the mice hid behind the mushrooms. "They think we are

trouble," Stella sighed. Rocky twitched his ringed tail and

thought hard. "Then let's show them who we really are," he

said.
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Rocky pulled a scrap of bark from his pocket and drew a plan.

"We will host a woodland gathering," he announced. "Games,

treats, and a welcome for everyone!" Stella clapped her little

paws. They wrote invitations on leaves and tucked them under

stones and roots. "Come and play," the invitations said. "Bring

a friend. Everybody is welcome."
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All week long they worked. Stella gathered honey-sweet

berries and baked tiny seed cakes that smelled wonderful.

Rocky stacked smooth stones for a hopping game and tied

ribbons to branches for a ring toss. They painted a sign that

read WELCOME, FRIENDS in berry juice. "Do you think

anyone will come?" asked Stella. "We will be ready if they do,"

said Rocky.
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On the morning of the gathering, Rocky wore his red

neckerchief extra neatly, and Stella tucked a fresh yellow

flower behind her ear. They set out the treats on a flat stump

and waited. The woodland was quiet. A leaf rustled. Then a

rabbit peeked out from behind a fern, twitching its nose. Then

a squirrel crept closer.
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The squirrel sniffed the seed cakes. "Those smell lovely," it said

shyly. Stella smiled her warmest smile. "Please try one. I made

them this morning." The squirrel took a nibble, then a whole

cake. "Delicious!" it squeaked. One by one, the rabbits and

mice and a curious deer stepped out of the shadows, drawn by

the good smells and gentle voices.
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Then something wonderful happened. The deer tried the ring

toss and laughed when a ribbon landed on her antlers. The

rabbits hopped the stone path, cheering for each other. Rocky

taught everyone a silly game with acorns, and Stella poured

berry juice for all. The woodland filled with giggles and happy

chatter. "This is the best day," said a little mouse.
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"We were wrong about you," said the deer kindly. "We thought

raccoons were sneaky and skunks were smelly. But you are

both thoughtful and generous." Stella's eyes grew shiny. "We

only wanted friends," she said. Rocky nodded. "Looks and

smells do not tell you what is in a heart." The animals nodded

back, a little ashamed and a lot surprised.
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"Then let us make it right," said the rabbit. Everyone helped

tidy the treats and gather the ribbons. The deer promised to

bring apples next time. The squirrels offered to hang lanterns.

"Same time next week?" asked the mouse. Rocky and Stella

grinned so wide their cheeks hurt. "Same time next week,"

they said together, and the whole woodland cheered.
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After that, the woodland was never quite the same. Neighbors

stopped by Rocky's oak tree to chat, and Stella's den became a

favorite spot for berry picnics. The animals learned to look

past a mask of fur or a stripe down a back. "You cannot know

someone until you say hello," said the deer, and everyone

agreed.
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Rocky and Stella sat on their warm flat rock as the sun went

down, sharing the last seed cake. "Funny," said Stella, "we only

wanted one friend, and we found a whole woodland." Rocky

wiggled his ringed tail happily. "Kindness is like that," he said.

"It keeps growing and growing." The fireflies blinked, and the

two friends smiled.
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So if you ever visit that green woodland, you will see rabbits

and raccoons playing together, and deer sharing apples with

skunks. Rocky, with his red neckerchief, and Stella, with her

yellow flower, will wave you over to join the fun. Appearances

do not define personality, they will tell you. Friendship and

acceptance make the woodland a happier home for everyone.
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