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This small-town criminal isn’t playing around.

Travel back to 1999, to a point in Cherry Hills history when Imogene Little makes a disturbing discovery upon opening her front door. Someone placed a doll on her doorstep with a knife stabbed through its torso.

Imogene doesn’t know who left her the ominous gift, but she has a sneaking suspicion it was meant as a threat. And if she’s right, she’d be wise to find out who has it in for her sooner rather than later.

This short story is meant to be a brief peek into the world of Cherry Hills, Washington, and the Cozy Cat Caper Mystery series.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Imogene Little was having trouble hearing what the person on the other end of the phone was saying over the chorus of barks coming from her living room.

“What?” she said, pressing the phone receiver closer to her ear.

The animals must have thought she was talking to them. In response to her inquiry, Rufus and Dufus released another string of frantic woofs. The two terrier mixes were making such a racket they even riled up the normally unflappable Cleopatra. It didn’t take long before the brown mackerel tabby was chiming in with her own distressed yowls.

“I said . . .” The rest of Careen Bisset’s words were drowned out by two sharp yaps and an indignant meow.

“You’re going to have to speak up,” Imogene shouted.

The animals immediately amped up the decibel level.

Imogene gritted her teeth. Figuring she wouldn’t be able to hear a response from Careen even if she did receive one, she yelled, “Call me back in five minutes, okay?” then slammed the phone receiver back into its cradle on the kitchen wall.

She spun around so quickly her auburn ponytail smacked her in the face. “What’s all the fuss about?” she demanded, jamming her hands on her hips as she faced the animals.

Rufus and Dufus tried to jump on her, both of them clearly worked up over something. Cleopatra stayed seated on the coffee table, but she did contribute another meow or two of her own. At least, Imogene thought she did. She could see the tabby’s mouth opening and closing, but the dogs’ nonstop barking made it impossible to hear any sounds coming out of the feline’s mouth.

Imogene reached down with both hands to stroke each of the dogs’ heads. “What’s up with you two? Did the delivery man show up while I was on the phone?”

Rufus yapped a response. His stubby white tail was wagging a mile a minute.

Imogene stomped through the living room. “Well, let’s see what he left me then. This better be good.”

But when Imogene opened the front door, it wasn’t a package that greeted her. It was a doll—with a knife stabbed through its torso.
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Kenny Davenport stared at the plush green doll. “Creepy, ain’t it?” he said.

Imogene shivered, a reaction that had nothing to do with the warm June breeze blowing through the open front door. “You’re telling me.”

Cleopatra materialized in the doorway next to them. She inched forward until her front paws were touching the wooden threshold, then gave the doll a long-distance sniff. She must have picked up the same bad vibe from it as Imogene had, because she hastily retreated back into the house and climbed on top of one of the sofas.

Imogene went to go join the tabby. She felt safer with some distance between herself and the doll, and petting Cleopatra gave her the perfect excuse to back away.

“The dogs heard whoever left that there,” Imogene said, glancing out the back window where she could see Rufus and Dufus running around in the backyard. She had put them out there shortly after calling Kenny. “You should have heard them barking. They went berserk.”

“That ain’t gonna help me much,” Kenny replied.

Imogene turned around to face him again. “No, I guess it won’t.”

Kenny tilted his head to one side to better study the unwanted item lying outside the door. “This thing mean anything to you?”

“No.”

“You’ve never seen this doll before?”

“Well, I’ve seen ones like it. It’s one of the Teletubbies.”

Kenny wrinkled his nose. “Come again?”

“It’s a Teletubby. They’re from a children’s television show that came out a couple years ago. In 1997, maybe? At any rate, I don’t know much about them, but my neighbor Careen says they’re hot right now. When I asked her what I should get her daughter for her birthday last month, that’s what she told me she wanted. Apparently all the kids Penny’s age want them.” Imogene drew in a ragged breath. “And now there’s one lying on my doorstep like a harbinger of death.”

Kenny regarded her. The concern in his kind, brown eyes gave Imogene some measure of comfort. So did his stalwart presence. He wasn’t a particularly tall man—although he practically towered over Imogene, who was on the petite side—but he was built. His thighs were almost the thickness of Imogene’s waist, and his arms weren’t much thinner. He would certainly give a person pause before they dared to try anything malicious. It didn’t hurt that he was a police officer on the Cherry Hills, Washington, force either.

But even Kenny couldn’t completely banish the uneasy feeling that had been building in Imogene’s stomach ever since she had found that doll outside her front door twenty minutes ago.

Kenny tapped one finger against the flashlight hanging from his uniform belt. “I don’t like this. I don’t like this one bit.”

Imogene thought Kenny might almost be more troubled by the doll than she was. Almost, but not quite.

“So what happens now?” she asked.

“I’ll haul this thing down to the station and see if there’s anything we can pull off of it. Could be our perp was sloppy and left us some evidence to go by.” Kenny paused, a cloud passing over his face. “That’s assuming the chief gives me the green light to submit it for testing.”

Imogene didn’t miss Kenny’s sour tone. She knew he didn’t think much of Cherry Hills Police Department Chief Michael Haywater. He would never come out and say something negative about a superior, but she had known Kenny for most of her forty years on this earth and could read him as well as any book.

“You don’t think Chief Haywater will let you test the doll?” Imogene asked Kenny.

“I’m not even sure Chief will view this as a crime.”

“Not a crime?” Imogene straightened away from the couch as disbelief bubbled up inside of her. “How can this”—she flapped her hand toward the doll—“not be a crime? It’s clearly a threat.”

Kenny shifted his feet. “You’re certainly welcome to file a police report. In fact, I insist you do.”

“So I sign off on a piece of paper and then what? It gets filed in a drawer? Case closed?”

Kenny didn’t reply, but the flush staining his cheeks said it all. He couldn’t promise her any support from CHPD.

She rubbed Cleopatra’s ears and reminded herself it wasn’t his fault he was working for an unpleasant, pigheaded chief. Maybe she ought to go down to the police station herself and give Chief Haywater a piece of her mind.

Kenny clapped his hands together. “Welp. I reckon I oughta bag this Tell-a-bubbly thing up.”

“Teletubby,” Imogene corrected. “But yes. Please do bag it up and get it out of here. I don’t ever want to see it again. And let me know what Chief Haywater says.”

Kenny eyed her. “You’re gonna head on down to the station and fill out that police report, aren’t you?”

“I will. Later.” Imogene didn’t want to risk running into Michael Haywater while her nerves were this raw. She probably wouldn’t be able to prevent herself from going off on him. It wasn’t that she didn’t think the man deserved to be told he was the most useless chief of police Cherry Hills had ever seen, but Haywater wasn’t stupid. He would know her anger was the byproduct of something Kenny had said, and she didn’t want her friend to have to suffer the consequences of her actions.

Poor Kenny already had an uphill battle ahead of him, Imogene thought as she watched him slip the doll into an evidence bag. There was no sense in her making things worse for him and ruining both of their days.
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Imogene’s phone rang shortly after Kenny left. She strode into the kitchen and snatched the receiver off the wall just as it was beginning its third ring. She held her breath as she pressed it to her ear.

“Imogene? It’s Careen.”

Her neighbor’s voice came through loud and clear without the dogs barking in the background, and Imogene felt her muscles relax. She hadn’t even noticed she had tensed up until then. Subconsciously she must have expected to find the leaver of the Teletubby on the other end of the line.

“Imogene?” Careen said. “Are you there?”

Imogene realized she had yet to say a word into the phone. “I’m here.”

“You told me to phone you back, remember?”

“Yes.” It felt like a lifetime ago instead of a half hour or however long it had been, but she did remember.

“What was with all that barking earlier?”

Imogene peered out the window. The two terrier mixes were still frolicking together in the backyard. “That was Rufus and Dufus.”

“Let me guess,” Careen said. “Two of your charity cases?”

“I couldn’t let Animal Control take them. Their owner had one too many noise violations filed against him, and he basically told them to haul the poor dogs away. But it wasn’t their fault. He kept them chained up outside all the time. They were barking because they were unhappy.”

Cleopatra sauntered over and arched her back against Imogene’s leg. Imogene wedged the telephone receiver between her shoulder and ear and wrapped the phone cord behind her elbow so she could pick up the tabby. Cleopatra was another rescue, one Imogene was still working to find a forever home for.

Careen chuckled. “Mark my words, one of these days you’re going to realize you can’t save them all yourself and open up a proper animal rescue.”

“If I do, you’d better be the first one in line to donate. Don’t forget, I’m the reason you met Spearmint.”

“I haven’t forgotten. And I will be forever grateful that you brought that dog into our lives. Really, I had no idea how much joy a pet could bring Isaiah and Penny.”

A chill washed down Imogene’s spine. The mention of Careen’s children—specifically her daughter Penny—had brought the Teletubby doll back to the forefront of her mind. 

“Imogene? You still there?”

“I’m here. My mind just wandered for a second.”

“Everything okay?”

Instead of answering, Imogene asked a question of her own. “Say, Careen, how is Penny enjoying that Teletubby doll?”

“Funny you should ask,” Careen said. “It’s missing.”
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