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Do not go gentle into that good night.


—DYLAN THOMAS












CHAPTER ONE


“We really should be studying,” I call from inside Caroline’s massive walk-in closet. It’s almost as big as my whole apartment. A tall window looks out over Central Park, the buildings on the other side silhouetted by the setting sun. Pinks fade into orange and purple in the sky; lights flicker on in apartment windows, the treetops below soaking up the last of the golden-hour rays. I turn to the floor-to-ceiling collection of shoes, running my fingers over suede heels, then velvet boots, then studded sneakers. A marble mood board covers the opposite wall, a collage of prom dresses, cute summer outfits, and models like Cara Delevingne and Bella Hadid making pouty faces, all stuck on with gold magnets. Makeup and jewelry line the built-in island in the middle of the room, lit up like Sephora.


“I saw you drooling over that dress,” Caroline calls back. “What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t let you try it on?”


I smile, not because of the More Expensive Than My Parents’ Car ball gown I’m about to try on, but because the darling of New York Webber Academy just said she was my friend. I’ve been tutoring her in science every Thursday afternoon for over a year, and of course I’d hoped it would evolve into a friendship, but this is the first time she’s actually said that word out loud. I have to tell Pari about this. I wonder if she’ll be jealous. Or intrigued.


Don’t make a big deal about it, Waverly. Oh, who am I kidding? This is a Big Deal! Being in Caroline’s circle is like having a key to the city—it’ll get you in anywhere. And who knows? Maybe upgrading from her tutor to her friend will raise my social score.


But really, it’s just nice to have friends. I’ve never been great at making friends. I wish I could blame it on the kids at Webber being classist snobs, but even back in public school when I was on the same level as everyone else, I always ate lunch alone. I think it’s an autistic thing, but maybe it’s just a me thing. A Waverly thing. Every day I worry that I’ll somehow scare away the two friends I do have at Webber—Pari and Frank. So, yeah, hearing someone like Caroline call me her friend feels damn good.


I throw the heavy skirt of my school uniform onto the floor, then the itchy sweater, white shirt, and sports bra. Once I’m down to my underwear, I stare lovingly at the extravagant dress hanging on the back of the door. It’s a regal red couture ball gown designed by Christian Siriano. It’s too expensive for me to even look at, and I told Caroline as much when she first suggested I try it on. But once Caroline gets an idea in her head, it’s pointless to fight her—especially if it means getting out of studying biology for a few minutes.


The material is smooth and cool on my skin, and it slides on like it was meant for me. I hold my breath as I gently lift it around my waist and chest. Not gonna lie, I’m afraid of it. I’m afraid of ripping it or hurting it somehow. I’m afraid I’ll like wearing it so much that nothing will ever live up to this moment again. I’m afraid this is as close to Caroline’s life as I’ll ever get. The tulle skirt cascades down to the floor. The V-shaped neckline is embellished with little jewels that sparkle in the light.


This is nothing like my usual OOTD. When I’m not in the awful Webber Academy uniform (all dark blue and white stripes, too-tight necktie, material that bites into me), I normally avoid too-tight or potentially scratchy clothes, prioritizing comfort over style. But this dress feels almost soothing on my skin, and there aren’t even any pointy tags I’d need to cut off. It’s tight, but in a comforting, weighted-blanket kind of way. I never in a million years thought I’d feel comfortable in a couture ball gown, but this isn’t so bad.


Caroline shrieks when I shuffle back into her room, and I worry that her dad, famous computer scientist turned billionaire entrepreneur Gregory Sinclair, is going to think I’m trying to murder her or something.


“Okay,” Caroline says. “I hate that you look better in it than me, but I love it for you.”


She turns me around to face the mirror while she zips up the back of the dress, and that’s when I see my reflection. Maybe it’s the built-in ring light doing me favors, but I feel like royalty. I’m standing straighter, taller, like I’m proud of what the world sees when they look at me.


Is this how Caroline feels all the time?


A sharp feeling of shame rushes through me, because it shouldn’t take an extravagant dress to make me feel worthy. But when you spend every day being surrounded by people who have so much more than you, it’s easy to feel like you’re not good enough. It’s easy to equate money with worth. A lump stings my throat and I wipe at rogue tears, hopefully before Caroline notices, but she’s too distracted by her phone buzzing on her desk. Her boyfriend’s face flashes on the screen: Jack’s trying to FaceTime her. Only his name has been changed to Jackass, which means they’re fighting again. She declines it for the fifth time tonight.


“What did he do now?” I ask.


Caroline lets out a dramatic sigh. “Pretty sure he’s cheating on me.”


“With who?” I probably should have at least pretended to be surprised, but whatever. She must know, right? She deserves so much better.


She shrugs, eyes back on her phone. “No idea. But he’s been doing this thing where he ghosts me for days, then suddenly calls nonstop, wasted. Like, he won’t reply to my texts, but then he’ll call me drunk at three A.M., rambling about how he’s sorry.”


“Sorry for what?”


“That’s the thing,” she says, running her fingers through her long, dark hair. “He won’t tell me.”


I honestly don’t know why she’s with a jerk like Jack. Caroline is the most popular girl in school, because she treats everyone like her equal—even me, the autistic, gay scholarship nerd from Queens everyone else ignores. Jack, however, is a future frat boy from a family of corrupt prescription drug peddlers who flips up the collars of his pastel polo shirts. I mean, yeah, he’s good-looking in a Ken doll kinda way, but all that is ruined the moment he opens his mouth and lets his assholery spill out. I’ve tried to figure out why she repeatedly chooses to exchange bodily fluids with him, but it’s one of life’s great mysteries. Maybe this time she’s truly done with him.


“I don’t want to go to the boring masquerade with him,” she says.


“You have to go!” I look back at my reflection, the dress spilling out around me. I’m a Disney princess. “You’re going to own the night!”


“I don’t want to own the night,” she says. “I want a night of my own. Seriously, the ball, it’s all cheek kisses, fake smiles, and backstabbing under the guise of fundraising for a school that already has more money than God.” Caroline falls back onto the pillows of her rose-gold four-poster bed and sighs. “My queendom for a night off from all the high society bullshit.”


I had no idea Caroline felt this way. I thought she loved being everyone’s favorite. Even in biology class, where she struggles the most, there’s practically a line of people wanting to partner with her on group assignments. It never occurred to me that she’d tire of all the attention—that she needs a break.


Webber Academy is one of the wealthiest private schools in the country. The annual Masquerade Ball is its biggest benefit of the year, raising money for the school and celebrating new members of the Dean’s Society.


For people like me, a Webber Academy education opens up the whole world. It’s my ticket to a good college, connections to the most powerful names in the country, and a future of financial stability for myself and my parents. Besides, the money raised at the masquerade goes to the Webber Foundation, and from there it’s given to local nonprofits and allocated to the scholarship program. It’s not like the dean pockets it for himself.


Dean Owen Webber always says that, at the academy, we are a family, but as much as I want to believe I’m in the family, it’s hard not to feel left out when the cheapest tickets to the masquerade are still ten thousand bucks—obviously, scholarship kids need not apply. I’ve always dreamed about walking into the Masquerade Ball and seeing it with my own eyes. To maybe even be invited to join the Dean’s Society for who I am, instead of what I have. The night is shrouded in mystery; everyone hands in their phones and cameras at the door. The only photos are taken by approved photographers, and even then, only a select few of the images are posted online. The exclusivity is part of the allure.


“Do you know what I would give to go to that ball?” I ask her, a little too desperately. “You have no idea how lucky you are. I’d have to tutor every kid in school for years and probably sell an organ to afford that ticket.”


Truth is, tutoring doesn’t come easily to me. I have a learning disability, dyscalculia, which makes numbers and equations basically impossible for my brain to process—my calculator is my best friend. But people assume that being autistic means I’m some kind of genius, and classmates started offering me hundreds of dollars to tutor them, so I agreed. I already have to work twice as hard as everyone else to keep up anyway, may as well get paid for it. I mainly tutor in English and bio, my favorite subjects. I read ahead a little, memorize as much of the texts as I can, spend a few extra hours a week studying while the rich kids are weekending at their summer houses, and voilà. The infinity of online study guides helps, too, and the extra time I’ve spent trying to beef up my tutoring skills has even boosted my own grades, as well as my Venmo account. Everybody wins.


“You worry about money too much,” she says.


My skin bristles. It’s not the first time she’s said that to me. I heard it when she invited me out to some party in East Williamsburg, when the only way to get there was three different trains that would take two hours, or a Lyft, which I couldn’t afford. I heard it again when she asked why I don’t just buy Starbucks on the way to school instead of bringing instant coffee in my dad’s old thermos. I try to soften my tone when I say, “That’s what happens when you don’t have it.”


Caroline presses her lips into a hard line, and I worry I’ve offended her. Oh, man, I hope I didn’t just get demoted from friend status.


“Anyway.” I pick up my bio book from her desk. “We really need to focus. We still have one more chapter in this section and it took me three reads before I fully grasped it. I’ll go get changed.”


Caroline looks at me with pity. “Waverly, you work harder than any of the trust-fundians at school. And you put up with their one-percenter shit on top of it. I don’t know how you deal.”


One day I’ll be rich, and I’ll have my own designer gowns in my closet, and I’ll never take them for granted. But most important, I’ll be a doctor, an expert in neurology, and I’ll be helping people.


“It’s not so bad,” I lie. Actually, the kids at school can be truly awful. “But I wouldn’t mind being you for a day.”


I put my book back down and glance at Caroline, expecting to see more pity in her warm brown eyes, but instead, they’re lit up in excitement. “Be careful what you wish for.”


I quirk an eyebrow at her. “Huh?”


A mischievous smile squirms across her face. She stands behind me, both of us turning to face the mirror. “You’re going to the ball, Cinderella.”


“Again,” I say, full of suspicion. “Huh?”


She laughs. “You’ll wear my dress, and my mask, and go have that wild party night you deserve. Everyone will treat you like a queen.”


I laugh. “I can’t pass as you.” Sure, we’re practically the same height and both have dark hair and pale-ass skin. But where Caroline has breasts, I have … not much. And her legs are longer than mine, though I guess no one would see my legs under this huge, flowing gown.


“Yeah, you can! It’s a masquerade, genius. People will be in disguises. Besides, this dress has been all over my feed this week—they won’t even question whether it’s me wearing it. Our voices aren’t super different, and anyway, it’ll be loud, and dark, and people will be drinking. We can totally pull it off.”


For a glorious moment, I let myself imagine what it would feel like to walk into the ball in this incredible dress and have everyone treat me like I paid to be there. To live Caroline’s life for just one night. But I shake off the fantasy when I remember one giant ass of a problem.


“What about Jack? He’s going to be there.”


She shrugs like her boyfriend is a minor detail. “He knows I’m mad at him. You could ignore him all night, he’ll just think I’m pissed. Also, his dad will be there, and when Dr. Bradley is around, Jack is always on his best behavior. He’ll be too focused on being Daddy’s special boy to pay attention to anything else. Believe me.”


My heart beats a little faster. Am I really considering this? What if I get caught? It would be humiliating. Everyone would know how desperate I am to be like them, and if there’s one thing worse than being on the outside it’s people knowing how badly you just want to be inside. My above-it-all mask is all I have; I can’t risk losing it. “No. I don’t think it’s a good idea, Caroline. I can’t do it.”


Her phone buzzes with a text, and I see on the screen that it’s from Max, Caroline’s BFF and resident gossip girl of Webber Academy. Max and I don’t talk much, but that’s mostly my fault—she’s very pretty and I get tongue-tied around her. Caroline’s eyes widen at the text.


“Huh,” Caroline says as she reads it. “Apparently Ash flew back from London for the masquerade. I bet she’s the mystery guest Webber’s been talking about, this year’s new Dean’s Society member.”


And suddenly I’m not breathing.


Ash. Ashley Webber.


Caroline doesn’t know it, but Ash is my ex-girlfriend. If she ever was my girlfriend. What we had, whatever it was, we kept secret—partly because Ash isn’t out, and partly because she’s the daughter of Owen Webber, the founder and dean of New York Webber Academy. Neither of us wanted the kind of attention our relationship would bring. I didn’t want people asking why the richest girl in school was dating the scholarship kid; they’d think I was doing it for a status upgrade. Not to mention how everyone was always in Ash’s business, orbiting around her for scraps of popularity or gossip to use as social currency. With our relationship, I think she wanted something sacred and private and special. For a while, that was me. I was her sacred, special thing. And she was mine.


And then she was gone.


All I have left to remind me of her now is the heartache. No matter what I do, no matter how much time passes, the hurt just won’t go away. Pari says I’m holding on to her too tight still, waiting for her to come back to me, and I’ve always denied it. But now, Ash is back in New York. My heart is racing. Palms sweating. Maybe this is what I’ve been holding on for this whole time, one more chance. With her.


“I’ll go.”


“Where?” Caroline says, already reabsorbed in her phone.


I can’t believe I’m saying these words out loud. “I’ll go to the masquerade in your place.”


Caroline lights up. “Yes, Cinderella!”


I keep admiring myself in the mirror while she fetches the mask from the safe—yes, an actual safe—in her closet. It’s wrapped in bloodred tissue paper inside a metallic gold box, and I’ve been dying to see it in real life instead of just on Instagram.


“Here it is,” she says as she lifts the lid off. “The pièce de résistance.”


It’s a shimmering gold mask with holes for the eyes, nostrils, and mouth. Lines have been carved into it, giving it eerie facial features, feminine and delicate. Otherworldly and somehow fae. But what really makes it stand out are the thin golden rods on top of it, forming a crown. It looks like something that would be worn by an ancient sun goddess—or a celebrity going to Coachella.


“The crown has flecks of real gold in it.” Caroline gently places the mask over my face, ties the ribbon tight so it stays firm, and steps back to take in the full sight of me. “Perfection.”


“There’s no way I’ll blend in on the subway in this outfit,” I say, thinking of trying to get to the ball from Queens.


“No way,” she says, shaking her head. “You’re not wearing this on the subway. In fact, you’re not even carrying it on the train tonight. It’s too bulky, and I’d die before letting it touch the grimy floor of the R train.”


“It’ll be fine,” I say. “My mom and I once rode the subway with an armchair we found on the street.”


Caroline makes a face.


My cheeks warm. “It was a really nice chair.”


She shrugs. “You’ll take our town car home tonight. I’ll call Bruce.” Before I can argue, she’s on the phone asking her family’s driver to be ready to take me home in thirty minutes. I retreat back to her walk-in to step out of the dress and back into my uniform, and together we place it back in its fancy garment bag.


“Now.” Caroline claps her hands together. “I’m going to give you a lesson on How to Be Moi, so pay attention.”


I chuckle while I pull my sweater over my head. “I think I’ve got that down. All I gotta do is flip my hair every now and then and slip French words into every sentence. Instant bougie bitch.”


She gasps, making a big show of being offended. “Pardonnezmoi, mademoiselle? Says you, with your closet full of flannel shirts and nails bitten down to nothing—you’re a walking lesbian stereotype.”


I stumble backward and clutch my heart dramatically. “Moi?”


Laughter spills out of both of us, but then Caroline turns stone cold. “Seriously, though. Just because I want a break from this world doesn’t mean I want to be ostracized from it. I have a reputation to uphold, a vibe that people do and should expect from me. You need to make them believe in that journey.”


She starts listing things off, counting on her fingers as she does. “I don’t smile. Ever. But you’ll be wearing a mask so that shouldn’t be a problem. I avoid eye contact with teachers, and pretty much all adults, because, honestly, who has the energy to deal with them? But hey, that should be easy for you with the autism stuff, right?”


On the outside, I smile and nod, but on the inside, I wince and shrink. It’s not that she’s wrong; eye contact is hard for me, but it doesn’t feel right that she gets to say it like that. There’s no way I could ever tell her that, though, because she’s Caroline, and besides, I don’t even understand why it makes me feel so prickly, so how could I make someone else understand?


“Your posture needs work,” she says, her gaze dragging down my body. “You’re all hunched up at the shoulders like you’re trying to crawl into a ball and hide.”


Called out.


I straighten my spine in a way that feels unnatural and vulnerable.


“Much better,” Caroline says. “If we had more time, I’d send you to the modeling class I took when I was eleven, just to get a quick download on how to walk and pose.” She sighs. “But this will do.”


I’m feeling more like a monkey in a science experiment every second. But then I think about walking into the Webber Academy ball, how everyone will adore me, wish they were me, how I’ll be the star for just one night … and how Ash will be there to see me shine. It’s just one night.


Caroline crosses her room, searches her Spotify playlists, and hits play. Shitty club music fills the room from the speakers in the ceiling. It’s too loud for me, but I don’t say anything. “It’s time,” she says with an evil smile. “Show me what you’ve got.”


I spend the next twenty minutes walking back and forth down the length of her giant bedroom. “Less slouching,” she orders on my fifty millionth circuit of the room. “More strutting.”


Next, I practice talking and laughing like her, and even though it’s definitely a work in progress, I’m not half bad. We’ve been spending every Thursday after school together for a year now, so I’ve had a lot of study time. Besides, being autistic in an ableist world means learning how to mimic other people’s behavior as a way to fit in. It’s called masking—suppressing my natural autistic traits so that I can pass as a neurotypical person. Resisting the urge to rock back and forth during class, or tap my hands on my desk, or count how many stairs I climb out loud. Hiding my anxiety and discomfort when people get too close, or too loud, or too confusing. Pretending I’m fine when I’m completely overwhelmed and watching the clock for the lunch bell to ring so I can disappear into the bathroom, pop my earplugs in, and bury my head in my arms until I can breathe again.


It’s a survival mechanism, like a chameleon changing its colors to hide from predators, only a lot less cool and way more exhausting.


When Caroline is satisfied that I sound enough like her to fool her friends in a loud, music-filled ballroom, we move on to the final step: a Caroline-style selfie—from above, angled to the right, chin slightly turned to the left, eyes sultry behind the mask. I take a dozen different shots. Then she picks her favorite and rolls it through three different photo editing apps to get the lighting and colors just right so it matches her aesthetic.


“I’ll post this before the party,” she says. “It’ll look like I’m getting ready in real time.”


I grin at her. “You’re an evil genius.”


She giggles, placing a hand on her cheek. “Stop! You’re making me blush.”


That’s when the buzzer rings, and she hurries me out of her room. “That’s Bruce. See you at school, Cinderella!”


I creep down the stairs as quietly as possible, cradling the dress and mask box like a newborn baby, but stop cold when I hear Caroline’s dad yell in his office, “Stop!”


I freeze. For a heart-stopping moment, I think he’s screaming at me. Oh, god. He thinks I’m stealing the dress. I turn to look at him in his office, but his back is to me. Then I hear a muffled voice yelling about “Cassandra!,” and I realize Gregory is on the phone.


“We should have told someone,” he hisses. “Now it’s too late, and people will suffer.”


His voice bounces off the walls. I’ve only spoken to Caroline’s father a handful of times, but he’s been nothing but kind and very soft-spoken, almost shy. He’s always by Dean Webber’s side at school events; I think they’ve been close friends for years. I’ve never heard him yell like this.


Gregory turns around and spots me. Our eyes lock. Then he crosses the room and shuts the door in my face, drowning out the rest of the conversation.









CHAPTER TWO


Our old Toyota whines as it slugs across the Queensboro Bridge into Manhattan. Every day, I fully expect it to give up right in the middle of early-morning traffic. It’s been known to break down at the absolute worst possible times, usually when my mom has a doctor’s appointment she’s been waiting months for or I have an important exam to get to. The front passenger’s-side window doesn’t close fully, and the duct-tape system my dad came up with to fix it is starting to give up, so my big headphones are a must when we’re faced with the blasting wind and constant car-honking of the bridge. They’re not noise-canceling—those are expensive—but they help.


My dad sits behind the wheel, his balding head gently nodding along to some song from his youth, only ever singing the chorus because he can’t remember the rest of the lyrics. Every now and then I catch him glancing over at my mom, his brow crinkled with worry as she massages the joints of her hands. She hasn’t had a pain flare in ages, but the price of her medication tripled a few months ago, and she had to stop taking it. And it’s started to show—a worsening limp from the pain in her knees and ankles; migraines forcing her to miss work; more frequent memory lapses; and then, this morning, she dug her old compression gloves out of her dresser drawer.


Mom was diagnosed with relapsing-remitting multiple sclerosis about a year and a half ago, but she’d been experiencing fatigue, tremors, and pain flares for as long as I’ve been alive. It took over a decade of trying to get doctors to listen to her before someone finally took her seriously.


My childhood is filled with memories of being babysat by neighbors in the middle of the night while my dad rushed my mom to the ER with a migraine so painful she started vomiting, days when her pain was so bad she couldn’t get out of bed, sitting with her in the waiting rooms of doctors, psychologists, chiropractors—anyone who might be able to help ease her pain that would still be covered by our health insurance plan.


She had almost given up on finding a doctor. All they did was condescend to her, tell her it was all in her head, or prescribe medications that didn’t work and then blame her for their failures. I couldn’t understand why no one believed her, why the fact that she said she was in constant pain wasn’t enough for them. If they couldn’t see it on their scans or in their textbooks, then it didn’t exist to them.


So, when I was about twelve, I decided I would become a doctor, but I’d be different from all the rest. I’d believe my patients when they told me about their pain, instead of dismissing them based on their gender or race or weight. I researched the best premed schools in the country, chose Yale as my first preference, then googled which New York schools had the highest acceptance rate.


Wasting no time, and with my parents’ enthusiastic encouragement, I applied to the Webber Academy Uplift Program (read: scholarships for kids who “show potential and ambition, but are unable to attain a high-quality education due to personal or financial hardship”) and got in. Now, in my senior year, I’m right on track for Yale, which would grease the tracks for the Yale School of Medicine, work as a neurologist, and the life I know I’m supposed to lead.


But it’s not just my education that Webber Academy provides. Once Dean Webber heard about my mom’s health struggles, he connected her with specialists who not only believed her, but gave her the answers she’d spent over a decade searching for.


Webber, the man and the school, is basically my family’s saving grace now. Hard to get too reverse-snobby about a place when it’s quite literally your whole life.


My dad reaches a hand over to take Mom’s, and she offers a forced smile as he rubs it for her. None of us have admitted it out loud yet, but it’s obvious her pain is getting worse by the day, and without her meds, there’s nothing we can do about it.


It lights a fire in my belly.


“Dean Webber would help pay for the medi—” I start to say once we’re over the bridge, but my mom stops me.


“No,” she snaps. “He’s done enough for us. I don’t want to take advantage of his kindness.”


I bite my tongue to stop myself from arguing with her. The last thing I want is to be the reason her pain flares even more. But if the dean knew, he would want to help, I know he would.


The car groans as we pull into the underground parking garage of Webber Academy, and I feel like groaning, too. The first moments before walking into school are the most anxiety-provoking for me, when my stomach twists itself into nauseated knots and my hands shake, but part of my scholarship is dependent on my attendance record, so I can’t afford to miss a day. That, and my parents would be furious. They go in to Webber Academy every day, too—my dad as a custodian and my mom as a chef in the kitchen—and they do it for me. For my education, and for my future.


Some of the kids at school have “joked” that I got the Indentured Servitude Program, because my parents work at the school. But I got into Webber on my own, and it wasn’t until later that the dean gave my parents jobs out of the goodness of his heart. He knew we had hit hard times and wanted to help, so that I could focus on my studies. That’s how much he believes in me.


In the parking garage, my parents kiss me goodbye, then take the service elevator while I walk up the tree-lined side path to the main campus. I hold my anxiety in my lungs as I join the other kids streaming up the path, putting on my Resting Apathy Face. The more I pretend I don’t care what they think of me, the more they leave me alone. The thought crosses my mind that they might finally notice me at the masquerade, only they won’t really know it’s me. I wonder if that’s better or worse.


Before I can decide, I notice my footsteps echoing more loudly than usual. Something feels different this morning. The campus center foyer is quieter. The boys aren’t doing their macho morning ritual of punching each other in the nads. People are whispering in small groups of three or four. Even teachers are being weird. I peer into one of the classrooms as I pass and see Mrs. Carter, my English teacher, dabbing a tissue under her eyes like she’s been crying.


What the hell is going on?


Pari, my best friend, is waiting for me on our usual couch in the student lounge, scrolling and eating a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup. I let out a soft sigh, relieved to see at least she’s acting like her normal self. Her long black hair is tied into a high ponytail that would rival Ariana Grande’s, and her long fingernails are painted neon yellow with hints of glitter. A matching yellow eyeliner traces the rims of her eyelids, popping brilliantly against her brown skin, and definitely breaking school dress code—something she always manages to get away with. By now the faculty have learned not to argue with her, lest they face the wrath of one of her “woke rants,” as Mr. Cameron called them once in biology class. Her cane leans against the couch, which means she’s having a bad pain day. Pari has a rad collection of canes, and today it’s her leopard-print one, matching the yellow on her nails and eyes perfectly.


I see Frank across the room, on his way over to us. Frank is my very own personal computer geek, with thick glasses, pasty white skin that burns even on the cloudiest day, and a penchant for Doctor Who Reddit threads. His name is actually Francis, but he prefers Frank, like his dad, whom he was named after. He worries his

TONY WAS RIGHT lapel pin as he lopes our way, grinning, laptop tucked under one arm.


“Hey, Fransissy!” Lance Howard, a Stanford hopeful and the son of a big Wall Street guy, calls to Frank as he passes. Frank looks over and instantly catches one of his enormous feet on a table leg. The rest happens in slow motion. Frank lurches forward, falling hard on his knees; his laptop falls out of his grasp, skidding across the tiled floor.


Lance and his jerk friends laugh their asses off. Pari has her cane in her hand and is on her feet, moving quickly.


“Are you okay?” I ask as I help Frank up. He nods, but I can tell by his tomato-colored cheeks that he’s embarrassed.


“Hey, dickwad!” Pari storms over to Lance. He’s got at least three inches on her, but she shoves the wrapper of her Peanut Butter Cup into his mouth. “If you’re gonna talk trash, you’re gonna eat it, too.”


Frank and I make our way over, prepared to back her up.


Lance spits the wrapper out while his buddies laugh. He glances down at Pari’s cane and kicks it. She loses her balance for a second, but catches herself before she falls.


“My bad,” he says. “Didn’t see it.”


Frank and I stand on either side of Pari.


“Don’t you have contraband Adderall to snort?” I say to him.


He snarls at me and throws the Peanut Butter Cup wrapper at my feet. “Don’t you have trash to pick up? Just like your dad?”


Then he and his buddies walk away, laughing.


“Asshole!” Pari calls after him.


“I swear to god,” Frank says through gritted teeth. “If I wasn’t on scholarship …”


Someone clears their throat behind us. The three of us turn to see Mr. Cameron staring us down, his white mustache twitching.


“That’s hardly the language of a young lady,” he says to Pari, then turns to Frank. “And Francis, threats of violence? What would your father think?”


Pari’s jaw drops. “Sir, didn’t you see what Lance did?”


“What I saw was you cursing in the middle of the hallway.” He checks the time on his watch. “It’s a hard morning for all of us here, so I’ll let it slide. But any more outbursts from any of you three today and it’s detention.”


I swallow hard, and I see Frank’s shoulders tense. Like he said, he’s a scholarship kid, too. Detention for us could put our whole education at risk.


“Yes, sir,” I sputter out. “Sorry, sir.”


Frank straightens his blazer. “Won’t happen again.”


I can practically feel Pari rolling her eyes at us, but her parents are what you might call Top Tier Donors. She can afford trouble in ways we can’t—and sometimes I think she seeks it out. The way people constantly underestimate her, I don’t blame her. People see her cane and assume she’s made of glass—or worse, they tell her she’s inspiring. Last year we went to a disability-rights rally with my parents, and Pari gave my mom a button that said NOT YOUR INSPIRATION PORN, and my mom wears it everywhere now.


“You okay?” I ask her.


She lifts her cane up to inspect the damage. “He scuffed Michael Cane.” Pari named her mobility aid after the British actor Michael Caine, because she’s a sucker for puns, just like me. She has hypermobile Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, which means sometimes her joints slip out of place and her body hurts a lot. That’s my basic understanding of it, anyway. She doesn’t always use her cane, but when she does I know she’s probably dealing with a ton of invisible pain—just like my mom does.


She turns to Frank. “You’ve got to stand up for yourself more, dude.”


He checks his laptop for damage. “Trust me, I’m doing them a favor by restraining myself. Besides, one day they’ll be working for me.” He doesn’t meet her gaze, probably embarrassed she came to his defense for the umpteenth time. Pari isn’t just a girl to Frank, she’s The Girl. He’s been hopelessly in love with her since he showed up for his first day at Webber our junior year, and it’s the worst-kept secret in the world. He pretends he’s not infatuated with her, and she pretends she doesn’t notice the way he looks at her.


Frank and I initially bonded as fellow Uplift Program kids. He’s a math wiz and a chess champion from Brooklyn, where his family owned one of the oldest pizza places in the city. But with the storms getting worse the last few years, the restaurant kept flooding, the damage was too expensive, and they had to close. Then his dad died of a heart attack the same week. It made the news, and Dean Webber heard about it and reached out to offer Frank Junior a scholarship on the spot, as a second chance for him and his family.


The three of us kind of fell in together as a way to survive being different. We are the weirdos, mister.


Suddenly, something Mr. Cameron says replays in my mind. “What did Cameron mean when he said it’s a hard day?” Pari and Frank exchange a glance. “What?”


Pari pulls me in closer and shows me something on her phone. It’s an article in The New York Times.




Tech Billionaire Found Unconscious in Manhattan Apartment


Forty-three-year-old Gregory Sinclair was reportedly found in his home office by the housekeeper early this morning. He is currently in critical condition at Lenox Hill Hospital. The family’s lawyer says he is unlikely to recover.





My chest tightens. “Oh, no. Caroline. I just saw him last night.” My voice is barely a whisper. My mind spins. His voice echoes in my head: People will suffer.


The first bell rings, making me jump. I tell Pari and Frank I’ll see them later—at least I think I do—then hazily walk to homeroom.


Caroline’s empty seat may as well have a neon sign above it, the way people keep casting concerned glances at it.


Caroline’s best friend, Max, sits at the far end of the classroom with the rest of her homeroom squad. “Has anyone heard from her? She won’t reply to my texts.” Max, one of only a handful of Black students in my year, is the daughter of a prominent sustainability professor at The New School, and her dad is a neurosurgeon who went to the same school I want to go to.


“Same,” Alice, another of Caroline’s friends, says. “I even tried calling her, but her phone’s off.” Alice, well, she scares me. She’s a ballerina, thin and tall with porcelain-white skin and a kind of intensity that vibrates off of her. Her dad is a congressman who makes frequent problematic appearances on cable news shows that he then has to apologize for on different cable news shows. When I turn eighteen, the first thing I’m doing is voting him out.


Max’s brow furrows. “This is so fucked up.”


Alice leans in closer, looking around before she speaks. I avert my gaze. “Do you think he … I mean, I heard it was pills. Was it on purpose?”


My stomach goes sour. Pills? The image of Mr. Sinclair in his office last night returns to the forefront of my mind. I was so focused on getting out of there with Caroline’s dress that I ignored how agitated he was. What if I was the last person to see him conscious?


I shake that question away. No. Surely, Caroline saw him after I left. Even just to say good night.


“Poor Caroline,” Max says, mirroring my thoughts exactly.


• • •


By the time lunch rolls around, the weight in the air has lightened to a low mist and the rumors have spread, working their way through the student body like rot.


“Maybe it was some kind of Russian spy hit,” a freshman says to his friends as I pass by. “Old Greg got in too deep with some Putin shit or something.”


I roll my eyes.


“I heard he never got over his wife leaving him,” a girl says to her friends. “I mean, Caroline never talks about her mom. That’s weird, right?”


Not weird. Sometimes it’s easier to just never talk about the things that hurt most.


I walk into the student café and join the line. Mom is working today, and if I can catch a glimpse of her in the kitchen, maybe she’ll sneak me a chocolate mousse.


“I get that it’s sad,” says Alice, who’s a few people ahead of me, talking to Lance. Alice is nice enough when she’s alone, but something happens when she’s with Lance. She turns mean, and together the two of them stoke the cruelty in each other. Sometimes it’s me on the other end of their flames, but today Caroline is in everyone’s crosshairs. “It’s tragic, obviously. But Caroline would want the show to go on, you know? She’s strong like that.”


Someone sighs behind me, and I turn to see Max shaking her head. “Can you believe her?”


For a second I don’t answer, because I don’t realize she’s talking to me. “Unfortunately, yes.”


“You’re right, Alice,” Max calls, then leaves her place in line to face down the other girl. Even though Max likes to gossip, she’s also Caroline’s most loyal friend. “We wouldn’t want the near death of our friend’s father to get in the way of a good time.”


“I just meant—”


“We all know what you meant,” she says as she flips her dark bob of curls.


Alice shrivels, and I’m glad Caroline has someone looking out for her. The whole line is staring in our direction now, and even though I’m not the focus, I’m way too close for comfort. I slide my tray back and get out of there. My stomach hurts from the tension. I’ll eat later.


I find Pari and Frank at our usual table by the windows. The sun shines through from Seventy-First Street, casting them in a warm glow. Outside, the trees are growing greener the further into spring we get. Prewar brownstones stand proudly on the other side of the street, maids and nannies in the windows while the owners are at work. My thoughts go back to Caroline, how she’s only a few blocks away, probably sitting by her father’s hospital bed.


And that’s when it hits me—with Gregory in the hospital, there’s no way Caroline’s plan to have me play her stand-in at the ball is happening. Which means my hopes of seeing Ash have turned to dust. I sink against Pari and fold myself over the table, covering my face with my arms.


“Same,” Pari says, then rubs my back.


I groan. I want to stay here and hide in the dark forever. This is why I don’t let myself get my hopes up about things. It always ends in disappointment.


Gasps echo around the room, and I peek from my hiding place. The flat-screens on every wall have sparked to life. Dean Webber sits at the wide mahogany desk in his office on the top floor of the school, hands clasped in front of him. His salt-and-pepper hair is perfectly combed, his sharp jaw tight and blue eyes somber. It’s like a presidential address.


“Good afternoon, Webber Academy,” he says. “I’m sure by now you’ve all heard the terribly sad news about Gregory Sinclair. He is a dear friend of mine, a valued member of our Webber family. So much of what we have built here is thanks to him. All of us here are hoping for a swift recovery, and keeping his daughter, our dear Caroline, in our thoughts and prayers.”


His face lifts, and his mouth turns up into a warm, reassuring smile. “Now, I know you’re all wondering how this will affect the annual Webber Academy Masquerade Ball.”


People perk up. What little conversation there was quiets.
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