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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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            SIMONTHA

          

        

      

    

    
      This wasn’t my cup of tea. I mean, technically, it was my cup of tea. Technically, all eight of the cups on the table were my cups of tea. But I’m more of a coffee person, and if I had to sample any more of the eight corresponding pots of tea on the table, I was going to float away.

      “Simontha, it is imperative that you decide quickly,” the woman from the British Embassy said. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

      Victoria Pratt, the woman pressuring me to be swift and decisive, wasn’t really from the British Embassy. And choosing a flavor of tea wasn’t a life-and-death matter. But ever since Nick Taylor, my husband of less than a year, had left for an extended business trip to Asia to outsource a new designer sneaker collection, my active imagination had been given room to run wild. Pretending Victoria and I were on a mission of some importance helped me focus on the outcome (and ignore the way she said “Samantha”).

      I sometimes think I would have made an excellent secret agent.

      “The blue teapot,” I said. “Definitely the blue one.”

      “English breakfast. Brilliant. Next, we choose scones.”

      Victoria was the sales executive for Piccadilly Group, a British investment company that had bought Tradava, the department store where I worked. She wore a white shirt under a teal sweater under a tweed blazer over flat-front, camel-colored, narrow-legged pants tucked into riding boots. Her hair was strawberry blond and bobbed at chin length, and her skin was creamy with a touch of pink in the cheeks that looked one hundred percent natural. If I rubbed a magic lantern and conjured up a British sales executive, I couldn’t have imagined a better manifestation.

      She took her tea very seriously.

      I was less interested in the tea selection than I pretended to be. When Victoria heard I was planning a party for—let’s call him a colleague—in addition to the grand reopening party for Tradava, she approved my request to host my side party right here. That decision solved the problem of location but left me with the unique challenge of explaining a British-themed retirement party for a homicide detective.

      Considering it was a surprise party, I had at least a week to figure something out.

      While Victoria poured our next mug of tea, fireworks testing commenced. The bright sun made the display undetectable by sight, but the sound of cannons followed by pops made it impossible to ignore.

      Piccadilly Group was the financial savior who had swept in and saved Tradava, the department store where I worked as the buyer of special assortments. (It’s a bogus title.) They consolidated our inventory, which we sold off in a clearance sale, and they remerchandised the store into novelty departments based on the whims of their buying team on the other side of the Atlantic. I was assigned to spend the week with their senior sales executive who’d been tasked to train me on the British way of thinking.

      How hard could it be? Did they think I’ve never read Bridget Jones’s Diary?

      The fireworks quieted down, and I flipped a white folder open and pulled out the top sheet of paper. “Victoria, I don’t think you’ve locked in entertainment yet, right? I found a band that could liven things up⁠—”

      “Simontha,” she said, putting her hand on my upper arm. “You’re precious. But remember, this grand reopening is about shopping. We want to offer our customers something they didn’t know they needed. If they want to listen to a band, they can go to a pub. Do you understand?” She asked this last question as if I were a small child learning new vocabulary words.

      “But this isn’t just any band. It’s an all-female, punk rock cover band called The⁠—”

      “Simontha,” she interrupted.

      “I understand.”

      “Brilliant.”

      While Victoria refreshed her tea (Darjeeling? Oolong?), an attractive man with a swarthy complexion, dark hair, and one-inch sideburns jogged toward us. He wore a hooded sweatshirt under a blazer with well-worn jeans and Converse sneakers. “Hi,” he said to me. “You work at the store, right?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      He tossed a folder onto the table next to mine and held out his hand. “Harvey Monahan. I’m the strike leader.”

      “Kidd,” I said. “Samantha Kidd.” I shook his hand.

      “How come you’re not with us?”

      “I was needed out here.”

      Harvey shook his head. “Management is taking advantage of you. Tradava lays off three-quarters of the store staff and thinks everybody will show up for a paycheck. They’re working you harder than the law allows. And for what? You deserve a voice.”

      “My job is interesting. Every day it’s something different.” Like six months ago when they sent me to Las Vegas to cover the lingerie market. The trip had ended in a spontaneous wedding ceremony and a honeymoon in Paris. I doubted that would have been in the job description if my job were more official.

      “Are you sure everybody wants to be picketing?” I asked. “Some people are probably happy the store isn’t going out of business. Maybe they don’t want to rock the boat.”

      Harvey scowled. “They don’t know how it works. I’ve coordinated strikes at retailers from here to New Jersey. Our actions will show Piccadilly Group they can’t walk all over us. I have a ninety-nine percent success rate in negotiating for better compensation packages.”

      “Why not one hundred?”

      He waved his hand dismissively. “We got hung up on parking spaces in Cherry Hill.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and smiled at something on the screen. “Management is about to cave, and they won’t be able to ignore me after today.” He winked, and despite my newlywed status, I blushed.

      Harvey turned to Victoria. He tapped the folder on the table. “These are for you,” he said.

      Without stopping, her eyes darted from the biscuits to the shiny white folder and back to the biscuits. “Not necessary.” If I hadn’t been paying attention, I might not have noticed the faint blush that crept up her neck.

      Victoria checked her watch—an expensive-looking timepiece with Roman numerals and a leather strap that wrapped around her wrist several times—and sighed. “Simontha, I need to pop into the store for a liaison with human resources. Can I trust you to carry on until I return?”

      “Sure,” I said, though the carrying on part seemed vague since we’d already chosen our tea. “Why don’t I follow up on that band I mentioned?”

      She gave me a tight-lipped smile. Harvey grabbed his folder from the table, and they walked toward the store. The two of them made an odd pair as they crossed the lot: his dark, Mediterranean good looks and mostly black attire, her peaches-and-cream complexion and English countryside ensemble. Yet I sensed Victoria wasn’t inexperienced when it came to negotiations and wondered if Harvey’s record was about to take a hit.

      I waited until Victoria was out of sight before pulling a bag of pretzels out of my handbag and biting into a loop. My stomach had been queasy all morning, and I figured pretzels were a close cousin to saltines. I chased the pretzel with a swig from a small silver flask filled with coffee.

      A dark-blue sedan pulled into the parking lot. The car stopped in front of me, and my favorite homicide detective got out. (What? Don’t you have a favorite homicide detective too?) I quickly capped my flask and hid it behind me.

      “Detective Loncar,” I said. I considered asking what brought him there but was afraid to jinx any possible interest in him updating his wardrobe.

      Detective Loncar and I had an interesting past. He was in his mid-sixties, wore ill-fitting suits, was going through a divorce, and investigated homicides around Ribbon. I’d say he’s the person I’d call if I ever got arrested, but the more likely situation is that he’d already be there.

      This was bad. This was worse than bad. Not because it may have appeared to the detective that I was day-drinking in the open parking lot outside my employer, but because in addition to my job responsibilities, I had a secondary secret agenda.

      “I’m organizing the grand reopening for Tradava,” I said tentatively. “There are a lot of decisions to be made. Decisions that require my unique knowledge of, um, stuff.”

      Loncar crossed his arms. “Are your plans going to cause problems that could tax the police department resources unnecessarily?”

      “This party is as much for you as it is for them,” I said without thinking.

      Loncar’s expression changed from mildly tolerant to understanding. And in this case, understanding translated to a probably correct—let’s face it; he was a detective—suspicion of what I meant.

      “You’re not⁠—”

      I winced. “I am.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t believe this.”

      “Just to be clear, what do you think I’m doing here?”

      “Ms. Kidd,” he said. The people on the other side of the parking lot could probably sense his annoyance.

      “Right. Technically, I am out here working for Tradava.” Oh, bloody hell. “But I’m planning your retirement party too.”
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            ABOVE YOUR PAY GRADE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the three years that I’d been in Ribbon, Loncar and I had moved into comfortable territory. He was among the first three phone calls I made when I stumbled onto something suspicious, and I was—well, I wasn’t sure what I was to him. Hey! Maybe I was his informant! (Get PoPT! says it’s important to claim credit for our contributions to the world around us. I wonder if I should add “informant” to my LinkedIn profile?) But now, the detective was facing mandatory retirement from the force.

      There were approximately thirteen hundred reasons why I shouldn’t have known that. Despite my proclamations to the contrary, Loncar and I weren’t friends. He was a cop, and I was a resident in his city. A resident who, some might say, made his job more difficult. Not me, though. To me, we’re practically partners.

      But word trickled through the community: from a couple of cops to the local crime reporter for the Ribbon Times to a hair stylist at the salon next to my store to the cashier working the candy counter where I occasionally treated myself to a couple of dark chocolate peanut clusters before driving home to me. And when the police captain reached out to ask me to coordinate the party, the most convoluted version of whisper down the alley came to an end.

      Captain Valderama hadn’t asked Loncar’s ex-wife.

      Or his daughter.

      Or his partner.

      Not even a discount party planner.

      He asked me.

      I recognized the possibility that a joke was being made at Loncar’s expense and instead of being in on it, I was part of it. Which was why I was determined to take the party seriously.

      I had no intention of filling Detective Loncar in on the plans for his party. I also had no plans to run with the obvious cop theme. (I’d recently found myself participating in a cop-themed fashion show at a lingerie fair and blushed at the idea of recreating it for the local police force.)

      But to plan a party, I needed a theme.

      To use Tradava’s resources, I needed a British theme.

      I started thinking about everything I’d learned about the detective from my research. Who was he? Not the cop. Not the father. Not the husband. But him? The man under the ill-fitting suit?

      I don’t mean like that.

      Within minutes of hanging up from Captain Valderama, I’d discovered the history of the Loncar surname in Ribbon, Pennsylvania. (Twenty percent of the world’s Loncars occupied Pennsylvania in 1920, and I’d briefly flirted with a flapper theme.)

      A call to Loncar’s daughter provided slightly more information: his ancestors had come here from the UK in 1841 with the first Loncars, and his great-great-grandfather, who’d been a baby on that trip, had grown up and fought for the union in the battle of Gettysburg. (I’d briefly flirted with a Civil War theme.)

      But it wasn’t the war, or the era, or the lack of inspiration from the events in Loncar’s family history that provided the theme. It was something far more personal, something unbelievably informative about the man Detective Loncar had once been.

      It was a Spice Girls ticket stub from 1996.

      I called Loncar’s daughter and asked if it was hers. “No,” she’d said with a laugh. “That’s a joke in our family. My dad has a thing for Ginger Spice. It’s where I got my name. Mom took him to a concert for his forty-fifth birthday. She said she never saw him as happy as he was that night.” (Now that she’d sent him divorce papers, I briefly considered reaching out to Geri Halliwell to coordinate an introduction, but sadly for Loncar, she appeared to be happily married.)

      I found my British theme.

      Would Detective Loncar appreciate my efforts? I didn’t know. But since it was technically a surprise party, I wasn’t supposed to have to deal with that until the day of the surprise.

      Figures Loncar was a spoilsport.

      Loncar turned away from Tradava and scanned the teapots, mugs, and biscuits. He reached for the folder that contained my notes on the party, and I slid it out of his reach. I gave him my most charming smile. “Above your pay grade.”

      “Hear me out,” I said. “I know you. I know you don’t want this party. That makes me the best person to plan it. I won’t embarrass you. I won’t let anybody turn it into a joke. I even convinced Tradava to let me use their party set-up, and Eddie is going to help with execution, so anybody who isn’t invited will think it’s part of the grand reopening.”

      Loncar was temporarily distracted. He looked at the department store for a moment. “Will it help the store?”

      I should have been surprised by the question, but I wasn’t.

      “Hard to say,” I said. I stared at the façade of the store too. “Business has been tough, but Tradava doesn’t want to publicize that. It’s like they went through a bad breakup and nobody wants to date them, but they keep on putting on lipstick anyway.”

      Loncar furrowed his brow at my analogy.

      “You think the British invasion is the answer?”

      “Piccadilly’s money could ensure the store continues, but it won’t be the Tradava people know and love. The days of shopping for fishing gear and prom dresses under the same roof are numbered.” I didn’t add that to me, that signified an upgrade. “We’ll lose what makes the store unique to Ribbon.”

      Loncar turned back. He appeared to notice the flask I’d tried to conceal. “Coffee,” I said. I unscrewed the cap and held the flask toward him as evidence.

      He waved it off. “What can you tell me about the strike?”

      “Not much. Last week The Piccadilly Group downgraded the support divisions to hourly, and the local retailer’s union brought in a captain to organize a walkout. He said they needed to strike while the iron was hot or they’d never get respect from the new owners.”

      Loncar kept his eyes on me but didn’t speak.

      “Strike while the iron is hot,” I repeated. “That’s funny in the context of Tradava being a clothing store. You know, irons?” I pantomimed ironing something. “Get it? They’re hot when you plug them in to iron things? Although, I don’t think that’s what the union captain meant, unless he’s funny too, and I don’t know if he’s funny. Union captains aren’t supposed to be funny, are they? But he did say ‘strike.’ Do you think he intended the pun?”

      Loncar shook his head.

      A fresh round of fireworks fired. Loncar put his hand over his ear and whacked it a few times with his palm. “Were fireworks your idea?”

      “No. I wanted to charter a biplane with a banner that said, ‘Loncar Retires! Round up the usual suspects.’”

      Loncar shook his head. “No party.”

      I jabbed my finger close enough to his chest to make my point while not assaulting a police officer. “This party isn’t for you,” I said. “It’s for your department. And your daughter. And the employees of the store who thought they were going to be out of a job. And the city of Ribbon who want to celebrate your career.”

      “I want to approve everything from the invitees to the color of the icing on the cupcakes.”

      “Who said there would be cupcakes? Do you want cupcakes? I was thinking donuts. Do you like cupcakes?”

      “No donuts. Nothing that mocks the department. Just do what you’re going to do and keep me posted.”

      Like I said: practically partners!
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        * * *

      

      Loncar approached the picketers, and I finished my flask of coffee. I taste-tested three biscuits and called in an order for fish and chips to number six on Yelp’s list of Best British Food in Ribbon. The picketers appeared to be on a break. My phone rang. The name of my close friend and adjacent picketer Eddie Adams flashed on the screen, and I answered.

      “Coffee. Black. Blacker than black. How black? None more black.”

      Since Piccadilly had announced their plans to buy out Tradava and assort us with British merchandise, Eddie had taken to talking like Christopher Guest’s character from This Is Spinal Tap. You might think a Pennsylvanian surfer dude can’t pull off an East London accent. You’d be right. (I kept my opinion to myself.)

      “I can’t leave for coffee. Moneypenny went inside to negotiate with Harvey.”

      “Harvey came out of the store a couple of minutes ago. If this strike is over, we’re celebrating.” He hung up.

      Harvey emerged from the group and called me toward him. I risked the value of Victoria’s tea and biscuits and met him halfway.

      “Did Victoria forget something?” I asked.

      “No, we reached an agreement.” He grinned broadly. “Strike’s over.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “She wants you to meet her inside. Something about tacky prom dresses she didn’t approve?”

      I gave him a tight smile. “Great. Thanks.”

      I left Harvey and passed through the picketers when a fresh round of fireworks was detonated. This time they sounded closer, though the noise faded into the background, having become part of the morning soundtrack.

      The accompanying screams were new.

      A spear of panic shot up my spine and down to my feet. Those weren’t fireworks.

      They were gunshots.

      I spun around. My chest tightened. Picket signs clattered to the asphalt, and several protestors did too. I ran back through the crowd and searched for the police, the shooter, or something to prove what I suspected wasn’t real. But past the picket line, lying on the ground, was something I’d never wanted to see in my life.

      Two men lay motionless in the parking lot. One was Harvey Monahan.

      The other was Detective Loncar.
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      I ran across the parking lot toward the detective’s body. Someone screamed my name, but I kept going. I dropped onto my knees and grabbed Loncar’s hand.

      “Detective?” I said. “Come on, Detective. Open your eyes. Please. If you don’t, I’ll—I’ll—I’ll—” Paralytic fear crept through me. I couldn’t think clearly and was desperate to say something to make him wake. “I’ll have to find the shooter myself.” For all Loncar’s “Stay out of this Ms. Kidd” lectures in the past, a tiny part of me hoped the threat of my involvement would shock him back to consciousness.

      He didn’t respond.

      I called 911. “Emergency in the parking lot outside Tradava East. Shots fired into a crowd. Two people hit. Please, hurry.” I remained on the line while the dispatch officer took down my name, location, and details about the shooting. I kept my other hand gripped around Loncar’s.

      I let my phone drop from my ear to the ground. Loncar’s eyes opened, and he stared up at the sky. He blinked a couple of times and tried to sit up.

      “Don’t move,” I said. “You were shot.”

      “Who else?”

      “Harvey Monahan. The union leader.”

      “Condition?” Loncar asked.

      “The bullet went through his shoulder,” said a voice behind me.

      I turned and saw Eddie squatted by Harvey’s body a few feet away. Eddie had taken off his cat hat and pressed it against Harvey’s wound. The attractive strike leader had lost the air of confidence that had surrounded him earlier, and his dark complexion seemed to have paled. His eyes were trained on Loncar. He moved his hand to Eddie’s hat and held the knit in place. Next to him, the middle-aged cheerleader stood with her hand to her mouth. Her eyes were bloodshot, and tears streamed down her cheeks. I looked back at Eddie and tipped my head toward her. He stood and turned her away from the sight of the two men.

      Loncar started to move, and I put my hand on his chest and restrained him. “This is not your investigation.”

      Despite my level-headed instructions, the detective pushed my hand away and sat up. Everything I knew said he shouldn’t move until paramedics arrived and made sure he was okay.

      “My job is to protect these people.”

      “Right now, your job is to protect yourself.” Sirens sounded in the distance. They seemed too far, like they would never arrive. I turned to Eddie. “Can you get everybody into the store?”

      Eddie, who earlier had worn an expression of I’m-so-over-this was quick to nod. His eyes were wide and reflected the panic I felt.

      By the time the police cars and paramedics pulled up to the scene of the shooting, the parking lot was close to empty. Clouds overhead had broken up, and soft, white puffs glided by, like wads of cotton pulled from aspirin bottles. I knew Eddie could have used help with the crowd, and I knew management in the store needed to be notified. But I couldn’t bring myself to leave Loncar and Harvey. I waited between the two men until paramedics arrived and moved them onto a gurney.

      A paramedic pressed an oxygen mask over Loncar’s face. He pushed it away. He grabbed my wrist. “There’s going to be an investigation into what happened here. I need you to leave this alone.”

      I kept my tone light to counter my internal shock. “Maybe the thought of me getting involved is the motivation you need to recover.” My voice broke on “recover.”

      Loncar’s hand moved from my wrist to the front of my sweater. He clutched at the bulky knit and pulled me down so my ear was next to his mouth. “This wasn’t a random shooting. It was about me.”

      “You know who the shooter was?” I asked, surprised by what Loncar said.

      “Make your statement, and then you’re out.” He took a labored breath. Paramedics pushed his gurney away and moved him into the back of the ambulance.

      Amongst the arriving help was a dark-gray sedan with a Kojak light on the roof. The man who got out was Detective Madden, a newer addition to the Ribbon Police Department who had handled a case while Loncar was on vacation in Tahiti last December. Madden had bright-red hair, curly but tamed by a styling product, and wore a blue shirt, blue tie, and dark-blue suit. Brown wing-tipped monk straps. Navy-blue argyle socks. I focused a little too hard on the argyle to help bring me back into a place of Zen.

      “Ms. Kidd, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Detective Madden.” Men in emergency gear flooded the scene and moved Harvey Monahan. When the doors to the second ambulance were closed, I found myself once again facing Madden’s extended hand. I held mine out to shake it and noticed a transfer of blood on my palm. I balled up my fist, and Madden withdrew his hand. He pulled a white handkerchief from his inside suit jacket pocket and handed it to me.

      “I understand you were the one to make the call to dispatch,” he said. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      I clutched the hanky. “Detective Loncar is about to retire in a week. Is he going to be okay?”

      Madden turned away from me and pantomimed drinking something to a uniformed police officer. I grabbed his arm and forced him to pay attention to me. “Your colleague was shot. I think you can wait five minutes while I give my statement before getting a cup of coffee.”

      The uniform brought a bottle of water to Madden, who took it and held it out to me. “This is for you, Ms. Kidd. What you witnessed here today must have been a shock. Take a moment to collect your thoughts. When you’re ready, I’d like you to go back to the beginning and tell me what happened.”

      I took the proffered water, uncapped it, and swallowed several gulps. I recapped the bottle and held it to my chest. I burst into tears. I thrust the bottle at Madden and buried my head in my hands and sobbed.

      Detective Madden guided me to a bench by the front of Tradava. I sat. He sat. I took a few deep breaths and fought to get control of myself.

      “How’s your friend?” Detective Madden asked. I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly. I cocked my head and stared at him without speaking. “The one with the baby? I believe her name was Catherine Lestes?”

      Madden’s change of subject was jarring, and it took me a moment to remember he was no stranger to my circle of friends.

      “Catherine—Cat. She’s well. She had a new year’s baby. Last year. A little girl.”

      “She was a nice lady. I hope things turn out well for her.” He pulled his glasses off, cleaned one of the lenses with the point of his blue tie, and put them back on.

      “Why did you ask me about Cat? What made you think of her?”

      “Ms. Kidd, you are upset over the events of this morning. I need to take your statement, but in times like these, I find it’s helpful to focus on something unrelated. Something pleasant. I remembered your friend and assumed she had a healthy baby, and that seemed like a pleasant subject.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t change the fact that a shooter fired at a police officer in this parking lot this morning.”

      Madden’s eyes lit up. I stared at him and considered what I’d said, what I’d remembered, and why he seemed so interested.

      “What?”

      “Is that your statement? That a shooter fired at a police officer?” He turned away from me and shielded his eyes while taking in the parking lot. “There was a rally of union workers in front of the store. There was already a heated scene, and as management arrived, the confrontation would have risen. It stands to reason that the shooting was accidental and the victim was random, but you’re the closest thing I have to a witness.”

      “I am?”

      “You are. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to hear your statement.”

      Anger toward Detective Madden would accomplish nothing. My resentment toward him was born out of my fear that Detective Loncar would not recover, but if I were to help find who did this, Madden was the one I needed to trust.

      “I’m working with a representative from Piccadilly Group—the new owners of Tradava—on a grand reopening. Her name is Victoria Pratt. She and I have been out here all morning.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Sampling tea and scones.” I turned to the tent. The red teapot had gotten hit by a stray bullet and lay in a pile of broken clay. The tablecloth was saturated with tea which pooled by my folder. I moved it to my handbag and flipped the tablecloth up to contain the mess. If I hadn’t been off tea this morning, I was now.

      “Where is Ms. Pratt now?”

      “Inside the store. She and Harvey had a meeting with senior management about the union demands. Harvey came out and said Victoria wanted to see me in the store, so I headed inside.”

      I knew there was something wrong with my chain of events, but I kept talking while my memories were fresh.

      “I heard the shots right after I got through the crowd. I was facing the store. My back was to everybody. When I turned, all I saw were people and picket signs on the ground. Nobody had a gun. If you’re right about the heated scene and the potential for arguments, then Loncar wouldn’t have been part of the crowd, he’d be in front of the crowd. And for someone to hit him and nobody else, it seems to me that he’s right. He was the target.”

      “Do you know why Detective Loncar was at Tradava this morning?” Madden asked.

      “No.”

      “What were the two of you talking about?”

      “A party. His party.” I pressed my lips together and stared at a loose pebble by Madden’s monk strap. “Captain Valderama asked me to plan Detective Loncar’s retirement party, and I approached Tradava about using the grand reopening party space to save time and money. We’ll already have tables and chairs set up, and the joint press between the police force and Tradava would go a long way to help both. Loncar seemed to already know something was up. I confessed.”

      Madden nodded along as if it made sense. He showed neither appreciation nor disdain for my idea.

      “I’m not stupid,” I said, interjecting what I thought he was thinking. “I know the captain asked me as a joke—well maybe he did need somebody to plan the party, but Loncar and I haven’t been best of friends since I moved back to Ribbon. Asking me to plan this party is a slap in the face of both of us. I agreed because I know I’ll take it seriously. I didn’t want to give anybody the opportunity to turn it into a farce.”

      “You’re an independent person,” Madden said matter-of-factly. “Whatever you plan, there’s no reflection on the force.”

      Why were we talking about Loncar’s party? Why weren’t we talking about the shooting?

      “Detective Loncar said he knew who the shooter was,” I said. I studied Madden’s face, hoping for signs that he knew too.

      “When did he say that?”

      “When I ran to him after the shots. I thought he was unconscious and I tried to wake him with a joke. What kind of person does that? He was shot, and I made a joke.”

      Madden didn’t answer my question. “What did he say?”

      “He said the shooter was after him, and I was to give my statement and then walk away.”

      “Ms. Kidd, the police force appreciates your cooperation in this matter. We will be in touch should we require anything further from you.”

      The ambulance drove toward the exit. The second ambulance followed closely. In under a minute, the vehicles were out of my line of vision. “Where are they taking him?” I asked.

      “That is not your concern.”

      “But what if I want to visit him?”

      “Detective Loncar will be closely monitored in private quarters.” He pulled out his card and handed it to me. “Should you remember anything else, do not hesitate to call.”

      After the police left, the store requested all members of management make the rounds and send staff home. The store closed early. The single benefit of already being on a depressing sales trend was that staying open wouldn’t have made that much of a difference.

      I doubted I’d remember anything that I hadn’t already told Madden. I collected my things and drove home. That’s when I realized what had bothered me about my statement to Madden. Victoria had gone inside Tradava with Harvey, but Harvey was in the parking lot when the shooting happened.

      Which meant either Victoria had been incredibly lucky by dawdling inside the store, or she’d known not to come out in the first place.
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