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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

[image: ]




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?”
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