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New year, new attempted murder.

Imogene Little thinks nothing of organizing a New Year’s gathering between a few neighbors on the eve of the millennium. But when Josh Barnaby ends up deathly ill, she can’t help but wonder if one of her other guests might be guilty of trying to end Josh’s life.

Much to Imogene’s chagrin, Josh’s wife doesn’t seem to be all that concerned about her husband’s turn for the worse. But is Nicole Barnaby a would-be killer, or does that honor belong to one of the other partygoers? Imogene’s not sure, but, with a helping paw from her foster cat Cleopatra, the amateur sleuth hopes she can solve this holiday “whodunit” before the clock strikes midnight.

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 2 anthology and also includes a recipe.
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“Have you lost your ever-lovin’ mind?”

Imogene Little lifted her chin, her auburn hair falling away from her face. Defiance flashed through her as she stared up into Kenny Davenport’s incredulous face. “I’ll have you know, my mind is fully intact, thank you very much. And this news can hardly be much of a surprise. I’ve been cutting back on my meat intake for months now.”

“Yeah, but this is the first I’ve heard of you going full-blown vegetarian.” Kenny puckered his lips as though the word had left a sour taste in his mouth. “Couldn’t you at least have reined in the crazy ’til next month? So you wanna start a wackadoodle new diet? Make it your New Year’s resolution. You want my two cents, that’s the only sensible thing to do.”

“It’s only 1999 for another half hour.”

“Long enough to put a brisket out.” Kenny’s gaze traveled along the spread Imogene had set out on her dining room table in preparation for this small New Year’s Eve gathering. His frown deepened as his eyes paused to take in the homemade basil-laden bruschetta, stuffed mushroom caps, garlic hummus, and spinach dip. “Bad enough you’re giving up meat, but did you have to subject all the other folks in Cherry Hills to your madness, too?”

“Not wanting to support the awful industry that is factory farming hardly makes me mad.”

Kenny didn’t look convinced. He lifted one beefy arm into the air and scratched his temple as if the very concept of enjoying a meal without animal flesh refused to penetrate his thick skull.

Imogene was happy to note the other guests appeared to appreciate her food. Most of the individuals gathered inside her modest, two-story house tonight were neighbors she didn’t know all that well. Except for Kenny—who worked as a police officer and was on call right now—her other close friends had all scattered to celebrate the new millennium in more exciting locales than Cherry Hills, Washington.

Cleopatra ambled over, her brown-and-black-striped tail stuck high in the air. Imogene’s heart warmed at the sight of the brown mackerel tabby. It was no secret Imogene loved animals. And at age forty she had rescued more cats and dogs than she could count. Cleopatra had come to her earlier that year as an abandoned stray, and, although she was only in Imogene’s care as a temporary foster cat, it hadn’t taken long for Imogene to fall in love with the creature. She knew it would be a bittersweet day when the good-natured feline finally found her forever home.

But right now Cleopatra lived here, and she didn’t look too pleased about that fact. She sat down by Imogene’s feet, lifted her yellow eyes up, and released a plaintive meow.

Imogene scooped up the cat. “I know you don’t like company, but it’s not only the end of the year but the end of a millennium. I felt some celebration was in order.”

Cleopatra didn’t agree, if the way she smacked Imogene’s arm with her tail was any indication.

Imogene was about to plant a placating kiss atop Cleopatra’s head when something bumped into her from behind. The cat vaulted out of Imogene’s arms and darted behind the sofa with a hiss.

Imogene wheeled around to see who was responsible for the interruption. Josh Barnaby loomed in front of her. A handsome, dark-haired man in his early thirties, Josh and his wife Nicole lived three doors away. Before today, Imogene’s social interactions with the man had been limited to a few short sidewalk conversations, but she couldn’t recall ever seeing him so unsteady on his feet.

Kenny grabbed Josh’s elbow as he swayed from side to side. “Whoa there, buddy. You’re looking like a reed caught in a Cat 5 hurricane. Hitting the bottle a wee bit too hard tonight, are we?”

“No bottles,” Josh said. “Gave all that up. Beer, whiskey, the whole lot. Along with flirting.”

He winked at Imogene, prompting her to take a flustered step backward. Was he hitting on her? Or had she misconstrued the gesture? Perhaps his eye had merely twitched.

“Making changes for the new year,” Josh added.

Kenny threw his hands up. “Am I the only one who thinks New Year’s resolutions shouldn’t start until January?”

Josh made a clumsy grab for Kenny’s arm. “Feel . . . awful dizzy.”

Kenny caught Josh beneath the armpits as Josh flopped against his chest. “What’s gotten into you, man?”

“Must be the Jello,” Josh said. “Good stuff. Ate too much. Ate it all.”

“Jello?” Imogene echoed.

“In the kitchen.”

Cleopatra poked her nose out from behind the couch. She gave Josh a slow once-over, not looking impressed by what she saw.

Josh closed his eyes. “Want to . . . lie down.”

Imogene looked at Kenny. “Why don’t we take him upstairs to my guest bedroom?”

“All righty,” Kenny replied.

Kenny propped Josh back on his feet, and Imogene took hold of his other arm. Together they led him across the living room. He leaned so heavily against her grip that Imogene feared they both might lose their balance and tumble down the stairs. She breathed a huge sigh of relief when they made it to the guest room without incident.

A queen-size bed overlaid with a pink comforter featuring an array of black cats in various play poses occupied the center of the room. As soon as Josh collapsed atop the frolicking two-dimensional cats, Cleopatra was right there on the mattress. The foul expression on her face made it quite clear she was not pleased to see this intruder occupying the bed she often used for her afternoon naps.

Josh, however, was too out of it to register the cat’s death stare.

“You really haven’t been drinking tonight?” Imogene asked him.

He lifted his head but seemed unable to focus his eyes. “S’right.”

“And you mentioned Jello. Did you get that here?”

“S’right,” he said again.

Imogene thought about the desserts she had laid out tonight. Chewy chocolate brownies, lemon meringue bars, bite-sized fruit tarts, an impressive assortment of freshly baked cookies . . . She couldn’t think of a single item that even remotely resembled Jello.

“Good stuff,” Josh said.

“Yes, you mentioned that.” Imogene scrutinized him. “Is it possible you ate that at your house, before you came over tonight?”

Josh moved his head from side to side twice in the negative before he appeared to pass out cold. Cleopatra’s evil look intensified as though she hoped to transport him back to his place by pure hostility alone.

Imogene’s mind whirled. Everything about Josh’s behavior suggested he was wasted. And yet he denied it. But what other explanation could there be for his current state?

The answer came to her so quickly she gasped.

Kenny regarded her. “You all right?”

“Kenny, what if Josh is telling the truth about being sober?”

“Are we looking at the same guy? ’Cause the one in front of me could give the proverbial skunk a hard run for his money.”

“Did you smell alcohol on his breath when we were helping him upstairs?”

Kenny’s brow furrowed. “Well, no.”

“Neither did I.”

“So maybe he chewed through a few breath mints before he toppled into my arms like a fragile Southern belle in need of some smelling salts.”

“Or, what if he was being honest and he really isn’t drunk?” Imogene’s heart beat so fast she felt it might break through her rib cage. “Kenny, what if he’s been poisoned?”
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“Good grief.” Kenny stared at Imogene, his mouth rounded in an O. If it were possible, he looked even more incredulous now than he had when she’d announced her intention to become a full-time vegetarian. “You reckon Josh Barnaby was poisoned? Why in the name of Pete would you think that?”

“It’s all that talk about Jello.” Imogene slipped out of the guest room, motioning for Kenny to follow her. “I’ll have you know, I didn’t serve any Jello tonight.”

“Maybe he helped himself,” Kenny said as they started down the stairs, Cleopatra on their heels. “Wouldn’t be the first time a party guest rummaged uninvited through a person’s fridge.”

“Jello has gelatin, Kenny. Do you know what gelatin is made from?”

“Lemme guess. Something you gave up as part of your new rabbit-food diet.”

“It’s boiled animal bones. It’s not vegetarian, it’s not something I keep in the house, and as far as I know nobody here brought anything of the sort with them. That’s something I would remember, given my New Year’s resolution.” Imogene shivered, a cold dread sneaking through her bones. “No, if Josh managed to find any Jello here, it had to have originated elsewhere, smuggled in perhaps for the sole purpose of poisoning him.”

Kenny sniffed as they reentered the living room. “Sounds like your imagination is working overtime. But if you’re that bothered about it, get Melina from down the street to
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