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Praise for Pomona Afton Can So Solve a Murder



“Enormously fun, witty, and warm, Pomona Afton is the heiress-turned-underdog that you’ll definitely be rooting for.”

—Kristen Perrin, nationally bestselling author of How to Solve Your Own Murder

“Pomona Afton is the heroine you don’t want to like and end up loving! Other characters might make lemonade out of their lemons, but Pom crafts a single-batch, artisanal lemon drop martini. She’s smart, resourceful, and unstoppable—and she’s going to be one of the most unforgettable heroines of 2025.”

—Deanna Raybourn, New York Times bestselling author of Killers of a Certain Age

“Spoiled hotel heiress Pomona Afton joins the ranks of Katharine Hepburn in The Philadelphia Story, Blair Waldorf in Gossip Girl, and Paris Hilton in real life in this droll and sophisticated mystery…. Pomona Afton can definitely, absolutely, and confidently solve her grandmother’s murder. It’s a pleasure to watch her do it.”

—Oprah Daily

“Readers who love a great transformation story, ridiculously charming characters, and the chance to have a little chuckle while they’re rooting for all the right things to happen will find satisfaction on every page…. Rose (aka Amanda Elliot) has written a romp that will appeal to fans of Elle Cosimano, Sophie Kinsella, and Meg Cabot.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“A super fun spin on the amateur sleuth story with a great dash of romance, Pomona Afton joins the list of spoiled yet lovable heiresses like Cher Horowitz and London Tipton. I couldn’t put it down!”

—Mia P. Manansala, author of the bestselling Tita Rosie’s Kitchen Mystery series

“This charming and hilarious case of whodunit is perfect for fans of Only Murders in the Building looking for an added romance bonus! I read the whole book in one sitting.”

—Jo Segura, USA Today bestselling author of Raiders of the Lost Heart

“Clueless meets Clue… the funniest whodunit I’ve read this year.”

—L. M. Chilton, author of Swiped

“Pomona Afton is the perfect antihero you love to hate (but mainly love), and this book is the ultimate chic accessory to murder. A glam and glorious mystery.”

—Kat Ailes, critically acclaimed author of The Expectant Detectives

“Fans of Only Murders in the Building will enjoy this fun mystery rom-com by Rose (aka Amanda Elliot).”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Bellamy Rose pens a frolicking riches-to-rags romcozy. Can this spoiled hotel heiress find redemption and a murderer without mussing her manicure? From socialite to sleuth, Pomona Afton will stop at nothing (even if her investigation takes her all the way to the outer boroughs of NYC) to find her grandmother’s killer, salvage her trust fund, and discover that she’s more than meets the eye.”

—Olivia Blacke, author of A New Lease on Death
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CHAPTER One


Throwing a party really isn’t that complicated. All you need are decent food and drinks. A venue large enough to hold your guests without crowding them. Decorations to wow them—maybe some fresh seasonal flowers, a dinosaur skeleton or two, a few principals from the New York Philharmonic or the Metropolitan Opera to fiddle away in the background. Enough space on the roof for a helipad. And then, of course, the little extra touches that make a party truly special.

“Are you absolutely, positively sure we can’t do the themed peacocks?” I asked my former and also current best friend (my life is complicated) Vienna across the shiny chrome table covered with pans of sweet roll dough. It was warm back here in the bakery kitchen, great for rising dough and less great for my hair, which was currently sticking sweatily to the back of my neck.

“I’ve held multiple galas there,” Vienna said. She was sitting perfectly straight on a stool even though it didn’t have a back to lean against, her legs crossed elegantly at the ankle. Her signature sleek French twist kept her black hair off her elegant swan neck, upon which glistened not a single drop of sweat. “So I can tell you with confidence and for the third time that, yes, non-service animals are barred from the main building of the New York Public Library.”

Could I sneak them in? The last time I went to a gala there, my friend Millicent had smuggled in her emotional support Pekingese, and the staff hadn’t even noticed. To be fair, fluffy purses were in style that year and they might have mistaken it for one. Though peacocks were probably less likely to get kicked out for eating a chunk of a 1600s atlas on display.

“The peacocks come trained,” I said. “And they’re an essential part of my vision. Imagine the guests mingling while peacocks in my theme colors of violet and white are strutting around, introducing a bit of wild excitement into an otherwise ordinary party.”

This party wasn’t just any party—it was the first gala for my very own nonprofit focused on helping disadvantaged students with scholarships and whatever else they needed to stay in school, on which I’d spent a lot of blood and sweat and tears and money and also a lot of other people’s blood and sweat and tears and money over the course of the past year building. Over that year, I’d gotten to know these kids, learned all about the help they required, and understood that it fell to me to be the heroine they needed. In order to get that help, I had to impress a bunch of important people, which meant the gala had to be perfect, and perfect meant themed peacocks. Obviously.

Vienna raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow. “A beautiful vision. But I assume they’ve already told you no.”

I sighed. My assistant, Lina, had indeed forwarded me her emails where she’d basically begged the venue to change their policy for a night. They hadn’t budged. Then she’d forwarded me the emails she’d sent to a bunch of service dog agencies asking if it was possible to get a flock of peacocks certified as service animals, to which people had only responded to ask if this was a prank. “I suppose it would be bad form to get kicked out of the venue the night of my first gala for breaking the rules.”

“Good publicity, though,” Vienna said.

I sighed. “Only if you’re one of those people who thinks all publicity is good publicity.” No shade to those people—I used to be one of them, after all. Before the murder of my grandmother last year, I’d been a tabloid darling, reveling in the buzz of influencers discussing whether my post-club nip slip had been deliberate or if I realized that the fast-food chain I’d been starring in commercials for was under federal investigation for heavy metals in their meat (respectively, yes and no, though I did use the opportunity of the latter to ask a reporter, in my best baby voice, if that meant people were finding gold bars in their burgers, which made me into a meme).

But now? Now that I’d not only solved the murder of my grandmother but had survived months living in an apartment without a doorman or even a chef, I was a new woman. Honestly, getting herself murdered and basically forcing me to be the one to solve it was the nicest thing my grandmother had ever done for me. Old Pom would’ve strutted at the head of her peacock parade, grinning at the flashing cameras and already salivating to see what the New York Post was going to say.

New Pom wanted to be taken seriously. Which, as it turned out, was kind of hard when the entire world was used to laughing at you like everything you said and did was a joke.

“You know, one of my artists went through a bird period,” Vienna said. I bit my tongue, still fighting the Old Pom urge to play stupid even after a year, and ask if it was really possible for someone to transform into a bird. “We can see if he’ll let us include some of his works at the venue instead of live peacocks? I’m sure he’d be thrilled to get so many eyes on his art, and it would capture the spirit of what you want.”

“That’s a great idea,” I mused, and not just because it helped mine come to life. It would help both me and Vienna with our missions at once: she headed a nonprofit that worked with young artists of color. “Is he already on the guest list? Text Lina his name and she’ll put him on.” I thought for another moment. “You know what else is a great idea? Peanut butter and jelly rolls.”

“I assume that’s for the bakery and not the gala.”

“Right.” I surveyed the rolls rising under cloth before me. I’d come to the bakery—my bakery, I reminded myself with a shot of pride—to test out new fillings for the bakery’s—my bakery’s; I was still getting used to achieving things—famous sweet rolls. In about a half hour we’d put them in the oven, then do a taste test. The winners would become rotating specials. (Which I’d hired people to bake, obviously. Having my trust fund back meant that I got to do the fun parts of owning a bakery, like formulating and taste-testing new flavors of sweet rolls, and leave the less-fun parts, like waking up at three o’clock every morning to bake full batches of them, to people I paid.) “Do you think your artist might be able to make a special piece for the event? One with a peacock in my colors?”

“I’ll ask him.” She pulled out her phone. I watched her type, still feeling lucky that she was here in the first place. We’d gone through a very painful and very public friend breakup a couple of years ago, when she’d grown out of the party girl phase and I hadn’t. We’d reconnected once I’d grown out of it, too, and decided I wanted to do more with my life. “I can’t imagine he wouldn’t pull an all-nighter for an opportunity like this.”

“Fantastic.”

My phone buzzed. My assistant, Lina. “Hello?”

“Hello!” she said brightly into my ear. Lina was the… step-niece of one of the board members of the family company, I think? Or something like that. She’d graduated from college recently and wanted some nonprofit experience before going on to grad school or hunting down an MBA to marry. “I have an update for you on the Chelsea project.”

“Great. Tell me everything.”

She started talking about permits and land use and blah, blah, blah. I nodded along and focused on how great it would feel when the project was done and I was smiling for the cameras on the building’s front steps as I cut the shiny pink ribbon crossing the doorway, surrounded by the delighted faces of the kids I was helping. My nonprofit had started out focusing on giving scholarships to students at New York City colleges and universities, but I’d learned over the past year that sometimes a scholarship wasn’t enough to help many students stay in school: a number were housing or food insecure, or they didn’t have a quiet or safe place to study, or they had to work odd hours that made it difficult to go to class or get assignments done on time.

So, the project: a building that could help my students with all those things, centrally located between many of the city’s campuses. It would have a fully stocked kitchen, places to nap or sleep for a bit until they got back on their feet, a library where they could focus and study. A brilliant idea, if I could say so myself. (I could.)

“… so we’re right on track with all that,” Lina finished.

“Great,” I said, then paused. “And… everything is okay with Mr. Phlume?”

My idea may have been brilliant, but, as it turned out, even my gorgeously reestablished trust fund had limits. Renting and maintaining a big enough building in central Manhattan would’ve eaten up too much of it for my comfort. So when real estate tycoon Conrad Phlume had approached me, offering us the use of one of his currently vacant buildings at an absurdly low cost in exchange for tax write-offs and grunt work on the inside, how could I say no?

“I mean, he’s a giant asshole, but yes, everything’s okay with Mr. Phlume,” Lina said.

A few months ago, everybody who was everybody collectively decided they’d had enough of Conrad Phlume. Enough of his leers and wandering hands. Enough of his nasty jokes at other people’s expense and blustering speeches about how women didn’t belong in the boardroom. He’d been knocked off the entire city’s guest list.

And the price of readmission? Giving me a building. Did I love the idea? No. But I’d be able to do so much good with it, and all I had to do was grit my teeth and let him stare at my ass for a night. “Great. Keep me updated.”

“Will do.”

As I hung up, my phone went off. First with my timer—I swept the cheesecloth covering all my pans of rising sweet rolls off so that I could pop them into the preheated ovens—and then with a flurry of texts. I grimaced at them while putting down my pot holders. Ugh. The first couple were from Millicent and Coriander, my old friends who’d helped me perfect the art of dancing on tables and getting in and out of cars without flashing anyone. I didn’t hate them or anything. It wasn’t like they’d killed my grandmother and then tried to kill me when I figured it out, like our other friend, Opal.

But not trying to kill you was a pretty low bar for friendship.

Hey Pom!!! I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever!!!

I know, right??? It’s like you’ve been avoiding us or something lol

The mature thing to do would probably be to talk to them like an adult and tell them kindly that I wasn’t avoiding them, I was just really busy. That was a lie, but it would mean I wouldn’t have to tell them I was actually avoiding them because they were bad for my image and also kind of annoying. It was bad enough I’d been forced to invite them to my gala, but the choice was between that or dealing with a flurry of posts and articles speculating about our friend breakup that would overshadow all the good I was trying to do.

Sigh. Ignore.

The next was from my brother, Nicholas. Hey, traitor. Can you offer to take Jessica shopping for your gala? She’s second-guessing everything in her closet and might show up naked.

I rolled my eyes. Well, since you put it so kindly. I didn’t think it was that terrible to want to distance myself from the family company, Afton Hotels, after everything that happened last year. Both the “family” part and the “company” part had proven themselves pretty toxic. But Nicholas did not quite agree, nor did he approve of my decision to host my gala somewhere other than the flagship hotel.

But I shrugged it off. He’d just have to deal with it. I still loved my brother. And I probably owed Jessica, his fiancée, more than a shopping trip, considering how I’d wrongly accused her of murder and all. I continued, I’ll see if she wants to go this weekend.

He didn’t thank me, which was to be expected from Nicholas. Okay. Also, did you realize you’re hosting your first gala while Mom and Dad are abroad? Mom is upset about it.

Aw, that’s too bad [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.] I had no idea.

I did have an idea. It had been entirely my idea, actually, to have Lina sneakily check with my mom’s assistant for her schedule. My parents could enjoy their seventh honeymoon in Tuscany, and I could enjoy having a gala without them in attendance.

You should call her.

I will. I definitely would not.

Messages dealt with, I tucked my phone back into my Poquette belt bag, its bubble-gum-pink stripes matching the pot holders I’d specifically commissioned for everyone who worked at the bakery. “What do you think about my guest list?”

“Can I see it?”

I grabbed my tablet from the nearby counter, blowing a puff of flour off the screen, and handed it over to Vienna. We were already almost at capacity from RSVPs—we’d barely need to contact anyone on the backup list I’d generated to keep the place from looking embarrassingly empty in case no one wanted to come. Much of the guest list was made up of people who’d donated large amounts of money to the nonprofit; others were people I wanted to impress with my transformation and show I was ready to be taken seriously; more had been chosen by me and Vienna to keep things interesting. Nobody wanted to go to a gala if the only people there were other boring, normal rich people. “The artists from your list are all coming, and the girl from that new Broadway show too.”

Vienna scrolled, the shiny screen reflecting in her dark eyes. “Wow. I can’t believe they’re all yeses.”

I sucked in a deep breath, trying to quell the nerves that sentence had unleashed in my stomach. She didn’t have to clarify who “they all” were: they were the top tier, the upper crust, the other nonprofit owners and museum board sitters and city award winners. In short, all of the people who would have previously never been seen with Pomona Afton.

Probably they were only coming to my gala because they thought it would go down in flames and they’d get to cluck their tongues at me again. But I’d show them. They’d see. They’d have to stop looking down their noses at me once they saw how serious I was about wanting to help people. They’d have to start looking… up their noses at me? Did that make sense?

Vienna continued, “What about the journalist who wrote that viral ‘eat the rich’ piece?”

I grimaced. “You don’t think he’d start a fight?”

Vienna shrugged, cracking a smile. “The one thing I’ve learned about throwing galas is that you want them to be a little spicy, as long as you personally or your organization aren’t involved in the drama. Just a little. Otherwise they blend in with all the other galas and nobody remembers you well enough to donate.”

She was probably right. Most of the galas I’d attended blurred together, but I did still remember a gala my grandmother threw back when I was a teenager, when she invited both my mom and the ex-boyfriend my mom cheated on with my dad. I still remembered that the gala had been to benefit something about preserving ancient rock formations in parks because my mom had taken a miniature replica of one of those ancient rock formations and thrown it at my grandma’s head.

Note: make sure our centerpieces weren’t easily throwable.

“Makes sense,” I said, texting Lina to dig up his contact info. Make sure to drop how many billionaires and almost-billionaires will be there and tipsy, I added, making a mental note to seat them apart so that the reporter could only approach the billionaires while everyone was mingling, giving the billionaires an escape hatch. Spicy was good, but not hot enough to make my donors cry. “What else should I remember?”

“Figure out who your fattest targets are,” Vienna said promptly, as if she’d been waiting for me to ask. “Not literally. You want to make sure you’re spending a lot of time chatting up and flattering a few people who both have a ton of money and might be especially inclined toward your cause for some personal reason.”

I thought for a moment, scanning the list again. “Ooh, probably Kevin Miller.”

“The TED Talk guy?”

“Yeah,” I said, tapping his name. I didn’t know him super well, since he was closer to my parents’ age than mine, but he was a regular on the gala circuit. “The one who built himself up from nothing and never shuts up about it, so I’m thinking he’ll probably want to help other people build themselves up from nothing, right?”

“Hopefully.”

“Oh, and Denise Ryan.”

“The divorcée?”

“She hates being called that,” I said. No matter how accurate it was, considering she’d inherited her massive fortune when her ex-husband, a tech mogul, divorced her for, surprisingly, an older woman. Dude subverting expectations over here. “She made that public vow to give away all her money. If she’s giving it away, I’ll take it.”

Vienna smirked. “Sounds like a good bet.”

“And there’s Jack Wohl.” He’d founded the hedge fund my parents and the family business invested in. He had an interest in keeping them invested in his company, and hopefully he’d assume one way of keeping them happy was investing in their daughter. “Though he has those connections to Greystone, right?” I grimaced. Greystone Inc. was the most malevolent entity in the corporate finance world, which was full of malevolent entities—over the years they’d been called out for burning enormous stretches of rainforest, using child slave labor in its cobalt mines, causing the extinction of multiple species of panda, and more.

Vienna stared down at the tablet. “He’s not part of them, though, right? Just associated with them?”

“No, but I’m not sure how much that matters.” Vienna’s crowd would never accept me if they found out I was taking money from a place like Greystone. They’d probably love it if I was—they could continue staring down their noses and shaking their heads at me. And the amount of good I’d be doing for the kids would be offset by the amount of harm I’d be doing elsewhere. “I’ll have to verify that—”

The door to the kitchen swung open, cutting me off as I swiveled to see who was there. Maybe Ellie or Sage, two of my workers who knew I delighted in being called in when jerks asked to see the manager so that I could dramatically puff myself up like one of those really fluffy pigeons and tell them to go stuff themselves because I was the manager.

But no, it was Gabe. My lips broke automatically into a smile upon seeing that familiar swoop of black hair, the defined cheekbones dusted with stubble, the smoldering dark glare. Though his eyes weren’t smoldering now. Or glaring, the way they’d been when I first turned up on his doorstep (to be fair, I started out as a terrible roommate). They’d brightened as soon as they’d seen me, even though I wasn’t wearing any makeup and my hair was up in a quick actually-messy-not-artfully-messy bun and there was flour all over my yoga pants.

“Hey,” he said, and it was truly amazing how one measly word had the power to make me feel so warm inside. “I was told something about sweet rolls that needed taste testing?”

“They’ve still got about fifteen minutes in the oven,” I said.

Gabe turned as if to go. “Okay, see you then.”

I rolled my eyes affectionately as he turned back around, then swooped in to give me a kiss. “How was your day?” I asked.

“It was fine,” he said, and apparently “fine” meant that not one but two teenagers had told him that he made history sound interesting, which was about the highest compliment you could get from a teenager. Having just graduated with his master’s degree in education, he was spending the spring and summer tutoring until his official job as a history teacher at a high school in East Harlem started this fall. “I have no idea how they know about me and you, but it seems that dating Pomona Afton makes me extremely cool.”

“Hell yes, it does,” said Vienna from her stool, and Gabe jumped a little bit as if he hadn’t noticed her, even though she was right there. Because the man only had eyes for me. Yes, I loved it.

“Oh, hey, Vienna,” he said. “How’s everything?”

“Good, good,” she said. “We’re figuring out some of the final pieces for the big night.”

Which seemed to have been far more difficult than his day spent with teenagers who adored him. “The seating chart for the gala is simply impossible,” I said with a gusty sigh that I hoped conveyed the difficulty but also that I was world-weary enough that it wouldn’t conquer me. “Coriander’s slept with so many people’s husbands that the only place I can put her without insulting anyone is in the corner behind a bookshelf, which is apparently against fire code. And I didn’t think the Race CEO would RSVP yes, but he did, which is a problem because I’ve invited a couple of former employees he fired for embezzling, and I can’t uninvite them because I want them to give some of the money they embezzled to the kids.”

“The stakes are high,” Gabe said, and not even sarcastically. It felt good to hear someone say that nonsarcastically, because it was true. My seating chart woes might sound silly and frivolous, but the goal of this gala was to make people donate money to help kids, and they wouldn’t do that if they were in a foul mood from sitting beside someone who’d stolen their money or their husband.

“They are high,” Vienna said, her voice tight. I hoped she didn’t think he was being sarcastic. Gabe always spoke in a kind of measured way, so it could be hard for people who didn’t know him well to tell. “But if anyone can do it, it’s our girl.”

“One hundred percent,” Gabe said.

Tears prickled the backs of my eyes. I cleared my throat. Something that I still wasn’t quite used to: people believing in me. “You guys.”

The timer dinged. “Quick,” Gabe said. “While she’s distracted by the happy tears, we eat all the sweet rolls.”

“You guys.” With them at my side, I could do anything.






CHAPTER Two


Except fix the seating chart, as it turned out. No matter how hard I worked at it, there was always someone in the wrong spot. In the end I made the executive and somewhat cowardly decision to put Coriander’s table setting under her middle name, Lynn, and convince her that fake thick-framed glasses were not only the height of fashion at the moment but that she’d be perfectly on theme if she wore them. Hopefully none of the wronged wives would recognize her. Also, hopefully Coriander wouldn’t pitch a fit when she noticed I wasn’t wearing said fake thick-framed glasses myself, as I may have hinted I would be.

The day of the gala dawned cloudy and a little chilly for spring, which was actually perfect, because clouds made for better photo lighting, and the cold meant I’d get to wear my faux-fur wrap and silk gloves without looking like I was trying too hard. I blinked into the hazy sun filtering through my bedroom window at a low angle, appreciating both the view of Central Park and the way the light illuminated the vintage porcelain planters I’d installed on the mantel. I’d never been able to do that in my apartment at the Afton—my grandma would always send an employee in to throw them out so that I wouldn’t get dirt or water leakage on hotel property. Here, in my own space, I could do whatever I wanted. Hopefully not leak water into my floor, but if I wanted to, I could.

Wait a second. The sun should not be filtering in through my bedroom window at all, considering I’d closed the blackout curtains last night and Gabe knew better than to wake me up before eight.

There could only be one culprit. I rolled over with a theatrical groan to glare at Vienna, who stood next to Gabe’s empty side of the bed, calmly examining her nails. It took her a moment to raise her eyes to meet mine. “Well, it’s about time.”

“You could have called,” I grumbled.

“I did. You didn’t pick up. Come on, sleeping beauty.”

I’d been all ready to keep glaring, but apparently all it took for me to get up without complaint was to make me feel pretty even though I had bed head and remnants of eye cream giving my face a ghostly pallor. I pushed myself up. Squeaky Meatball, who’d been curled up at the foot of the bed, gave a rusty meow of protest. I didn’t know what he was complaining about—he could continue doing his best croissant cosplay as long as he wanted. Cats didn’t have to plan galas. Or attend them. Or do anything, really. Old Pom had kind of been like a cat. “You’re killing me. I was so nervous about today that I couldn’t fall asleep. I barely got, like, eight and a half hours.”

“You’re doing better than me,” she said, and it was only then that I registered that the bags under her eyes were bigger than Poquette’s new totes, the ones that could fit both a laptop and a Stanley Cup. “Come on. Have you checked in with everyone? There’s always some vendor that doesn’t come through or something that goes wrong.”

“Lina’s got that under control, I’m sure,” I said. I reached for my phone. Gabe had already left for work, but he’d texted me encouragement and even an emoji heart, which for him was nearly the equivalent of tearing open his chest to show me his actual heart. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said, but she didn’t look me in the eye as she said it. “And yes, I’m sure your assistant is doing a fine job, but this is your night. You’re the one who cares most about everything. It’s your name and reputation on the line, and your cause that you feel the most strongly about.”

I took a deep, slightly shaky breath. Yes. It was my name and reputation there on the line. After tonight, that name would have a very different reputation. No longer would people hear the name “Pomona Afton” and think, girl with an admittedly glamorous mug shot who has never had a thought deeper than a kiddie pool.

And it was my cause too. The press could claim that I was only starting a nonprofit for social cachet all they wanted, but I knew the truth. I’d seen firsthand last year the struggles that people like Gabe went through in order to get an education, and had learned since all about people who had it even worse. It wasn’t fair. The world wasn’t fair—I’d been given so much, and they’d been given so little. It was on me to help even the score, so that fewer Gabes would have to struggle.

“And you’re going to kill it,” Vienna said with a tiny smile, holding out my belt bag. “Now come on. Get dressed.”

Thoroughly energized and more than a little anxious, I brushed my teeth in the green marble bathroom I’d designed (the idea: if my makeup looked good reflected against green marble, it would look good literally anywhere), threw my hair into a bun, and changed into a cute casual denim zip-up dress. Finally, I looked presentable—wait: I slipped on a pair of big sunglasses; now I looked presentable. “Okay. Let’s start with the guest list.”

And thus I was thrown into a whirlwind of activity—the best kind of whirlwind, because it didn’t mess up my hair. I scanned the final RSVPs and sent Lina in the direction of a few second-tier socialites who wouldn’t be insulted by a last-minute invite, then checked to make sure the bakery was doing okay with tonight’s dessert order (somehow Sage had written down rhubarb only, when the tarts were supposed to include strawberry too). And I plucked a few photos of French heiresses wearing thick-framed glasses off my feed to send Coriander in case she was wavering.

“Ugh.” I grimaced at my phone an hour later. Vienna and I had progressed to the breakfast nook of the eat-in kitchen, where she was pouring herself an ice water with cucumber and I was hunched at the table squinting at my tablet. “I guess I can’t really be annoyed at someone who’s, like, giving us a building, but could Conrad Phlume just stop for a second? He won’t stop texting me. He just asked for a gluten-free meal with a side of garlic bread. Like, why?”

“Because he’s a giant asshole?” Vienna turned with the heavy crystal glass at her lips. “Don’t listen to anything he says.”

I sighed. “I have to listen to everything he says. He’s giving us a building.”

She winced. Just for a split second, and it was half blocked by a cucumber slice, but I know what I saw. “Vienna, are you sure nothing’s wrong?”

“I told you, I’m fine.” She took another sip. The ice in her glass clinked against the sides—her hand was shaking.

“You’re definitely not fine,” I said. “What’s going on?”

She stared at me for a second. Set the glass down on the gleaming granite countertop. Awfully close to the edge—it wouldn’t even be a challenge for Squeaky to knock off. “You know I love you, Pom, right?”

“Yes,” I said cautiously.

“And I would never do anything to hurt you.”

I mean, she’d hurt me pretty badly when she friend-dumped me a couple of years ago, but I wouldn’t bring that up. “Okay?”

She stared at me again. Her lips parted.

Then she shook her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “After tonight, it’ll be over anyway.” She cleared her throat. “Have you heard back from the venue?”

Later on, I’d be furious at myself for not pressing her. But at the moment, in my defense, my phone was pinging nonstop and my mind was running a mile a minute with all I had to accomplish before the event of a lifetime that very night. So I let it go. Told myself I’d press her tomorrow. “Apparently they don’t have any violet tablecloths. Just purple. It’s a disaster.”

You’d think I’d be exhausted by the time it came to get dressed for the gala, but somehow it was the opposite: I felt a little like I’d downed eight espresso martinis (really do not recommend; emergency room lighting looks good on nobody). “I’m definitely going to need your help zipping me up,” I told Vienna. “Alexa Vinchy dresses are great and all, but it’s like she has a competition with herself about making the smallest, sharpest zipper covered in the most snaggable material she can possibly fit on one dress.”

It was worth it, though, I knew as I admired myself in the mirror, smoothing the jagged ruffles that kept the poofy skirt from getting cutesy. The dress had a lot going on besides the ruffles—a jewel-colored mosaic pattern on the bodice; an asymmetric hem; gauze puffing up to my collarbone—but it all worked together. The moment I tried it on, I’d looked my reflection up and down and thought, Yes. Yes, this is it. This is the dress that will make me the center of attention.

And then, of course, there were the shoes. After my best friend had murdered my grandmother with my mother’s famous stiletto heel and pictures of those heels had been splashed across every newspaper and social media account in the world, I had two options: give in to the salacious mob who would whisper furiously if I dared wear heels again and start wearing flats, or teeter tall and proud back into society.

Not going to lie, I did the first one for a little while. But now I surveyed the nude lace heels I’d be wearing later, flexing my toes in anticipation. It was about being tall and proud and all that, true. But also? I couldn’t help but feel a little dark thrill every time someone clocked who I was and what I was wearing.

“You look incredible,” said Vienna as we admired ourselves side by side in the mirror.

“You do too,” I said, and it was true: she stunned in a simple black sheath dressed up by a dazzling diamond lariat necklace and matching earrings, each one a big square-cut diamond swinging on the bottom of a thin gold chain. I touched one briefly, watched it swing. “Where did you get these?”

She turned her head so that they sparkled. “My mom got them back in the eighties, so they’re vintage. She finally let me borrow them.”

“They’re beautiful,” I said, spinning back to the mirror to regard myself once more. The last thing I hadn’t been able to figure out was my jewelry situation—I was wearing a thin gold chain around my neck, but I knew it wasn’t quite right. “You know, they’ve inspired me. Do you mind if I wear a similar pair?” One I’d inherited from my dead grandmother once the will had finally been sorted out. “Or is that twinning too hard?”

“You know I love to twin with you,” Vienna said, which was enough to send me hustling toward the jewelry safe hidden in my second walk-in closet. “Besides, nobody’s going to be looking at me tonight. All eyes will be on you!”

Exactly what I wanted to hear. The more people were focused on me, the more they’d be focused on what I had to say about my nonprofit. I removed my necklace and put in my earrings, which were the same design but on a slightly shorter chain. Lowered my hands. Admired myself. “Perfect.”

“Beyond perfect,” Vienna said. “They make your eyes sparkle too. That’s what my mom said about the earrings on me: that they sparkle like my eyes. Even though my eyes are dark, so it doesn’t really make sense.”

“Nice,” I said, and by that I meant, It must be nice to have a mother who gives you compliments instead of telling you that the diamonds make you look dull in comparison. I could practically hear what she’d say about me now. Knee-length skirts make your legs look stumpy, Pom. And don’t you think you could use more blush so that your cheeks don’t look so sallow against—

“Pardon?” Vienna said, and wait, that wasn’t my inner self-critic that sounded suspiciously like my mother, but my actual mother. In my apartment. Where I’d specifically banned her from entering by stealing back the spare key she’d stolen from me.

I spun around, a headache already pulsing at my temples, but my fake smile was fixed on before I finished the revolution. “Hi. I thought you were still going to be in Italy for another two weeks? Also, how did you get in here?”

My mother swooped in to kiss me on both cheeks, her lily perfume so sweet it made me a little nauseous. (Fun fact: lilies are extraordinarily toxic to many animals, including house cats.) “Oh, darling, you couldn’t possibly lock your parents out of your apartment. What if there was an emergency?” She dabbed at the corners of her eyes, which were stone dry. I’d heard rumors from the staff that she’d gotten her tear ducts removed during her eyelid lift so that she’d never have to worry about looking weak or smudging her mascara. Probably they were false, but when it came to my mother, you never knew. “Right, honey?”

It was right then I realized my father was there too. He had a tendency to blend into the background, with his graying hair and black tux and—

Oh no. Black tux. And my mom… was wearing a shimmery silver gown so tight you could see the divots of her hips.

Gala attire.

“Oh, Vienna, hello,” Mom was saying, pursing her lips at my best friend. “Pom, are you going through a lesbian phase again?”

One, Vienna was bisexual, not a lesbian. Two, my mother knew perfectly well I was in a committed relationship with “the nanny’s son.” Three, I’d never gone through a lesbian phase; my mother was just terrified of female friendship. And finally, most important, my parents were here, when they should have been in Italy, and they were dressed in gala attire, which meant—

“You’re coming to the gala, aren’t you?” I said faintly, and if Gabe were around, I totally would have taken this opportunity to swoon into his arms.

“Of course we’re coming to the gala,” Mom said. “We could never miss our baby’s very first gala, right, dear?”

My dad cleared his throat. I got the very distinct impression that he’d much rather be in Tuscany right now, drinking glasses of wine that had been aged in crumbling castle cellars alongside mummified skeletons and hidden Nazi gold. “You’re always right, dear.”

“Of course I am,” Mom said. “Now, Pom, is that really what you’re wearing? Is it too late to—”

“Pom, is that your phone?” Vienna interrupted.

I blinked at her. No, it hadn’t been my phone. I hadn’t heard any—oh. Oh. “Oh, wow, yes,” I said, pulling out my phone and clapping it to my ear. “Hello? Oh my God, are you serious? Alligators? In the moat?” I lowered the phone, wincing at my parents. “I really have to deal with this. Sorry.”

My mom was glaring at me. “What moat?” But my dad had already wrapped his arm around her shoulders and was steering her toward the door, giving me an apologetic glance over his shoulder.

“Dear, we can’t keep distracting Pom. We’ll see her soon.”

She called after me, “You really need to work on your…” but the door closed in her face and that was that.

I heaved a heavy sigh, tossing my phone on the bed, and followed it with my body, landing face down in the blankets. (It was okay. Kai hadn’t come to do my hair and makeup yet.) “Ughhhh.”

“I thought they were supposed to be in Italy,” Vienna said, her voice muffled by the feathers around my ears.

“They were,” I groaned, as weary as if I hadn’t slept in four days (something I thought I’d done once during a bender in Ibiza, until Millicent told me I’d passed out on her shoulder each night at the club while dancing. Apparently a member of the minor Austro-Hungarian nobility had tried to grind with me and I’d snored in his face).

“They didn’t RSVP, did they?”

“They didn’t.” But these were my parents. They wouldn’t have bothered with something so pedestrian as RSVPing to their daughter’s first gala. My mom’s plan was definitely to show up at the door and make a stink until they were let in. “I don’t even know where to put them.”

“So don’t put them anywhere,” Vienna said. I lifted my head from the bed so I could see her face. It was dead serious.

“What are you talking about?” It wasn’t like they could sit on the floor. Judging by the fit of my mom’s dress, she might not even be able to bend her knees.

“I’m saying don’t let them in,” she said. “They didn’t RSVP. They aren’t supposed to be there. They’re not particularly nice to you. Just… tell them the venue’s at capacity and there isn’t enough space.”

I sighed. I couldn’t even let myself imagine it—it would be too tempting. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“They’re my parents,” I said weakly. It had already caused enough family drama that I wasn’t holding my first gala at the Afton. If I didn’t let them come… well, I didn’t know exactly what would happen, but I knew it would be nuclear.

“Just because they’re—”

“There will definitely be a few no-shows,” I thought aloud, not at all because Vienna was totally right and I couldn’t handle hearing it, no way, absolutely not. “I’ll be able to slot them in somewhere. I’ll figure it out.”

She bit her lip. “If you’re sure.”

“I’m positive,” I said firmly. By the time we got to the gala, I’d have the perfect solution ready. It would come to me, and everything would be great.

It had to be.






CHAPTER Three


In my previous life, I didn’t spend a lot of time in libraries. Public libraries, at least—the amount of gold shining in a place like the Morgan Library had made it a great place for photos that brought out the flecks of gold in my brown eyes, especially when it was after hours and I could dim the lighting as much as I wanted. But public libraries, full of free books and clunky desktop computers and… the public? No. If I wanted a book or a computer, I just bought it. If I wanted to become conversational in ASL or access a career network, I’d hire a tutor or DM one of my millions of followers who could help.

So when Vienna had first suggested the New York Public Library as a location for the gala, I’d been exceedingly skeptical. “I toured the local branch after my parents made a big donation on my behalf,” I said, deciding not to mention that it had been after I’d broken in at night on a party dare to steal the porniest book I could find (who knew the library would have security when the books were all free anyway?). “The carpet was brown and looked like it smelled like mushrooms, and the ceiling was drop and paneled, and the books were just regular books, not even pretty gold-foiled special editions that would look good with gala attire.”

“I was thinking the main branch,” Vienna said, and… oh, that made more sense. I hadn’t been to a gala there in ages, probably since prepuberty, which was why it hadn’t been top of mind—the kind of organizations that held galas in spaces like libraries didn’t tend to want Pomona Afton on the invite list. “Not only is it a beautiful space, but I think holding it there would be good publicity for you. All payments to use the space go toward the library itself, and pretty much all of your scholarship recipients use the library, so it’s almost like you’re making a double donation.”

Pomona Afton, doubly generous. I liked the sound of that.

And I loved the way the New York Public Library looked right now, its tall white pillars aglow in the dusk. The famous pair of lions, Patience and Fortitude, guarded the entrance. People raised phones and cameras in the air as I posed against the backdrop emblazoned with THE POMONA AFTON FOUNDATION. The people taking pictures shouted intelligent questions about my organization’s mission and what advice I would give to students looking to apply for one of my scholarships and what fillings I’d selected for my signature pink donuts this evening.

JUST KIDDING. “Pom, now that you and Vienna are friends again, can you tell us about your fight?” “Pom, now that Opal’s been sentenced to life in prison, do you think any of your other friends might be murderers too?” “Pom, there’s a rumor going around that you’re pregnant, can you confirm?”

Why were the rumors always that I was pregnant and not that I was, say, perfectly happy being a cat parent for now? But I couldn’t yell or even calmly contradict them without them starting rumors that I was on that new drug that made your skin incredibly dewy and your eyelashes long and lush in exchange for wild mood swings. So I just smiled and posed and stuck to my canned lines about how delighted I was to be kicking off my very first nonprofit with all of my nonmurderer family and friends, and then I was whisked inside to the main hall.

My heels clacked on gray-veined marble, which also shone up the walls and alllll the way above me in the cavernous domed ceiling. Elegant staircases soared upward to a veranda overlooking the main space, which was scattered with round white tables and glittering with candles refracted through the light of champagne flutes.

“It looks incredible,” I said, turning to Vienna, but she was already striding in the other direction. To do what? The gala hadn’t even officially started yet. Barely anyone was even here.

I turned back when someone clapped me on the shoulder so hard that a less adept heel-wearer might have toppled. “Pomona Afton,” someone roared in my ear, someone who—I wrinkled my nose—had already consumed enough whiskey to the point where I was glad there weren’t any open flames at mouth level. “You look absolutely gorgeous in that dress.”

I managed to plaster on a smile by the time we made eye contact, but only because I had the extra few seconds it took him to raise his eyes up from my boobs. “Good evening, Mr. Phlume,” I said. “It’s wonderful to see you.”

He puffed up his chest, which I had on good authority was already puffed up via inserts to make his slim frame a little more imposing. Other than the slimness it seemed no personal trainer or customized diet could conquer, he was average-looking in every way: dishwater-brown hair; ordinary features; a scruffy beard he probably thought made him look a little more interesting but that just looked unkempt. “How could I miss a gala honoring yours truly?”

I couldn’t help but bristle a little bit at that. Excuse me, but this gala was honoring me truly.

And the kids.

I forced that smile to go brighter, brighter, brighter than the sun. For the kids. Because helping those kids meant making him happy. “You are absolutely the guest of honor,” I said. “I hope you’ve got your grand speech ready.”

I had mic-cutting power and would use it if he started talking about how he’d grown up working hard and earning everything he had and that was all my scholarship kids had to do too. Conrad Phlume had made all his money the old-fashioned way: by inheriting it. His father was descended from some oil baron or something and bought up a bunch of real estate in the city back when it was cheap, then started letting his son manage his holdings before passing them down altogether. Getting lectured to work hard by someone who’d never worked hard in their life was extremely annoying. Or so Gabe has told me.

That family wealth had been enough to keep the invitations coming, despite his increasingly boorish personality. Apparently he’d always been annoying, but had taken a hard turn into intolerable a few years ago after falling down some conspiratorial Facebook rabbit hole. Giving me a building at a big, splashy, widely publicized event was his way of buying his ticket back in, because everybody else would start hoping he’d give them a building too.

I wondered how many buildings Opal would have to buy someone to be invited to their gala. Probably one, because, being real, my crowd had short memories and really loved money, even if they liked to pretend that they were above it. In a way, even though we never talked about money, all we talked about was money.

Pardon me. Sometimes, since rising like a resplendent phoenix from the ashes of my before-life, I liked to wax philosophic. Probably something about growing more mature. Anyway, I’d kept Conrad Phlume’s involvement on the down-low in preparation for the grand announcement tonight, and also because I didn’t want people to no-show so that they wouldn’t have to hang out with him. Maybe I shouldn’t have kept it secret, though—my parents had been ahead of the curve and had never invited him to any of their galas, despite his wealth. Same with my grandmother, which was maybe the one thing she and my mother had ever agreed on. If they knew he was coming, maybe they wouldn’t show.
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