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Kyla Zhao had her first women’s magazine by-line at the age of sixteen, writing about weddings for Harper’s Bazaar Singapore before she even had her first kiss. Since then, she has also written for the Singapore editions of Vogue and Tatler. A native Singaporean, Kyla now works in Silicon Valley after graduating from Stanford University in 2021. She’s still trying to understand why Californians adore hiking and Patagonia fleeces so much.
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Samantha Song has always dreamed of having her own by-line in a high-society magazine. But the death of her father and the constant struggle to help her mum make ends meet make it feel like a distant fantasy. Instead, she works at a drab PR firm and lives vicariously through her socialite co-worker Anya Chen.


Then she meets Timothy Kingston: the disillusioned son of one of Singapore’s elite families, and Sam’s one chance at infiltrating the world to which she so desperately wants to belong. To Sam’s surprise, Tim and Anya both agree to help her make a name for herself, but the borrowed designer clothes and plus-ones to every party and major event can only get her so far; the rest is on Sam.


The deeper she goes though, the more she fears being exposed. And with an anonymous reporter on the prowl for high-society gossip, Sam must scramble to reconcile her pretence with who she really is before she loses it all.









To my grandparents and parents, who sowed
the seed of my enduring love for stories.









CHAPTER
1


Samantha shrugged off her leather jacket and flung it on her desk, breathing a small sigh of pleasure at the blast of air-conditioning against her clammy skin. June in Singapore was much too hot for any kind of outerwear, but she simply had to wear the cropped biker’s jacket both S and Vogue had labeled “the season’s must-have.”


Even if hers came from Taobao and not Tom Ford.


She collapsed into her office chair with enough force to send it swiveling into position in front of her workplace computer. Her reflection looked back from the darkened screen, sporting a halo of messy waves that emphasized the sharp chin of her heart-shaped face. On good days, her hair fell down her back in a curtain of sleek curls. But on hot days like this—and Singapore had plenty of those—her naturally curly hair frizzed up in a way no hairbrush could wrangle into submission.


“Sam, there you are!”


Heads turned as Anya strutted the short distance from her desk to Samantha’s like it was her personal catwalk, wearing a denim minidress belted with a brightly patterned Dior scarf that violated Arrow Public Relations’ corporate dress code in half a dozen ways and made Samantha wish she had kept her leather jacket on despite how it stuck to her skin. At least it would make her outfit seem a little less plain compared to her friend’s.


But only Anya could get away with an outfit that, on anyone else, would have meant being hauled in for a “talk” with Human Resources. The higher-ups turned a blind eye to her misdeeds as long as they weren’t too out of line, since it was an open secret Anya’s father was tight with Arrow’s leadership. Even during a recession when people were getting laid off left, right, and center, a spot at Arrow had magically opened up for Anya, even though she lacked the university degree that the job listing had asked for—and in the most prestigious financial products group, no less.


“Hey, what’s up?” Samantha asked as Anya nudged the leather jacket out of the way and hitched herself onto Samantha’s desk. Her feet—clad in lace-up combat boots with the distinctive Gucci stripes—dangled slightly off the ground.


“I heard Heather kept the entire food and beverage team back for a meeting yesterday,” Anya said, adjusting her headband so that two front strands of hair fell out and framed her face perfectly. “What was that all about?”


Samantha laughed, her hands instinctively flying up to pat down her curls as she took in Anya’s full blowout. “Don’t tell me you’re so starved of gossip you’re actually interested in a work meeting.”


“It’s been a slow week, but at least it’s Friday now.” Anya smirked. “Anyway, dish.”


Samantha leaned back in her chair and sighed. “She wanted us to brainstorm ways to attract new F and B clients. We haven’t been doing too well these last few months.”


“Neither has the financial products team,” Anya admitted, not sounding bothered at all. “You would think finance is an evergreen industry, but nope. A recession hits and boom—the first thing they slashed was their public relations budget.”


Samantha shrugged. “I guess they know that no one’s looking for a fancy investment fund during a recession. But yeah, the meeting didn’t go well, and Heather looked like she was ready to tear her hair out toward the end. I was ready to tear my hair out too.” She gave a small shake of her head. “But enough about my work woes. How was your evening?”


Anya heaved an exaggerated sigh. “After a long day at work, I was really looking forward to a nice home-cooked meal. But when I arrived home, there was nothing on the dining table! My mom forgot she had given our maid the day off.”


“Don’t you have two maids? Why couldn’t the other one cook?”


Anya pouted. “Only Siti is a good cook, while Meri’s better with taking care of our pets and garden. In the end, my mom and I decided to pop over to Burnt Ends for dinner. They require reservations, but they let us walk right in since we’re regulars.”


“I was just reading about Burnt Ends in this month’s issue of S over breakfast!” Samantha groped in her bag but came away empty-handed. “Damn, I must have left it at home.” Then again, what was the point of showing Anya the article anyway when she had already seen Burnt Ends’ crisp white tablecloths and monochrome paintings in person? The other woman could simply waltz into one of Singapore’s top restaurants for a casual Thursday dinner.


“Although the food was delish as always, I’m trying to lose five kilos before my birthday in two months,” Anya said, her pout deepening. “I should be healthy like you and stop eating so much restaurant food, but I’m going out again with a friend tonight.”


Samantha’s eyes darted to the lunch box in her work tote, filled with leftovers from the dinner Ma cooked last night—her standard work lunch. Anya might think she always ate home-cooked food for health purposes, but if she had Anya’s money, she would be ordering in the tuna Niçoise salad her friend got for lunch every day.


A glint appeared in Anya’s eyes. “Say, Sam,” she began, her tone sugary sweet, “would you like to join my friend and me for dinner?”


Samantha eyed her warily. “I don’t want to crash your hangout with your friend.”


“You won’t be crashing! Timothy’s going through some relationship troubles and wants to drink his sorrows away—it’s always the more the merrier for that! Besides, you straight people always have the wackiest relationship problems that I can’t relate to.”


“Why would he tell me anything when he doesn’t even know me?”


“It’s precisely because he doesn’t know you that he might be more willing to tell you stuff! Timothy’s social circle is pretty . . . insular, so he and his girlfriend share a lot of mutual friends. I think he’s pretty frustrated to have no one to vent to.”


“He has you, no?”


Anya scrunched up her face. “He knows I’m not her biggest fan, so he’s learned not to ask me for relationship advice.” Her voice perked up. “But you’re perfect! You’re not part of his world, so he can get a more objective opinion from you.”


Now it was Samantha’s turn to pull a face. Whoever this Timothy was, he sounded like he had a much too complicated background. “I don’t want to spend Friday night playing Dr. Phil . . .”


“But you’ll be doing a heartbroken man a favor! And also, me—your work wife. If I’ve to listen to straight-people relationship drama for an entire night, I need support.” When Samantha still looked unconvinced, Anya leaned closer. “You’ve heard of Enzo, right?”


Samantha snorted. “Do I live under a rock?” Prestige had called the newly opened bar-cum-restaurant “the place to be seen on a Friday night,” and the accompanying photos of Enzo’s official launch featured the crème de la crème of Singapore society.


“Well, Tim’s treating dinner at Enzo tonight. Eileen—that’s his mom, by the way—knows the owner, so we get to skip the ridiculous wait list.” She nudged Samantha’s leg with her foot. “Come on, how can you say no to Enzo? People would sell their kidney to eat there.”


The sharp studs on Anya’s Gucci boots dug into Samantha’s flesh, but she barely noticed. Eileen . . . surely Timothy’s mother couldn’t be Eileen Kingston? The Prestige article had included a photo of Eileen Kingston beaming next to Enzo’s owner, while carrying a limited-edition Chanel minaudière and wearing her trademark vintage Patek Philippe watch, her jet-black perm setting off her alabaster skin.


Gnawing on her bottom lip, Samantha mentally sifted through everything she’d ever read about Eileen Kingston. A Hong Konger who had come over to Singapore over two decades ago. Invited to every party that counted. The wife of the chairman of Kingston Management Group—she herself ran Kingston Foundation, the company’s philanthropic arm. Had one son in his midtwenties, whom Eileen referred to simply as “T” in an interview last November with Highsnobiety.


A chance to experience—even for just one night—how Singapore’s elites lived? Samantha smoothed back her curls and smiled up at Anya. “You know what? I’d love to get dinner with you two.”


SAMANTHA DARTED A quick look at her watch and cursed beneath her breath as she pushed open the door to her flat. She’d rushed home the moment her lunch hour started, but thanks to peak-hour traffic, it was now thirty-five minutes into her break. It looked like lunch would have to be an al desko affair today.


Still, this detour home for a change of clothes was a necessity. There was no way her simple linen sheath would cut it at a place like Enzo.


The door whined a protest as it swung open on its rusty hinges. Samantha took only a few steps into the flat before she stopped cold. Her mother was slumped on the couch, her eyes squeezed shut and a sharp grimace etched deep into every line of her face as she massaged her left wrist. She was still wearing her nail salon uniform—a stiff white button-down tucked into plain black pants—and her nondescript work flats. More than anything else, the last observation was what sent alarm bells blaring in Samantha’s head—her mother was usually fastidious about not wearing outdoor shoes into the house.


“Ma, what’s wrong? Is it the pain again?” Samantha dashed up to her mother, her words tumbling out in a panicked rush. Ever since her father had passed away from a heart attack at the age of thirty-nine, she had been on high alert about her mother’s health. She was the one who had pushed her mother to finally visit the doctor last April after years of hearing the older woman grumble about the sharp pain that sometimes shot through her wrists, especially her left one. And it was then that Ma had officially been diagnosed with carpal tunnel syndrome, which the doctor suspected was due to her many years of working as a nail technician.


Her mother’s eyes fluttered open as she grunted out an affirmation. “It’s acting up again. My hands were shaking so badly I spilled gel polish all over a client’s shoes. I got sent home early by the boss, and he said he’s docking my commissions this month. And I’ve to pay for the woman’s Prada heels—I bet they aren’t even real.”


Samantha couldn’t muster up the laugh her mother was looking for. Ma wouldn’t be trying to make light of the situation if it weren’t so awful to begin with. Her hands balled into fists. “But that’s so unfair! Your carpal tunnel’s getting worse because he’s making you work overtime so much.”


The groove between Ma’s brows deepened. “The next time he asks me to work extra hours, I’m going to tell him where to stick it. The pathetic pay’s not worth all the health issues this job’s given me.”


“That’s right, you tell him.” Samantha nodded furiously, but her words rang hollow to her own ears. How many times had they had this conversation before? And how many times had Ma slunk back to the nail salon where she had been working for the past decade like a dog with its tail tucked in between its legs?


Ma would wash people’s feet and buff their calluses, accept their complaints with a smile, and readily obey all of her asshole boss’s demands. All because she had no other choice. The work was demanding and her pay was paltry, but it was still an income their family couldn’t afford to give up, not with debt hanging over their heads like a guillotine blade.


“Have you been to the doctor yet?” Samantha asked, desperate to focus her attention on something practical they could do. “Were you able to claim any medical subsidies?”


Her mother sighed. “Aiya, the doctor will just tell me to rest, but how can I take any time off? The boss will threaten to dock my commissions again. And even with the subsidies, it will still cost quite a bit. Not worth the money.” She waved her good hand around in an airy gesture that made Samantha’s heart squeeze. “The best way to deal with pain is to push through it—that’s life.”


A lump swelled up in Samantha’s throat. When she was younger, all she wanted was to grow up faster so she could start working and help Ma out. But being older just meant she understood better that life was about playing the hand you were dealt. If only there was more she could do besides collecting the financial aid forms from the community center every four months. If only she could offer more than the meager pay of her entry-level public relations job.


She had been lucky enough to even find a job during this recession, but career advancement opportunities had been scarce, and one year on, she still didn’t have much to show for it. Ma had been ecstatic when Samantha graduated from university and found an office job—two things the older woman had never achieved—but that pride was now a distant memory.


Before Samantha could say anything, her mother fixed her with a piercing stare. “Why are you home?”


Samantha tore her eyes away from her mother’s swollen left wrist, tonight’s plans swiftly coming back to her. “I’m getting dinner with Anya and her friend tonight and the place is pretty atas, so I came back to change into something slightly fancier. But I’m not going anymore.”


A look of incredulity crossed her mother’s face. “Why not? A posh dinner sounds fun.”


“Ma, what about your dinner? You can’t cook with your hand like that. Of course I’m going to stay in and take care of you.”


The corners of Ma’s mouth quirked up into a faint smile. “That’s very sweet, Sammy. But you don’t have to do that. You’re young—you should go out and have fun!” She paused, then lightly asked, “Is Anya treating?”


Samantha understood her mother’s unspoken concern. “Her friend’s treating. Don’t worry, Ma—I know better than to eat at restaurants like that otherwise.”


Her mother relaxed back into the couch, still flexing her wrists methodically. “Good, good. And who’s this friend? Guy or girl?”


“It’s a guy,” Samantha said, rolling her eyes. “Do you want to know his shoe size and horoscope too?” Despite her snark, her heart lightened. Her mother’s face was still pale, but at least she had recovered her usual Asian-mom nosiness.


Her mother clucked her tongue. “Don’t be cheeky, Sam. If he’s someone who can pay for three people at an atas restaurant, then he must be very rich like Anya. Nothing wrong with being on your best behavior around him.”


“Ma! I don’t know this guy, and I’m not interested in dating someone for their bank account. Don’t try to pimp me out to him.”


“This isn’t pimping you out,” her mother huffed. “This is creating opportunities for yourself.” With a small groan, she slowly pushed herself off the couch with her right hand, wobbling a little before she steadied herself. “Come, let’s see what we can find in your closet. Even if you aren’t interested in him, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t look your prettiest tonight. You shouldn’t waste the good looks I gave to you.”


Samantha could only muster a small laugh as she followed her mother. When she was younger, all the neighborhood shopkeepers would jokingly ask if the two of them were sisters—a blatant attempt at flattery that used to annoy Samantha as much as it pleased her mother. But no one would ever make that kind of comment now. Everything that had transpired in the past decade made Ma look at least a dozen years older than her actual age, streaking white through her curls and carving lines into her once smooth skin.


As they walked past the dining table, the copy of S she had been reading over breakfast that morning caught Samantha’s eye. Lucia Yen, heiress to the Yen-Heng Corporation and an aspiring event host, smiled winningly back at her from the cover in a sleek gold Olivier Theyskens gown, her teeth as white as pearls. Splashed beneath her studded leather stilettoes was the subtitle:




LUCIA YEN ON BEING A GEN-Z SOCIETY STARLET: “THE WORLD’S MY OYSTER AND I DON’T WANT TO WASTE IT”





Samantha’s throat tightened and she looked away. Lucia Yen was only a year older than her but seemed like she inhabited another world altogether. What Samantha wouldn’t give to step into the other woman’s Balenciaga boots and leave all her worries behind for even one day.


Samantha forced that thought out of her head. Noon was still too early for any fanciful, implausible dreams.


SAMANTHA AND ANYA followed Enzo’s maître d’, jealous stares from those waiting in line burning into their backs. Timothy was running late, but a casual mention of his name had immediately gotten them ushered past the queue that snaked through the busiest street of Clarke Quay, the epicenter of Singapore’s night scene.


Her white maxidress might not be as fancy as Anya’s outfit, but the delicate embroidery made it look a lot more expensive than its price tag. For makeup, Samantha had brought out the big guns tonight—the designer samples that sometimes came with the magazines she subscribed to. She could never bear to use those for work, but a swab of Armani blush and Charlotte Tilbury eye shadow tonight would give her a much-needed dose of confidence. It wasn’t every day she got to dine at a five-star restaurant like Enzo with a Singapore blue blood.


As they passed tables of happily buzzed guests mingling over pricey cocktails, Samantha tried hard to not look like she was gawking. From the pink terrazzo marble floor to the lush velvet banquettes, every inch of Enzo screamed opulence. The lounge was fully packed on a Friday night, but every table was spaced far apart enough from the others that you could be sure you wouldn’t be overheard. It created an illusion of privacy, intimacy. Exclusivity.


And here she was, being taken to the best spot in the lounge: a curved booth in the back, set against a picture window offering an arresting view of the Singapore River. In the day, the river was a murky green, but right now, it looked like a strip of smooth ebony velvet; lights from the establishments lining its banks reflected in the water like twinkling stars.


“I can’t believe Tim’s late for a dinner he proposed,” Anya grumbled as they settled into their seats. “He’s the one who wanted to drink his sorrows away tonight.”


Samantha carefully draped a napkin over her lap, even though any drink or dish she might spill on herself most likely cost more than her dress did. “Maybe he got held up by traffic?”


“Nah. This is just classic Tim—he’d be late to his own funeral.”


“Oh,” Samantha said, frowning slightly. Whenever Ma was sent by the salon to do house calls, she came back grumbling about how the clients would keep her waiting around—sometimes for almost an hour. Teenage Samantha had once innocently asked, “But don’t you get overtime pay? So, isn’t their tardiness a good thing since you make more money?” To which her mother had snapped, “That’s exactly what those people think too. They think they don’t have to feel guilty as long as they throw money at me. What they don’t think about is whether I might have clients after them—I’ll be forced to cancel those appointments and get screamed at by the pissy ones.”


Samantha looked up as the maître d’s voice floated over the lounge’s chatter, drifting closer to their booth by the second. The stiff-backed man was practically bouncing on his toes, looking like he’d had one too many cups of coffee. In contrast, the man beside him sauntered leisurely, his loose-limbed gait making it clear he was not used to operating on anyone’s schedule but his own.


For someone who was supposedly going through a heartbreak, he sure looked good.









CHAPTER
2


Anya leapt up as the two men approached. “Tim, you ass! You’re late again.”


As Timothy reached over to embrace Anya, Samantha gave him a speedy once-over. He towered over five-foot-four Anya even in her high-heeled combat boots, which meant he was at least six foot three. Timothy’s olive skin glowed with a natural tan, and beneath that was a rippling of muscles his Oxford shirt could not quite cover up. However, his scruffy hair and big eyes gave his face an unexpected boyishness. His button-down and chinos fit Enzo’s dress code to a tee, but there was a hint of irreverence in his five-o’clock shadow, unbuttoned cuffs, and loosely looped Hermès belt.


Samantha quickly straightened up as Timothy slid into the seat across from hers and nodded at her. “Hi, I’m Tim.” There was the slight trace of a British accent in his voice.


Samantha smoothed her hair. “Hey, I’m Samantha, but you can call me Sam.”


“Sam,” he repeated, a hint of a smile around his mouth. Samantha’s cheeks warmed—why did those three letters sound so different coming from him? “And how do you know Anya?”


Timothy’s eyes appeared dark brown initially, but now that he was directly under the light, Samantha could see they faded into a lighter amber around the rims. Whiskey brown—that was the best word for his eye color. “I—uh—” Samantha’s mouth dried, a layer of heat creeping up her face. She had been so busy studying him, she couldn’t remember his question.


Thankfully, Anya took over. “Sam’s my work wife,” she said, bumping Samantha on the shoulder. “She started almost a year before I did and is on another team, but we started talking one day ’cause she recognized my Khaite bag and told me she saw it in L’Officiel. She’s the only other person at Arrow who keeps up with society news and knows the hippest luxe brands beyond Chanel and Dior. Everyone else is so stuffy and middle-aged.”


Timothy raised an eyebrow. “Work isn’t for sitting around and talking about bags.”


“Says the person who is unemployed,” Anya retorted.


A shadow passed over Timothy’s face. “Funemployed,” he corrected. “And not exactly. I’m still working on—”


A suited waiter swooped down on their table. “Compliments of the manager,” he announced, setting three glasses on the table and deftly filling them from a garnet bottle. “This is one of our finest wines, a 1975 Chateau Lafite Rothschild. I hope it is to your taste. And please do not hesitate to call me over if you need anything else, Mr. Kingston.”


“Brilliant. Thank Marcus for me.”


“Of course,” the waiter said smoothly, placing the half-empty bottle down before sliding away.


Timothy raised his glass. “Cheers, everyone! Bottoms up.”


“Cheers!” Samantha and Anya echoed, before bringing their drinks to their mouths in unison.


The flavor exploded in Samantha’s mouth like a burst of fireworks. She held the rich liquid on her tongue, letting the luscious blackberry undertones marinate in a heady fizz. When had she ever gotten to enjoy such an expensive drink? The food tastings she organized at work came nowhere close to this standard.


Across from her, Timothy drained his entire glass in one impressive swig, then promptly refilled it. He apparently had no need to savor what he could so easily get for free.


“Anya, seriously, though, how’s work going?” Timothy asked once Anya had set her drink down. “I’ve been meaning to check in with you.”


Anya groaned. “God, you nag at me even more than my mom does. It’s only been two months so it’s still too early to judge, but so far, so good. Happy now? You can report that to your dad so he can tell mine.”


Samantha looked between the pair, feeling like she had missed a beat somewhere. “Your parents know each other?”


Timothy grinned. “We actually met through our parents. Anya and I have been close mates since childhood, and I’m basically like her naggy older brother. Her dad, Fo Tian, worked at my father’s company for almost twenty years before he moved to China.”


Samantha’s eyes widened. “Anya, your dad is Fo Tian Chen? The Fo-rtune Maker?”


A broad beam spread across her friend’s face. “You’ve heard of him?”


“Yeah! I’ve read an interview of him in MillionaireAsia before, and hasn’t he been on the cover of The Peak a couple of times?” Looked like the office gossip about Anya being a nepotistic hire was true. Her mysterious hotshot father was one of Singapore’s leading hedge fund managers. Or at least he used to be before he migrated to China . . . after divorcing Anya’s mother.


A few years ago, the society magazines and tabloids had been dominated by Fo Tian’s acrimonious split from his socialite wife, Janice, and the latter’s demand of a six-figure monthly alimony. Fo Tian eventually acquiesced, but Janice’s victory was bittersweet. The media gleefully reported that many of Janice’s society friends ended up taking her ex-husband’s side due to her mercenary tactics. Her premarriage career as a yacht girl only cemented her gold-digger reputation.


“Yup, my dad is good friends with Tim’s dad,” Anya confirmed. “In fact, Mr. Kingston was the one who got me my job in Arrow’s financial products division even though I know nuts about anything finance related.”


“My father probably thought he was doing you a favor. Just because he thinks finance is the greatest thing, he assumes everyone else wants to do it too. Because who doesn’t want to be Albert Kingston, right?” Timothy deadpanned but drained his glass of wine too quickly to match his nonchalant tone.


“Hey, I’m not complaining!” Anya immediately said. “I’m grateful your dad helped me get a job that I’m totally not qualified for.” She turned to Samantha. “After I flunked out of university, my dad told me I had to get my shit together, so he reached out to Albert and voilà! I’ve been having the time of my life at Arrow ever since, being the responsible working adult my dad wants me to be.”


Any other time, Anya’s sarcastic drawl would have made Samantha laugh. But now, her jaw dropped as she turned to Timothy. “Your parents own Arrow Public Relations?”


He shifted in his seat. “They don’t own Arrow. The Kingston Management Group just has a stake in Arrow’s parent company, that’s all.”


“A majority stake,” Anya cut in. “So potato, potahto—for all intents and purposes, they own Arrow.”


Samantha’s heart quickened. She leaned forward and asked, “Which means they also own S, right?”


Timothy blinked. “How did you know that?”


“Aren’t Arrow and S both under Merlion Media?”


“But most people wouldn’t know that,” Timothy said, narrowing his eyes. “They would have heard of S, and there’s a small chance they might have heard of Arrow. But no one really pays attention to the parent company, much less knows its name.”


Samantha’s cheeks reddened beneath Timothy’s intent gaze. “I mean, I work at Arrow . . .”


“So do I, and I didn’t even know this,” Anya piped up. “Most people don’t even think of S and Arrow in the same bracket. S is all glitz and glamour, while Arrow is more community club than country club. Our clients are mostly small brands and businesses.”


Confronted by both Anya’s and Timothy’s questioning looks, Samantha had no choice but to come clean. “To be honest, I never wanted to go into PR,” she mumbled. Great. Her first time meeting Timothy Kingston and she was rehashing the details of her failed job search. “I’ve always dreamed of writing for a magazine like S—I studied communications at uni and even interned at Tatler my last year. But competition for full-time roles was so fierce that I just kept getting rejections, so in the end, I decided to accept an offer from Arrow. PR was a good way to use my comms degree, and I figured it could help me pivot to S someday since they’re both under Merlion Media.”


Anya’s eyes widened. “Whoa, Sam, you’ve never mentioned this before. Why do you want to write for S anyway?”


Samantha’s breath lodged in her throat. The bright jabber of surrounding diners melted away, and suddenly, in a bustling restaurant full of Singapore’s most affluent people, she was fifteen again. Watching as scarlet bank statements and past-due notices piled up on the dining table; Ba’s shoulders stooping as though the mounting stack were a physical weight on his body; Ma screaming at him to do something, anything, to fix their problems.


One day, desperate to escape her feuding parents and the loan sharks who always came knocking, she fled to the neighborhood bookstore and—with nothing better to do—picked up a random copy of S. Immediately, Samantha found herself drawn into the pages of jet-setters and highfliers, of elaborate parties and designer brands. From that day on, her troubles at home became a little easier to bear; she could escape into S and lose herself in a picture-perfect world where the word “debt” didn’t exist.


“Sam?”


Anya’s voice drew Samantha back to Enzo. Her fingers clenched around the stem of her wineglass. “I’ve always thought of S as kind of a gateway,” she finally said. “The photos, the articles—all those reminded me so many possibilities exist beyond my life.”


“Right? S is basically my shopping list!” Anya squealed. “So are you hoping to be Argus 2.0?”


Samantha straightened up, a flicker of excitement sparking within her. Any Singaporean worth their salt would have heard of Argus, the anonymous socialite behind S’s infamous society column, As Seen by Argus. Launched eight months ago, her monthly articles had immediately gripped Singaporeans with their witty observations of the vanities and foibles of her fellow elites.


“Having my own column in S would be a dream come true,” Samantha admitted. “But it’s so hard to get an editorial position these days if you don’t have connections or the right background. Argus got her column because she’s a socialite and S knew people would be interested in what she has to say about high society. But I don’t have that, or anything else that would convince S I’m the right person out of hundreds of applicants to write about leading a luxe lifestyle.”


Timothy winced. “Damn, I didn’t realize magazine publishing was so competitive. Still, I think it’s cool you’re interested in a creative pursuit like writing.” His voice turned wistful. “I wish I had the chance to try something like that, but my parents would probably disown me.”


He laughed quietly and downed his second glass. Anya widened her eyes at Samantha as if to say, What should we do?


Samantha stared right back. He’s your friend; you say something.


Their silent exchange went unnoticed by Timothy, who was more focused on refilling his glass.


Finally, having lost the eye battle, Anya ventured, “Tim, is everything okay?”


Timothy’s lips twisted into a wry smile as he looked up from his drink—his third in less than twenty minutes and almost empty again. “If by ‘okay,’ you mean my parents have threatened for the dozenth time to cut me off if I don’t rejoin the Kingston Management Group and I fought with my girlfriend again because she sided with them, then yes, everything is just groovy.”


His slightly bloodshot eyes met Samantha’s. “Sorry, I know you weren’t expecting dinner at Enzo to come with a side of bitter man.” He glanced down at the table, blinking as though seeing it for the first time. “Huh, we haven’t even ordered yet. What do you two feel like getting?”


Timothy’s words were starting to slur, his British accent coming out stronger. This time, Samantha acquiesced to Anya’s wide-eyed plea for help. She pushed the complimentary bread basket and dish of fig tapenade in front of him. “Eat this. You need something to soak up all the alcohol in you.” Somehow, she doubted any of them were in the mood to discuss what tapas to get, and the last thing Timothy needed was a chance to see the drinks menu.


“I’m not drunk,” Timothy muttered, but obediently stuffed a chunk of sourdough into his mouth. The next moment, he let out a groan that sounded so indecent it made Samantha’s stomach swoop. “Damn, this is some good bread. I haven’t eaten anything all day.”


Anya rolled her eyes. “That explains it. I knew your tolerance wasn’t this bad.”


“I’m not buzzed,” Timothy retorted through a mouthful of bread. “I’m pissed. Not buzzed pissed, but pissed-at-my-parents pissed. You’d understand if you knew what happened last night.” He gulped down his sourdough and exclaimed, “Ah, you know what, fuck it! I’m just gonna tell you guys. My parents try so hard to pretend we’re the perfect family in public when that’s nowhere close to reality. They’re always warning me not to air our dirty laundry because they care more about what others think of us than what their son thinks.”


Samantha winced as heads turned in their direction, including that of the frowning maître d’, but his expression immediately smoothed once he identified the source of the vehement declaration. Enzo wasn’t a place that would stand for raised voices, but nobody wanted to be the one to tell off the heir to the Kingston fortune.


Still, Timothy probably should quiet down for his own sake. For all they knew, Argus could be in this lounge at this exact moment, silently noting down what the Kingston scion said for her next column.


And yet, Samantha couldn’t deny a part of her longed to hear what Timothy had to say. Albert and Eileen Kingston always looked so glamorous together in the society pages of magazines, but what sorts of family secrets did they keep behind closed doors?


“I should have known something was up when my parents asked to get dinner,” Timothy continued, his words coming out faster now. “I can’t remember the last time we all sat down for a meal together, but I stupidly thought things would be okay since they asked my girlfriend to come along. Joke’s on me, because even before aperitifs were brought out, my father had already launched into his spiel about how I need to quit playing around and go back to the family business. I’ve heard his little speech so many times I could basically recite it back to him.”


Anya frowned. “How can they say you’re playing around? You’ve already done your time at KMG and they agreed to let you take a one-year sabbatical! Why are they mad about it now?”


“Done your time?” Samantha cut in. “Why do you make working at Asia’s biggest hedge fund sound like a prison sentence? Almost everyone I know would kill to work there.” And couldn’t because their dad wasn’t the KMG chairman.


For the first time all conversation, Timothy looked slightly embarrassed. “That’s what I tried convincing myself of too,” he said quietly. “I joined KMG right after graduating from Durham University, and I knew I was lucky—most fresh grads with a classics degree don’t get hired at hedge funds, much less during a recession.”


Samantha blinked. Classics? That hardly sounded like something Asian parents would approve of, especially parents as demanding as Timothy’s.


“But helping the rich get richer just isn’t something I feel for. While growing up, I was always more interested in listening to my mother talk about the artworks she was collecting than to my father go on about KMG’s latest investment.”


“So . . . you want to be an artist?” Samantha asked, hoping the doubt she felt wasn’t leaking into her voice. She tried to imagine Timothy as a starving artist, but the label seemed antithetical to the man sitting across the table from her, clad in a pristine white shirt that probably cost more than her monthly salary.


“Not exactly. I love art, but I also love music and film and writing.” Timothy paused, pursing his lips as he tried to come up with the right words. Finally, he said, “I think I just really want to do something creative—ideating and owning something that’s completely mine. I grew up with everyone telling me I would be the chairman of KMG someday, and I know that’s a job many would kill for, but hearing that over and over again just makes me feel like a cog in the machine—the latest in a long line of Kingston men expected to keep the family business running. But I want to do something that would get people to recognize me as Timothy, not as a Kingston.”


Timothy breathed out a laugh so soft it might as well have been a sigh. “Sorry, I know this is really dumb,” he said quietly, the way a person would when they were trying to tell a joke but could tell no one was listening.


As Samantha took in his hunched shoulders and downcast eyes, her heart clenched. She could imagine a younger Timothy saying the same thing with full earnestness to his parents, only to have them laugh it off, never taking it seriously, and steadily making him feel more and more ashamed of his dream.


“This isn’t dumb at all,” Samantha said. “It makes a lot of sense.”


She waited until he met her eyes before giving him a small, encouraging smile. That seemed to unlock something in Timothy, for he drained what remained in his glass and exhaled deeply. “I swear, it feels like our lives revolve around KMG. My mother even gave up her career in Hong Kong after marriage to take care of KMG’s philanthropic activities.” His tone softened. “She’ll never say a word against my father, but sometimes . . . I get the feeling this isn’t really what she wants to be doing with her life.”


Samantha tried to mask her surprise. KMG’s corporate charity events were so exclusive that even people willing to fork out thousands of dollars for a ticket were regularly turned away. In the magazine coverage of those parties, Eileen always sported a Colgate-commercial-worthy smile, looking like there was nothing in the world she loved doing more than throwing fundraising dinners. But here was her son revealing what those magazines were never privy to; Argus would have a field day if she was a fly on the wall at this dinner.


“Well, at least your parents let you take time off when they found out you weren’t happy,” Samantha offered, even as a tinge of bitterness welled up in her. At least he (and Anya) had parents who were able to secure them jobs.


At this, both Timothy and Anya scoffed. “Look, Tim’s dad is great in many ways,” Anya said, “but the only happiness he knows is measured in commas.”


“Commas?”


“The number of commas in a dollar amount. Then again, only someone like that can run one of the world’s most successful hedge funds,” Anya added, as though realizing she shouldn’t be criticizing the man who had gotten her her job.


“Yeah, whenever I mentioned wanting to work in the creative field, my father would shut me down immediately and give me a long-ass lecture about how that’s too soft and unbecoming of someone from my background—whatever that’s supposed to mean. He would say, All my friends’ sons do finance. Generations of Kingston men have done finance. What will people think if my only son turns his back on the family business?” Timothy imitated in a British-accented voice that was much gruffer than his own.


Samantha bit her lip, overtaken by a peculiar feeling that took her a few moments to place. Pity. Something she didn’t expect she would ever feel for the heir to a multibillion-dollar fortune. Wasn’t having money supposed to lead to more freedom and options in life, not fewer?


“How did you even get him to agree to your sabbatical?” she asked.


“I spoke to my mother and she intervened,” Timothy admitted. “She made the case for me that I wouldn’t be able to do my job well when my heart wasn’t even in it. Finally, my father relented. He allowed me to take a sabbatical on the condition that whatever I do in this one year must make a splash. If it isn’t successful, I must return to KMG and never say a word against it again. And I was so grateful; I really thought my father was finally coming around, and I was determined to not waste this opportunity to accomplish something on my own.”


From the way Timothy’s expression hardened, Samantha sensed a “but” was coming. And sure enough: “But then they summoned me to dinner last night, and that was when I found out they had all been waiting for me to fail this entire time.”


“Damn. Your parents actually said that?”


Timothy barked out a harsh laugh. “Pretty much. My father told me that the only reason he agreed to the sabbatical was because he wanted me to realize for myself that I wouldn’t get anywhere without my Kingston background. He expected me to learn the hard way that I couldn’t support myself doing airy-fairy creative bullshit and would go crawling back to KMG within four months tops. So, when I didn’t, he got mad. Called me to dinner and demanded to know when I planned to stop playing around and get back to doing real work.”


“But here you are coming onto nine months!” Anya chirped, sounding determined to overshadow Timothy’s moodiness with her own exuberant cheer. “They totally underestimated you.”


Samantha made a toasting motion toward Timothy with her glass. “Props to you—that’s basically a pregnancy.”


That drew a small chuckle from Timothy. “Yeah, with a baby that will be rejected by its grandparents once they find out about it.” His smile faded. “When my mother told me about dinner, I thought they were actually interested in learning how I was doing. Honestly, it’s kind of embarrassing in hindsight how excited I was to tell them what I’ve been working on, but not anymore; they wouldn’t consider it real work anyway.”


Samantha bit back the urge to ask Timothy about his work—clearly a touchy subject with this man she had just met. Besides, he was already going on. “At this point, they are just waiting for the one year we agreed on to end. Unless I really do something big in the next three months that will make them sit up, I’m going to end up working for my father again in no time.”


His expression taut, he reached for a bacon breadstick, sinking his teeth into it as though the dough had personally wronged him. At a loss for what to say, Samantha did the same, opting for a chunk of sourdough bread. She saw Anya’s eyes follow the movement of her hand toward the bread basket, but the other woman looked resolutely away from the carb pile and at Timothy instead. “You said your girlfriend was there? How did she react?”


A muscle worked in Timothy’s jaw. “Elle immediately took my parents’ side despite knowing I’m not remotely interested in KMG. She always takes their side—I bet they invited her to dinner as additional ammo.” A bitter note crept into his voice. “I just wish Elle could be as supportive of me as I am of her. Whenever she came complaining to me because her parents gave her shit for her career ambitions and said stuff like Ladies should be seen and not heard, I always sided with her. So why can’t she do the same for me?”


Elle? Samantha racked her brain, but no socialite with that name came to mind. Was it maybe short for Ellen or Eleanor?


“I already knew she wasn’t happy with me when she found out I was giving up my hedge fund salary for at least a year, possibly even longer,” Timothy continued, his earlier anger fading into resignation. “It was goodbye Maldives and hello Malaysia for our monthiversaries.”


Samantha took another bite of her sourdough bread so she wouldn’t blurt out anything she regretted. What sort of couple just casually flew to a different country for a monthiversary? She would be lucky if she could go to Malaysia for her honeymoon.


“I can’t provide the lifestyle she’s used to anymore, and I need some time and space to figure my stuff out, so I told Elle this morning we should take a break.” Timothy let out a long, weary exhale. “At least we kept our relationship low profile the last few years while I was studying overseas, so no one will be badgering me about this.”


Anya slapped the table. “Good for you, Tim! You know I don’t like to say anything against her”—Timothy’s snort said otherwise—“but I don’t see how you can be with someone who has such different values from you.”


Timothy hummed noncommittally, but Samantha noticed the way he shifted in his seat. He might be going through a rough patch with Elle now, but it still couldn’t be easy for him to hear his girlfriend being criticized by his good friend. Samantha came to his rescue: “Your girlfriend will come around. Maybe some time apart will help her see things from your perspective.”


Timothy’s eyes darted to the bottle, his brows knitting together once he realized there were only a few drops left. He sighed and leaned back in his seat, his forehead creased in thought. “I need my parents to come around to my perspective too,” he mused, picking up another breadstick and playing with it absently. “While I do my own stuff, I also have to use the time left of my sabbatical to soften them up, make them more receptive to the idea that there’s more than one path in life for me, that—”


“The background you’re born into doesn’t define who you can be,” Samantha said quietly. Her breath hitched as Timothy’s eyes locked with hers.


Timothy’s face brightened, and he pointed his breadstick at her. “Precisely! You took the words out of my mouth.”


Samantha pressed her lips together to hide a smile. It was nice to feel like she could contribute to the conversation in some way, despite her outsider status in this trio. Who would have ever thought she would have something in common with a Kingston?


“That’s because I can totally relate to that. I probably know as much about high society as Argus does and I’m confident I write well, but without the right background . . .” She shrugged. “The government always says that we’re a meritocracy, but at the end of the day, some people are just luckier than others by virtue of birth.”


Timothy stuffed the breadstick in his mouth and raised his hands with a self-mocking smirk. “Guilty as charged.”


Samantha’s face reddened. “Oh, I wasn’t trying to imply anything.”


Timothy’s smirk softened into a smile. “I know, but you aren’t wrong. If I weren’t a Kingston, my father would have never hired me when I’m probably the least qualified person to work at a hedge fund. And it’s also really unfair that only people of a certain status can write for a magazine like S.”


Samantha laughed. “If only there was a way I could become a socialite. Too bad it’s not going to happen in this lifetime—” She broke off, a thought striking her like a thunderbolt.


Samantha’s heart started hammering. The idea was audacious; Timothy and Anya might laugh her out of Enzo . . . but what did she have to lose? At the rate things were going, she was headed down the same path as Ma: stuck in a job she wasn’t passionate about to make ends meet; going through the hamster wheel of life but never truly living; forever trapped in the drabber side of society and dreaming about what could have been if only Lady Luck were kinder.


Maybe it was time she created her own luck.


Samantha cleared her throat. “Tim, I think there might be a way we can help each other out,” she said in a voice steadier than she felt.


Timothy arched an eyebrow. “Oh? Pray tell.”


“Well . . . what if you turn me into a socialite?”









CHAPTER
3


Silence stretched across their table, made all the more conspicuous by the swell of conversation drifting in from the other corners of Enzo. Over Timothy’s shoulders, Samantha caught sight of the waiter from earlier striding over, another wine bottle in one hand and three leather-bound menus in the other. His steps faltered as he registered the stillness hanging over their booth. To his credit—or to the credit of Enzo’s undoubtedly exemplary staff training—he looked bemused for only a moment before doing a smooth U-turn.


Anya’s jaw dropped. Timothy blinked forcefully a few times, as though hoping that would snap him out of his alcohol haze and convince him he hadn’t just drunk hallucinated Samantha’s question.


Samantha wanted nothing more than to join the retreating waiter as he slinked away. What had she been thinking, making such a ridiculous proposal? She couldn’t even blame her neural short circuit on alcohol since Timothy had polished off most of the bottle.


But before she could pretend she was simply joking, Timothy spoke up. “What do you mean?” he asked, suddenly sounding completely sober. His eyes—the brightest and most alert they’d been all evening—were fixed on Samantha’s face, and she had to force herself to hold his gaze.


“You want a way to convince your parents that what you do shouldn’t be determined by the background you were born into, right?”


The moment he nodded, Samantha rushed on, afraid she would lose her nerve if she didn’t get her words out immediately. “Listen, I’m the furthest thing from a socialite—I live in a small flat in Serangoon with my single mom, I shop at Cotton On and only when there’s a good sale, and I have an unglamorous PR job that looks like it’s headed nowhere in this recession. In short, I’m the exact opposite of someone like your girlfriend or your mom.”


If she’d thought admitting her job-search failure earlier was embarrassing, it was nothing compared to how Samantha felt now. But she steeled herself and pressed on. “However, if I can somehow transform into an ‘It girl,’ it would prove that the background we’re born into doesn’t have to determine where we end up in life.”


There was a sharp intake of breath from Anya, but Samantha continued like she hadn’t heard. “If I can succeed in high society despite not having the right last name or background, then your parents and girlfriend will have to admit those shouldn’t be limiting factors in life. It will help your case that you should be free to do what you want instead of being pigeonholed by your identity as the Kingston heir. And, uh, there’s that,” she finished weakly while Timothy and Anya stared at her agog.


Trying to look nonchalant, she reached across the table for the bread basket, her long, curly hair falling across her face and hiding her burning cheeks from view. She must have sounded like a used-car salesperson. It was only when she bit into a slice of rye that Samantha realized how parched her mouth was. Damn Timothy for polishing off the wine, and damn the waiter for not appearing again when she needed him most.


Just as she was praying fervently that a fire would break out in Enzo and save her from this mortifying situation, Timothy let out a low whistle. “That’s quite a proposal.”


Samantha’s head shot up, a flicker of cautious optimism lighting within her. Timothy sounded vaguely amused, but at least he wasn’t laughing in her face. She attempted a casual shrug despite her pounding heart. “Well, you were the one who said you wanted a way to nudge your parents around to your perspective. And it’s not like you have much time left—didn’t you say your sabbatical’s almost up? Last night’s dinner didn’t seem like a good sign.”


She held her breath as Timothy’s jaw clenched, wondering if she had taken it too far. But he merely nodded. “You’re right about that.” His gaze drifted into the distance before abruptly snapping back to Samantha’s face, a new glint in his eyes. “You know what? This plan might be just what I need. You’d be a case study . . . evidence of the point I’m trying to make.”


His words unhinged Anya’s mouth. “Sam, are you crazy? High society isn’t some Mickey Mouse clubhouse anyone can join if they feel like it. Those socialites will chew you up and spit you back out.” Her voice quietened as she added, “I would know.”


Timothy grimaced. “Anya has a point. High society can be incredibly vicious.”


Samantha rolled back her shoulders. “I know what I’m getting myself into,” she said, pressing her voice low to make it firmer. “I must have read hundreds of society magazines over the years and interacted with dozens of socialites during my Tatler internship. Anya, you just said I’m up-to-date on society news and high fashion, and it’s true—I can gabble about Isabel Marant and discuss if Aspen or Saint Moritz offers better skiing conditions with the best of them. Not even Argus will be able to find fault with me.”


A small grin flickered across Timothy’s face. “For the record, it’s Saint Moritz, hands down.” He leaned forward and steepled his hands. “Okay, even if you’re up for the task, what will you get out of it?”


The million-dollar question. Samantha took a deep breath. “I’m hoping that if you bring me along to your society events and introduce me to the people in your circle, I can get my name out there and have one foot in at magazines like S. Lots of well-known magazine writers got their jobs because they are socialites, like Argus, Vogue’s Lauren Santo Domingo, Hong Kong Tatler’s Olivia Buckingham, or Tatiana Santo Domingo for Vanity Fair. People are obsessed with what they think and do and want to hear everything straight from them.”


Timothy raised an eyebrow. “Damn, you really know your socialites.”


Samantha smiled, feeling settled for the first time in the conversation. “Like I said, I know what I’m talking about.”


He drummed his fingers against the table. “Even if we do this, it can be only for three months until my sabbatical ends. By then, I will know for sure if I have to go back to KMG.”


Samantha’s mind immediately flashed to what she had read in S that morning. “The S Gala is in three months!” she exclaimed, unable to control her excitement. “That can be our last event together.”


At this, Anya burst into laughter. “Trying to break into high society is already a tall order, but the S Gala? Every socialite I know would kill for an invitation, but the closest most of us will get to the gala is reading about it on S’s website the next day. This is the grandest event organized by Singapore’s snobbiest magazine—”


“Which is precisely why it’d be the perfect closure to our plan,” Samantha countered. “I won’t be able to keep up this socialite facade on my own after our three months end. But like you said, an invitation to the S Gala will be the surest sign I’m somebody who matters—who’s good enough to write about high society for S.”


Catching how fast her words were spilling out, Samantha forced herself to slow down. “At first, I’ll have to work for my name, but if I make it to the gala, my name can start working for me. I won’t need to rely on Tim’s help or connections anymore, and that would help him prove his point.” She looked straight at Timothy. “Feel free to present me to your parents as evidence, case study—whatever.”


Anya shook her head. “Tim can invite you to all those other events, but the S Gala is so freaking exclusive that only family members are allowed as plus-ones. If not for that rule and his girlfriend, I would have made Tim bring me as his plus-one long ago. I’ve dreamed about attending the gala for ages, but even though my mom has donated plenty of money to S over the years, I’ve never seen a whiff of an invitation.”


“Oh.” Samantha deflated in her seat. “I guess we can figure out something else.”


“Actually, there might be a way,” Timothy cut in, rubbing one hand over his stubbled chin.


Samantha perked up. “What is it?”


“Think of it as a two-pronged approach,” he said, raising one finger. “You should definitely build up your socialite reputation bit by bit. Attend events and be photographed. Network with people and charm them. Put yourself on the gala committee’s radar.”


Anya scoffed. “Everyone knows the only person who matters is Missy. She’s the one with final say over the guest list.”


Samantha nodded furiously. Missy, the woman so cool she didn’t even need a last name. Everyone, everyone, in Singapore knew S’s editor in chief, who had come up with the stroke of genius that was the As Seen by Argus column and turned S from just another luxury magazine into one that even old uncles at kopitiams would discuss. Everyone said the magazine industry was slowly dying, but S’s improved circulation numbers over the past few months stood in sharp defiance.


“Exactly. Which brings me to the second prong of this plan.” Timothy held up another finger. “Missy comes over quite a bit because she’s good friends with my mother, and I sometimes overhear what they discuss. A couple of weeks ago, Missy was saying that she felt like her magazine keeps featuring the same people over and over again. And that for S to remain on top, it has to be the one to uncover the next It girl instead of just profiling her like all the other magazines do. And of course, my mother asked, But if she doesn’t have the right family and upbringing, how can you be sure she’s S material?” He rolled his eyes. “Typical. But my point is: Missy is on the lookout for new blood, and that can be you if you play your cards right.”


Samantha sat up straighter, her eyes trained on Timothy’s face. “And how do I do that?”


“You’ll run into Missy at some point over the next couple of months, so just impress her and you might score an invitation.”


Timothy said it so casually that Samantha was tempted to let herself get swept up by his confidence, but she hesitated. A man like Timothy Kingston never had to bother impressing anyone, so how could he understand the unique challenge of doing so, especially with someone as discerning as Missy?


For a moment, Samantha considered asking Timothy to just put in a good word for her with Missy, but swiftly dispelled that notion. She and Timothy had only known each other for an hour, and Missy wasn’t the kind of woman who could be persuaded so easily; Samantha would have to win over S’s editor by her own merit.


“How do I make sure I appear on Missy’s radar?” Samantha asked instead.


Timothy thought for a moment. “My mother is invited to lots of parties and brand events, but only attends those organized by her good friends. I can pass you her invites if she’s not going.”


Samantha’s eyes widened. Unfettered access to A-list events—this time as a guest and not because she was dispatched to cover it for Tatler? “That would be great,” she said as calmly as she could, knowing it might be the biggest understatement she had ever uttered.


“But I can’t accompany you to them,” Timothy added apologetically. “I’m avoiding those public events in case I run into my girlfriend there since we’re on a break now.”


“Can’t you just come to the first few with me?” Samantha prayed her nerves weren’t leaking into her voice. “I’ll be okay on my own after a while, but I don’t know anyone now.” Attending a society party Missy might be at—awesome. Attending a society party where she didn’t know anyone yet and having Missy see what a loner she was—less awesome.


“I’ll organize smaller gatherings so you can meet some of my friends,” Timothy began, but Anya interjected.


“Why don’t I go with Sam? Don’t these invites usually come with plus-ones?”


Timothy smacked his head. “Right, duh. I should have thought of that.”


Samantha relaxed back into her seat. Anya might not be as well-connected as Timothy, but she had also grown up among Singapore’s most affluent families and would have a natural understanding of high society to share.


If anything, Anya looked even more delighted than Samantha was. “Great!” she exclaimed, rubbing her hands together. “I almost never get to go to such events. Sam, I’ll show you the ropes and give you all the clothes, accessories, and makeup you need to pull this ruse off.”


A chance to play dress-up in Anya’s designer closet? Samantha beamed. “That would be incredible.”


“And I’ll pay for whatever else we need—the meals, the drinks, anything,” Timothy chimed in.


“Good, we need fuel for strategizing,” Anya said. “And it’ll be ironic using your parents’ money to fund our plan to pull one over on them.”


Timothy scoffed. “Give me some credit. KMG does pay very well, so I have quite a bit saved up from my one year there. And now that Elle and I are on a break, there are no dates or gifts I have to pay for.”
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