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Santa knows when he’s been naughty . . .

Imogene Little doesn’t expect to be held at gunpoint during a routine bank visit, but that’s exactly what happens when an opportunistic robber dressed as Santa Claus decides to make an unauthorized withdrawal on Christmas Eve 1999.

Traumatic as it is, Imogene has no time to dwell over the harrowing ordeal. An abandoned black cat needs a helping hand, and animal-loving Imogene has never been one to turn her back on a kitty in crisis. But she may be in for a seasonal surprise when her rescue mission puts her in the path of the Yuletide criminal she had hoped never to see again.

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 anthology.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Imogene Little gritted her teeth as the soft music piping through the lobby speakers reached her ears. “All I Want for Christmas Is You” was playing—again. And as much as Imogene enjoyed the song at the start of the holiday season, she was just as tired of it by the end.

Given that Christmas was tomorrow, that made her very, very tired.

Her branch of the Central Washington Core Community Bank had been decked out for the holidays. Red and green plastic garland hung from the ceiling, a plate of iced sugar cookies in various holiday shapes sat next to a potted poinsettia plant on the paperwork island in the center of the room, and a giant fake Christmas tree brushed up against the water cooler in the far corner. The only thing missing was Santa Claus himself standing inside the front door to greet people.

The place was empty save for two tellers sitting behind the open counter. Imogene knew them both, but only Andrea Ngo bothered to greet her.

“Hi, Ms. Little,” the twenty-year-old said, flipping her long black hair over her shoulder. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you, too,” Imogene replied. “Do you have anything fun planned for tomorrow?”

“My boyfriend and I will be spending the weekend with my parents and little brother in Seattle. We’re driving over there today. Tim’s out shopping for everyone’s gifts as we speak.” Andrea glanced at the big clock hanging on the lobby wall. “He’ll be here to pick me up in about twenty minutes.”

“We should just close up now,” Christine Tatum called out from her end of the counter. “Nobody’s been in or out of here in hours.”

Imogene didn’t miss the glare Christine aimed in her direction, as if Imogene’s visit now was the sole reason they had been forced to stay open. Christine had only lived in Cherry Hills since 1997, and as far as Imogene knew the bad-tempered fifty-something had yet to befriend a single member of the community. The rumors surrounding her relocation had been rampant when she had first driven into town two years ago. From escaping a bad marriage to fleeing from the law, there wasn’t a scandal somebody hadn’t associated with the brunette.

“You know Mr. Goldstein won’t let us lock up any earlier than two o’clock,” Andrea said to Christine.

Christine crossed her arms over her chest. “How would he even know?”

“This is a small town. I’m sure word would get around.”

Christine gave Imogene another dirty look, this one seeming to suggest a deep-seated suspicion that Imogene was a mole sent to spy on them by their evil bank manager.

“That’s one thing I miss about the big city,” Christine said. “The anonymity. And if Sam’s so interested in staying open on Christmas Eve, he should be the one with his butt planted in this chair. But what does the guy do instead? He takes a vacation day. A vacation day! That man’s entire life is one giant vacation. Golf every weekend during the summer, ski trips every weekend during the winter. You’d think he was royalty the way he’s always flitting around like nobody’s business.”

Andrea didn’t bother with a rebuttal. “Hey, Ms. Little. Was that cat still loitering outside when you came in?”

Imogene perked up, her natural reaction whenever talk turned to animals. “What cat?”

“He’s all black with these gorgeous yellow eyes. He showed up about a month ago. I think he was dumped.”

Imogene’s stomach tightened. She might have seen plenty of animal abuse and neglect cases during her forty years on this earth, but she didn’t think she would ever get used to it.

“At first he just hung out in the alley, but lately he’s been showing up in front of the building too,” Andrea said. “I think he’s trying to find a home for Christmas.”

“Dang thing meows his fool head off every chance he gets,” Christine interjected. “Scared the pants off of me the other day when he popped out of the shadows yowling like a banshee.”

“He’s probably hungry,” Imogene said.

Andrea sagged in her seat. “Poor thing. I wanted to leave some food out for him, but Ms. Tatum told me not to.”

“Food attracts vermin,” Christine told her. “You don’t want to get bitten by a rabid raccoon on your way in here and end up in the ER, do you, Andie?”

Imogene couldn’t help but think an impromptu hospital visit might make for a more pleasant afternoon than spending it trapped inside a deserted bank with only Christine for company.

“What can I help you with today, anyway?” Andrea asked Imogene.

Imogene held out the check in her hand. “I need to cash this.”

“Sure thing.” Andrea took the check and grabbed her computer mouse. 

“I’m sorry to drop in right before you’re due to close. I was at the mall and lost track of time. You wouldn’t believe how packed the stores are today.”

“I bet I would believe it. It’s both Christmas Eve and Friday, after all. And I don’t blame you for wanting to get your banking done now. Who knows if these computers will even work after next week.” Andrea grinned. “Although my dad says since we’re Vietnamese we don’t need to worry about Y2K until the Lunar New Year.”

Christine scoffed. “That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard.”

“He was joking, Ms. Tatum.” Andrea let her hair slip around her shoulder, effectively shielding her face, before rolling her eyes at Imogene.

Imogene suppressed a giggle. “Well, it only makes good sense to prepare for the worst.”

Andrea beamed. “That’s what Tim always says too. You wouldn’t believe what he packed for this two-hour trip to Seattle. Extra tire chains, a spare canister of gas, jumper cables, you name it.”

“That’s smart. You don’t want to end up stranded by the side of the road.”

“I think he’s more worried we’ll keep my parents waiting. He can’t stand the idea of being late.”

“He sounds like a very considerate young man.”

“That he is.” Andrea slid open her drawer full of cash. “How do you want your money? Twenties okay?”

“That would be perfect.”

The door chimed as Andrea was counting out the bills. Imogene turned around to see if it was anyone she knew, only to come face-to-face with Santa Claus.

“Everybody freeze!” Santa yelled, brandishing a silver gun that made Imogene’s heart seize. “This is a holdup.”
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“So, you got held up by Kris Kringle, huh?” The corners of Kenny Davenport’s lips twitched as if he were holding back laughter. “What’d you do to get yourself on St. Nick’s naughty list? Clock one of the elves? Free Donner and Dasher from their sleigh harnesses as part of one of your animal rescue exploits?”

Imogene shot him a withering look from her side of the sofa. “It’s not funny.”

“Aw, c’mon. It’s a little bit funny.”

Imogene focused on petting the cat in her lap before she gave in to the urge to slug her friend in the shoulder. Not that it would do any good. He was built like a fire hydrant.

The actual robbery couldn’t have lasted more than ten minutes, but Imogene was still shaken five hours later. In her mind’s eye, she could still see the glint of the revolver’s barrel as it reflected the bank lobby’s fluorescent lights. She could still taste the bile that had risen farther and farther up her throat the longer she stayed facedown on that uncomfortable marble floor. She could still hear “Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town” playing over the sound system while she prayed they would all survive the robbery.

Instead of dancing sugar plums, she was pretty sure she would be entertaining visions of this afternoon’s harrowing ordeal later tonight.

Kenny must have realized his jokes weren’t hitting their mark. He sobered, the well-developed muscles of his forearms popping as he smoothed out the fabric of his pants in what Imogene interpreted as a gesture of contrition. “Didn’t mean to rub you the wrong way. Just trying to restore some of your holiday cheer.”

“It’s okay. I know this whole thing hasn’t done much to put you in the Christmas spirit either.” Imogene stopped stroking Cleopatra to reach across the couch and touch Kenny’s hand. “I’m sorry Chief Haywater wouldn’t let you work the case.”

Kenny’s jaw clenched. “I didn’t reckon he’d put a lowly patrol officer in charge, but considering I’m one of the few guys on the force who volunteered to punch in the old timecard this holiday weekend you’d’a thunk he’d at least call me in for an assist.”

“Maybe he didn’t have a choice. Aren’t bank robberies FBI jurisdiction?”

“He had a choice.”

The finality of Kenny’s statement brooked no room for argument. It was a poorly kept secret that Kenny didn’t get along with Michael Haywater, his chief of police. Truth be told, Imogene didn’t think much of Chief Haywater either. It would be a minor miracle if he managed not to bungle this case, regardless of who held the official reins.

Cleopatra pawed at Imogene’s hand as though to protest the unceremonious end of her massage. An adorable brown mackerel tabby, Cleopatra had been with Imogene for the
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CHERRY
HILLS
CASE FILES:

 FHoliday






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





