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Blizzards and bodies . . .

The Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday weekend starts off poorly for Imogene Little when a blizzard whips through her small town of Cherry Hills, Washington. But the weather soon becomes the least of the animal rescue maven’s worries. A lost cat has blown in along with the storm—and kitty doesn’t waste any time digging up a dead body beneath the fresh snowfall.

When homicide is deemed the manner of death, it’s up to Imogene to find out who killed Alex Stratmore. Can the amateur sleuth succeed in her efforts to put a murderer behind bars? Maybe, but not without a helping paw from her newest four-legged rescue.

This seasonal short story is meant to be a shorter peek into the world of Cherry Hills, Washington, and the Cozy Cat Caper Mystery series. It was previously published as part of the Festive Mayhem 3 anthology.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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A shiver of either cold or foreboding raced down Imogene Little’s spine when she answered her front door the morning of Friday, January 14, 2000.

“Hi, Sally,” Imogene said. She took in the drifts of fresh snow blanketing the yard, driveway, and street in equal measure. A blizzard had dumped three feet of the white stuff on Cherry Hills, Washington, overnight. “This isn’t a very good day to be out and about.”

Sally Macintosh grimaced. “You’re telling me. I had to shovel two tons of snow just to get through the back door. Lucky for me, you only live two houses away.”

A frisson of alarm shot through Imogene when she noticed the fortyish blonde nervously chewing on her lower lip. “I take it this isn’t a social call.”

“No, it’s not. I have a dilemma.”

Something bumped into Imogene’s left ankle, and a petulant meow rang out. Imogene looked down to see Cleopatra sitting by her feet, a perturbed look on the brown mackerel tabby’s face.

“I guess someone is upset I’m letting all of this cold air into the house,” Imogene said to Sally. “Why don’t you come in?”

As Sally stepped inside and Imogene closed the door behind her, Imogene noticed the true reason for Cleopatra’s distress. Clutched in Sally’s hand was a plastic cat carrier. And, judging from the weight of it, it most likely had a cat inside.

Sally must have realized where Imogene’s gaze had drifted. “I didn’t know who else to turn to,” she said. “And I know you’re always helping stray animals . . .”

Sally was right about that. Imogene had been informally rescuing cats and dogs—as well as the occasional wild or otherwise less common domesticated animal—for most of her forty years. In fact, Cleopatra herself was one of Imogene’s rescues. Imogene had been fostering the feline for most of the past year now, long enough for her to dread the day the tabby found her forever home. Imogene had started to think of Cleopatra as her own.

But her worries over losing Cleopatra could wait. Right now, she had more urgent matters to attend to.

“Did you find this cat?” Imogene asked Sally. The thought of a poor kitty wandering the streets in such dreadful weather made her heart ache.

“Yes.” Sally’s hair fell over her face as she bent down to set the cat carrier on the living room floor. “I think he must have gotten out in the storm, then couldn’t find his way back home. He showed up in my yard right before the snow started really falling hard.”

“Thank goodness you took him in.”

Cleopatra chirped, sounding equally grateful that her fellow feline had found shelter before the worst of the blizzard had hit.

“Except now I don’t know what to do with him,” Sally said. “You know how territorial my own cat is. Piper went nuts when I brought this little guy inside.”

“Well, you’ve come to the right place. Leave him with me, and I’ll make sure he’s well taken care of.”

Sally blew out a breath. “Oh, thank you, Imogene. You have no idea how worried I was about this.”

“I understand. It’s never easy when you’re faced with an animal in distress.”

Cleopatra meowed before climbing atop the cat tree located in one corner of the room. Imogene wasn’t sure if the tabby was concurring with the statement or merely attempting to convey the extent of her own distress. After all, several hours had already elapsed since she had been fed her morning can of wet food.

Imogene crouched next to the cat carrier. “I suppose I should have a look at this little fellow.”

Cleopatra watched with huge yellow eyes as Imogene sprung the carrier door open. Mostly white with patches of gray, bright green eyes, and long whiskers, the domestic shorthair poked his nose out of the opening, obviously eager to escape his prison and explore his surroundings.

Imogene let the cat sniff her fingers before giving him a tentative pat between the ears. When he pressed the top of his head into her palm and started purring, her heart melted. “Oh, aren’t you a sweetheart.”

But the moment didn’t last. The doorbell rang two seconds later, sending the cat retreating back into the carrier.

Imogene stood up and answered the door. “Lorraine. What a pleasant surprise.”

“Hi, Imogene.” Lorraine Nye, Imogene’s thirty-something next-door neighbor, fingered the messy brown bun piled atop her head as she shifted from foot to foot on the other side of the threshold. “Sorry to bother you, but I was making muffins and realized I’m out of baking powder. There’s no way I can make it to the store in this weather. Do you have any I can borrow?”

“Of course. Come inside where it’s warm, and I’ll get it for you.”

As Imogene stood back to let Lorraine in, a gray-and-white blur streaked past her feet. She sucked in a breath when she realized the stray cat had just escaped through the open front door.

“Blast it!” Sally shouted as she raced after the cat.

“Sally, wait,” Imogene called after her. “Don’t chase him.”

Fortunately, Sally stopped running. When Imogene caught up to her, she saw the cat had stopped running too. She was grateful to note he hadn’t gone far. Although the snow made one yard indiscernible from the next, he appeared to have halted somewhere on Lorraine’s side of the property line.

And he was furiously working his two front paws, seemingly determined to find out what might be hidden beneath this fluffy white mess.

Imogene started toward him, moving slowly so as not to startle him. But the cat wasn’t paying her any attention. He was singularly focused on the task at hand.

It wasn’t until Imogene drew closer that she realized he had uncovered something. And when she registered what it was, her shock drew her up short.

Against the stark backdrop of the white snow lay a black boot. And the sock that stretched above it left no doubt it was still attached to someone’s foot.
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“Welp,” Kenny Davenport said as he let himself into Imogene’s house, “that’s Alexander Stratmore out there. And he’s deader than a doornail.”

“Alex Stratmore?” Imogene frowned. “What was he doing here?”

“Dunno. But from what I can reckon, the guy met his demise from foul play.”

Imogene gripped the edge of the sofa as the room began to spin. “Foul play? You mean murder?”

“That’s what it looks like. Someone clocked him on the noggin pretty hard.”

“Couldn’t he have slipped on the snow and hit his head that way?”

“He’s lying on his back, but his forehead’s where I spied the injury.” Kenny spread his palms. He was built like a wrestler, and his huge hands were no exception. “’Course, I’m just the lowly beat cop who happened to live close enough to respond to your 9-1-1 call. Chief Haywater and the coroner will need to verify.”

Kenny might be downplaying his level of expertise, but Imogene trusted his judgment. She had been friends with Kenny for a long time and knew he wouldn’t suggest murder if he hadn’t seen enough evidence to support that conclusion.

A small sniffle drew Imogene’s attention to the other side of the room. She had almost forgotten about Lorraine and Sally, but there they were, still seated on the sofa opposite the one Imogene occupied. And they both looked understandably troubled by Kenny’s update.

“When will the police chief get here?” Lorraine asked, her voice so thready it was barely audible.

Kenny shook off his coat and tossed it onto the coffee table before sitting on the couch next to Imogene. “Not for a while, I reckon. Chief lives on the other side of town, and unless those fancy-pants Ralph Lauren shirts he’s so fond of are capable of sprouting wings, he’s gonna have to wait until the plows clear the roadways before he even thinks of making it farther than the nearest john.”

Lorraine and Sally exchanged uneasy glances. Neither one looked happy about the prospect of Alex remaining outside for the rest of the afternoon.

But Cleopatra didn’t seem bothered by the idea of a dead man lying mere yards away. She jumped onto the coffee table, sniffed Kenny’s coat a few times, then circled around twice before nestling into the soft inner lining.

Imogene snuck a peek at the gray-and-white cat. He had also settled down, choosing Lorraine’s lap as his resting spot. Fortunately, after Imogene had called 9-1-1 she had managed to coax the runaway cat back inside by opening up a can of wet food. As soon as he’d heard the pull tab being engaged, he had come running.

Kenny draped his thick arms along the back of the couch. “You have any idea what Alex was doing in this neck of the woods? According to his driver’s license, he lives quite a ways away.”

Imogene shook
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