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      “...the book is enriched by the author's cleverly phrased prose and convincing characterization. The surprise ending will satisfy and delight many mystery fans. A diverting mystery that offers laughs and chills.” -Kirkus Reviews

      

      “an impressive cozy mystery from a promising author.” -Mystery Tribune

      

      “Designer Dirty Laundry shows that even the toughest crime is no match for a sleuth in fishnet stockings who knows her way around the designer department. A delightful debut.” -Kris Neri, Lefty Award-Nominated author of Revenge For Old Times' Sake

      

      “Combining fashion and fatalities, Diane Vallere pens a winning debut mystery...a sleek and stylish read.” -Ellen Byerrum, National Bestselling author of the Crime of Fashion mysteries

      

      “Vallere once again brings her knowledgeable fashion skills to the forefront, along with comedy, mystery, and a saucy romance. Buyer, Beware did not disappoint!” -Chick Lit Plus

      

      “Fashion is always at the forefront, but never at the cost of excellent writing, humorous dialogue, or a compelling story.” -Kings River Life

      

      “A captivating new mystery voice, Vallere has stitched together haute couture and murder in a stylish mystery. Dirty Laundry has never been so engrossing!” -Krista Davis, New York Times Bestselling Author of The Domestic Diva Mysteries

      

      “Samantha Kidd is an engaging amateur sleuth.” -Mysterious Reviews

      

      “It keeps you at the edge of your seat. I love the description of clothes in this book...if you love fashion, pick this up!” -Los Angeles Mamma Blog

      

      “Diane Vallere takes the reader through this cozy mystery with her signature wit and humor.” -Mary Marks, NY Journal of Books

      

      “The Samantha Kidd Mysteries continue to be completely fun and entertaining.” -Carstairs Considers
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            COZY NORTH POLE CHIC

          

        

      

    

    
      For the first time in my life, I was wearing the wrong outfit. I could have let it ruin my night. I could have left the party and bought a new outfit. I could have hidden behind a Ficus in the corner.

      “Relax, Samantha,” Kyle said. “By this time tomorrow, everybody will have moved on to something new.”

      Kyle Trent was a former buyer like me, though we’d met through circumstances that had nothing to do with our work experience. His fiancé had been a murder victim a few years ago, and, as expected, he’d taken it hard. When the dust cleared, he quit his job at Tradava, the local department store where we’d met, and moved out of Ribbon, and I expected never to hear from him again, which was exactly how it had played out. Until last week when he called to find out if I had any interest in a temporary position for a publicity startup.

      Being between employment gigs as I sometimes found myself, I said yes. Besides, free merch? Sign me up.

      In the old days, before social media, what Kyle said would have been true. The days when you misread the dress code on a party invite and stand out for all the wrong reasons. But the old days were long gone, and this was my new reality. Even if the party attendees did forget about me when they left, by this time tomorrow the facial recognition feature on Facebook will have tagged me in the background of half a dozen posts, making my fashion faux pas live on indefinitely.

      “How did this happen?” I asked Kyle. “The invitation said it was Cozy North Pole Chic.”

      Kyle stepped away and checked me out. “That’s your version of Cozy North Pole chic?”

      “Are we really going to pretend there is such a thing?”

      The outfit in question was a red cable-knit sweater with red leggings and red suede knee-hi boots. I even wore a red Santa hat. I normally shied away from head to toe color, but it was Christmas, it was a party, and I’ve been told I look good in red.

      Besides, it was cozy.

      Just not as cozy as everybody else. To me, “cozy” meant “comfy.” To them, “cozy” was the least important word on the invitation.

      There were three women dressed in naughty Mrs. Claus outfits, at least four elves, and more sexy reindeer than I could shake a felt antler at. The men were in suits: red suits, green suits, red and white striped suits, snowflake-printed suits, and at least one Santa suit.

      Santa and Mrs. Claus had been the subject of many photos.

      Kyle wore a black velvet smoking jacket over a white T-shirt, black Adidas track pants with white stripes, and black leather high top sneakers.

      He could have told me.

      The job in question was a two-week freelance assignment with Brand Nue, a publicity firm that specialized in branding and social media campaigns. Kyle had first turned to our mutual friend Eddie Adams, who quickly said no. (I believe his exact words were, “Not on your life, dude.) (Actually, they were, “Not on your life, dude. You should ask Samantha Kidd. She’s crazy enough to say yes.”)

      And I was. Even though my financial situation has greatly improved in the past few years, I have a problem turning down jobs when they make themselves available to me.

      We stood amongst the other employees of Brand Nue. There were the YouTubers who arrived with tripods and livestreamed the party from the corner, the Pinterest folks who scouted trends to add to their style boards, and Facebook people who huddled off to the side chatting with their friends online and letting people in other locations feel like they were part of the crowd.

      And then there were those like Kyle: influencers paid to promote a lifestyle that people aspired to copy.

      Kyle started working for Brand Nue two years ago and had built up a solid following. It didn’t hurt that he could, if he wanted, turn in his influencer card for a job modeling for some All-American brand like J. Crew. But Kyle had learned how to craft posts that appealed to all sexes and all ages. He was equal parts bro and babe. If he could arrange to marry a Spice Girl, he’d give David Beckham a run for his money.

      Fortunately for Kyle, I was happily married to the man of my dreams and had no interest in anything more than a working relationship. It was this that made us compatible influencers. Our entire friendship was fabricated for the online community, but the rest of the world didn’t have to know that. All they knew was that Kyle was fabulous and I was fabulous and look at the fabulous events we often attended together.

      Looking fabulous.

      Two young women walked past. One was wearing a short white faux fur jacket over a cropped tank top, shredded jeans, and white pumps. The other was in an enormous white silk shirt with billowing sleeves over black leather leggings. Red shoulder-duster earrings and matching tassel necklace coordinated with her glitter-encrusted ankle boots.

      “Hi, Kyle,” the one in the fur said.

      “Hi, Michelle,” he said. “Nice coat.”

      She shrugged as if the choice of white faux fur worn slightly dropped over one shoulder was an afterthought. “Thanks.” She glanced at me. No compliment followed. She looked back at Kyle, tipped her head and stuck out her thumb and pinky like a phone and mouthed, “call me,” to him, and then turned around and walked away with her friend.

      “How is that cozy?” I asked.

      He laughed. He finished his eggnog and set the empty cup on a nearby tray. “Don’t let this group get to you. The people in this room are more competitive than the cast of Game of Thrones. You have no idea what they’ll do to look good.”

      “They look pretty good now. Or do you mean filters and Photoshop?”

      “I mean followers and viral posts. These people are cutthroat when it comes to getting results.” He elbowed me, and I followed his eyes to the young women who gave my outfit the cold shoulder.

      They’d walked a few feet away from us. The one in the fur held up her phone and they pushed their heads together like they were taking a selfie. Only the phone was up in the air, aimed not at them, but at me.

      The flash went off. The woman lowered her phone and they bent over the screen and giggled.

      My inappropriate outfit would be a thing on Instagram within seconds.

      “Okay, they’re not so nice,” I said. I checked the clock. “How long do I have to stay? I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

      “You need to relax. Go with the flow. This can’t be the first time you stood out in a crowd.”

      “It’s not, but in the past, I stood out in a good way.”

      “Tell you what. Kickin’ It is dropping a new sneaker at Pop Shop two nights from now. Did you get an invite?”

      “No.”

      “You can be my plus one. Rumor has it they’re scouting for someone to rep their line regularly, and I’d love that gig. Meet me in the morning and we can stage a couple of pictures early. When the party happens, you can pull the trigger on the photos and wipe out the memory of anything people post about you tonight.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “I brought you into this, didn’t I? I feel partially responsible.”

      “Then it’s a deal. Tomorrow morning, outside Pop Shop, dressed for tomorrow night’s launch party.” I paused for a moment. “Just so we’re on the same page, what were you thinking of wearing?”
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            TWELVE HOURS LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      This time, things were going to be different.

      It had taken me far too long to get life to a point where I was happy—well, happy being relative, but—oh heck, I’ll say it. I’m happy! It was a designation that, for longer than I care to acknowledge, seemed like I would never reach, but here I was. It was the kind of thought that makes you want to take stock of everything you have, everything that brought you to the moment where you’re at, everything that you’d survived that led to being this happy, this satisfied, this willing to just stand still and smile and let the world know you have the perfect life. Like me. Samantha Kidd, living the perfect life.

      At least that’s what my new Instagram account, @xoSamantha, proclaimed in the bio field, and nobody ever misrepresents themselves on social media. Right?

      “Dude, you look a little crazy,” Eddie said.

      Eddie was my sometime voice of reason and all times best friend. For the past twenty-some years he’d worked in the display department of Tradava. (Their demise had wreaked havoc on the lives of a whole bunch of people.) For the foreseeable future, Eddie had no plans greater raising money for a new skateboard park and enjoying his first non-retail Christmas since graduating art school two decades ago.

      “I don’t look crazy. I look happy.”

      “No, I’m pretty sure the look on your face says crazy.”

      I held my phone out in front of me and cocked my head to the side, set the timer to go off in five seconds, and pressed the shutter. While the timer counted down, I held my arm steady and tried to make sure both my head and the display of limited-edition sneakers were visible in the shot. I snapped a total of ten selfies and then dropped the ear-to-ear smile and scrolled through them.

      Eddie was right.

      I held the phone up again and snapped a few more photos. Eddie pulled the zipper on his black North Face jacket all the way up and shoved his balled-up fists into his pockets. His bleach blond hair, normally either shaggy or shorn into a mohawk, was hidden under a black knit cap.

      From the get-go, I knew being an influencer was a temp job, and I had no interest in it being anything more. If not for the invitation that made its way to me via Eddie via Kyle, I wouldn’t have sought it out. But ever since Tradava closed, I had free time. And free time + too many pretzels = habits that were hard to break, and free time + free product = the perfect distraction. I’d had enough job struggles in recent years to know it was better to stay busy than not.

      “I can’t believe you took a job as an influencer. What does Saint Nick say about this?”

      Saint Nick, a.k.a Nick Taylor, was my husband. Under his full name, he was a shoe designer, and under “Saint Nick” he was branching out into designer sneakers. The only thing he’d said about my new role as influencer was if it was something I wanted to do, I should do it.

      “Nick’s fine with this.”

      Eddie ignored my response. “If we weren’t already friends, I’m pretty sure this,” he pulled his hands out of his pockets and waved them around me and my phone, “would keep me from ever wanting to get to know you.”

      “It’s because of you that I have this job.”

      “No, it’s because of me the job was open. I turned it down like any sane person would.”

      “And you gave Kyle my name,” I said. “I’m the same person I was yesterday, and the one I’ll be tomorrow. Just a normal girl overdressed for a sneaker launch party. You love sneakers. You would see this post on Instagram and want to get to know me because you’d think I must be cool if I got an invite to this event.”

      “How? I wouldn’t follow you because you look like a crazy person.”

      “You follow #sneakers, right? Or #sneakerbling or #slickkicks or #sneakerworld or—hold on.” I pulled a sheet of paper out of my pocket and scanned the list of approved hashtags that had been emailed to me along with the coordinates for this event. “#sneakerlife, #sneakerdreams #sneakergoals⁠—”

      “Dude, it’s seven in the morning, and you’re wearing gold lamé. Just because you’re dressed for an event doesn’t mean there is one. It’s you and me and a cardboard backdrop.” He flicked his fingers against the cardboard, and it wobbled. “Is this where the world is these days? People look at a picture on Instagram and think it’s real?”

      “It is real. We’re standing here, aren’t we? That’s real. I’m dressed for the event, right? That’s real.” I pulled a photo of a QR code up on my phone. “I have an invite. That’s real.”

      Eddie grabbed my phone. “The party doesn’t start for another twelve hours and the backdrop to your pictures is printed on cardboard.”

      “That’s how it works. My audience can’t tell if the pictures were staged or not.”

      “Your audience? What audience? People who follow #crazyfashionchicks?” For the first time in the conversation, he cracked a smile.

      “I resent that—well, I resent most of it. I’ll edit the rest of your hashtag and use #fashionchicks.”

      “It’s so fake. Doesn’t that bother you?” He waved his hands around, taking in the cardboard backdrop and then glanced down at my outfit. For a man who claimed to have cold hands, he did a lot of hand-waving.

      “Whoa,” I said. I threw my hands up in front of me and stepped back. “There is nothing fake about my outfit.”

      I spent two hours searching Pinterest for the appropriate but not overused representation of “urban glam street style.”

      Apparently, it was a thing.

      Last night, I’d missed the mark so much I might as well have been Isaac Newton shooting arrows at dandelions instead of apples. Today, I left nothing to chance. I wore a short white boucle funnel neck sweater over a micro-pleated gold lamé midi-length skirt and white sneakers trimmed in gold leather. Oversized gold hoop earrings hung from my ears. My sleeves were pushed halfway up my forearms, exposing a (left) wrist of gold bangles, watch, and faux ruby cocktail ring. (When Eddie asked why I wore no jewelry on my right hand, I explained that it was the hand that held my phone. #Duh.)

      “It’s thirty-four degrees outside, and your sleeves are pushed up. You’re not wearing gloves or a hat. How are you not freezing? If this were real, you’d be bundled up.”

      “It’s not that cold,” I said. A couple hurried past us. I would love to describe them to you, but their heads and faces were hidden behind wool hats, scarves, and bulky down coats that masked any identifying characteristics.

      I was tired of Eddie being right.

      “How many times do I have to tell you this job is about promotion?” I asked. “You worked in visual. You know product displays are what catch a customer’s attention. That’s what I’m doing. Posting about specific products through the depiction of an aspirational lifestyle in order to catch the public’s attention.”

      “You can tell me as many times as you want. It won’t make me see this as anything other than fake.”

      This wasn’t the first time Eddie told me what he thought about the job he’d turned down, and truth be told, it was getting harder to ignore the very valid point.

      Pretending to attend an exclusive sneaker launch before it took place and scheduling the post to appear on social media during a predetermined window of time given to me was the opposite of spontaneous. Yet if done correctly, my (and a whole bunch of other) posts would appear in the social media streams of anybody who followed the company-designated hashtags, and, if successful, get shoppers to drop everything to get in line for a pair of five hundred dollar sneakers of their own.

      There were other people paid to stand in line, making the general public feel like they were on to something hip, that they’d discovered an event that most of the world wouldn’t learn about until it was over. When those people, the true target customers, posted pictures of the items they bought after leaving the event, they’d complete the third leg of the social media blitz by providing actual unpaid testimonials.

      But I was getting ahead of myself. My role, the first part of the equation, was to show the world, through social media, the life they could
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