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It’s a race against the clock as Cherry Hills amateur sleuth Imogene Little rushes to solve her latest mystery.

Imogene Little is looking forward to a day off from investigating murders when she attends the wedding of her friend Martina. She’s especially looking forward to seeing Chopin, Martina’s rescue cat, serve as ring bearer. But when the bride’s heirloom ring ends up missing before the ceremony is set to begin, Imogene soon finds herself drawn into another mystery.

Martina insists someone in attendance must have stolen the ring. Could it have been her sister Carmen, who wanted the family heirloom saved for her own wedding day? Or perhaps the groom secretly pocketed it, hoping for an insurance windfall.

Whoever the culprit, Imogene doesn’t have much time to solve this case. If she fails to locate the ring soon, this marriage might just be called off for good.

This 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 Malice, Matrimony, and Murder anthology.
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Imogene Little beamed as she slid into the pew next to Kenny Davenport. “What a beautiful venue.”

The inside of the Cherry Hills Community Church had been transformed into a wedding wonderland. Soft classical music piped through hidden speakers, and flower garlands adorned the wood-stained walls. Sunlight streamed through the stained-glass windows abutting the high ceilings, creating a breathtaking collage of intermingling colors as the light landed all along the white fabric runner that stretched down the main aisle. The scene looked like something straight out of a movie.

Kenny, however, didn’t look nearly as awestruck. “Can’t imagine why anyone in their right mind would get hitched in the middle of winter,” he grumbled. “Took me a good twenty minutes to chisel all the ice off my windshield this afternoon. My fingers are frozen solid.”

Imogene rolled her eyes. “Maybe Martina and Doug are so in love they didn’t want to wait until spring just so you wouldn’t have to brave the cold for one day. Or maybe they wanted to be the first couple in Cherry Hills, Washington, to marry in the new millennium.”

“I don’t reckon that’s anything to brag ’bout. So it’s the year 2000 now. So what?”

She twisted in her seat to face him better. “What are you so grumpy about?”

“Dunno.” Kenny sighed. “The lack of sunshine must be getting to me.”

Imogene could understand that. January days were short in Central Washington, and this winter in particular had felt unusually long.

Of course, that might have had something to do with all of the crimes Imogene had found herself involved in these past couple of months. Between being held at gunpoint, attempted murders, and actual murders, she was more than ready for spring to arrive.

She shook the memories away. Today was a day to forget about her troubles and to focus on the positive.

“Have you ever seen so many roses?” Imogene asked. “And they’re such a gorgeous array of colors. Why, I didn’t even know green roses existed before today.”

Kenny scrunched up his nose. “Green, red, white. Who gives a fig?”

Imogene smacked his arm. He winced, but Imogene was pretty sure it was only for show. As big and burly as Kenny was, she doubted her slap had registered as little more than a mosquito bite.

But just because they were physically mismatched didn’t mean she had to put up with his sour attitude. “I don’t know why you even came today if your plan was to just sit there and complain all afternoon,” she said.

“You didn’t give me a choice. If I recall correctly, you threatened to dissolve our friendship and never bake me another batch of cookies ever again if I refused to be your plus-one.”

Imogene couldn’t remember issuing such an ultimatum, but he was probably right. Although she had been single for most of her forty years and liked to think of herself as independent, one thing she hated attending solo was weddings.

“How do you know the bride anyway?” Kenny asked.

“Martina adopted one of the cats I rescued.” Imogene smiled at the memory of how quickly the brown-and-black tortoiseshell had taken to Martina when the two had been introduced three years ago. It had been love at first sight, for both human and feline. “Chopin’s the ring bearer, you know.”

“Who’s Chopin?”

“Martina’s cat, the one I saved.”

Kenny’s brow furrowed. “The ring bearer is a cat?”

“What’s so strange about that?”

“Uh, let me count the ways. First, last I checked, most ring bearers actually have the ability to carry rings.”

“They’ll be tied to a pillow strapped to Chopin’s back. All she has to do is walk down the aisle.”

Kenny snorted. “Oh, this oughta be good. I’ve seen some of your rescue cats, and not one of those little devils ever did a single thing they were told.”

Cats did tend to have minds of their own. Imogene couldn’t deny that. But given how close Martina and Chopin were, was it any surprise the bride wanted her beloved feline companion to serve a prominent role in her special day?

“Kenny Davenport!”

The shout came from behind them. The church had started to fill with more people, forcing Imogene to crane her neck as she sought out the culprit. She spied a trim dark-haired man waving in their direction from the aisle.

“Adam? Adam DiRico?” Kenny rose to his feet as the man approached. “Good grief. It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?”

Adam halted next to their pew. “Tell me about it. When’s the last time we saw each other?”

“It’s gotta be high school graduation.” Kenny grabbed Adam’s outstretched hand and gave it a hearty pump. “What’ve you been up to since then?”

“This and that. College in Boston, then an accounting job kept me there for a bit longer. I only moved back to Cherry Hills a year ago.”

“Accounting, huh?” Kenny laughed. “How ’bout that? Never woulda pegged you as the paper-pushing type.”

“We all have to earn a living somehow. Unless we’re lucky enough to marry rich, that is.” Adam gave Imogene a wink.

She reared back. Did Adam think she was rich? She might look decent today, dressed in a peach pantsuit with her auburn hair hanging loose, but most days she wore ponytails and T-shirts covered in animal fur.

“You haven’t tied the knot yet?” Kenny asked Adam.

Adam shook his head. “Still looking for the one. What about you?”

“Also single, though I got close once.”

“That sounds like a story worth telling.”

Kenny chuckled. “Maybe, but not today.”

“And how are you paying the bills these days?”

“I’m a police officer on the Cherry Hills force.”

Adam leaned against the side of the pew. “Well, isn’t that a surprise?” He paused, then said, “Our little town doesn’t get much crime though. Don’t you get bored?”

“Nah, we’ve got plenty to keep ourselves occupied.”

Kenny slid a glance toward Imogene. She wondered if he too was remembering how criminally busy her winter had been.

Preferring not to dwell on that, Imogene forced a smile on her face as she turned toward Adam. “Hi. I’m Kenny’s friend, Imogene Little. I grew up here too, but I’m not sure we’ve met before.”

Adam shook her outstretched hand. “If we had, I certainly would have remembered. But until recently, I only lived here my senior year of high school.”

“That explains how we managed to avoid each other,” Imogene said. “I graduated a couple years before Kenny—and presumably before you, too.”

“Imogene’s the reason I’m here,” Kenny put in.

Imogene wasn’t sure if the statement was meant as a rebuke or an explanation. She chose to interpret it as the latter. “The bride adopted one of my cats a few years ago,” she told Adam. “That’s what I do in my spare time, rescue homeless animals.”

“Oh, cool.” Adam nodded his approval. “I’ve always been quite fond of cats myself.”

“Well, then you’re gonna love this wedding,” Kenny said. “The bride’s cat is today’s ring bearer.”

“That must be why I saw Chopin wearing a white satin collar.” The corners of Adam’s lips twitched. “How’d Martina convince kitty to take on that role?”

“Dunno, but it sounds like a disaster in the making to me,” Kenny said.

Imogene was on the verge of defending Martina’s decision again when a scream rang out from the back of the church.

Everyone in attendance whipped their heads around. Imogene spied Martina standing near the exit. The thirty-seven-year-old looked gorgeous with her brown hair freshly curled and highlighted, and a long, flowing white dress hugging her trim figure.

But the agonized expression on Martina’s face stopped Imogene from admiring her beauty for long. She squeezed past Kenny and hurried down the aisle.

“Martina,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, Imogene.” Martina choked on a sob. “There’s been a horrible, terrible tragedy. I’m afraid the wedding is off.”
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Imogene’s heart skipped a beat at Martina’s pronouncement. “The wedding is off? You mean canceled? What on earth for?”

She expected Martina to tell her how she had caught her fiancé Doug kissing one of the bridesmaids or that the priest officiating today’s service had been rushed to the hospital with a medical emergency.

But all Martina said was, “My ring is gone.”

Imogene stood there for a second as she processed her friend’s words. “Your ring? That’s it?”

“That’s it?” Martina gaped at her. “We’re talking about my grandmother’s—my great-grandmother’s—heirloom ring! It’s been passed down between the women in my family for four generations. That ring is priceless. And blessed. Nobody who’s tied the knot with it has ever gotten divorced.” She folded her arms across her chest and jutted out her lower lip, reminding Imogene of a recalcitrant child. “I can’t get married without it.”

Imogene could see why Martina was upset. Still, canceling a wedding over a missing ring struck her as a bit extreme.

“Someone must have stolen it,” Martina said. Her narrowed eyes assessed the guests gathered around them one by one.

“Or it could have been misplaced,” Imogene proposed. “Where did you see it last?”

“Tied to Chopin’s pillow.”

“And is Chopin currently wearing the pillow?”

Martina managed a nod as tears sprang to her eyes.

Imogene patted her arm. “Well, there you go then. Chopin was probably walking
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