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Prologue Friday, 12 June 2026

Eight minutes before the murder

I’ve been planning Madison DuPont’s murder for a very long time. That final year at Prescott, I thought about it nearly every day. Knife, pistol, antifreeze. I imagined the ways I would do it. I was a veritable Miss Scarlet.

Then graduation came, and I thought that would be the end of it all. The manipulation. The blackmail. The cruelty. But it didn’t stop. She didn’t stop.

She has to die – and I’ve planned the perfect ending to her story. Madison DuPont is going to breathe her final breath tonight, right here in the Lenox Club, at Prescott Academy’s 100 Year Anniversary Gala. It’s a fitting occasion for the demise of the one-time Queen of the finest prep school in New York.

The welcome speech is wrapping up. Madison stands at one of a pair of lecterns in the Lenox Club’s wood-panelled library, surrounded by a crowd of seventy or so alumni and a few teachers and staff. The panels of Victorian stained glass overlooking the courtyard in the back cast an almost magical glow across their tuxes and evening gowns. In her best host voice, Madison encourages everyone to have another Belvedere cocktail while they wait for dinner to be served. As she lifts her martini glass to her lips, long red hair glowing in the warm overhead lights, my whole body buzzes. If I have to wait all night to make my next move, I will. But I hope it won’t take that long. She gives the crowd a winning smile, and I flash her a wide grin in return. I wonder if it will play back across her eyelids as the life drains from her body. If she’ll know it was me.

For a few minutes following the speech, Madison is swept up in conversation with her devotees – some of whom loathe her nearly as much as I do. Impatiently, I wait. I remind myself this could take a while. But my moment will come.

Then, sooner than I’ve dared to hope, she announces she’s going to the ladies’. ‘Haven’t had a moment to myself since Henry’s fundraiser. I need to freshen up.’ Her martini glass is still in her hand, half-full.

My breath catches. This is it.

Madison exits the library, peach gown fluttering behind her, and walks down the hall to the restrooms. Barely able to contain my excitement, I follow her, keeping my movements casual. In the lounge, which is now bustling with guests chatting at tables and refreshing their drinks, I pause to rest my hands lightly on the back of a chair and peer down the hall until I see the door to the ladies’ room swing shut behind her.

Showtime. While I give Madison a minute to get settled, I reach inside the small bag I’ve brought with me and check that I have everything I need. Then my fingers find the small black remote I lifted from the reception desk earlier in the night, and I kill the lights.

Instantly, the club fills with gasps of confusion. In the dining room, a water glass smashes, then a chair clatters to the floor. A man near me bangs into a table and curses. Without waiting for my eyes to adjust, I hurry down the corridor towards the restrooms, stumbling a bit in the dark.

Inside the ladies’ room lounge, a candle burns in a jar on an antique vanity table. Gardenia. It casts just enough light for me to see Madison’s martini glass, which rests on a ceramic coaster beside a crystal decanter of cucumber water and a porcelain tray of perfume samplers. I let out a long breath. Mercifully, her glass is still half-full.

‘Hello?’ Madison calls out from the adjoining room, which is appointed with marble sinks and three stalls with brass-handled doors. I’ve been here before, of course, have clocked every detail. The stall doors extend fully to the vintage tile floor. It would be very, very dark inside. ‘Is there anyone else in here?’

I don’t respond. I need to work quickly. I slip the vial of poison from my bag, empty it into her drink and stir. I’m careful not to touch her glass, even with my gloved hands.

‘Hello?’ Madison calls out again, louder this time. ‘I can’t find the damn latch. Is there anyone who can help me?’

Grinning, I slip back out into the hall, the door closing silently behind me. In the lounge, a Lenox Club staff member is shouting something about an emergency generator. I’ve disabled that, of course. Silently, I palm the remote and fade into the crowd. Then I switch the lights back on.

‘Oh thank the lord,’ the woman beside me mutters. She’s an older alum, class of ’72 or ’73, if I had to make a guess. As she grips her husband’s elbow, and the gala guests breathe a collective sigh of relief, I wait.

The party resumes, and anxiety crashes over me. There are still so many things that could go wrong with my plan. Madison could abandon her drink in the restroom. She could pour it down the sink, ask the bartender for a fresh one.

But when ethereal, impenetrable Madison DuPont emerges from the ladies’ room, she’s staggering. Her eyes are unfocused, and the now-empty martini glass tumbles from her hand, then rolls across the carpet. She claws at her neck, gasping for breath.

The anxiety drains away, replaced by pure, sweet relief.

You drank it all down.

Good girl.




6 September 2016

Instagram

Image: The front steps and iconic fountain of Prescott Academy.

TheUpperEdge Ahhh, another gorgeous fall day on the Upper East Side. The children of New York’s old money elite have donned their charcoal grey blazers and headbands and pearls to greet the new school year with aplomb. The fresh meat scurry up the stairs to the heavy oak doors while the sophomores and juniors mill about the wide sidewalk among the flower vendors and fruit carts. But all eyes are on this year’s seniors, who congregate like royalty at the fountain. Behold their majesties: Elle Harrington and Theo Fitzgerald, stuck together like glue. And there’s Madison DuPont giving Bash Beaumont the brush-off, again. (Everyone knows Madison doesn’t go for high school boys, even the most charming, dear Bash.)

But who is this fresh-faced daisy in a Prescott blazer and grey-and-red plaid skirt hurrying down the 1,000 block of Park Ave? Curls too frizzy. Shoes too normie – anything with ‘warehouse’ in the name is not designer. But the new girl is pretty, bright, quick on her feet. If she plays her cards right, she just might become one of us before the semester is through.

Welcome back, Prescott. It’s going to be an unforgettable year.





1 6 September 2016

Hannah Miller was having a truly forgettable morning. Which is to say, she wished she could forget it. First, the 6 was running express, bypassing her stop and spitting her out a full ten blocks north of her new high school. Then, her little sister Ami spent the entire walk talking her ear off about some anonymous gossip account she’d discovered over the weekend. To hear Ami tell it, the poster was definitely a Prescott Academy senior, and they knew absolutely everything about their soon-to-be classmates.

Hannah pressed her lips together and made a vow right then and there to fly beneath the radar. Her scholarship was contingent upon maintaining a B+ average and staying out of trouble. And she had goals that exceeded the requirements of her financial aid: getting into UPenn’s prestigious communication programme, with a focus on journalism. She’d worn her Annenberg Scholar sweatshirt – a prized possession since she was thirteen – nearly to threads. Her best friend Grace had her heart set on UPenn too, premed, and a year from now, they’d be roommates. Starting their next chapter together. Prescott Academy was a means to an end, a single year of her life to be spent among the offspring of New York’s socialites and business tycoons while her parents saved for her college education and she built up the academic résumé practically required for admission to the Ivies without legacy status or a big, fat gift. The kind her parents could never afford.

Hannah’s stepmom Yoko was an immigrant rights attorney; her job had brought them to New York at the end of the summer. Her dad Brian was the newly minted Director of Development for a fine arts museum downtown. They made enough to cover the Millers’ not-insignificant rent on a three-bedroom in Soho, but far from what it would take to enrol two daughters at Prescott at full sticker price.

Yoko had become sold on Prescott for the girls, and among the many preparatory academies in the city, it was one of the few that offered scholarships based on a combination of aid and merit, to students at any point in their academic career.

‘This girl’s family’ – Ami jabbed a finger at her phone screen – ‘owns five yachts. Five. And this kid’ – she scrolled to a new post and pointed again – ‘graduated last May. He’s a freshman at Princeton now, and he’s only fifteen.’

Hannah tore her eyes away from Ami’s Instagram, stomach tossing in protest. If their scholarships hadn’t panned out, they would have enrolled in public school downtown – which maybe would have been for the best, Hannah privately wondered. But here they were, walking briskly down the Park Avenue sidewalk, her new flats pinching her toes and sweat collecting beneath the armpits of her blouse and too-warm blazer. She was tall, her body a collection of long lines and sharp angles offset by the brown curls that billowed behind her in feral waves. Standing out in a crowd – both literally and figuratively – rarely bothered her, but right now, she’d far prefer to blend in.

‘It’s called The Upper Edge.’ Ami was still chattering about the Instagram account. ‘Whoever runs it is basically the Prescott whisperer. I’ve been catching up on all the old posts. It’s pure gossip gold – and kind of mean. But like, in a fun way.’

‘Which is exactly why I plan to stay off my phone today.’ They were two blocks from the Prescott gates. ‘And you should too.’

Ami threw her an exaggerated scowl. She was Japanese American on her mom’s side, and like Yoko, she was petite with glossy, jet-black hair. The siblings didn’t look a lot alike, but the expression was pure Miller.

Hannah returned her sister’s glare and picked up her pace. Express train be damned, she did not plan to show up late on her first day.



As Hannah arrived at the front gates, Prescott Academy’s hierarchy revealed itself like a flower in bloom. Freshmen tucked away, already inside. Sophomores and juniors on the sidewalk or slouched against the gates. And seniors – the queen bees and their kings, anyway – at the fountain, an enormous, circular thing swallowing the entire front courtyard.

Four minutes remained before the first bell. She paused and leaned against the cool, stone lip. You’ve got this. Just breathe.

Ami was a block behind, straggling, probably still on her phone. Hannah inhaled deeply and took in her new classmates. Among the mostly white faces were a handful of Black, Latino and Asian kids. Everyone wore a version of the Prescott Academy uniform, but their accessories whispered old money: heirloom pearl studs, grey cashmere scarves and aged leather backpacks from Goyard and Smythson.

She swallowed, hard.

‘Hey, you. Curls.’ Standing just within view, in the shadow of the fountain, was the most stunning girl Hannah had ever seen. She had delicate shoulders and wrists, very long legs and wavy red hair spilling halfway down her back. Her wide-set eyes sparkled, a warm cinnamon brown. Instead of the Prescott Academy plaid skirt, she had paired her blazer with charcoal grey cigarette pants and four-inch heels. A kind smile lit up her face, and she motioned to Hannah with long, pale fingers.

Hannah raised her hand to her chest. Me?

The girl laughed and nodded.

Hannah glanced over her shoulder to see Ami arrive at the gates. She should go back, make sure she got through the doors, but… her little sister was social, an optimist, fearless. Ami would be fine.

Hannah gritted her teeth and walked towards the redhead instead, returning her smile.

‘Madison DuPont,’ she said, extending a slender hand. Her rose gold manicure was flawless. ‘Welcome to Prescott.’

Immediately, Hannah was enveloped in Madison’s golden glow. She took Madison’s hand in hers. ‘Hannah Miller.’

‘I know who you are. I’ll be your new student liaison.’

‘Liaison?’

Madison’s smile turned serious. She took Hannah by the shoulders and spun her to face the school’s broad front doors. ‘Prescott isn’t just any high school. It’s the top private academy in New York, and without the right social standing, your academic achievements will be meaningless. Anyone can graduate with straight As if they put their mind to it. It’s who you know that will get you places. And lucky for you, I’m here to make sure you meet the right people.’

Hannah nodded doubtfully, taking it all in. She would be in New York City for a short twelve months before returning to Pennsylvania for college. Making friends wasn’t at the top of her priority list, nor was social climbing to whatever rarified places Madison had in mind… but it might get boring fast to not know a single overprivileged soul at Prescott.

‘Come on.’ Madison motioned to her friends, who were fixing Hannah with curious stares from their station at the shadiest part of the fountain. ‘I’ll introduce you, then we need to get inside.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Mr Harris has a real stick up his ass about punctuality.’

Madison’s equally beautiful – and surely equally rich – friends threw Hannah little waves. Maybe her first day of senior year wouldn’t be so forgettable after all.



Stepping inside the Kingsley Room felt less like walking into a high school auditorium and much more like entering a Harvard lecture hall. The walls were panelled in honeyed oak; the windows high, arched and hung with heavy drapes. Amphitheatre-style seats were upholstered in rich burgundy velvet. Toto, we’re not in Pittsburgh anymore.

The senior boys had accessorised their Oxford shirts with sterling silver cufflinks, engraved with Prescott’s PA in loping script. Their loafers were Italian leather, their haircuts expensive. The girls wore delicate diamond bracelets and monogrammed cashmere cardigans. Hermès scarves from Grandmummy’s closet were tied around the handles of vintage Celine totes.

Hannah looped her fingers through the straps of her backpack, a sturdy canvas thing from Target, and glanced down to her plain black flats. On the way out the door this morning, her stepmom had assured her daughters that uniforms were the best thing about private school.

‘The kids may be rich, but you’ll all be dressed the same.’ Obviously, things had changed since Ms Hiroto-Miller had attended private school in the ’80s.

‘After today, we’ll be split into our seminar groups for first period,’ Madison explained, placing four fingertips on Hannah’s unadorned wrist and snapping her from her thoughts. ‘But the first morning back, they herd us together, the flock returning to the master.’

With her chin, Madison motioned to the front of the hall, where a teacher stood with his hands clasped behind his back. He looked too young to be the master of anything.

‘That’s Mr Harris, AP English and head counsellor for the senior class,’ said a girl with unblemished light brown skin and relaxed brown hair pulled into a high, glossy ponytail. She stepped between Hannah and Madison. Hannah had met Elle Harrington briefly outside, at the fountain, but the introductions had been a bit of a blur. For the first time, she really took Elle in. She wore her pleated skirt at regulation length – two inches above the knee. Her blouse was pressed, and she wore a grosgrain ribbon tie at the collar. Her high ponytail had been neatly pinned in place with two gold clasps. Whereas Madison’s beauty was ethereal, effortless, Elle’s was polished to perfection – not a single hair or pleat out of place.

Madison gestured to the teacher, Mr Harris. ‘Some of the girls think he’s cute, but don’t let his boyish looks fool you. He’s a real stickler for the rules, and he does not hand out As. If you ask me, he’s a bore.’

Elle giggled. ‘Besides, he’s short. And needs a shave.’

‘He can’t shave.’ Sebastian Beaumont, who everyone called Bash, apparently, was beside them now, adjusting a vintage Rolex around his thick wrist. ‘Otherwise Ms Caldwell – our Head of School – might mistake him for one of the students.’ His lips curled into a sneer.

Bash, to the contrary, looked older than his years – toned, athletic and ready to take Wall Street by storm. His nearly black hair was cropped short, and his shoes were shiny as mirror glass. A burgundy pocket square peeked from his blazer. Frequent sessions with a private trainer had sculpted chiselled abs and pecs beneath his shirt, and biceps the envy of high school boys everywhere strained the sleeves.

His dark eyes locked with hers. ‘You’re beautiful, but a bit rough around the edges.’ His eyes trailed up and down Hannah’s body, sending a shiver up her spine. Ew. ‘I imagine Prescott will polish you up in no time.’

Hannah swallowed. Bash Beaumont was undeniably stylish, fit and darkly handsome, but he gave her the ick.

‘Bash, Bash, Bash.’ Theodore Fitzgerald, known to all of Prescott as Theo and as Teddie to Elle alone, placed a heavy hand on his best friend’s shoulder. ‘Hannah just got here. Call off your dogs before you scare her away.’

Madison snorted, a surprisingly ungraceful sound for such a lovely girl. She could behave absolutely any way she pleased and it would only make the others envy her more. ‘Bash is the dog, dear Theo. Woof!’

Elle linked her arm through Theo’s. He was tall and classically handsome; if you saw him on the street, you might mistake him for a movie star. White blond hair dusted his pale brows; his cheekbones were high; his lashes enviably long. Delicate freckles dotted the bridge of his nose, and he wore a timeless pair of Oliver Peoples frames that made him look more distinguished than any seventeen-year-old had the right to be. Hannah bit back a smile. He was gorgeous, but also very taken. There was no mistake: Elle and Theo were the Queen and King of Prescott Academy. Which made Theo squarely off-limits.

Hannah wrenched her gaze back to Madison. She was in her own category altogether. A golden goddess, immortal.

Elle turned to Bash. ‘Speaking of dogs, how many of our lovely classmates did you take to bed this summer?’

A sly grin spread across his face. ‘A gentleman never tells.’

Madison scoffed, and his grin widened.

‘Fortunately for you, I am not a gentleman. While Elle and Theo summered in Paris and Madison was the envy of Nice, it was a summer of pleasure for Sebastian Beaumont right here on the Upper East Side. As of last night, the tally has reached fourteen. That’s only the women of Prescott, of course.’

‘Disgusting.’ Elle’s grip tightened around Theo’s arm, and something flickered across Bash’s face.

Then the grin reappeared, as if it had never left. Across the Kingsley Room, leaning against an aisle seat near the back, was a petite, curvy girl with a blonde pixie cut. Layers of Van Cleef Alhambra pendants and chains hung from her neck and spilled into her cleavage. Her skirt was rolled at the waist displaying several inches of smooth, tanned leg between the tops of her knee socks and the hem of her skirt. She raised her hand and gave Bash a four-fingered wave.

‘Gemma Phipps, really, Bash?’ Elle sneered.

Bash chuckled and returned Gemma’s wave. ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘But the year is young, and I’m on the market for lucky number fifteen.’

Bile rose in Hannah’s throat. She was overcome by a wave of protectiveness for this girl she didn’t know – Gemma Phipps. Sure, she was dressed to call attention to her curves, but Bash struck her as the worst kind of playboy. Surely, Gemma deserved better than that.

‘Seats!’ At the front of the hall, Mr Harris stepped behind a large mahogany podium and clapped his hands together, three tight raps.

‘The Class Czar has spoken,’ Theo quipped. ‘Better get in line.’

Hannah turned to follow her new classmates – calling them friends seemed premature – to an empty row of seats near the front of the hall. But before she could sit, a hand brushed the small of her back, and she spun around.

‘Hannah Miller!’ a bright voice exclaimed. ‘I thought that was you.’

‘Oliver?’ Hannah grinned, overwhelmed by the relief of seeing a familiar face in this strange new world. Before she’d received her acceptance to Prescott, Oliver Morgan had been her classmate at a summer pre-college programme in Pittsburgh. He’d mentioned attending a prep school in New York, but the city had private schools aplenty, and if he had said it was Prescott – the best of the best – she’d forgotten.

‘Seats!’ Mr Harris boomed again. He removed a pair of thin tortoiseshell frames and placed them on the podium, peering out at the crowd of seniors.

‘Here.’ Oliver motioned to a pair of empty chairs several rows back. ‘Sit with me.’

She gave Madison, Elle, Theo and Bash a small wave and turned to follow Oliver down the aisle.

‘Oliver Morgan,’ Bash called out before they’d gone far. ‘Don’t believe I saw you at the club this summer. Guess your membership was denied, yet again.’

Uh-oh. Oliver’s back stiffened, but before she could ask what he’d done to offend the royalty of Prescott, he guided her to their seats.

‘Ignore them.’ His voice was tight, his cheeks flushed red.

She opened her mouth to ask, then thought better of it.

‘I heard a rumour you might be joining us this year,’ Oliver said, a deliberate bid to change the subject. ‘The comments have been popping.’

‘Comments?’

‘On the latest post. The Upper Edge?’

Her eyebrows arched.

Oliver continued. ‘It’s a gossip account run by someone at Prescott. People send DMs, The Upper Edge spreads the stories. The whole school is a bit obsessed. You’ll see.’

Right. The Instagram account Ami had been drooling over this morning. Guilt flooded Hannah’s chest. She’d barely given her little sister a second glance after they’d arrived at the gates.

Resolving to check on her after first period, she took her seat and turned to Oliver. ‘Comments about me?’

Oliver nodded, curly blond hair bobbing and boyish dimples creasing his cheeks. The latest model iPhone, in a custom CASETiFY mirror case, rested on his knee. He switched on the screen and opened Instagram. Below a post displaying the Prescott fountain were a series of comments speculating about the identity of the two newest transplants to the Upper East Side – scholarship students Hannah and Ami Miller.

‘Unbelievable,’ she muttered. Truly, who cared?

Mr Harris tapped the mic and the room fell silent. Oliver flipped his phone face down. For the next ten minutes, they listened to an oration on new policies for the new year, brief introductions to each senior seminar teacher, and a discussion of the kinds of topics that would land you a place at Harvard or Yale – and those that would send you to community college. As Mr Harris rattled off the room assignments for each seminar group, a flurry of low whispers rippled across the Kingsley Room. Were her fellow students really that invested in their classroom locations?

Hannah looked up from her lap, where she’d been studying her nails. They needed a trim. All around her, phones were out, heads were bent low and students were murmuring.

‘What’s happening?’ she mouthed to Oliver.

‘New year, new drama.’ He tilted his screen towards her.
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Image: Close-up of two clasped hands – the girl wears a Cartier love bracelet, and a Prescott cufflink flashes from beneath the blazer on the boy’s wrist.

TheUpperEdge At Prescott Academy, there are many wrong steps – and so many secrets. In fact, I just caught wind of a secret so dark and deep, it could smash one of Prescott’s most iconic couples to smithereens. If it ever got out.

I have some fact-checking to do, but I’ll be back. I promised you an unforgettable year, didn’t I?

Watch this space, boys and girls.





2 Friday, 12 June 2026

Ten years later

Prescott Academy’s 100 Year Anniversary Gala was to be hosted at the Lenox Club, the elite, members-only establishment founded in 1896 by Augustus Willem Lenox, Sebastian Beaumont’s great-great-grandfather. What began as a private, men-only salon for bankers, foreign dignitaries and future United States presidents was now a boutique hotel and supper club hidden behind an unmarked wrought-iron gate on East 73rd Street.

A quarter of the way into the twenty-first century, membership to the Lenox Club was now open to women (rarely), and its Bordeaux-trained chef peppered the otherwise traditional menu with an occasional sashimi course or house-made gnocchi, but not a lot had changed in 130 years. Brass keys were still used in lieu of cards. The ten guest rooms on the second floor were still bare of televisions and USB ports – in fact, the club eschewed a digital presence altogether. No website, no online bookings, no cameras, no smart devices allowed on the premises. No exceptions.

Until yesterday, Hannah Miller had planned to give the Lenox Club and her alma mater’s anniversary gala a wide berth. She’d kept in touch with precisely zero members of her graduating class, save for Oliver Morgan, who she could grab a coffee with anytime. They both lived downtown, they both worked in media – Hannah was a writer for Culture Vault, a well-known politics and culture site, and Oliver was doing well for himself as a YouTuber with a channel focused on luxury real estate and personal brand building. Hannah didn’t entirely get what her old friend was doing half the time, but he’d made a real name for himself in the lifestyle space, and she was happy for him.

But then yesterday morning, a text from her boss:



You’ve been holding out on me, Hannah. We’ve been trying to get access to the Lenox Club for years. I want a long-form follow-up to your ultra-rich piece. 5,000 words by Monday, please.





She had tried to weasel out of it, to no avail. Culture Vault had already purchased her exorbitantly priced ticket and RSVP’d in her name. The ‘ultra-rich piece’ had dropped three weeks ago, on the same day that Madison DuPont’s husband, Henry Alcott Winslow, a New Yorker as ultra-rich as they came, had announced his bid for mayor. The brief article, a thinly veiled indictment of Hannah’s former classmates, had gone viral – and had inadvertently thrown a hailstorm of negative attention at Winslow’s mayoral campaign.

She was none too keen for a night of mixing and mingling among the very classmates she’d just royally pissed off. But her boss didn’t give a flying fuck about Hannah’s pride, and so here she was on East 73rd Street, approaching the Lenox Club’s discreet front door for the first time in a decade. She tugged at the waist of her black gown and gritted her teeth.

The door swung open and she was greeted by the club’s butler, an older gentleman in a tux who extended his hand for Hannah’s ticket. While he checked her name off the RSVP list, she peered around him, past the reception desk, and into the club. The night was young, but the Lenox Club was already warm with the heat of sixty or so bodies pressed into the first-floor lounge, dining room and wood-panelled library. Among them, she spotted a few familiar faces from her Prescott days: Alex DuPont and Beatrice Whitmore were chatting by the fireplace, and Ms Caldwell gave Hannah a polite wave from her seat at one of the small marble-topped tables in the lounge. Hannah plastered on a wide smile and returned the gesture. No going back now.

Just then, the butler cleared his throat and gestured to a large, black velvet bag hanging from a hook by the door. She blinked.

‘Your phone, Ms Miller. It will be returned at the close of the evening.’

She scowled. She’d forgotten about the club’s no-devices policy and would have to take notes by hand. With a sigh, she dropped her phone into the bag, then stepped past the butler and into the lounge.

Within minutes, Hannah was transported back ten years, to Prescott Academy. She looked the part in a way she never had back then – her hair expensively cut and styled, her gown a Vera Wang (from Rent the Runway, but still), her makeup fresh. But inside, she felt exactly like scrawny Hannah Miller, the scholarship student who took the subway to school while her friends were dropped off by private chauffeurs straight from their penthouses.

If they’d ever been her friends at all.

The club smelled like old money, exactly as it had ten years ago. As Hannah made her way to the bar, she inhaled the subtle scents of wood polish, fresh-cut flowers and good scotch. The walls of the lounge were panelled in the same dark oak, and framed black-and-white photographs of old New York – Central Park in winter, Fifth Avenue circa the ’20s – still hung at regular intervals.

The décor wasn’t the only thing that remained unchanged. At the opposite end of the lounge, near the library doors, Theo Fitzgerald stood at a small round cocktail table in an ash grey Ralph Lauren tux and pink silk tie, chatting with two boys from their year. Men. They were all in their late twenties now, but she couldn’t help feeling like the last decade had somehow slipped from her grasp the moment she’d stepped through the club’s doors.

‘A glass of white,’ she said to the woman in a tailored black vest and silk tie, stationed behind the dark mahogany bar. ‘Whatever’s open.’

The bartender frowned. ‘Tonight, the Lenox Club has partnered with Belvedere on a selection of signature cocktails.’ She slid a menu printed on LC monogrammed stationery to Hannah. Lenox Martini, Velvet Hour, Empire Mule.

‘Martini’s fine.’ She made a mental note to cut herself off after two. Vodka was not historically her friend.

While the bartender got to work, Hannah took out her notebook and jotted down a few observations about the lounge for her story. The bar was a curved, mahogany structure with a brass footrail and deep green leather stools. Behind it, top shelf spirits and several bottles of the club’s own private-label bourbon were displayed on tiered glass shelves, their backs reflected in an antique mirror spackled with age. Above the mirror hung a large round clock with heavy black hands, which looked original to the club’s 1896 founding. Summery jazz played at a low volume.

The lighting was warm and low – brass wall sconces, small table lamps and tasteful amber fixtures overhead. In the main seating area, guests were gathered around marble cocktail tables, each topped with a brass vase of lilies. A Steinway baby grand piano sat in the corner, waiting for someone to sit down and play. On the wall facing the street, a fire burned low in a brick fireplace despite the warmth of the June night; the subtle scent of warm embers drifted across the room to Hannah. Half a dozen gala guests were seated in deep wingback chairs and on a rich brown leather sofa surrounding the hearth, catching up and sipping signature cocktails.

Beyond the lounge, and visible through a wide archway, was the dining room. From her position at the bar, Hannah could see the tables had been dressed with crisp, layered linens: a charcoal undercloth, a white linen topper and oxblood-banded napkins. At the centre of each table, small candles had been set afloat in Murano-glass bowls. Above it all swung a grand chandelier. Dangling from its soft gold arms were blown-glass droplets in the same rich blues as the centrepieces.

‘Your drink.’ The bartender’s low voice drew Hannah back. Her martini sat before her on an LC monogrammed napkin, so thick it practically looked like cloth. She returned her notebook and pen to her clutch.

‘We do have wine, you know,’ said a voice after Hannah had already tipped her martini glass to her lips. She turned. Oh fuck. Bash Beaumont was standing beside her in a crisp Armani tux with a forest green ascot, surely selected to match the club’s décor.

‘How long have you been standing there?’ Hannah accused.

He replied with a smirk. In her heels, Hannah had about an inch on him, and she was surprised to find Bash on the shorter side, a fact that had barely registered in high school when she’d worn only flats – and he’d loomed so large. He was as fit as ever, though, his jacket expertly tailored to the contours of his biceps and chest; clearly he’d kept up with his trainer.

‘Belvedere is Madison’s latest brand partner,’ he said. ‘We appreciate their sponsorship, but don’t let my bar staff bully you.’

She snorted. That was rich, coming from one of Prescott’s biggest bullies.

‘I was surprised to be invited.’

Bash cocked his head to one side. ‘The events of senior year didn’t have much to do with you and me, did they?’

‘I suppose not,’ she conceded. ‘Though I imagine you read my article?’

Bash laughed, a loud, throaty sound. ‘Personally, I thought it was brilliant. You may not believe me, but I’m not the same boy I was at Prescott. I’ve reformed.’

Hannah’s eyebrows arched. He was right – she did not believe him one little bit. But rehashing a litany of bad behaviour with her host was a sure way to get tossed onto the street, and tragically, she needed to see the night through.

‘Where’s your co-host?’ she asked instead.

Bash’s gaze rose to the round face of the clock above the bar. ‘Madison is fashionably late, nothing new. Henry had a campaign event this afternoon. I imagine they’ll arrive together, with minutes to spare before the welcome address.’ His eyes trailed from the wall clock to the Rolex Oyster Perpetual on his wrist, an upgrade from the vintage timepiece he’d worn in high school. As if it might offer a different answer. ‘Which we are set to give together, in fifteen minutes.’

‘Henry Alcott Winslow will be here?’

When Hannah had published ‘New York’s Billionaires: Let Them Eat Dirt’, she’d anticipated a flurry of vitriol from her former classmates – which had arrived right on cue, but she hadn’t cared. They hadn’t run in the same circles for years. But what she hadn’t intended was to shine the spotlight on Madison DuPont on the very day her billionaire husband announced his run for mayor. Not that she had any affection for Henry Alcott Winslow and his chickenshit centre-right platform, but Winslow was a known supporter of several news organisations in New York, and she hadn’t been trying to piss off a major sponsor of the very magazine she wrote for.

Fortunately, he hadn’t pulled his funding yet, but his presence tonight could be a complication for her follow-up article. The angle would be exclusionary establishments and multi-generational wealth, but for all she knew, Winslow was a member of the Lenox Club. She’d need to tread carefully, and decorum wasn’t what her boss had in mind.

‘He’ll grace us with an appearance, if we’re lucky,’ Bash deadpanned, but before Hannah could wonder – or bring herself to care – what bad blood existed between two of New York’s wealthiest men, another face caught her eye.

Emerging from the dining room and into the lounge was Elle Harrington, even more beautiful and polished than she’d been at seventeen. Elle wore a floor-length Carolina Herrera, her preferred designer dating back to adolescence. The metallic chiffon gown exposed one bare shoulder. Her skin glowed in the amber lights, and her loose, dark brown curls had been swept into a chignon. She paused, looking between Hannah and Bash, then made a tsk sound with her tongue. Bash may have found Hannah’s article ‘brilliant’, but clearly Elle Harrington did not agree. With a sharp jut of her chin, she beckoned Bash towards her.

‘Excuse me.’ Bash placed one hand on Hannah’s shoulder, then he was off.

Hannah spent the next ten minutes sipping her martini and avoiding her classmates. There were, of course, alumni from a range of years in attendance; Hannah spotted Madison’s younger brother Alex chatting with a couple of girls from their year, and for a few minutes, she fell into conversation with an older man who introduced himself as Frederick Tillinghast, class of 1964.

From the library, the grandfather clock struck seven. Had it not even been an hour yet? Christ. The welcome speeches were supposed to take place now, followed by dinner at seven-thirty, then an auction, then dessert, then dancing, and on and on until midnight. Of course, Madison DuPont was late, setting everything back.

Hannah sighed and slid her empty martini glass across the bar. ‘Sauvignon Blanc.’

This time, the bartender reached to open the wine fridge, without a word.

Just then, the heavy door to the Lenox Club swung open. She expected to see Madison breeze in; instead, her jaw slowly unhinged. At the door was her little sister, Ami, who was supposed to be in Japan. Hannah grabbed her drink and hurried over, where Ami was depositing her phone in the velvet bag.

She wrapped her arms around her sister, careful not to spill wine down the back of her baby blue gown.

‘What are you doing here?’ she whispered. ‘Were you planning to tell me you were back in New York?’

Ami grinned. ‘I literally just landed two hours ago. Thought I’d surprise you.’

‘Well, consider me surprised. But didn’t you have another three days in Kyoto?’

‘I did. Until someone bought me a ticket to the gala and mailed it all the way to Japan.’

‘Someone, as in Dad?’ Hannah smirked. ‘A month away – both you and Yoko – and he’s been calling me three times a day. The poor guy is losing his mind without either of you around the apartment.’ Hannah lived in a two-bedroom on the Williamsburg–Bushwick border with a roommate she’d met online and never saw, but Ami, only two years out of college and making well under a living wage as a fashion assistant for some soulless publication in Midtown, still lived with their parents.

Ami shrugged. ‘Anyway, Mom convinced me to cut my trip short, so, here I am.’

‘Want to—?’ Hannah started to ask, motioning with her chin to the bar, but before she could get any further, the door swung wide again, and this time Madison DuPont and her billionaire husband stepped over the threshold. For a moment, Madison’s eyes met Hannah’s. Her glare was frosty, sending a sharp chill down Hannah’s spine. She took Ami’s arm and pulled her gently out of the way.

Madison was outfitted in a romantic couture gown, yards and yards of flowing peach silk and tulle roses. Her long red hair spilled halfway down her back in gentle waves. Beside her, Henry Alcott Winslow was broad shouldered and strong jawed. He was fifteen years her senior – Madison had made good on her intent to only pursue relationships with older men – but clean shaven and still youthful. Hannah took three more steps back; hopefully Winslow’s appearance tonight would be brief and she’d be spared an awkward run-in.

Soon, Bash and Madison were kissing each other’s cheeks and ushering everyone across the lounge and through the wide French doors, into the library. It was an intimate room, longer than it was wide, the space just barely large enough for seventy or so guests to stand shoulder-to-shoulder. On the wall to the left, three floor-to-ceiling bookshelves housed a curated collection of first editions, translations and vintage leather-bound volumes. A tall, rolling ladder affixed to brass rails allowed club members access to the topmost shelves.

Madison and Bash took their places at a pair of wooden lecterns before the courtyard-facing wall. Behind them, interspersed among dark wood panels, a series of stained-glass windows added a much-needed splash of colour to the subdued room – and created a visual barrier between the inside of the Lenox Club and the courtyard beyond. Everyone packed into the narrow room, and Hannah and Ami found a spot towards the centre of the crowd.

Bash began by welcoming the Prescott alumni to his family’s club. Some jokes followed about having rejected the membership applications of certain classmates over the years, and Hannah’s eyes fell to Oliver, who must have slipped in late. If Oliver still cared about the old slight, he didn’t let on now.

Madison took over then, reminding everyone why they had gathered tonight – to celebrate Prescott Academy’s hundredth anniversary, and to raise money for a state-of-the-art aquatics complex and science wing.

‘I was never much of an athlete – or a scholar – while at Prescott.’ The crowd tittered. ‘But the school was my home during my formative years, and it will always be a part of me. I hope you will open your hearts, and your wallets, at tonight’s auction, to ensure Prescott Academy remains the best of the best in New York for the next generation and beyond.’

Bash jumped back in. ‘I had the good fortune of spending Founder’s Day at Prescott this past January, this time as a donor to the school. I’m pleased to report that the old traditions are alive and well. The bust of Elias Prescott was adorned in a truly hideous Hawaiian shirt for the occasion, and I watched two sophomores brought to tears by the words of encouragement left for them in the decades-old game of Hidden Letters. I can’t say I appreciated it for everything it was while a student there, and I certainly didn’t avail myself of all the academic resources’ – more tittering from the guests – ‘but Prescott is, truly, every inch the haven of tradition and scholarship it ever was, and we owe…’

The clack of heels on wood drew Hannah’s attention and she turned to look behind her, through the library’s French doors, flung wide to let in air from the lounge. A petite woman in a simple black gown and fitted green bolero strolled confidently from the bar towards the library, rocks glass in hand. It took Hannah a moment to recognise her old classmate – Gemma Phipps. Tonight, ‘the slut of Park Ave’ – Hannah winced at the cruel nickname – looked understated and refined. Her makeup was flawless, her long blonde hair pulled up in a twist. But what was she doing here? Gemma hadn’t graduated from Prescott, and thanks to The Upper Edge, her senior year had been even more miserable than Hannah’s.

‘Oh my god,’ Ami murmured.

Hannah’s thoughts exactly. Why on earth would Gemma fork over the exorbitant ticket fee to support the high school that chewed her up and spat her out?

In swift, assured strides, Gemma made her way across the lounge and joined the crowd in the library.

‘Basic bitch,’ Elle muttered, loud enough to be heard above the welcome address. But if Elle’s comment reached Gemma, she let it roll off her shoulders.

The speech went on and on, Bash and Madison trading off memories and jokes, and Hannah’s mind wandered. Her time at Prescott had been filled with events like this – boredom interlaced with jaw-dropping wealth, and lots of alcohol. Finally, at seven-forty, the co-hosts wrapped up to warm applause.

Bash leaned from his place at the lectern to speak to a man in a neat white apron. Then he lifted his mic again. ‘I know we’re running a bit behind, but I’ve just had word from Chef Bernard that the first course will be served momentarily. I know we’re all getting hungry.’

‘But first!’ Madison cut in, leaning playfully into Bash’s mic. ‘While we let the servers work their magic, please stop by the bar for another Belvedere cocktail.’ She raised her own still-full martini glass and was met with more applause. Smiling, she took a dainty sip.

Bash rolled his eyes and stepped down from the stand, then made his way across the room to Theo. The two clasped hands, and Theo drew him in for a tight hug. Clearly, the two friends had remained close. Elle took his place on the stand and gave Madison a congratulatory smile.

As the crowd filtered from the library, back into the lounge, Hannah drew in a deep breath. Some fished chequebooks from their jacket pockets and shiny clutches. Others turned to the bar.

She was trapped here for several more hours, and avoiding Madison the entire time would be nearly impossible.

‘There’s something I need to do,’ she said to Ami. ‘Catch you in a bit?’

Ami followed Hannah’s gaze to the lectern, where Madison and Elle stood side by side. ‘You’re offering yourself up like a sacrificial lamb to Elle Harrington and Madison DuPont?’

Hannah sighed. ‘Hopefully not. But I need to clear the air.’

‘Good luck.’ With a shrug, Ami retreated into the lounge. Hannah tactically made her way to the front of the library, then waited. When Madison had finished her conversation with one of their former classmates, Hannah stepped reluctantly forward.

‘Madison—’ she began, but Madison and Elle turned to give her twin death glares. This was going well already.

‘About the article,’ Hannah began again. ‘The timing was unfortunate, but I had—’

‘Do you hear someone talking?’ Elle asked. ‘I swear, there’s the most awful drone in my ears.’

Madison turned to Elle, placing her back squarely to Hannah. She’d been dismissed.

‘I’m headed to the ladies’,’ Madison murmured. ‘Haven’t had a moment to myself since Henry’s fundraiser. I need to freshen up.’

‘Want me to come with?’ Elle asked.

‘No, I’ll just be a minute.’ She took a sip of her drink. ‘Meet you back at the bar? After I finish this one, I’m going to need another.’

Without a second glance towards Hannah, Madison exited the library and walked down the corridor in the direction of the restrooms, martini glass in hand.

Well, that couldn’t have gone better. Refusing to let the slight get under her skin, Hannah gave Elle a broad smile then wandered into the dining room, where servers in single-breasted jackets, crisp cotton shirts and pressed trousers were arranging thin slivers of shaved truffle on tiny amuse bouche plates and rearranging name cards to account for no-shows or last-minute joiners. It smelled of clean linen and white peonies, which had been arranged tastefully on the larger tables and the room’s two oak sideboards. She began circling tables, searching for her name card, prepared to surreptitiously move it if she’d been seated with Elle, or, worse, Henry.

The lights in the dining room flickered, and Hannah halted before the cards for Mr Albert Thornton and Mrs Blythe Thornton, class of 1957. She looked to the grand gold and Murano-glass chandelier above. It blinked again, and then the entire club was plunged into darkness. A few surprised yelps came from the lounge, and beside Hannah, a woman stumbled into a table and sent a water glass careening to the hardwood floor with a smash. It was ten to eight in June, and still broad daylight outside, but heavy curtains were permanently drawn across the Lenox Club’s front windows, in keeping with the club’s motto, Privacy, preserved. It was private all right – and pitch black. Hannah grasped for the back of a chair, thrown off-balance. Somewhere to her left, another chair crashed to the floor.

‘What the hell is going on?’ someone muttered.

‘Is it a blackout?’ came another voice.

‘Try the curtains,’ someone suggested. ‘Are the lights out on the rest of the block?’

For what must have only been ninety seconds, two minutes at most, the club descended into chaos. Guests tripping, drinks spilling. Bash called for everyone to calm down, but no one paid him any mind. Just as someone – a staff member, Hannah assumed, not that she could see who was talking – made an announcement about an emergency generator somewhere in the basement, the lights returned.

Hannah blinked. ‘That was… entertaining,’ she observed to no one in particular.

The woman who had spilled the water glass gave Hannah an unamused glance, then resumed brushing off her gown. All around, the Lenox Club staff sprang into action, mopping spilled drinks and righting tipped chairs. In the lounge, a vase of flowers had careened to the floor, and a bartender rushed to replace it.

Suddenly, a sharp scream pierced the club. Hannah stiffened.

A second scream followed, then a series of gasps.

‘What the hell?’ Hannah muttered.

‘In here!’ someone shouted from the direction of the lounge. ‘Help!’

There was a surge of movement, and Hannah followed the others through the wide arch towards the commotion.

A woman’s voice shouted, ‘Everyone, stay back!’

Hannah pushed forward. ‘Excuse me,’ she murmured, shouldering her way through the crowd. All around, people jostled for a better view, or retreated, stunned looks on their faces.

‘I think she’s…’

‘Is there a medic?’

‘Goddamnit, where are our phones?’

When Hannah reached the front of the crowd, the sight before her knocked the air from her lungs.

In the corridor leading from the lounge to the restrooms, Madison DuPont lay on the dark, ornate carpet, soft peach silk billowing out around her. Her eyes had rolled back in her head, and a thin trail of vomit ran from the corner of her mouth, down her chin. One pale arm lay outstretched, her fingertips pointing towards the empty martini glass that had rolled, just slightly, out of her grasp.

There was no need for a medic.

Madison DuPont was very, very dead.




9 September 2016

Instagram

Image series: Prescott Academy senior Gemma Phipps, dressed in lingerie and posing seductively for the camera. Reflected in the mirror behind her is the photographer, seen at an angle and face largely obscured by the phone he’s holding. It’s clear only that he’s wearing glasses, a Prescott blazer and matching cufflinks.

TheUpperEdge Think you can help me solve a little mystery? Looks like one of our own had a devilishly fun summer break, and I’ve got the pictures to prove it. But who’s that behind the phone, taking the kind of photos you don’t send home to Mummy and Daddy?

@PrescottPeach What. A. Sluuuut.

@BrunoPluto [image: Emoji: Popcorn.] Classic smut from the slut of Park Ave.

@Alice_in_the_City @EllesBells Have you seen this? Is that THEO?

@EllesBells @Alice_in_the_City STFU you’re out of your mind

@CarinRutherford Um. Theo Fitzgerald, much? [image: Emoji: Eyes.]

@Oliver_hates_olives omg omg omg
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