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Juneau Black is the pen name of authors Jocelyn Cole and Sharon Nagel. They share a love of excellent bookshops, fine cheeses, and a good murder (in fictional form only). Though they are two separate people, if you ask either one a question about her childhood, you are likely to get the same answer. This is a little unnerving for any number of reasons.
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Author’s Note

Shady Hollow is a tale of woodland creatures, and from time to time the contemplative reader may pause to wonder precisely how a town functions with foxes and rabbits as tenants of the same building, or how a mouse and a moose can chat eye to eye. Keep in mind, gentle reader, that this is a work of fiction. The characters’ resemblances to real creatures, alive or cruelly murdered, is incidental indeed. For those who feel compelled to resolve this issue before continuing with the story, you may wish to think of the characters merely as humans with particularly animalistic traits … in other words, just like you and me.

With that guidance, welcome to Shady Hollow.




Cast of Characters

Gladys Honeysuckle: As the town gossip and busybody, there’s nothing Gladys doesn’t know. She was the one to find the body and sound the alarm. But perhaps she already knew where to look … 

Otto Sumpf: The grouchy, taciturn toad of Shady Hollow. Not many folks admit to liking Otto. The better question is who hates him.

Vera Vixen: This cunning, foxy reporter has a nose for trouble and a desire to find out the truth. Can she trust anyone around her?

BW Stone: The cigar-chomping skunk of an editor of the Shady Hollow Herald. BW (“Everything in black and white!”) loves a good headline. Would he kill to create one?

Lenore Lee: A dark-as-night raven who opened the town’s bookshop, Nevermore Books, and has a penchant for mysteries. If anyone is an expert on murder, it’s Lenore.

Joe: This genial giant of a moose runs the coffee shop, the local gathering spot. If gossip is spoken, Joe has heard it. Maybe he heard too much.

Chief Theodore Meade: Bears make excellent law enforcers: big, brawny, and belligerent. But Chief Meade seems singularly uninterested in solving crime when he could be fishing. Is that fishy?

Deputy Orville Braun: This large brown bear is the harder-working half of the Shady Hollow constabulary. He works by the book. But his book has half the pages ripped out.

Ruby Ewing: There’s none more friendly and forgiving than Ruby. But Ruby has her share of scandals, too … 

Reginald von Beaverpelt: This wealthy industrialist more or less rules Shady Hollow, but not his own family—there is domestic strife with his wife and daughters. And is the sawmill as secure as it seems?

Howard Chitters: As the timid accountant for the sawmill, Chitters accepts Reginald’s hoity-toity manner and casual verbal abuse. But does he know something about the sawmill’s finances that no one else does?

Anastasia and Esmeralda von Beaverpelt: The daughters of the town’s richest family are happy to shop and gossip, as long as their family secrets stay hidden.

Edith von Beaverpelt: Rumor has it that socialite Edith is the real power behind the gnawed-wood throne. Control the purse strings, and everyone listens … 

Lefty: The small-time criminal about town, this masked raccoon lives in the shadiest part of Shady Hollow. But surely he wouldn’t cover up for someone else’s crime … unless there was a big payoff.

Ambrosius Heidegger: Professor of philosophy and general know-it-all. The owl is the smartest creature in the forest, and never lets anyone forget it. But is he too smart for his own good?

Sun Li: He runs the Bamboo Patch, serving vegetarian dishes to die for. But his past and his identity are a mystery.
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Prologue

Up in the far north, away from everything you know and dream about, lies a small village called Shady Hollow. There are many settlements in the woods, far from the cities and the bustling world. Shady Hollow is only one such community, where woodland creatures of all types and temperaments, from the tiny mouse to the mighty moose, live together in a successful and mostly peaceful society.

What does such a place look like? you wonder. First of all, a beautiful river winds through the town. Burbling cheerfully in the summer months, the river slows to a statelier pace in autumn. It freezes over in winter, and the residents of Shady Hollow host skating parties and build snow critters all along the banks. Even the creatures prone to hibernation cannot resist the lure of such icy enchantments in this place! And in spring, the river rushes back to life, nearly overflowing its banks after swelling with snowmelt and seasonal rains.

The river rushes past the sawmill, past the piers, past the town. But in one spot it feeds a millpond, a quiet sort of place where a beast might find solitude … if it takes care not to run into Otto Sumpf, that is. Otto, a cranky toad, lives alone in the swampiest bit of the pond, in a mud hut surrounded by tall grasses and cattails. He patrols the shore as if it were his sworn duty and prides himself on starting arguments on any subject.

One of his very favorite topics juts up at the other end of the pond. The Von Beaverpelt Sawmill is in many ways the heart of the town. The massive wooden waterwheel cranks all day and all night, and an eternal cloud of sawdust hovers in the air, scenting it with the aroma of industry and progress. Shouts of workers sound from dawn till dusk. A bustling business, the mill supplies a livelihood for many creatures … not just the expected beavers, muskrats, and woodchucks but also mice, rabbits, sparrows, and the odd mink. Even the rough-and-tumble river rats who navigate the lumber downstream are well aware of the sawmill’s influence in the region. And over it all—quite literally, since his office is in the top of the mill’s clock tower—Reginald von Beaverpelt keeps a keen eye on operations, making sure everything runs, in fact, like clockwork. Shady Hollow thrives with the mill … even if certain toads grouse about the noise and the sawdust.

There are other businesses, of course. The hardware store, the grocer, and the florist all flank Main Street’s east side. The police station, the town hall, and the bank stand on the west. Turn the corner onto Walnut and you’ll find Nevermore Books, a haven for bibliophiles of all stripes and spots. Fiction, mystery, history, poetry—everything has a shelf here. Other little businesses (the dressmaker, the haberdasher, the apothecary) nestle along the side streets Oak and Pine, and life is busy for the residents.

But Shady Hollow is not all work. Whether you first stroll down Main Street past River Drive or amble up Maple, Elm, Chestnut, or Beech, eventually you will find the true social heart of the town at Main and Walnut. Some grand establishment, you think? A church, perhaps? A great hall? A treehouse for the ages? No, and no, and no. It is a coffee shop, built low and unassuming under a grove of mighty sycamore trees. Inside, warm wooden booths have grown shiny with wear, and the rich smells of coffee and sweet fruit pies (the house specialty) permeate the very walls. This is Joe’s Mug, run by a moose with quite a mug, as the always-humble Joe would not hesitate to tell you himself. Though he may not ever win a beauty contest, he’s never lacked for attention, and everyone agrees that he sure knows his coffee. Most creatures start their days, or nights, at Joe’s. And if there’s news to be heard, Joe has heard it.

But don’t think Shady Hollow lacks a more formal news organization. The august offices of the Shady Hollow Herald lie not one block away, just off Elm. You might pick up that morning’s issue along with your coffee and peruse the latest headlines of this buzzing boreal hamlet.

For instance, today’s headline story profiles the spelling bee winner, Ashley Chitters (mouse, eight years of age), and features a photo of the student proudly wearing a bright bee-shaped medal on a long ribbon around her neck. She has triumphed for the third year running, spelling c-o-n-t-u-m-a-c-i-o-u-s with no hesitation whatsoever to great applause. Her rival—a stoat who ironically was somewhat contumacious—tried to put an i in lachrymose, to his detriment. Next to the article on the spelling bee queen is a recipe for peach cobbler from the rabbits of Cold Clay Orchards. An accompanying illustration makes the mouth water.

Such is the news in Shady Hollow.

Other things happen, of course. There is love and hate, deceit and betrayal. There is loyalty and disappointment, heroism and villainy, all of a small order. But these things are, for the most part, private, and secret. They take place behind closed doors, or underground in dens, or among the branches that shade the town so well. You do not see them aired in the peaceful world of Shady Hollow.

But very soon, you will.
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