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Tragic accident . . . or murder?

Kat Harper’s visit to Jessie’s Diner ends abruptly when the man at the next table drops dead. She soon discovers the victim is none other than Aaron Moskowitz, a caustic food critic known for thrashing restaurants he doesn’t like. And now, thanks to a severe nut allergy, Aaron has penned his last roast.

Nobody suspects foul play until a wannabe crime reporter and some disturbing evidence convinces them otherwise. And when a tenacious orange stray cat sneaks into Jessie’s and locates Aaron’s missing EpiPen in the kitchen, the eponymous restaurant owner quickly becomes the center of the police investigation.

Kat doesn’t truly believe her friend is guilty, but what will it take to prove Jessie’s innocence? Identifying the real killer would be a good start. But that won’t be as easy as it seems, not when everyone who dealt with Aaron has nothing but bad things to say about him.

Regardless, that won’t stop Kat from her quest to uncover the truth. The amateur sleuth had better tread carefully though. When the killer gets wind of her investigation, it isn’t long before Kat finds herself on the fast track to joining Aaron at the morgue.

All of the Cozy Cat Caper Mystery books can be enjoyed as standalones but will be better appreciated as part of the series. The books are light, fun cozy mysteries featuring an animal-loving female amateur sleuth, lovable and not-so-lovable quirky characters, and a page-turning mystery that needs solving. None of the books include cliffhangers, bad language, or graphic scenes.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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“Hey, Kat,” Jessie Polanski said as Katherine Harper stepped inside Jessie’s Diner.

“Hi.” Kat inhaled deeply. “Smells like your lasagna’s on special this evening.”

“Back by popular demand. Would you like a serving?”

“I’m actually not eating today.”

Jessie grinned. “If you came to ask for your old job back, you’ve got it, no groveling necessary. Winnie, your replacement, quit last week.”

“Sorry,” Kat told her. “As much as I enjoyed waitressing for you, I love my new job.”

“That’s good. I’m happy for you—even if that means I’ll be running around here like a madwoman when the Friday dinner rush starts in an hour.”

Jessie truly did sound happy for her, and Kat was reminded of how much she missed her old boss. Jessie was forty, eight years older than Kat, but she had always treated her as an equal. And like her parents who had managed the restaurant before her, Jessie was a genuinely nice person. Her friendliness was one of the things that kept customers coming back again and again.

Jessie tucked a stray lock of hair back into the ever-present brunette bun behind her head. “So, if you’re not eating and you’re not here for a job, what are you doing here?”

“I’m meeting somebody for an interview,” Kat told her. “Tiffany Reed. She’s a reporter from the Cherry Hills Courant, and she wants to do an article on 4F.”

“Yeah? That will be great exposure for you guys.”

“It will,” Kat agreed. “Although why she declined an interview with Imogene still mystifies me. Imogene has been rescuing animals a lot longer than I have. Plus, she’s the 4F founder and president.”

“Maybe there was a scheduling conflict.”

“Maybe. You don’t know if Tiffany’s here already, do you?”

“You beat her. The only people here right now are guys.”

A quick glance around the restaurant confirmed Jessie’s observation. Kat recognized George, an older man who reminded her of a gray-haired troll doll sitting at one end of the counter. The only other diner occupied one of the booths along the wall, a briefcase open on the table in front of him. A middle-aged man with a slight potbelly and thinning salt-and-pepper hair, he was studying the menu as intently as a college student cramming for an exam.

Jessie took a step toward the counter. “Have a seat. I’ll bring you a milkshake while you wait.”

“That would be great. Thank you.”

Kat opted for the booth adjacent to the man with the briefcase, choosing the side facing him. From here, she would see Tiffany Reed as soon as she walked through the front door.

She licked her lips as the milkshake mixer whirred behind her. Jessie’s Diner made the best shakes, and Kat could never get enough of them.

“Great sakes alive!” The man in the next booth scrambled halfway onto his table, nearly knocking over his water glass.

Jessie came rushing over, two vanilla milkshakes in her hands. “What is it?”

“That there!” The man pointed across the dining area, his beefy finger quivering. “Your restaurant’s infested!”

Upon spotting a frightened orange tabby crouched under a corner table, Kat’s heart gave a little jump. “There’s a cat over there.”

Jessie relaxed. “He’s been hanging around in the alley out back. He must have slipped into the kitchen when Lisa wasn’t looking.”

“The kitchen!” The man’s jaw clenched. “Vermin are not allowed in areas where food is being prepared for the public.”

A spark of anger flared in Kat’s chest. “Jessie didn’t let him in on purpose.”

The man didn’t appear to hear her. His face was turning redder by the moment. “I could have you shut down for this,” he hissed at Jessie. “One call to the Health Department, and you’d be out of business.”

Jessie frowned. “They wouldn’t shut me down because a cat ran in here one time.”

The man challenged her with a glare. “You want to bet your business license on that?”

“I really don’t think any calls will be necessary,” Kat interjected. “Why don’t I see if I can catch him?”

Jessie’s shoulders dropped three inches. “Would you? Thanks, Kat.”

Kat started to stand up, but before she could swing her legs out of the booth the front door opened. Spotting an exit, the cat bolted, disappearing outside.

Kat sank back into her seat, a hollow feeling settling in the pit of her stomach. As relieved as she was for the man not to have any more reason to complain, she hated the idea of a cat braving the January cold by himself.

“I guess that settles that,” Jessie said. She set one of the milkshake glasses in front of the man. “Here’s your vanilla shake.”

He grumbled something Kat couldn’t hear. Whatever it was, it didn’t elicit a reply from Jessie. But she did roll her eyes when she deposited the second milkshake in front of Kat.

Jessie turned around. “Welcome to Jessie’s. Are you with the Courant?”

It was only then that Kat noticed the young woman whose entrance had enabled the orange tabby to escape. Goth was the best way Kat could think to describe her. Dressed entirely in black with a messenger bag slung across her chest, she had spiky black hair, a small nose ring, and eyes lined so heavily with dark eyeshadow that she looked as if she’d recently been in a fistfight. Her piercing blue eyes provided the only shock of color to her person.

“Tiffany Reed,” the young woman said. “I’m looking for Kat Harper.”

“Well, you’ve found her.” Jessie swept her arm toward Kat. “Can I get you something to drink?”

Tiffany clomped over in her combat boots and slid into the booth seat opposite Kat. “Coffee, please. Black.”

Jessie’s eyes twinkled with amusement, as if she would expect nothing less from someone who obviously liked everything black. “Sure thing,” she said before sauntering off.

Tiffany smiled at Kat. “Sorry I’m late. I got lost.”

“You must not have lived in Cherry Hills for long,” Kat surmised.

“Three weeks now. I like it so far. Central Washington State is so quaint.” Tiffany leaned against the side of the booth to survey the restaurant. A scowl darkened her face when her eyes landed on the man next to them. “Oh, geez.”

“What is it?” Kat asked.

Tiffany hunched forward, one black-painted thumbnail aimed over her shoulder. “See that guy behind me?”

“What about him?”

Tiffany dropped her voice to a near whisper. “That’s Aaron Moskowitz. He’s another recent Courant hire.”

“You don’t get along?” Kat guessed.

“He’s a real prig. He’s in charge of opinion pieces. You know, restaurant and movie reviews, the best toys to buy your kids, how pretty the parks are.” Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Like anybody cares about that. He only snagged this job because he knows the owner of the Courant. Before that he worked at one of these big national papers out of Chicago.”

“He traded national exposure to come work for the Cherry Hills Courant?”

“They canned him. He’s such a jerk, who could blame them? Back there he was just a food critic. I looked up his stuff when we were in orientation because all he did was sit in the back of the room and act like he couldn’t be bothered. Doesn’t give any place more than three stars. I guess his taste buds get offended easily.”

Kat peeked over her shoulder. Did Jessie know a food critic was currently sitting in her restaurant? Kat couldn’t imagine him writing her a favorable review if he was already threatening to shut her down before he’d even ordered.

“So,” Tiffany said, rummaging through her messenger bag and yanking out an iPad, “you ready to roll?”

Kat pushed thoughts of Aaron away. “Sure. I should tell you though, I’ve never done a newspaper interview before.”

“These are pretty dull.”

Kat laughed, thinking she had meant the comment as a joke, but Tiffany’s blue eyes didn’t contain even the slightest trace of humor.

“How about we start with that silent auction you guys held a couple weeks ago,” Tiffany suggested.

“Okay. Well, the silent auction was one of a few fundraisers 4F is working on this year. We’re always in need of donations to help pay for veterinary expen—”

“I heard a man died,” Tiffany interrupted.

Kat stilled. “Well, yes, that’s true.”

“And is it also true you found the body?”

“I did.”

Tiffany folded her arms over her iPad and hunched closer. “Tell me about that.”

Kat didn’t speak right away. She thought she detected a spark in Tiffany’s eyes that hadn’t been there a second ago.

“Rumor has it you were the one who identified his killer, too,” Tiffany continued after a moment of silence.

Kat fingered her milkshake glass. “I thought this interview was about Furry Friends Foster Families.”

Tiffany wrinkled her nose. “But this is so much more interesting, don’t you think?”

“On the surface, maybe.” Still, if Kat had a choice she would rather avoid rehashing what had occurred at 4F’s most recent fundraiser. Death wasn’t exactly what any of the 4F board members wanted people to think about when their animal rescue organization came up in conversation.

Tiffany tapped on her iPad. “I’ve been doing some research on you.”

Kat tensed. “Oh?”

“It seems you’ve discovered quite a few bodies in the past few months. And didn’t a woman end up croaking at your organization’s benefit dinner this past summer?”

“That had nothing to do with 4F, per se.”

“Really?”

Kat resisted the temptation to wipe her brow. The room temperature seemed to have gone up a few degrees, and she was starting to get a sense of how politicians felt when they were attacked at press conferences.
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