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			To Maxwell,

			who makes it all possible.

		

	
		AFTER THE BALL

		THE LEGACY BALL had never ended in a murder—obviously. Usually, the seniors from New York’s elite institutions capped off the night by watching the sunrise at some elaborate after-party. An all-nighter at a mansion in Bronxville. A beach bonfire at a sprawling estate in Southampton. A strobe-lit rave in a Ridgewood loft. This year, the nominees were supposed to be whisked away in a fleet of Suburbans heading to someone’s country manor in the Hudson Valley.

		But that’s out of the question now, with the body and all.

		Bernie Kaplan stands on the corner of Sixty-First Street in glittering four-inch stilettos and a green tulle gown, Skyler Hawkins’s tuxedo jacket hanging off her shoulders, even though it’s warm for September. If you look closely enough, you can see she’s trying not to shiver. A light breeze whips at the diamond drops dangling from her ears. The sirens from the cop cars wail, and Bernie glances down at her pale pink manicured fingers, now flecked with blood and dirt. Her bright red hair is messy, out of place. Her mother usually whispers for her to tuck back the flyaways before onlookers can snap photos, but Esther Kaplan is nowhere to be found, so Bernie lets them go free.

		Bernie’s eyes move to the curb as the rest of the attendees of the Legacy Ball spill onto the street to see the commotion. She wishes Tori were by her side. A week ago, that girl was no one. A scholarship senior from Queens who had stayed in the background for three whole years. Now, it’s obvious that all of the Legacies underestimated her.

		Bernie opens her mouth as if to say something but snaps it shut when the whispers around her erupt into frantic, excited chatter. The wondering, the gasps, as police roll a stretcher away from the side entrance of the Legacy Club, away from the Ball. The body’s on it, covered by a white sheet. An outline of lifeless fingers, legs, arms. The medics push the corpse into an ambulance and shut the door. It speeds north.

		The commotion gets louder. People are screaming and sobbing, drowning out the crackling voices coming in over walkie-talkies. Bernie longs for Isobel, what they had lost. For Skyler, too. For what he represented.

		But she can’t think about them right now. Because in this moment, there are questions. So many questions. And no one seems to have the answers.

		All anyone knows for certain is that as the clock strikes midnight, a member of one of New York City’s oldest, most exclusive institutions is dead, and that Bernie Kaplan is the one with blood on her hands.

	
		FOUR DAYS BEFORE THE BALL

		Bernie

		“ISN’T IT WEIRD?” Isobel asks, her voice lilting. “To see all these strangers here, at our school? At Excelsior Prep?”

		We’re standing together at the entrance of our high school’s cafeteria, though cafeteria isn’t really the right word to describe this room, with its sky-high marble entryway and custom round oak tables that seat twelve. Dining room is more apt, though Architectural Digest once called it “the prettiest place to eat in all of the five boroughs.” Across the atrium, floor-to-ceiling picture windows overlook the lacrosse fields down below, freshly mowed to a uniform length.

		On the western side, you can see the turrets of the lower school peeking through the orchard across campus, the weeping willows and tall apple trees swaying through the glass. Headmaster Helfrich likes to say that Excelsior’s campus is a fifth the size of Central Park and just as beautiful, a massive sprawl north of Manhattan, over the Bronx border.

		If I close my eyes, I could walk right out that door and all over Excelsior’s grounds without tripping or falling or bumping into anything. We’re only a few weeks away from the start of senior year, and coming here, even today before classes begin, feels like coming home.

		Except I can’t help but feel a wave of anxiety building in my stomach. Isobel and I inch forward in line, and I look behind me at the other nominated seniors from different schools in the Intercollegiate League. They’re dressed in their most appropriate luncheon attire, standing up straight, smiles perky. Skyler’s at the back of the line with Lee, Isobel’s boyfriend, since they were late and I refused to wait for them. I spot the other Excelsior nominee we know about, Kendall Kirk, in a heated conversation with the debate champion from the Quaker school, Manhattan Friends, over by the drinks table. There should be six of us from Excelsior, but no one’s figured out who the last nominee is. Not yet. I crack my knuckles, tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear. I remind myself that I’m wearing what I’m supposed to wear, acting how I’m supposed to act. Everything will go exceedingly well this week. It must. But my sense of unease won’t go away.

		“They’re not strangers,” I whisper, leaning close to Isobel so none of the students behind or in front of us hear. “At least they won’t be by the end of the week.”

		Isobel nods, considering this assessment. If I were feeling a little less on edge, I might take the time to remind her to not be so snippy, which has been her default defense mechanism since I met her in fifth grade. After all, first impressions start now, as my mom told me, and can last until the final donation is made during the Legacy Ball in only four days. If you want to win—and we all do—you have to start on a good note, even with your peers. You never know whose parents or aunts or family friends are already in the Club or how deep their pockets are.

		Plus, most of the other nominees are people we’ve seen around our whole lives—other seniors at schools in the Intercollegiate League we’ve played in field hockey or competed against in Model UN. There are only thirty-six of us here—six chosen from each of the six sister schools—and half of these kids summer out east with me, and the other half I recognize from Skyler’s party scene.

		The ones we don’t know, we sure as hell will soon. And if we’re smart, we’ll keep them close for the rest of our lives. That’s what Mom says, at least. Those chosen for the Legacy Club will be our college roommates, spouses, business partners, and investors. They’ll be our allies in not only New York society, but in our long, storied futures that are only just beginning.

		“Never forget, that’s how I met Lulu Hawkins,” Mom likes to say, while giving Skyler’s mom a little elbow nudge in the ribs. And the single one of us who wins the presentation competition will ascend to the top of the Club immediately, gaining not only a board seat that helps determine future nominees but also a cash prize. Though no one really cares about the cash—no one here needs to. Mom says it’s tradition for the winner to donate it back to the Club to fund scholarships. But winning is an honor. A distinction that you are the elite among the elite. And I want it.

		Isobel looks like she’s about to say something else, but the line moves quickly, and I reach for her elbow before she can blurt out something sarcastic. “Come on,” I say. “We’re next.”

		I lead Isobel up to the registration table in front of the Wall of Fame, an eighteen-foot-tall panel that has the names of Excelsior’s most adored alumni chiseled into stone. Among them are a Supreme Court justice, two Academy Award–winning actors, three long-serving members of the House of Representatives, a Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright, a celebrity chef, and more start-up founders and heads of banks than I could possibly count. When I was little, I asked Mom why her name wasn’t up there. She told me it was because being the best mom didn’t count as an accolade, even though it was the most important job in the world.

		One day, I’ll find my name on that wall. Ideally as a renowned politician. A senator, maybe. Or even New York City mayor. Though, to be honest, Isobel has a better shot of making it for her art, since she’s already had a group show at the Brooklyn Museum when they honored young city-bred artists. She sold four charcoal pieces that week. And she didn’t know a single one of her buyers. Even Mom was impressed.

		I look up and see Jeanine Shalcross sitting behind the registration table, a smile spreading across her face when she recognizes me as Esther Kaplan’s daughter. Most people do, thanks to the fact that we could basically be twins with our curvy builds and long, strawberry hair.

		“Bernadette Kaplan,” she says. “So nice to see you! Shani wanted me to say hi. She just moved into her dorm at Cornell, you know. First class was this week. Excelsior certainly prepared her for the rigorous coursework, I can tell you that.” Her mouth grows wider, overeager, and I fight the prickling sensation crawling up my spine.

		“Hi, Mrs. Shalcross,” I say, extending my fingers. Her eyes flit down to my perfect pink manicure, the emerald ring on my middle finger, and she shakes my hand heartily. Mom always said Jeanine had been a total follower since they were classmates at Excelsior all those years ago. But they went to college together, were in the same sorority, and moved back to the Upper East Side at the same time, so she’d been a fixture in my mom’s social life forever.

		“Lovely to see you. My mom said Shani’s Legacy presentation was wonderful last year.”

		If I recall correctly, she also said Jeanine Shalcross is a pushover who would lie down in the middle of Fifth Avenue in couture if Mom asked her to.

		Mrs. Shalcross beams with pride. “Ah yes, Shani didn’t win, of course. But did us proud. Your mother, though, her presentation was legendary when we were seniors. Won by a landslide.” She flips through the name cards in front of us and hands me mine. “She winged it. Came up with the whole thing on the spot. At least that’s what she told me. But that’s Esther for you. Flakey as a croissant but always sticks the landing.” She pauses, then purses her lips, like she didn’t mean to say that out loud.

		I smile politely and glance at my name card, handwritten in cursive. I’ve heard that story dozens of times: how Mom got up on stage and made some charming, hilarious speech totally off the cuff. Skyler’s mom said it ended with a standing ovation.

		“You girls must be so excited,” Mrs. Shalcross says, changing the subject. “Finally, your turn to participate in one of the city’s most illustrious traditions.” She sighs and looks past us, and for a second, I wonder if she’s remembering her own Legacy Ball, and how it was likely the best night of her life, even if she didn’t win.

		Mom always said it was hers—that it would be mine, too. She even promised me that, for the occasion, I could wear my grandmother’s beloved diamond necklace, the one that’s been in her family since they fled from the pogroms in Russia—that even more than my bat mitzvah, the event would mark my entrée into adulthood. And for seventeen years, I’ve believed her.

		Isobel clears her throat. “Isobel Rothcroft,” she says, looking at the stack of cards. Mrs. Shalcross gives her a once-over, taking in Isobel’s dark blunt bob and her silk V-neck jumpsuit. Even though it’s vintage Halston, pulled from her mom’s outstanding collection, I should have warned her that it would be a little too bold—too Brooklyn—for the Legacy crowd. Not that it would have stopped her from wearing it. I smooth out my own dress, a nautical-inspired sleeveless A-line number my mom had steamed last week, and stand up a little straighter in my espadrilles.

		“I hope your mother feels better,” Mrs. Shalcross says, leaning in. “She texted me yesterday that she had a nasty cold and couldn’t make it. I have to tell you I was shocked. She must be extremely ill if she’d miss the welcome luncheon, especially since it’s your year as a nominee.”

		My cheeks burn and I bite down on my tongue to keep from lashing out.

		A girl from Tucker Country Day clears her throat behind me, and I give Mrs. Shalcross a little shrug before excusing myself to make way for the other kids.

		“That was rude,” Isobel mutters. “Can’t your mom be sick for once?” She rolls her eyes and I loop my elbow through hers, grateful that Isobel has the guts to say what I’m thinking out loud.

		Isobel and I walk farther into the cafeteria, which has been transformed into a full luncheon with boxy flower centerpieces sitting on each table. Every place is set with round gold chargers, china plates, three different types of forks, and printed menus with handwritten names at the top, indicating where each guest should sit.

		Isobel grabs a glass of iced tea off a tray passing us by. “I wish they had something stronger,” she says as she takes a sip through a metal straw, then stabs at a mint leaf that had been propped up inside.

		I look around the room at everyone trying to be so prim and proper and realize I couldn’t disagree more. If there were booze here, I’d make a fool of myself somehow. Flub a name or stumble in my heels. That’s why I don’t like drinking so much or really at all. The whole losing-control thing. Not my vibe. I’d rather know exactly what’s coming my way, so I’ll be ready. Prepared.

		Isobel, though? Whole other story.

		Is looks at me and pouts. “This is all just so…formal.”

		A waiter walks by with a silver platter full of poached shrimp on skewers and little pots of bright red sauce. Mom likes to say that shrimp cocktail is just a sign that the hosts decided not to pay extra for oysters, which she mentioned dozens of times this summer as she went back and forth over the luncheon menu with the other board members. She was so pissed when she was outvoted, calling the whole week gauche as a result.

		“We’re in Legacy Club territory. Of course it’s going to be stuffy.” All around us kids are doing their best preprofessional impressions, fiddling with their ties, making small talk with strangers, and smiling with all their white teeth on display. I try to imagine my mom’s commentary if she were here, how she’d tell me to stand up straight but then make fun of Jeanine’s dress in the same breath.

		“Is your mom okay, by the way?” Isobel asks, looking around the room. “Last week, she said the only thing that would keep her from all the events would be nuclear warfare.”

		“Super contagious,” I say. “Doesn’t want to give it to any of us before the big night. Totally sucks.” The lie rolls off the tip of my tongue, hot and fast. Isobel has always been able to tell when I’m fibbing—when I said I had a migraine but really just wanted to skip an all-night rager or when I told her I had five tequila shots at last year’s junior prom and was so wasted but really was dead sober. Now she’s so distracted, I’m hoping she won’t notice.

		She turns to me, a concerned look on her face. “Everything okay?”

		Guess not.

		“Of course.” I flip my hair over my shoulder and flit my eyes around the room, landing on Skyler, laughing in a corner with Lee. I need to get out of Isobel’s presence ASAP or else she’ll start to suspect something’s up, and I don’t want to have to lie to her any more than I already have. We’ve come so far since that big blow-up fight in Shelter Island at the beginning of the summer. We’ve both done everything we could to come back to each other, and I’m not going to let my mom’s whereabouts affect that.

		I nod to her card. “What’s your table?”

		She glances down. “Four.”

		I look at mine, a bit relieved. “One. We should probably sit down.”

		Isobel looks at me, skeptical, but nods. “Text me for a bathroom break?”

		“Mm-hmm,” I say, but I’m already walking away from her to find my table at the front of the room, where a few kids from other schools have taken their places. As everyone else finds their seats, we make small talk and sip our goblets of ice water, pick at the bread basket in front of our plates. I catch two of the kids from Manhattan Friends staring, their eyes lingering a bit too long on me, my dress, my hair.

		I should be used to it by now. The curious gaze. Comes with the territory of being Bernie Kaplan, daughter of legal megastar slash always-on-TV pundit Rafe Kaplan and Esther Kaplan, one of the city’s most prominent and covered socialites. When they catch me looking, they turn away. I paste a smile on my face, but under the table I wring my hands around my thick white napkin. All because I can’t shake the gnawing, pulsing secret I’m keeping: the fact that Mom disappeared last night without a word.

		I thought it was strange that she was missing from her bedroom at midnight, when I went in to curl up beside her like I sometimes do on nights where my insomnia kicks in. But her room was empty, and I didn’t want to knock on Dad’s door even though his light was still on. Maybe she was at the Legacy Club, going over last-minute details with people like Mrs. Shalcross.

		But when she was still missing this morning, I knew for certain that something was wrong. Really wrong.

		She’s the kind of parent who volunteers as class mom every single year, who runs the PTA and is on a nickname basis with half the teachers. She texts me forty-five times a day with funny musings about the tourists in Central Park or the hot new barista at our favorite coffee shop. We share clothes and jewelry and handbags, big bowls of buttered popcorn on the couch, and memes about Bravo shows. She goes on unexpected trips all the time, but she always texts me while she’s en route. Not hearing from her for twenty-four hours is not just uncommon, it’s unimaginable. Especially only five days before my Legacy Ball, which she’s been planning since last September and talking about since I was in preschool.

		The only secret she’s ever kept from me is who she nominated this year, telling me in a singsongy voice that I’ll find out along with everyone else the night before the actual Ball.

		When I confided in Dad this morning that I thought maybe something had happened to her, he scoffed and waved his hand at me. Then he went back to his laptop, perched on his standing desk inside his wood-paneled home office. “Don’t worry. She’s fine.”

		He’s surely right. Almost certainly.

		Tearing apart a piece of focaccia, I get a sinking feeling in my stomach that everything is about to change. Mom always said the Legacy Ball is where the chosen ones become adults. It’s when life starts, where opportunity begins. And since I was lucky enough to have her, I’d never have to worry about going through it alone.

		Suddenly, my clutch vibrates in my lap, and I reach for my phone, a desperate pulsing in my chest. When I see my mom’s name on the screen, I let out a breath.

		Sorry to skip the luncheon, but fear not, love. I’ll be back soon. Enjoy the oysters for me! Bet you’re glad we skipped the shrimp, ha! xo Mom

		My stomach settles, realizing Dad was right. Mom’s probably just pampering herself before the Ball or taking one of her solo weekends out east. She’ll be back. She’s fine.

		But when I read her message again, I frown. She knew the menu—went over it painstakingly with Jeanine and complained about losing the oyster war. She never would have written this.

		So, if she’s not texting me…who is?

	
		Isobel

		“NEED ANY BARS?”

		The voice is low and menacing, even though I know who it belongs to. I spin around in my chair and see Skyler Hawkins sliding into the seat next to me, unfolding his napkin in his lap. His white button-down is crisp against his navy jacket, and his dark hair swoops down over one gray eye. Without looking, I know that he’s got the attention of dozens of our peers, seated around the room. He always does.

		“No.” I fold my arms across my chest, indignant, even though yes, of course, I’d kill for a Xanax. But I don’t want to let Skyler know that. Not today.

		He probably suspects I’m lying, but he doesn’t push it. He knows where he is—who’s watching. He smirks and reaches for his water glass, nodding at the other kids at our table, saying hi and introducing himself as the class president at Excelsior Prep.

		I can’t believe I’m forced to sit with him at the Legacy Ball kickoff.

		Bernie warned me that they usually separate people from the same school during this event, so I didn’t expect to be with her, Lee, Kendall Kirk, or whoever else our sixth nominee is—no one seems to know. But it didn’t even register that I could possibly be stuck next to Skyler for an afternoon.

		Since that party in Shelter Island a few months ago, I’ve tried to keep my distance—to make sure we’re never alone together. It hasn’t been that hard, since Lee’s his best friend and Bernie’s his girlfriend, making it extremely normal for me to dip out with either one of them. But the occasional moment at the end of a park picnic or the brief periods when Lee decamps for the bathroom during a kickback…they always leave me on edge.

		I look around the room and see Bernie sitting at the middle table, sandwiched between a kid from Lipman, who is rumored to have been cast in a leading role in the next HBO prestige drama, and another from Gordon, who discovered a new set of galaxies for NASA over the summer.

		I try to take in all the other faces, identifying people I’ve met at Skyler’s parties or when I’ve spent the weekend in the Hamptons at Bernie’s. Immediately, I realize this crowd is just as boring and predictable as I thought it would be, another reason why I didn’t even want a nomination in the first place. But I could never admit that to Bernie, who had been talking about the Legacy Club since I met her and had been promising that she would drop hints to her mom that she should nominate me. I’ve had years to tell her, no, please don’t. But I never got the courage to explain that even though we were best friends, there were some things we didn’t need to share—this being one of them.

		And so, here I am, taking a coveted spot in this ridiculous club.

		Usually, at these types of things, Bernie’s all about making small talk, flipping that long red hair of hers over her shoulder and ingratiating herself with everyone. It’s something I love about her. Her ability to talk to anyone about anything. It’s useful when you’re someone like me, who’d rather be alone with a set of charcoals and a sketchpad. But now, Bernie’s staring down at her plate, disengaged from whatever conversation’s happening at her table. Maybe she’s nervous, being the ball’s student chair and all. Or maybe…

		No. There’s no way.

		But she was rather weird with me just now, wasn’t she? Avoiding my questions and dismissing me to sit down early. I got the sense she was lying about something.

		I yank at Skyler’s elbow, pulling him away from a conversation with a student from Tucker Country Day that ends with the kid saying something about his squash team.

		“What?” Skyler asks, ducking his head toward mine.

		My throat is scratchy, and I wish I had thought to bring a nip of vodka to slip into my iced tea, though Bernie warned me I’d get caught in a second.

		“Do you think Bernie knows?” I ask, my voice small.

		Skyler’s head snaps up and his wide gray eyes find mine. When he looks at me like this, it’s easy to remember why Bernie fell in love with him—why she’s been with him since freshman year. Despite the fact that their families are so intertwined, there’s more to it. His beauty. The way he looks at you with that intense gaze, those high cheekbones. His cupid’s-bow lips. In another life, maybe I would have been the one who garnered all of Skyler’s affection. Maybe I’d be Bernie. But in this one, we’re tied together only by her—and our desire to keep our shared secret.

		“What makes you think that?” he asks, masking a fear I know is there.

		I look over at Bernie, who’s now fully engaged in conversation with the actor kid, nodding along to whatever he’s saying, smiling, laughing at all the right moments.

		“I don’t know, she seemed weird before.”

		“Weird how?”

		“Distracted.” I pause. “And did you see Esther’s not here?”

		Skyler looks around the room. “She’s probably sick or something. You know how she is.” A waiter reaches over his shoulder and sets down a plate of frisée lettuce dotted with little pieces of bacon and blue cheese.

		“Maybe I’m just paranoid.”

		“Self-medicate or something. But don’t start twisting shit.”

		“Hey,” I say, slightly hurt. “Asshole.”

		Skyler narrows his brows. “You didn’t tell her anything, right?”

		“Obviously.”

		He purses his lips, and for a second it looks like he doesn’t believe me, like he’s trying to suss if I’m telling the truth. But I am—because I don’t really have a choice. Telling Bernie was never an option. After a beat, he nods. “Neither did I, which means that Bernie doesn’t know shit, okay? Let’s just get through this week alive. You know how much the Ball means to her.”

		I push a piece of lettuce around on my plate and chew on the inside of my lip. Skyler’s right. Bernie has no idea what happened at that party at Lee’s house on Shelter Island. At least not what happened after she left. And what’s been going on since.

		Her words from that night still sting, how she told me I was acting like a fucked-up fool. But that was nothing compared to what I said to her. We apologized to one another the next day and sheepishly, with hesitation and our guards up, decided to move forward.

		Because that’s the thing about Bernie. She stayed loyal to me, even when she shouldn’t have.

		I wasn’t supposed to be at Lee’s house that night. That was my first mistake. Telling her I was home in Brooklyn when I was really at Lee’s. It wasn’t like we planned to throw a party. Or that we intentionally didn’t invite her. It just sort of…happened.

		“Hey, gorgeous.”

		I jump at Lee’s voice as he plants a soft kiss on my bare shoulder. When I spin around in my seat, I see him crouching behind me in a rumpled linen button-down, his charcoal-gray blazer fitting perfectly over his muscular arms. He’s got dark skin and beautiful brown eyes that never break contact, thanks to the confidence instilled in him by his dad, the renowned artist Arti Dubey, and his mom, Arti’s gallerist Lizzie Horowitz. Arti, who was born in Goa but came to the States to study fine art at Yale and never left, is best known for his work in the mid-nineties in which he smeared bodily fluids onto eighteen-foot-wide white canvases. He once did a performance piece at Brooklyn Academy of Music that was an allegory about climate change. Except, he performed it nearly nude. Lee hated that project, but I thought it was kind of brilliant.

		Arti’s pretty revolutionary in the contemporary space and was one of my artistic heroes even before Lee and I got together last year. Since then, I’ve probably spent more time with Lizzie and Arti than I have with my own parents. Two art world icons are way more interesting than a magazine editor and a cardiologist.

		It’s not that I started dating Lee only because of who his parents are—or because they showed interest in my work after my exhibit at the Brooklyn Museum. But I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t at least think about the fact that being with Lee means I get to hang out with one of my idols.

		“Where are you sitting?” I ask.

		Lee nods over to one of the tables on the side, under a wall of windows that overlooks Excelsior’s Olympic-size indoor swimming pool. The only person over there I recognize is Kendall, who looks up and smiles in our direction, giving a little wave.

		Kendall and I met in a mommy-and-me music class in Fort Greene Park and even had a nanny share together. But while I stayed in Brooklyn for elementary school, he started at an all-boys prep school uptown in kindergarten. After his dad’s health tech company went public, the whole family moved to Tribeca, and then I barely saw him or his little sister, Opal, at all. Not until we both started at Excelsior. Now he spends most of his time working on science experiments or popping by the very occasional party. He’s friendly with Lee and Skyler, even though based on what happened in Shelter Island, he should probably want to claw Skyler’s eyes out. Though he has no idea. He wasn’t there.

		All of a sudden, the violin music that had been pumping through the speakers starts to fade away, and someone taps the microphone set up at the front of the room.

		Mrs. Shalcross, from the registration table, smiles brightly and addresses the crowd. “Lunch will be served momentarily, so please take your seats. The Legacy Ball kickoff luncheon is about to begin!”

		Lee squeezes my shoulder and heads off to his table, and as soon as he’s out of earshot, Skyler leans over so his breath is warm against my skin.

		“Now you want that bar?”

		I elbow him in the side a little too hard, and he winces but doesn’t pull away. Finally, like my body has a mind of its own, I nod and watch Skyler pull out a slim pill from his pocket. He presses it into my palm, and I feel its familiar grooves against my skin. It calms me, the little pharmaceutical. The possibilities within. I’m tempted to eat the whole thing now, here. But I already had one today, downed it with my morning coffee a few hours before we got here. And I did eat a small hunk of Adderall to get a little more pep just before I entered the building.

		But looking around…eh, I need this.

		I slip it into my mouth and swallow a gulp of water. “That’s the last one I take from you,” I whisper, already feeling relief.

		He laughs softly, mostly because we know that’s just another lie shared between us.

	
		Tori

		I THOUGHT I was prepared for the kickoff luncheon. I thought that having an odd fascination with the Club—one that led me down YouTube rabbit holes where old dudes claimed the Club was part of the Illuminati and back to my scholarship pamphlet where I first heard mention of the Club—would mean that I was ready to be part of this world myself.

		But stepping into Excelsior Prep today, it was immediately obvious that I was foolish to think that stalking alumni on LinkedIn and hunting through our school’s digital archives for any mention of the Club could make me feel ready for this, an event so over-the-top, so elegant, so extreme that it’s hard to believe it’s only the first in a series of many that will soon dominate my week.

		Who am I kidding? My life.

		My heart beats faster than usual, and I can’t tell if it’s from anticipation or dread. Probably a bit of both. I’m seated at a table with eleven other nominees, kids I’ve never seen before, though apparently, they go to schools just like mine throughout the city.

		I wonder if I make eye contact with them long enough, they’ll be able to smell the inauthenticity coming off of me in waves. I wonder if they’ll know that I don’t deserve to be here, not in my simple black sheath dress and Doc Marten loafers, or worse, if they’ll assume that I’m a recipient of one of the scholarships we’ll spend this whole week raising money for. That thought turns my stomach.

		“Tori?” says the preppy-looking kid next to me.

		“How’d you know?” I wipe my sweaty palms against my thighs.

		He points to my name card. “Tori Tasso, Excelsior Prep.”

		“Oh. Right.”

		He extends his hand. “I’m Chase Killingsworth. Gordon Academy.”

		I take it, even though my skin must be slick. Somehow his grasp is perfectly room temperature, which furthers my girlfriend Joss’s theory about all rich people: They somehow stay climate controlled no matter the circumstance.

		I’ll have to remember to tell her it checks out when I get home to Queens later.

		“So,” he says. “Any idea who nominated you? I’m pretty sure my dad’s golf buddy Anders Lowell put my name in.” He says it like I’m supposed to know who Anders Lowell is, and unfortunately, I do, since if you have half a brain cell, you know that Anders is one of the anchors on the Today show. But I don’t want to give this Chase kid that satisfaction.

		“No idea.” Chase frowns and I sneak a peek at Skyler sitting over by Isobel Rothcroft, with a look of composed disdain on her face. I wonder how it feels to be him, to be any of the other kids here. The ones who take their place in this room for granted, who have assumed from birth that they will become Legacies.

		Skyler’s eyes flit toward mine and I look away, embarrassed. My chest tightens, but I try to keep my breathing calm. I wish I could say I earned my spot at this table. That I deserve to be here. But he and I both know that’s not true—and maybe that’s why I can’t help feeling like someone’s going to pop out from under the table and banish me from the luncheon any second.

		Chase shrugs. “Guess we’ll find out for sure at Nominations Night, huh? I hear they do a whole big presentation where every senior has to guess which member of the alumni committee nominated them and if they don’t get it right, they’re banned from the Ball.”

		My stomach drops. “That can’t be right.”

		“You’re so full of shit, Chase.” The girl to his left leans over and smiles at me. “He’s been looking forward to this week since he was ten, so please excuse him.” Chase shrinks in his seat, but before the girl can keep talking, that bug-eyed woman from the registration table who looked at me like I had three heads when I said my name walks up to the microphone and gives it a little tap.

		I say a silent prayer that I don’t have to make conversation with Chase anymore and focus my attention on the woman up front. Behind her, a dozen or so adults are standing in a neat little row, smiling and clasping their hands in front of them.

		“On behalf of the Legacy Club Nominating Committee, we want to welcome you all to the annual kickoff luncheon!” Mrs. Shalcross says. Behind her, the adults applaud, gazing out at the tables full of students.

		“As you know, every year, the Nominating Committee taps thirty-six Legacy members to select one senior from the Intercollegiate League high school from which they graduated to join the Legacy Club, an honor that begins now but lasts long after you leave high school. Though you won’t have access to the actual Club on Sixty-First Street until the Ball itself, after Saturday, you’ll get your full membership and a key—yes, a real working key!—which will let you in all hours of the day for the rest of your lives. Inside the club, you will find hotel rooms, a restaurant, a squash court, an indoor pool, a historic library, a ballroom, and so, so much more.”

		She pauses, a hitch in her breath, and presses one hand against her heart. “We can’t tell you how much it means to us to invite thirty-six new, young members into our fold. Look around. These are the people you will go through this week with, the people who will be alongside you through the good and the bad, the fun and the stressful. If you’re lucky, they will become some of your best friends, your colleagues. Because Legacy Club members always look out for their own.”

		I do as she says, zeroing in on all the other students, people who’ve overlooked me for years. Isobel Rothcroft, who I’m not sure knows my name. Lee Dubey, who called me Taylor when I showed up to his Shelter Island party. Kendall Kirk, who’s too busy pining after Isobel to notice anyone else. Bernie Kaplan, who’s basically the queen of this whole thing. And Skyler Hawkins, whom I can’t look at without feeling like he’s the only one who sees me for what I really am: an outsider who’s so desperate, she’ll do anything to claw her way in.

		None of these people are my friends. The idea of them being part of my life forever is…impossible.

		But I try to remember why I wanted this, why I used all the power I had to score a nomination, no matter the cost. The Club can open doors for me that not even Excelsior can. Sure, I have a perfect GPA, a stellar track record on the debate team, and a full slate of AP courses. But even I know that all of those accolades mean nothing if the right people have no idea you exist. An outstanding resume can get you an interview at a prestigious job or a second look from a college admissions counselor, but growing up in New York City, going to a school like Excelsior, I’ve learned decisions are made based not on how much you know, but who.

		And the only who that matters are members of the Legacy Club.

		I swallow the lump in my throat and remind myself of one thing: I need this.

		I straighten my shoulders and shake my dark hair down my back, listening to Joss’s voice in my head. You’re Tori Tasso from Astoria, Queens, whose family has owned the best diner in the neighborhood for the past forty years. You know how to fight for yourself. You deserve a place in this world—now and always. Don’t let them tell you otherwise.

		Mrs. Shalcross cedes the mic to a tall Black woman in a navy skirt suit and blouse printed with some sort of coat of arms. “I’m Yasmin Gellar, an Excelsior alum,” she says. “Proud to be up here with our nominating committee, even though I’m filling the imposing shoes of our chairwoman Esther Kaplan today.”

		I sneak a peek at Bernie, whose cheeks are now as red as her hair, though a smile is still plastered on her face. Across the room I see Isobel look my way and do a double take, her mouth forming a small O shape. I avert my eyes, clench my fists. Of course she didn’t expect me to be here.

		“It’s my distinct pleasure to walk you all through this week’s schedule and the rules that come with being part of this year’s nominated class.” Mrs. Gellar pulls a pair of glasses out of her pocket and begins to read off of a few note cards.

		Some of the kids around the room start to zone out, like it’s obvious they’ve heard the spiel before from their parents or siblings, aunts or uncles, people in their inner orbit who have been through the mysterious, shrouded Legacy Ball week, which I’m told always takes place during the last few weeks of summer vacation. But I spy a few nominees who perk up, eager to learn more about what they’re getting into, what parts of ourselves we’ll have to put up for auction, how much we’ll have to put on display.

		“At the Ball, each of you will be asked to give a short presentation about the value of one of the scholarships the Club funds,” Mrs. Gellar says. “Then, all the members in attendance will offer donations to help boost the endowments of those scholarships. But here’s the catch.” She smiles devilishly and leans in. “Each member has the chance to make a donation in one of your names based on how excellent your presentation is.”

		My stomach jolts. I received one of those scholarships, the Arts and Letters one, the summer before entering Excelsior. It’s the only way I got to go here, and I’ve done my best to keep it hidden. I still remember reading over the pamphlet, a small paragraph on the back of the glossy paper jumping out at me:

		
			All Intercollegiate League scholarships are funded by the Legacy Club, one of New York City’s premier institutions for independent education. Members of the Club are delighted and honored to welcome in a new class of recipients, who will follow in the footsteps of past students to leave their mark on the Intercollegiate League.

		

		That was the first time I heard about the Club, the first of many times I googled them and read every single word I could find, trying to figure out what it was, who was part of it, and how they became members.

		I asked Mom about the Club once, if she thought it was strange that a group of random people decided who got this money, but she told me not to worry about who was in it or why and to just do my best and be glad I got a scholarship. But after I got to Excelsior, it became clear to me how much the Club lords over the school—the city.

		All around Excelsior’s campus, there are little plaques posted on trees, benches, lunch tables, doorways—Gifted by the Legacy Club. At all-school assemblies, there are always Legacy Club members, holding those signature gold keys, sitting on the dais. They are everywhere, running banks and law firms, museums and talent agencies, and they all came from schools like mine. Once, I overheard an admissions counselor complaining about how they had to let in every single Legacy member’s child, even if they didn’t pass the admissions test, how she heard they even gave out no-interest loans to certain members.

		Over the past three years, it has become obvious to me what the Club means, that it affords you not only a permanent place in New York elite society but also a surefire way to financial freedom. And it’s also impossible to get nominated if you don’t know anyone.

		Or so I thought.

		It all started with that scholarship, all because of Mom. I wonder what she’d think about me being here now. I fight the stinging in my eyes. I can’t let myself cry. Not here. No matter how much I miss Mom.

		“Alumni are told to judge the presentations based on your argument, knowledge of the Legacy Club, commitment to scholarship, and, of course”—she pauses, smiling wide—“charisma.”

		A titter of laughter passes through the room.

		“While you will all end this week with a membership in the Club, only one of you will win the cash prize.”

		I sit up straighter in my seat, leaning in. This is what I have been waiting for.

		“The student who earns the most donations in their name will also receive twenty-five thousand dollars, outfitted by the generosity of our nominating committee.”

		I suck in a breath of air, shock pooling in my throat, and expect those around me to do so, too. But none of the kids at my table stir. A few of them pick at the plates of poached salmon that appeared in front of us while Mrs. Gellar was speaking, tearing the pink flesh with their sterling silver forks.

		I guess, for these students, twenty-five thousand dollars might be spending money in college or a few first-class flights to Europe. It may pad their trust funds, their dining budgets. But for me, that money could help buy the twins new laptops, fund Helen’s tuition at her soccer clinic, help Dad get through a few mortgage payments, a month of payroll. A sour, bitter feeling swarms my stomach. The people around me have no idea what that might be like.

		No one in the house denies that things have been tight since Mom died last spring, and Dad always says he doesn’t want me to help—that I shouldn’t take up extra shifts at the diner—but this money could give us some much-needed breathing room. This money might change things.

		As Mrs. Gellar continues talking about the week’s events, how tomorrow we’ll all pick up our outfits, and on Thursday we’ll convene for the Acts of Service Day, how Friday’s dinner will reveal our nominators, all I can think about is that I need to earn that prize—and how far I’m willing to go to get it.

	
		AFTER THE BALL

		THE POLICE DO their best to keep everyone on the corner of Sixty-First Street, which, before tonight, none of the officers had any idea was a significant location. One rookie detective, a young woman with a short dark ponytail, eyes the plaque bolted to the limestone exterior.

		Legacy Club, it reads. Members Only.

		The detective pauses and looks around at the teenagers in their ball gowns, their diamonds, their tuxedos, rumpled from a night of dancing—or whatever it was they were doing inside this mysterious building. None of it looks right. None of it looks real. But she should be used to this by now, having worked dozens of cases on the Upper East Side, where the biggest problems have to do with white-collar criminals or rich people yelling about the unhoused neighbors who sleep outside their townhouses.

		An older policeman with a graying beard pulls out a megaphone. “We’re going to ask everyone to go back inside the building,” he says. “No one is allowed to leave the premises. Not until we ask some questions.”

		A murmur breaks out, and some of the adults, pulling their teenagers along with them, begin to balk at orders coming from a nobody, even if he has a badge. These are people who are unafraid to break the rules, to bend them to their will.

		That’s what these people do, after all. Break things.

		But this isn’t one of the crime scenes Homicide usually deals with—the ones where no one cares about the John Does. Tonight’s death is different. This lost life was one of the city’s best. Most important. Or at least that’s what these people will have you believe.

		Despite their protests, everyone is nudged back inside the six-story townhouse, gleaming white in the thick, humid air. Along the entryway, there are no identifying characteristics—no bulletin board proclaiming upcoming events, no welcome sign, no indication of what it does. What happens inside.

		The crowd moves slowly, against their will, until finally, all of the guests are corralled inside the lobby, where a half-eaten ice cream sundae bar melts against the wall, dripping bright green, pink, and brown on the granite floor. A bowl of maraschino cherries sits untouched, urns of coffee cooling beside them.

		“Looks like a great party,” one cop mumbles to the detective. “Except for the dead body.”

		She doesn’t laugh. Instead, she looks around at the crowd, their sniffles echoing throughout the room. “Time to divide and conquer?” she asks. The rest of the officers nod.

		They’ve got questions, and perhaps these people have answers.

	
		Bernie

		THE LUNCHEON ENDS with slices of warm apple pie made from fruit picked at Excelsior’s orchard, but I’m too anxious to eat a single bite. Mrs. Gellar didn’t have to call out my mom’s absence, but she did, and now all I can hope is that no one else noticed.

		I glance at my phone for the millionth time today, willing my mom to text me again. I toggle over to Find My Friends and expect to see her icon pop up somewhere in the city, but just as I saw this morning, there’s nothing. She’s nowhere, and I can’t fight the feeling that still, something’s wrong.

		Around me, wooden chair legs screech against the floor as students stand up, shake hands with one another, and prepare to pick up slim black leather folders, which are sitting at the registration table. Even from here, I can see they have our names on them, lined up in alphabetical order. Inside, our scholarships will be revealed, as will the rest of the rules for the week. When I was little, Mom would show me her folder that she kept from when she was a Legacy nominee and tell me stories about what was inside. I always thought when I got mine, we’d pore over it together.

		Guess not.

		Isobel appears by my side, her eyes hooded slightly, which makes me wonder what kind of fun she and Skyler got into at their table
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