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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

      

      “…clever and satisfying. Readers in the mood for a low-stakes whodunit will be charmed.” -Publishers Weekly

      

      “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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      “Men are rats!” Cat said. She threw a dinner plate into her kitchen sink, and it shattered on contact.

      “They’re not all rats,” I said.

      “Name one who’s not a rat. Go ahead, name one.” Before I had a chance to answer, she continued. “My husband is a rat. His bosses are rats.” She grabbed another plate. “My brother is kind of a rat, don’t you think?”

      “Cat, I don’t think it’s my place to say whether or not your brother is a rat.”

      “He’s a rat, trust me. You don’t know because you chose Nick instead of him.” She brought the dish down against the sink. It bounced off, unbroken. She looked at it, confused, and then turned it over and looked at the bottom. “Corelle. Well, that’s not satisfying at all.” She tossed it onto the counter, where it skidded until hitting a loaf of bread.

      Cat Lestes was a local boutique owner, a friend, and one of those people who make you constantly feel rumpled because they’re always immaculately dressed. I’d never seen so much as a hair of her striking red, asymmetrical haircut out of place…until tonight. Her husband spent more than half of his life on the road, and as if that hadn’t been enough space, he’d told her earlier this evening that he needed a break. It turned out his definition of “break” differed from hers; he was moving out. Considering Cat was eight months pregnant, George’s timing seemed suspicious.

      “I’m pretty sure George is just going through a phase. Like last month when you said you wanted to run away and join a convent.”

      She picked up a mug and shook it at me. “Nuns don’t have to deal with swollen ankles.”

      I stepped forward and put my hands on her wrists. “He didn’t cheat on you, he didn’t ask for a divorce. He’s just asked for some space. He was probably thinking about the baby and about how his life is going to change.”

      She glared at me for a moment and then deflated like a balloon twenty-four hours after a twelve-year-old’s birthday party. Her normally size-two frame shrank, causing her pregnant belly to protrude. It looked like a tiny nerf basketball had been strapped to her waist under her chocolate-brown knit dress.

      “There are times to think about making more money and there are times to be there for your wife,” she said. “He should have known that.”

      I pried the mug—the next about-to-be-broken item in her arsenal—from her grip and set it on the counter and then wrapped her in a hug. Cat was like me in that she wasn’t particularly touchy-feely, but at the moment we both needed it.

      When we pulled apart, I pointed to the living room. “You go sit down. I’ll clean up in here.”

      “It’s my mess,” she argued.

      “Let me do this for you.”

      She nodded and left me alone with the broken dishes. Cat lived in a split-level house in a residential neighborhood in Wyomissing. Her neighbors were in the post-retirement, 65+ range and were friendly but not nosy. I often thought of myself as a woman who lived alone in a house probably too big for one person, but even before Cat’s marital troubles, she’d been in a similar boat because of her husband’s travel. Except now she had a baby on the way. I couldn’t begin to imagine the pressures she felt.

      As I collected pieces of broken dishes and glass from the floor, I heard what sounded like the local news coming from her TV. These days it was mostly stories about the weather or the occasional car theft from one of the malls in the area. Thus represented the city of Ribbon, Pennsylvania, where we split our time (and our residents) between do-gooders and criminals. At least that’s how it seemed since I moved back two years ago. And here I’d thought trading New York City for small-town life would lead to a more peaceful existence.

      Cat’s proclamation that all men were rats landed on deaf ears thanks to my relationship with Nick Taylor. While her husband had let her down at a time when he should have been there for her, my love life was chugging along, hitting all the right notes.

      Nick was a local shoe designer who kept an apartment in Italy, and shortly after my birthday in May, he’d left to meet with the factories about his upcoming collection. Our relationship was not without problems—many of which explained why we’d broken up once since making the shift from business colleagues (nine years) to on-again, off-again couple (two years)—but ever since I’d saved his father’s life, Nick seemed willing to overlook the problems (inconveniences?) that came with dating me. And I understood the needs of his business and that spending six months out of each year in Europe was part of his life. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t looking forward to Nick coming home for the holidays.

      I found her broom and swept the broken pieces of china into the dustpan and then into the trash. Cat’s kitchen—her whole house—was usually immaculate. I did a double take when I saw two errant grape tomatoes and a scattering of green peas in the dustpan. Maybe her housekeeping skills were relaxing, but at least she was still keeping up with her daily vegetable intake. That put her one step ahead of me.

      “Stupid bastard!” Cat yelled from the living room. Moments later, there was a thud.

      I dropped the dustpan and broom into the sink and ran to the living room. Cat was on the floor with her feet splayed out in front of her. Her dress was hiked up to her hips and between her knees was a partially empty bowl. Across the room, popcorn was scattered around the base of the TV.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      She pointed to the screen. “The news is doing a profile on the rat. ‘Local businessmen do good.’ That’s a joke. He didn’t do any good by leaving me. Just because he’s helping his company hand out free ornaments tonight doesn’t make him a saint. It’s Christmas. Where are the stories about stolen cars and thefts at the mall? Where are all the shady Santas?”

      I leaned forward and plunked the remote from her hand. “Are you okay?”

      “Retail. Holidays. Pregnant. Rat husband. Keep up, Sam. I thought I could rely on the news to match my mood, but no. It’s like they got tired of reporting on all of the retail theft, so they’re looking for feel-good stories. The rest of the year, it’s all politics, hate crimes, and misdemeanors, but when I need it? ‘Local businessmen do good.’ And these people call themselves reporters.”

      I sat down next to her. “Where are they—your mall?” Cat’s boutique, Catnip, was in the Ribbon Designer Outlet Mall. “Is it a special shopping night? Are there discounts?”

      “It’s the lighting of the mall Christmas tree. Kenner & Winn are the hosts—that’s the company George works for. If George was a good guy, he’d be here, not at a party handing out baubles. The news should focus on the stores, not the vendors. We’re the ones who make it through the battleground of December shopping so people can have presents under the tree. But we’re like the elves. Totally under appreciated.” She threw another fistful of popcorn at the TV.

      I bent down and corralled the spilled popcorn into a pile, and then, using both hands, transferred it onto a Glamour magazine that Cat had left open to the “Fashion Don’ts” section. I set the magazine on the coffee table and spun around to face her.

      “I know this is going to sound strange coming from me, but I think you need to calm down.” She stared at me but didn’t say a word. “I know you’re mad at George, and I understand why. But you can’t let that anger spill onto everything else. Didn’t the doctor warn you about your blood pressure?”

      “Yes, but it’s not like I can sit around and relax. Not now. There’s going to be another mouth to feed, and I don’t trust that rat to do the right thing. Employee turnover is at an all-time high. I tried to hire extra staff to take some of the pressure off me, but as soon as I train one person, another one quits. Yesterday one of my associates resigned at the end of her shift. She got an invite to go skiing for the holidays and is leaving tomorrow. I didn’t even get two weeks’ notice. Honestly, what is wrong with people? I told her I was surprised she even bothered to show up, and you know what she said? She wanted to make sure she got her last paycheck.”

      “That’s not very professional. I hope she doesn’t want a referral.”

      “People don’t think of retail jobs as professions. It’s what they do while they figure out how to do what they want to do. It’s frustrating.”

      “You need to cut yourself a break. My vacation just started. I’ll help out whenever I can, but now is not the time for you to try to be superwoman.”

      My work history post moving back to Ribbon had been spotty (at best). Earlier in the year, I’d been gainfully employed at Retrofit, a start-up e-zine that showcased current fashion trends and how they correlated to fashion history. My boss’s big dreams of expansion had had disastrous results, and Retrofit was on its way to becoming yet another casualty on my resume, until an unlikely savior stepped in: Tradava.

      Tradava was a mid-range retailer that actively pursued their share of the entry-level trend market. Their partnerships with design competitions and museum exhibits had kept their name in the news and their affiliation with mid-range fashion present. Their desire to produce a glossy magalog—a cross between a catalog and a magazine—led to a bit of creative thinking, and some smart person at the top of the food chain made the decision to buy Retrofit and bring us into the advertising fold.

      Which meant I still had a job. Not just any job, either. One with health benefits and a 401K of my own. In the three months after my probationary period ended, I’d had a full blood workup, a physical, and an assortment of exams that covered the parts of me that needed to stay in working order. If medical came with a customer punch card like the sandwich shop, I’d be due for a freebie any day now.

      I picked up the remote and cued up the guide. “Let’s find something else to watch to distract you. Look—Dial M for Murder is on. Are you feeling Hitchcocky? Or maybe we need a rom-com.”

      “I think you’re right,” she said. She put her palms on the sofa behind her and slowly lifted herself off the floor and onto the cushion. She smoothed her red hair with her hands and then stood. “A distraction is a good idea.” She crossed the room and picked up her handbag and then pulled out a laminated card and waved it at me. “You feel like a party?”

      “You didn’t say anything about a party when you invited me over.”

      “That’s because when I invited you over, I didn’t know we were going.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “There. To the party. I should be there, not him. I’m the one who buys their product and sells it in my store. I want him to look me in the eye in a public place and let everybody know what he did.”

      “But I thought you said Kenner & Winn were jerks?”

      “They are. And tonight they’re the jerks who get to be the target to all of this misplaced anger.”

      I didn’t get up. “Five minutes ago, you were breaking china. Maybe you need to sit still for a couple of minutes⁠—”

      “If everything had gone according to plan, I was going to be in the middle of a romantic dinner tonight. But I’m not. That doesn’t mean I have to sit here like a big fat blob. I can have a life too, right?”

      I looked down at my outfit. Navy sweater and blue camo pants. At least my boots had heels. “I’m not dressed for a party.”

      “You look fine,” she said, providing further evidence that she wasn’t exactly herself. Under normal circumstances, Cat had choice things to say about my occasional desire to shop the Army-Navy store (because blue camo is totally fabulous even if a non-hormonal Cat wouldn’t agree).

      “I think it would be better if we stayed in.” I pulled my phone out of my handbag. “Pick out a movie while I call Nick. I’ll make you a fresh bowl of popcorn when I’m done.”

      I slipped from the living room into her den. “Hey, Kidd,” he answered.

      “Hey, Taylor.”

      “How’s your Friday night?”

      “Touch and go. I’m at Cat’s. She’s…her husband…things aren’t great right now. I’m acting as a calming force.”

      He laughed. “You’re about as calming as a bed full of itching powder.”

      “I resent that!”

      “Just saying you’re not known for your ability to relax.”

      “I can relax as well as the next guy,” I said. “What about you? Packing? Your flight takes off in a couple of hours, right?”

      “Change of plans,” he said. “There’s a problem at one of the factories, and I can’t leave yet.”

      “You’re not flying home tonight?” My positive outlook waivered. I wanted to feel all the things you feel at the beginning of a relationship, but I couldn’t help wonder if, ten years down the line, Nick would be restless just like Cat’s husband. “Is it a big problem?

      “If I want to stay on production schedule with my new collection it would be best to fix it in person.”

      “Have you told your dad?”

      This past May, Nick’s life had been flipped on its head when his dad, recovering from a broken hip, moved in with him. In addition to the newly negotiated domestic situation, it had brought Nick and I closer. I’d learned a multitude of quirks about him that raised eyebrows. He learned the truth about my daily caloric intake. And yet, we were still together.

      “Tonight’s his poker night. It violates the rules of their game to use cell phones.”

      “Sounds like you’re going to come home to cheap beer and stale chips.”

      “You fixed the chip situation with the golden Chip Clip you gave him the last time you were over. It’s his favorite thing in the house.”

      “See? There is no limit to the problems I solve.”

      “Kidd, there’s something I have to tell you. I told a friend to crash here while I was gone, but now that I have to stay, well, I didn’t expect to have a roommate.”

      “Two bachelors in Italy. Should I be worried about you cruising for Italian women?”

      “Kidd, she’s not a bachelor. She’s—the friend—is Amanda Ries.”

      If I’d been standing in Cat’s kitchen, I might have picked up that unbreakable piece of Corelle, thrown it onto the floor, and then stomped on it a few times. Instead, I stood up and punched the hunter green leather chair behind the desk.

      “Kidd, you know she’s just a friend.”

      That wasn’t the point, and I knew it, and I was pretty sure he knew it too. “I think I hear Cat calling me from the living room. I have to go.” I hung up before he had a chance to reply.

      When I returned to the living room, Cat was sprawled out on the sofa. The screen saver for The First Wives Club was on the TV. The remote control dangled from her hand. I took it and clicked off the TV.

      “Get your handbag. We’re going out.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “Turns out you were right. All men are rats.”
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      Nick and Amanda were college friends who both worked as designers, though in different aspects of the industry. Their friendship, shared experience, and education had created a bond, and she was a part of his life. The rational part of my brain knew there was nothing going on between them and not just because he’d told me. But my irrational side taunted me with all kinds of images: Nick and Amanda together on a seven-hour flight. Nick and Amanda sharing a walk around Italy under a starry sky. And possibly the worst: Nick and Amanda sharing a margarita pizza. (I’m especially territorial when it comes to food.)

      I’d had a spotty employment record after leaving my nine-year career as a designer shoe buyer for Bentley’s New York and moving to Ribbon, Pennsylvania, and in that time, I’d taken on whatever fashion-related work I could find. During Nick and my off-again period, I’d helped Amanda mount her first fashion show. I’d committed to the project before Nick and I had broken up, and it had been important for me to honor my commitment. Things hadn’t gone exactly as planned.

      Nick’s friendship with Amanda was something I’d have to learn to accept, just like Nick had to acknowledge my friendship with Cat’s brother, Dante. But either time one of their names came up, the reaction was the same: jealousy. And if we didn’t find a way to deal with that, any relationship we started would be doomed.

      I pushed thoughts of Nick and Amanda in Italy (with or without food) from my mind and drove Cat to the designer outlets. “Tell me about this party.”

      “Tom Kenner and Don Winn are the partners who own Kenner & Winn. They’re jewelry wholesalers. They’re co-sponsoring a shopping night at the mall to promote their jewelry line. George joined their company a couple of months ago and took over their biggest territory.”

      “Kenner & Winn. How come I never heard of them? I was a buyer for nine years before I moved here.”

      “Their specialty is licensee deals. Designers sign on with them to source products, but most designers don’t want you to know where they get their products from because you could just cut out the middleman and get the merchandise without the name attached.”

      The nine years that I’d spent as a buyer had been in ladies’ designer shoes. Cat was right. I didn’t buy directly from the factories, I bought from the designers. I could tell you a lot about how the shoe business worked, but the technical side was still something of a mystery.

      “I never thought about it before, but jewelry must be a high-margin business.”

      “It is. There’s no way to put a designer name on an item except on the packaging. You’re getting double the mark-up for a designer name, and only the people who follow high fashion know whether your jewelry is Chanel or Saint Laurent or Oscar.”

      “This party is being sponsored by the men who import the product, right?”

      “Yes, but don’t worry, they’re not fashion people. These guys are the ones with the money. They don’t care about taste, they care about the bottom line. If I told them I wanted to start selling rhinestone-encrusted bras, they’d find a way to supply them.”

      “You’ve bought from them? For Catnip?”

      She shook her head. “Not until recently. I don’t carry precious jewelry, and even if I did, I always thought it was a bad idea for George and me to mix our work life with our home life. Shows what I know. If I’d been one of his clients, I might have known he was on the verge of a mid-life crisis.”

      “But recently, you placed orders from Kenner & Winn?”

      “Yes. One of his accounts canceled an order of pearls because Kenner & Winn missed the delivery window. I’ve been working on a luxury strategy for Catnip, and George talked me into buying the canceled order.”

      “How’s it selling?”

      “It never had a chance to sell. It was stolen in a smash and grab. Merry Christmas to me,” she said in a flat voice.

      For those not in the know, a smash and grab is an in-and-out retail theft. The idea is that, if you’re quick, you can break into a store, smash a glass case full of merchandise, grab as much as you can carry, and get out in less than a minute. Judging from where the security officers might be, even if they know a theft is taking place, you can be gone before they can catch up with you.

      It’s a bold way to steal. Most people get caught because they’re either not fast enough or they get greedy and stay in the store too long. Sometimes thieves smash the first case they find and take armloads of items that have low resell value. That’s one of the ways you can tell if thieves know what they were doing.

      “Was anything caught on camera?”

      “The camera is mounted to the opposite side of the mall by the main entrance. The alarm went off, but by the time the police showed up, the merchandise was long gone.”

      “They got everything?”

      She nodded. “Black Tahitian pearl necklaces. You remember them, right? The only one they didn’t steal was the one you asked me to put on hold.”

      I’d seen the necklace in question last week during a quick shopping trip. As much as I’d wanted to splurge on it, the comma in the price had been a good deterrent from adding it to my list of must-haves. It sounded like the thieves knew what they were doing.
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      We arrived at the Ribbon Designer Outlets, and I pulled up next to a twenty-something in a red jacket and black pants, exited the car, and headed toward a giant green tree. It was decorated in lustrous round ornaments that looked like oversized pearls and sparkling plastic gemstones. Thick ribbon printed with the Kenner & Winn logo had been loosely draped around the tree. Subtlety wasn’t high on the duo’s agenda. White twinkle lights wound through the branches, and two spotlights on the ground were aimed at the top just in case you somehow missed the monstrosity.

      I followed Cat to the entrance. A woman in a soft, chiffon duster, coordinating satin tank top, and palazzo pants stood next to a man in a tuxedo. Her lashes were so long I felt a breeze when she blinked. The man held out a hand to Cat. She shook it aggressively, though I didn’t think she had much of a choice.

      “Welcome to the Kenner & Winn holiday party. I’m Tom Kenner. This is my wife, Joyce.”

      “Cat Lestes,” Cat said.

      Tom turned toward the woman next to him. She looked at her husband first and then at Cat. Her smile seemed disingenuous, although whether it was Cat and my presence or boredom that caused the reaction, I didn’t know.

      “Cat. Is that short for Catherine?” Joyce asked.

      “Yes,” Cat said.

      “And you are?” Joyce said to me.

      Before I could answer, Cat spoke up again. “This is Samantha. She’s my partner.”

      “She means—” I started, but Cat put her hand on my arm. Tom and Joyce looked Cat’s pregnant belly.

      “Nice to see your kind taking such good care of each other,” Tom said. He put his hand on Cat’s belly, and I felt her tense next to me. “Little one is going to be lucky, having two moms.”

      “Is Mr. Winn here?” Cat asked.

      “Nope. We heard about some trouble with the exporter, and he lost the coin toss. He’ll be spending his holiday in India.” He chuckled.

      Joyce looked past me and gestured toward a cluster of people more appropriately dressed than I was. She extended a braceleted arm with long, well-manicured nails and directed us toward a waiter handing out pre-poured flutes of pink champagne just inside the store entrance. Behind them, a woman in an ivory pantsuit worked a coat check booth. It wasn’t until after we were inside the store that I pinched Cat’s arm.

      “Ow! What was that for?”

      “Partner?”

      “Business partner. Why else would I bring you here tonight?”

      “Friend, associate, customer,” I ticked off possible answers. “How come he doesn’t know you’re George’s wife?” I asked. “Shouldn’t he recognize you?”

      “I’ve never met Tom or Joyce before. We haven’t been to any company events for Kenner & Winn yet.”

      “Look on the bright side. He’ll probably give you a set of hers and hers matching towels when you have the baby.”

      “They don’t know I’m married to the rat.” She looked over my shoulder and then scanned the rest of the room. “You don’t see him, do you?”

      “He’s going to be here?” I asked. I dropped my voice to a whisper. “You’re not going to cause a scene, are you?”

      “Of course not. I’m a lady.” She smoothed out her hair. “Go to the bar. You’ll fit in more if you’re holding a glass of champagne.”

      “I’d fit in more if you would have given me five minutes to change.”

      “I’m going to see what non-alcoholic beverages they have.” She pulled her long silk scarf from around her shoulders. “You’re creative. Do something with this.”

      I weaved through the crowd in search of a private spot where I could work a makeover miracle on my G.I. Jane outfit. Pearlescent balloons had been blown up and scattered around the floor and hung from the ceiling. The coat check woman pointed to a public restroom, and I went inside and into a stall to change.

      I pulled my sweater over my head and then tied two ends of Cat’s scarf around my neck. I tied the other two ends behind my back, creating a drape-front, open-back top. My bra was an eyesore, so I took it off, which created a whole other set of problems. I found a roll of fabric tape in the bottom of my handbag and used it to, shall we say, secure my assets with a trick I’d learned from a stylist. I re-knotted the scarf
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