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Author’s Note

Cold Clay is a tale of woodland creatures, set in the village of Shady Hollow. From time to time the contemplative reader may pause to question the spatial mysteries that allow a mouse and a moose to frequent the same establishments, or wonder at the civility among foxes and rabbits, creatures so often placed at opposite posts on the spectrum of predator and prey. A skeptic with an eye for minutiae may even ask why a rat requires a visit to the haberdasher. In turn, we ask such skeptics to look to their own hat collections before passing judgment on another.

We remind our gentle readers that this is a work of fiction, and the characters’ resemblance to real creatures is superficial indeed. If it assists with your quandary, we suggest you think of the characters merely as humans with particularly animalistic traits … and haven’t we all met such folk?

With that guidance, we cordially invite you to return to Shady Hollow.




Cast of Characters

Vera Vixen: This cunning, foxy reporter has a nose for trouble and a desire to find out the truth, no matter where the path leads.

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.

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

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

Lenore Lee: A dark-as-night raven who opened the town’s bookshop, Nevermore Books, and has a penchant for mysteries.

Joe Elkin: This genial giant of a moose runs the town coffee shop, the local gathering spot. If gossip is spoken, Joe has heard it—but this time he is the gossip.

Joe Elkin Jr.: Joe’s only son and his pride and joy. But Joe Junior’s childhood was less sunny than one might wish.

Julia Elkin: Joe’s wife, who walked out on him years ago and was never heard from again.

Octavia Grey: This striking mink is the town’s newest resident. She excels at etiquette and knows how to turn heads.

Gladys Honeysuckle: As the town gossip and busybody, there’s nothing Gladys doesn’t know. She hates to be scooped on a juicy tidbit.

Sun Li: This panda is a former surgeon and a current chef. He runs the Bamboo Patch, a restaurant serving vegetarian dishes to die for.

Howard Chitters: Once a humble accountant and now the de facto head of the sawmill, Chitters is an object lesson in how murder can shake up a routine.

Esmeralda von Beaverpelt: The daughter of the town’s once-richest family is now a hardworking waitress at Joe’s Mug. Esme is good with numbers and even better with money.

Anastasia von Beaverpelt: Esme’s snobby sister still hasn’t adjusted to the family’s changed circumstances. And everybody in town knows it.

Edith von Beaverpelt: Widow, business owner, and philanthropist Edith loves her daughters and hates a scandal.

Barry Greenfield: A senior reporter at the Herald, this old hare has seen it all, and he remembers it all, too.

Lefty: A small-time criminal, this masked raccoon lives in the shadiest part of Shady Hollow. He’s got a heart of gold (just don’t ask where he got it).

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.
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Chapter 1

As might be expected from its name, the village of Shady Hollow is nestled deep in the woods, covering a wide valley between two mountains. What might be less expected is the fact that the village residents are all animals, representing many species and temperaments. Just how can a rabbit live and work alongside a fox? Why do a sparrow and a bear read the same newspaper? On a more practical level, where are the rabbit and fox working, and what is the headline on the paper? 

These are the sorts of questions a journalist asks. In her den, Vera Vixen was in fact asking herself exactly what the headline would be for the next issue of the Shady Hollow Herald and whether she could improve it. She loved the little town, but it usually was not the most exciting place in the world. Vera wasn’t sure she could handle looking at another headline like “Mirror Lake Beach Closes Early” or “Best Walking Paths in the Whispering Woods.” Those were not ledes to inspire.

“There must be something worth writing about today,” she muttered. “I just have to find it.”

As Vera prepared to leave her cozy home, she pulled a woolen scarf off a hook by the door and draped it about her shoulders, pleased with the way the deep evergreen color contrasted with her rich red fur. She adjusted the wire-rimmed glasses on her nose, tipped her felt hat to a slightly jauntier and more reporterish angle, and then stepped outside to greet the day.

The early-autumn mornings were rather chilly now, and quite often a layer of fog would slip into town at night, slinking through the quiet streets and curling up around the great trees in the park. Early risers had to brave a clinging mist that hid the details of the world, making Shady Hollow seem like a dream of itself. But soon the sun would rise over the distant ridge and burn away the fog until the last ragged strips retreated into the woods as the town bustled into action and animals emerged from houses and dens to begin their work or play. On this day, the fog was behaving in the most picturesque way possible, and Vera smiled as she breathed in the cool air. Despite the calm, she felt a thrill of excitement that only an autumn morning can supply. Something about the brisk air and the golden tips of the tree branches warned of change to come. But what sort of change? Ah, that was the question!

She trotted along the path toward the center of town, where the newspaper office could be found. When she crossed an intersection, a flurry of activity on the other end of Elm Street caught her eye. She paused for a longer look. A large covered cart stood parked in front of one of the empty buildings. Ferrets scurried about, carrying boxes and bags from the cart and nearly colliding with one another as they passed through the building’s narrow doorway.

Vera’s interest was piqued. That building had been for rent for some time; its first-floor office had been looking lonely and drab on the otherwise busy street. Vera knew the upstairs was very large, but she’d never been inside. Someone must have taken out a lease on the place, and it must be a newcomer. A local would have mentioned it by now.

“Excuse me,” Vera called, addressing the ferrets, who didn’t look away from their work. “Excuse me!” She trotted closer, pausing just short of the commotion.

One ferret finally stopped, looking at her in alarm. “Hello, yes, what? We didn’t break anything! Promise! We have a no-break guarantee.”

“I just wanted to know who’s moving in,” Vera explained.

The ferret shook his dark head. “Can’t tell you. Sorry! We just move the freight.”

“But who’s paying you? You must know that!” she said. “Where did the shipment come from?”

“Freight moved upriver, ma’am,” the ferret said, shrugging to convey his complete lack of knowledge in the matter. “Payment in cash. Sorry! Watch that lamp!” The last direction was howled at another ferret who seemed about to lose control of a fancy blown-glass lamp. Vera’s interlocutor dashed past her to save the object from being smashed to a thousand pieces on the ground.

Vera took the hint and didn’t ask anything further of the workers. She would have loved to hang about and peek at the belongings of the town’s newest resident for clues as to their identity, but now she had to get to the office. She couldn’t wait to see if she had scooped Gladys Honeysuckle, the town gossip.

What would this new resident bring to Shady Hollow? Vera had learned that even in a small town, you just never know what could happen. Despite her annoyance with the current milquetoast headlines, Vera had no desire to revisit the shocking events of the summer and her own narrow escape from death. Never before had the residents endured the horror of not one but two murders. The investigation had temporarily shut down the sawmill—the town’s largest employer and the lifeblood of the local economy. Vera chased the story of the killings a little too eagerly, and she was lucky she was still alive to grouse about the latest lack of news.

She paused on seeing a copy of the day’s paper on a stoop. “‘Summer’s Over for Mirror Lake Beach,’” she read out loud. “Called it.”

A second later, she sighed. She should be happy. Things had returned to normal, at least outwardly. Creatures had resumed their routines, and gossip about regular life had recommenced. It was better to hear complaints about the neighbors’ decorating choices rather than whispers about murder and infidelity.

“Something the matter, Miss Vixen?” a deep voice rumbled behind her.

Vera turned to see Deputy Orville Braun standing there, looking quite professional in his uniform and cap, though with a rather unprofessional twinkle in his eye. She had to look up to catch the twinkle, since the brown bear was so tall in comparison to her.

She smiled at him. “Nothing other than a little ennui.”

“Ennui? I’ve heard coffee and morning rolls can fix that,” Orville said. “I’d be honored if you would join me at Joe’s. I’ll escort you there safely,” he added.

“No doubt!” Vera said with a laugh as they started walking down the street together. Not that there was any danger at the town’s favorite coffee shop. In fact, ever since Orville helped save Vera’s life not long ago, he’d shown a lot of concern for her safety, walking her home from work, seeing that she ate well during her recovery, buying her flowers to keep her spirits up … Or perhaps that was the result of the fact that they had started dating. Not more than the occasional dinner and evening stroll, but Vera had to admit that her feelings for Orville were growing by the day.

They were taking things slowly, but Vera looked forward to their dinners. It was great fun to have someone to dress up for, and it put a spring in her step during the rest of the week. She had almost stopped looking over her shoulder wherever she went.

When they reached Joe’s Mug at the corner of Main and Walnut, Orville held the door open for her.

She walked in, waving to Joe, who stood behind the counter.

“Look who’s here,” said the proprietor. Joe was a huge, genial moose who always had a smile for a visitor. “Miss Vixen, with none other than our good deputy.”

“We just happened to meet on the sidewalk,” Vera said quickly, because it was rather early in the day.

“And I imagine you both are feeling a bit peckish.” Joe nodded his huge head toward a booth, inviting them to sit.

Vera slid into the booth, and Orville sat opposite her, both of them steadfastly ignoring the other morning customers, all of whom were quite aware of their budding romance.

Only when Joe brought two mugs and a coffeepot did Vera glance around the café at her neighbors. Absolutely no one would believe that she and Orville had run into each other by accident. Whispers of an assignation would spread around Shady Hollow like wildfire. Yes, the residents needed something new to gossip about. Vera most definitely did not want that something to be Orville and her, but there was little she could do about it.

“Couple of those morning rolls, too, please,” Orville told Joe. “The ones with the pecans.”

“Coming right up, Deputy!” Joe gave a little salute and ambled away.

“So … Deputy,” Vera said. She was behaving as if they barely knew each other, which was silly but instinctive. Constant scrutiny by one’s neighbors was one of the downsides of living in a small village. In the city, no one would have noticed if she and Orville went on dates every day, but here in Shady Hollow nothing was missed. “You must be enjoying the calm.”

“I really can’t say that I am.” Orville glanced briefly out the window toward the street, which was slowly filling with folks on their way to work or school. “The chief is away, and someone has to mind the store. But there’s not much to mind. I knew I could leave the station to get a quick bite. It’s too early in the day for crime! Though not too early for fishing,” he added with only a trace of annoyance.

Vera ref rained from muttering about the chief slipping away from work to fish and smiled at her companion. If Orville wanted to maintain the illusion that Chief Meade ran the police department, who was she to say any differently? It was an open secret among the townsfolk. Still, she wondered at Orville’s patience with the chief. She hadn’t quite worked up the nerve to ask why he put up with Chief Meade’s lackadaisical efforts.

The morning rolls Orville had requested arrived at the table, and Vera temporarily forgot her trail of thought as she pulled apart the delightfully sticky bread and nibbled away.

“Do you know anything about the new tenant on Elm Street?” she asked after licking the toffee from her paws. “I saw the movers this morning.”

Orville shook his head. “I noticed the for-rent sign had come down from the window a few weeks ago, but I thought perhaps Mr. Blakely had just given up for the rest of the year. It’s good news if someone leased the place. It’s too big and drafty to sit empty, and it made the street feel too quiet.”

Vera knew that Orville had a uniquely safety-oriented view on town matters, and a vacant structure rarely looked safe.

“It is a big space,” she agreed. “I wonder what the new business will be.”

“Check the town hall’s records. All commercial ventures need to be registered and approved by the council.” Orville had been a cop in Shady Hollow long enough to know the rules.

Vera was annoyed by her own lapse in knowledge. “If it was approved, why didn’t the council say so?”

“Oh, there’s a three-month window,” he explained. “Lets new owners get things started, you see. Shows the council the business is going to succeed. Or not. Either way, the votes aren’t a surprise.”

“Ah.” That made Vera feel better.

Just then, Joe ambled over and placed two bowls of warm applesauce on the table. “On the house. No better way to start an autumn morning,” he said in his low, rumbling voice.

Vera inhaled the scented steam with delight. “Oh, that’s grand.” She prepared to take a bite of what she already knew would be a perfectly spiced spoonful. The tang of apples and the warmth of cinnamon and cloves made her sigh happily. “Made fresh. I can tell.”

“Very first of the season,” Joe responded. “There will be a lot more coming. Timothy says the bulk of the harvest is just ripening now. I expect they’ll be busy this week up at Cold Clay.”

The Leveritt family had managed Cold Clay Orchards for generations—which wasn’t saying much, because the Leveritts were rabbits. The orchards and berry patches had provided superior crops for many years. Vera hoped they’d continue to do so for decades more.

“Tim told me he hired extra pickers this year,” Joe went on. “Planting all those new varieties paid off. He’s doing good business. He must be pleased with his crop.”

Later Vera would recall Joe’s words with a shiver, because the orchards were about to reveal a most unexpected and unwelcome harvest.
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