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Valentine’s, a day for romance and . . . murder?

Cherry Hills animal lover Imogene Little would like nothing more than to spend Valentine’s Day at home with only her cat Cleopatra for company. Instead, she finds herself on a double date at the urging of her good friend Kenny Davenport. But even Kenny can’t guess just how disastrous this evening is about to become.

Things first turn awkward when their restaurant server turns out to be Imogene’s date’s ex-girlfriend. But is their waitress to blame when Imogene’s date collapses from an allergic reaction? Or is the unfortunate incident merely a tragic accident?

Before the night ends, Imogene is determined to uncover what really happened. And then the amateur sleuth might just swear off love forever.

This holiday 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 4 anthology.
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“You want me to what?” Imogene Little said as she stared down Kenny Davenport. Given how petite she was and how well-built he was, she didn’t imagine she struck him as very intimidating. 

As expected, Kenny didn’t look fazed. He stretched his muscled arms along the back of Imogene’s couch and said, “Join me on a double date this Monday.”

“And why would I do that?”

“Because it’s Valentine’s Day, and so far your year 2000 social calendar has been as action-packed as that lazy cat’s.”

Cleopatra, Imogene’s brown mackerel tabby, hopped onto the couch next to Kenny and stretched her jaws into an incredible yawn. Imogene didn’t know if the cat had taken offense to being dragged into their argument, or if she were predicting how this date would go if Imogene were to accept Kenny’s offer.

Technically, Cleopatra was Imogene’s foster cat. The abandoned feline had been one of many taken in over the years as part of Imogene’s never-ending animal rescue efforts. But as others had come and gone, Cleopatra had stayed. If Imogene were being honest, she had stopped actively looking for a home for the cat months ago. But she had yet to admit, even to herself, that she had permanently adopted the tabby.

Kenny scowled at the cat before shifting his attention back to Imogene. He snapped forward, his arms dropping off the couch back as he rested his elbows on his knees, effectively shouldering Cleopatra out of his line of vision. “Look, I rather fancy this gal, and she won’t see me on Monday unless this brother of hers can tag along. I reckon he’s just survived a really rough split, and she’s afraid to leave him to his little lonesome on what’s supposed to be the most romantic day of the year. Sounds like he’s been moping ’round the house, sobbing his eyes out like a faucet on the fritz for the past few weeks.”

Imogene flopped onto the sofa opposite Kenny with a snort. “This man you want to fix me up with sounds like a real catch.”

“I’m not aiming to fix you up. It’s just one dinner, so I can see Val.”

“Val? Your Valentine’s Day date is named Valentine?”

“Valerie,” Kenny corrected.

Cleopatra sniffed, clearly not appreciating the difference.

“And what is her brother’s name, pray tell?” Imogene asked. “Cupid?”

“Daniel.”

That sounded normal enough. Still, a normal-sounding name wasn’t sufficient to convince Imogene to agree to this ill-fated date.

“Sorry,” she said, “but I have to pass.”

Kenny made a sad puppy face. “Aw, c’mon. How pathetic would it be if I were still single when I hit the big four-oh in a couple of years?”

Imogene tilted her chin up. “I’m already forty and also single. Does that make me pathetic?”

Kenny eyed her up and down before his gaze slid over to Cleopatra, who had begun grooming herself. Imogene tensed, sensing his desire to crack a joke about old maids or crazy cat ladies.

He must have realized such a declaration wouldn’t persuade her to do him any favors. “Come, for my sake,” he said instead. “I don’t wanna die a miserable, lonely death. And as a cop, my time could be up at any moment.”

Imogene refused to fall for the guilt trip. “This is Cherry Hills, Washington. We might get our share of crime in this small town, but you’re not much more at risk of dying in the line of duty than I am crossing the street. What’s so special about this Val, anyway?”

A goofy smile curved Kenny’s lips up as he absently stroked Cleopatra. “I dunno what it is, but when I see her something inside me sparks. Doesn’t hurt that she’s a looker. And she’s fun. And funny. You two ladies would get on like bread and butter. Never met the brother, but it’s only for one measly evening. Surely a blind date is better than sitting ’round here with only this mangy cat for company.”

Cleopatra grabbed Kenny’s hand with both front paws, flopped onto her side, and gave him a hearty bite as she began kicking his palm with her hind feet. When Kenny yelped and yanked his battered fingers away, Cleopatra flashed him a self-satisfied smirk.

Despite the unnecessary insult directed toward her beloved feline, Imogene could feel herself relenting. “You really think this woman could be The One?”

Kenny lifted one shoulder. “It’s mighty early to say, but I’m not discounting the possibility.”

Imogene sighed as she slumped against the sofa. “Then I guess I have no choice.”

Kenny’s whole face lit up. “You’re a champ, Imogene.”

“Don’t you mean sucker?”

Kenny chuckled. “You’re a good friend. I owe you one.”

Imogene wasn’t going to argue with that. She just wished she had a better feeling about this date. As it was, all she felt was doom.
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Imogene had to grudgingly admit the upscale restaurant Kenny had booked for the evening was quite lovely. She was glad she’d traded in her usual outfit of jeans and a T-shirt for a purple blouse and black slacks. She had drawn the line at styling her auburn hair and wearing heels though.

“Val suggested this place,” Kenny told her, sounding almost giddy that their date night had finally arrived. He too had dressed up for the evening, a blue button-down shirt peeking beneath his tan sports coat.

While they waited for the hostess, Imogene surveyed the restaurant. A bar on the far side of the dining area featured a series of illuminated glass shelves, each one showcasing a bevy of liquor bottles in different shapes, sizes, and colors. Soft jazz played from built-in speakers near the ceiling. Red-and-white-checked tablecloths covered the spaced-out tables occupying the bulk of the room. A single red rose protruding from a slender white vase in the center of each table fully completed the romantic ambiance.

A perky young blonde flashed them a bright smile full of perfect teeth as she rushed toward them.

“Welcome to Sam’s Steakhouse,” she chirped. “Table for two?”

“Four,” Kenny corrected. “For Kenny Davenport. I have a reservation.”

“Ah, yes. The rest of your party just arrived.”

Imogene noticed Kenny standing up a little straighter, his eyes darting around as if he couldn’t wait to see Val again.

They followed the hostess to a table located in the center of the dining area. A thirty-something redhead in a red dress stood up as they approached.

“Kenny,” she said. She reached for him, a thin bracelet dangling from her wrist.

Kenny grinned like a fool as they embraced. “Hi, Val.”

Kenny was right, Val was a looker. With high cheekbones, big green eyes, and full lips, she could be a model.

“Your server will be here shortly,” the hostess said before slipping away.

Kenny didn’t appear to notice her departure. He had eyes only for Val. “You’re a right sight for sore eyes,” he said.

“Thank you.” As Val reclaimed her chair, she gestured to the man on her left. “This is my brother, Dan.”

Kenny clapped Imogene on the shoulder. “And this is my good friend, Imogene.”

Imogene smiled at Dan as she slid into the empty seat to his left. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Dan didn’t seem inclined to return the pleasantry. A handsome, dark-haired man close to Imogene’s own age of forty, he gave Imogene an indifferent once-over before grabbing his menu off of the plate in front of him and pulling it up to his face.

Imogene felt a flash of annoyance. Clearly Dan didn’t want to be here any more than she did. Even so, couldn’t the man at least make an effort to be cordial?

Kenny picked up his own menu as he claimed the empty seat between Imogene and Val. Imogene suspected the move was designed to help him better ignore the glare she shot in his direction.

“Lookie here, there’s a ‘paramour porterhouse’ on tonight’s special Valentine’s menu,” Kenny said. “I dunno ’bout the ‘paramour’ part, but I love me a good porterhouse.”

Imogene wrinkled her nose as she looked over her own menu. “There aren’t many vegetarian options here.”

“This is a steakhouse,” Dan said. “What do you need vegetarian options for?”

“I don’t eat meat,” Imogene told him.

Dan stared at her as though she’d announced she was an alien dropped onto planet Earth from another galaxy. “You don’t eat meat?”

“I don’t support the suffering and cruelty foisted upon our fellow living creatures for the sole purpose of maximizing industry profits.”

Dan blinked, seemingly at a loss for words.

Val cleared her throat as she snatched up her own menu. “I, for one, am looking forward to the lover’s lobster tail. It’s been ages since I’ve had good lobster.”

Kenny turned pale as his gaze slid toward the seafood section of the menu. Imogene had no doubt he was just now realizing those two- and three-digit numbers off to the side were prices. She secretly hoped he’d have to put in a lot of overtime the rest of this month to pay off tonight’s bill. She shouldn’t be the only one suffering because of this double date.

Imogene had just decided to cobble together a meal
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