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         iPraise for The Note:

         
             

         

         ‘Burke knows how to build a thriller that picks up more speed as it goes, all the while telling a story about lives turned upside down by one wrong move.’ Michael Connelly

         
             

         

         ‘WHAT?! That’s what I kept saying over and over again while reading The Note. Betrayals. Lies. Love. Friendships. And twists—oh, the twists! Utterly immersive and addictive, populated by people we all know, who frustrate us, who don’t know how to love us but who are there for us until the end.’ Rachel Howzell Hall

         
             

         

         ‘Alafair Burke is at the top of her game with this timely, suspenseful novel about fierce female friendships. Full of red herrings and misdirection, The Note is a breathtaking, read-in-one-sitting iithriller that kept me guessing the whole way through. I absolutely loved it.’ Jennifer Hillier

         
             

         

         ‘Engrossing … Burke builds an intricate structure of secrets layered within secrets, revealed for maximum suspense. The complex friendship among three flawed but engaging characters anchors this satisfying psychological thriller.’ Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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            A real friend is one who walks in

            when the rest of the world walks out.

            —walter winchell
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3
            Prologue

         

         It was meant to be a harmless prank. Not even a prank, not initially. An inside joke, only for the three of them. But now she was locking her apartment door behind two departing police officers.

         She had managed to sound appropriately earnest but unworried when they began asking questions. After all, why should May Hanover, of all people, be nervous around police? May was the good girl, always. The one who only needed to be told once by a teacher to open a book to a specific page. The teenager who drove strictly within the limits of her learner’s permit. Even her pug, Gomez, seemed to understand at an instinctive level why he needed to break away from his neighbor buddies to ride the building’s service elevator while they strutted brazenly with their humans through the lobby.

         May, simply put, was a rule follower. A rule enforcer, in fact. It was a trait that had helped her succeed in life, but, as she had learned, could also lead to trouble.

         Josh emerged from the bedroom where he’d gone to give her privacy when the police arrived. Gomez waddled slightly behind him. “Was that about Roland Shaw?”

         Shaw was the man she’d convicted in her final in-person trial as an 4assistant district attorney after he was found breaking into his next victim’s apartment. “How’d you know?” Could a question be a lie? That one probably counted. So many lies since she’d gotten home yesterday from her long weekend in the Hamptons.

         “That was a major case for you. I recognized the big guy from the news.”

         The trial was before she and Josh had found themselves suddenly living together. Before they were engaged. The media coverage consisted of two small articles in the Post, including a photograph of a defiant-looking May flanked by two detectives in the courthouse hallway—one of them the “big guy” Josh recognized. Whereas May was obsessed with all things crime-related—in her job, the news, truth or fiction—Josh found it all, quote, “dark and depressing.” But Josh was interested in all things May-related. Of course he had followed the coverage.

         “The DA’s Office got an inquiry from another jurisdiction and needed to clear something up,” she said. Misleading, but technically true.

         “They couldn’t just call you?” he asked.

         “Actually, he called, but I didn’t see the message.” That one was a full-on lie. “Guess he’s training a new guy and wanted a change of scenery.”

         “Well, I’m glad they were quick. I really wanted a Negroni but thought the sound of a cocktail shaker might be inadvisable while you were in official law enforcement mode.”

         “Another reason why you should stir,” she said.

         “I like what I like.”

         “Make two? I’m getting back into my comfy clothes.”

         She called Lauren once she was alone in the bedroom.

         “Hey there, woman. We were just saying we miss you.”

         “Yes, we miss you!” Kelsey called out in the background. “Come back here right now. It’s boring without you.”

         May could hear a few drinks’ worth of enthusiasm in Kelsey’s voice. “You’re clearly having a miserable time. Absolutely suffering.” She felt a knot form in her sternum as she steeled herself to explain why she was 5calling. “I don’t even know how to say this, but the police are probably going to call you. Both of you.”

         “What? How would they even know about us?” Lauren asked.

         “They came to my apartment. They asked who I was with. I didn’t have a choice. They have your names. And your phone numbers.”

         “How? Were there cameras or something?”

         “No, it was because of me. I’m so sorry.”

         What had she gone and done? No one was supposed to know about any of their stupidity. And now something really, really bad was going to happen—she could feel it. Something she couldn’t control. She wanted to open her mouth wide to scream—to scream impossibly loudly again, like last time.6
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            The Best Trip Ever8
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         May stood before her open closet, finding a reason to hate everything in it. Her clothes consisted of either suits and sheath dresses or jeans, tees, and hoodies. She was utterly unequipped for a girls’ weekend at the beach.

         A few years ago, everyone seemed to be purging their belongings—dumping anything that didn’t “bring them joy.” May had quietly judged them all. To her, the act of finding happiness through decluttering was an indulgence for people who had too much time on their hands and enough money to spend on custom organizers at the Container Store. Now that she was staring down all her sad clothes, she was pining for a little Kondo energy.

         She decided her good old reliable black shirt-dress would work if she paired it with a colorful bangle and some cute strappy sandals. She rolled it neatly before slipping it into the carry-on bag she had flopped open on her side of the bed. Resting next to the bag was Josh, his back against the headboard, the reading glasses he only recently admitted needing perched low on his nose. Gomez was curled in a tight ball next to him.

         For the first four years of that dog’s life, she had trained him to 10stay off the furniture. All that changed during the lockdown, when he’d been glued next to at least one of them 24/7 for more than a year straight. No going back now.

         She noticed that Josh was grimacing as he read.

         “That gross?” she asked. Josh was a product manager for one of the world’s largest makers of personal care products. Tonight’s homework was a report on emerging trends in the personal hygiene market.

         “Reviewing a complete list of places to use full-body deodorant. Want to hear?”

         “Nope. People are disgusting.”

         Josh set the report aside on the nightstand and replaced it with the memoir he was reading by the lead singer of one of their favorite bands. They’d splurged on good tickets to see them live, the very first performance at Madison Square Garden after the world began to reopen. The date landed within those heavenly few weeks after vaccination appointments were plentiful, but before the arrival of the new vocabulary of variants, breakthrough cases, and boosters—when they believed that life was finally back to normal.

         A few protesters showed up at the Garden, mocking them as sheep for complying with the venue’s vax requirement. The guy in front of them had heckled back. “Baaah, motherfuckers. We sheep are going to dance our asses off while you idiots sweat outside.”

         May cried when the band broke into the first chorus. It’s times like these you learn to live again. 

         Two years later, everyone else seemed fine. They were living again. But May?

         May felt like she was still learning.

         *

         “You and your suitcase burritos.” Josh smiled at the growing pile of compressed clothing bundles in her bag.

         “Oh shoot,” she said, immediately rethinking her black-dress choice. “I’m pretty sure I wore this the last time Lauren was in town. Does that sound right? When she had that gig at Lincoln Center?”

         “Let me check my annal chronicling your historic wardrobe decisions 11across time.” He pretended to reach for his iPad. “She won’t remember a dress from 2019, and if she did, it’s not like she’ll judge you for wearing it again. Plus you just bought a new outfit for the trip. You’ll be fine.”

         The new outfit was a purple sundress that did, in fact, bring May joy. It had that effortless just-threw-this-on boho chic look, which meant it cost as much as catering for two people on the wedding guest list they were trying to find ways to cull. She reminded herself this was only a weekend trip, and they’d probably spend most of it at the beach or sitting around the house, just the three of them. Swimsuit, shorts, T-shirts, all rolled neatly and set in place. Done.

         As she finished zipping her bag, Josh stood and lifted it from the bed for her. He was old-fashioned that way. He opened car doors, took out garbage, did the stereotypically male things. When they traveled together, he insisted on pulling both of their suitcases behind him through the airport. He was a caretaker.

         As he tucked the bag out of the way in the bedroom corner, she crawled into bed, nestling Gomez into her side like a football. “I’m going to miss you so much, you little pumpkin head.”

         “And here I was, thinking you were talking to me,” Josh said.

         “I’ll miss you too, but Gomez can’t text and call me, can you, sweetie? No, you don’t have any thumbs or we’d text all the time.”

         Even though the trip was only for a long weekend, this would be the longest she’d been away from her dog for years. It was also her first time out to the Hamptons since she’d worked at the law firm, where some of the other associates had parents with summer houses and would occasionally invite a coworker or two to share in their largesse.

         Kelsey had rented the beach house for ten days, but May was heeding the warnings she had received about using her academic summers wisely. She needed to write if she was going to get her contract renewed and eventually get tenure. She knew herself. She worked best when she kept to a routine schedule. Plan your work and work your plan. Plus, Lauren and Kelsey were both single, while May was engaged and organizing a wedding. She couldn’t just take a whole week off and play with her friends in the Hamptons.12

         Her phone pinged from the nightstand. A text from Kelsey in the group thread. Lauren, how’d it go today? 

         He loved my initial ideas. He’s paying me to watch the rough cut and come up with some initial samples. Fingers crossed! 

         Kelsey’s ability to keep track of her friends’ important plans was uncanny. It had been at least two weeks since Lauren mentioned that an award-winning documentarian had contacted her about the possibility of composing a film score. May would have never remembered that the initial Zoom meeting was scheduled for today.

         Of course you crushed it, she chimed in. Congrats! 

         Climbing back into bed, Josh asked, “You’re sure you want to do this trip?” He said it casually, as if they hadn’t had this conversation multiple times since it was planned three weeks earlier.

         “Of course. I told you. I’m excited. Do you not want me to go or something?”

         “No, I promise it’s not that,” he said, pulling her close into a spoon position. His left hand held hers as he adjusted her engagement ring to center the Tiffany-cut diamond on her finger. “I will manage to live without you for three days. But can I just remind you that you told me on that trip to New Orleans that I was the only human being who you could share a roof with for more than two days?”

         “Oh my god. That makes me sound like a total psychopath.”

         “Well, to me it was very romantic, because it meant that other people drive you crazy in a way that I do not. And now you’ve committed yourself to spending seventy-two hours with these women. Honestly, I’m not sure whether to be more worried about you or them.”

         She rolled over to face him. “Lauren and Kelsey are different. I’ve talked to them, like, every single day for more than a year.” They didn’t actually talk. But the group text thread among the three of them had somehow grown into an omnipresent conversation. “I’ve known them since I was twelve years old.”

         “No. You used to know them. Not the same.” His lips curled into a sly smile. He knew he had a point. This would be the first time she had seen Lauren and Kelsey in person at the same time for nearly a decade.

         “Well, I was super close to Kelsey for like ten years—all the way through college. And Lauren and I never fell out of touch.”13

         “A few phone calls a year and lunch when she comes to New York is not the same as a vacation together under the same roof.”

         “No, but back in the day, the three of us basically lived together for weeks on end.”

         “When you and Kelsey were kids at summer camp a lifetime ago.”

         “One, Wildwood was an arts camp.” And she hadn’t exactly been a kid that final summer after college graduation, when the economy crashed and even her Ivy League degree couldn’t land her a good job. Off to law school she would go instead, spending the interim summer as a counselor at the camp where she’d once been a student. She was surprised when Kelsey chose to do the same. Kelsey had a ready-made job waiting at her father’s commercial real estate company, but when she found out May’s plan, she asked her father if she could defer adulting to join her.

         “And two,” she added, “don’t make me sound like such a geezer.” She ran the math in her head. “Wow, that last summer at Wildwood was fifteen years ago.” Not half a lifetime, to be sure, but how was that even possible?

         “May, you are definitely not a geezer.” Josh gave her a soft kiss on the lips. “And even when you are …” He moved down to her clavicle, and she felt herself smiling. “Your gray hair and wrinkled skin will be all my old man junk needs to—”

         She pushed him away playfully. “Oh god, I’ll never get that image out of my head.”

         “My OMJ will have you saying OMG.”

         “Stop!”

         He pulled her close to him again, nudging Gomez to the foot of the bed and wrapping his arms around her. “I am going to miss you,” Josh whispered. “I don’t even remember what it’s like to sleep without you.”

         “You’ll have Gomez.”

         “You’re really sure you want to go? What if your pen pals are torture in real life?”

         “They won’t be.” She didn’t know how to explain to Josh how important this trip was. A year ago, after the worst day of May’s life had made her infamous, Lauren—more than anyone, more than her 14mother, more than even Josh—had been there for her. And then, through Lauren, Kelsey was there too, in the group thread that sometimes felt like her only tether to sanity.

         Of course she was going to East Hampton tomorrow. She couldn’t wait.
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         May was making her third loop around the JetBlue terminal at JFK when the next text from Lauren popped up. Okay, finally made it outside. Pick up 4. 

         As she passed the third area for passenger pickup, May had no problem spotting Lauren in the crowd, even though she hadn’t seen her in person for nearly four years. There had been plenty of Zoom happy hours, but those were typically conducted with unbrushed hair, makeup-free faces, and the athleisure they had all come to live in for months on end.

         Where May felt like she was having trouble readjusting to a world that expected a certain level of aesthetic attention, Lauren was apparently back in full fashion mode. She wore wide-legged peach linen gauchos with a silk paisley wrap blouse and chunky wedge sandals. Her long hair was pulled back sleekly at the nape of her neck, then fluffed into a perfectly round pom-pom. Her giant square sunglasses screamed peak Jackie O. If May tried to pull off Lauren’s look, people would say how nice it was that she was able to get around by herself.

         I see you! Pulling up now. May watched as Lauren read the message 16and then scanned the tangle of cars jockeying for space near the curb. Lauren waved enthusiastically at the sight of Josh’s Subaru.

         May hit the hazards and hopped out to help Lauren with her bags. She felt a familiar heat in the pit of her stomach as the gazes of two twenty-something-year-old white women followed her when she moved in to hug Lauren. When the video of May first went viral, she was convinced people were staring at her everywhere she went. Recognizing her. Whispering about her. Judging her. She didn’t leave the apartment for five days straight because she was convinced that her neighbors would shun her in the elevator. And when she finally did, she was grateful to have the N95 mask as an excuse to cover most of her face.

         She looked directly at the two women who had been watching her, reminding herself of the times Lauren had tried to comfort her by joking that May shouldn’t worry about being recognized because “most people think you all look alike.” Instead of confronting May, the young women seemed discomforted by her stare.

         “Sorry, we were just admiring your whole vibe.” They were talking to Lauren, not her. May was most definitely not a vibe.

         “Your hair is amazing,” the second woman added.

         “Why, thank you,” Lauren said, primping her hair puff with her fingertips. “Have a good day, y’all.” As she threw her bag in the hatchback of Josh’s car, she whispered under her breath, “At least they didn’t try to touch it. That’s a good way to lose an arm with me.”

         May studied Lauren in her periphery as they strapped on their seatbelts. Lauren had arrived at Wildwood as the lead symphony coach during May’s third summer. She was twenty-three years old and had already served as the first-chair violinist in the Louisiana Philharmonic Orchestra. By the end of the first week, the camp rumor mill reported that she played five other instruments, had been identified in grade school as a prodigy, and had composed the score to an entire animated film. By week four, she supposedly had a recording contract with Quincy Jones. That part turned out not to be true, but she did land a two-year artist-in-residence gig at the Music Institute of Chicago when it wasn’t camp season. She was only nine years older than May, but seemed impossibly talented and sophisticated. It wasn’t only 17that Lauren felt an entire generation apart from May at the time. She seemed like a completely different species.

         The age gap felt negligible now. With less than a decade between them, they were basically contemporaries, and though Lauren had landed a job as the director of the Houston Symphony, May knew at an intellectual level that she was impressive in her own right. Raised by a first-generation Chinese single mother, she graduated magna cum laude from Harvard, then did the same at Columbia Law. Until that video blew up online and she was asked to consider resigning, she had been a board member on the state’s Asian American Bar Association. Now she was on her way to becoming a tenured law professor. But when Lauren was around, she felt a little like a nerdy kid again. The same excitement, but also still the same insecurities.

         Lauren reached from the passenger seat for a second hug. “Oh, the way I have been looking forward to this. I need this vacation so much.”

         “Me too,” May said. “So much. The Canceled Crew, finally together in person.” Weeks into the text thread, May had been the one who entered a name for their group chat: The Spelling Bee Hive. It was a reference to the fact that May had told Lauren and Kelsey about her daily habit of completing all the New York Times puzzles as a distraction from her floating anxieties. Work, politics, her mother, wedding planning—all of it disappeared when she was grinding out a word game.

         It turned out that Lauren and Kelsey had gotten hooked on one of the puzzles too, called the Spelling Bee, which involved compiling words from seven letters arranged in the shape of a beehive. The discovery of additional words was rewarded by increasingly complimentary levels of accomplishment: Nice, Great, Amazing, Genius, and, on that special day when the puzzler found every possible word, the elusive Queen Bee. For a dispositional grade-grubber like May, those digitized words of praise were a morning drug. Rather than get stalled at Genius, May, Lauren, and Kelsey conspired to hit Queen Bee every day by comparing word lists.

         But The Spelling Bee Hive didn’t capture the true nature of their bond, so May tried out the Don’t Judge Me Hive before Kelsey amended it to Three Despised Bitches and May came back with Three 18Non Karens. The evolving group-thread name became a game of its own until Lauren weighed in with her own suggestion—The Canceled Crew. Whether it was because the name was a good one or it had come from Lauren really didn’t matter. It was the name that had stuck. It was what had brought them all together again as a trio—three ladies who had gone through the cancel mill.

         Canceled. When had that word hit the cultural lexicon?

         He got canceled. 

         Cancel culture. 

         Shhh, I don’t want to get canceled. 

         What did it even mean? A human being can’t literally be canceled. You’re either alive or dead, breathing or not. Brain-dead, maybe, but that’s still not canceled. But whatever it meant, it was why Lauren had reached out to May in the wake of that disastrous video. She and Kelsey had already been through it, their lives … what? Not exactly canceled, but transformed. And transformed in a specific way—revealed, and then reduced. Forever altered by the specific mechanism of public scrutiny and judgment. Lauren, because of the affair. Kelsey, because of her husband’s murder. And May, because of a confrontation on a subway platform. Three women, judged and vilified by strangers.

         “Canceled, my ass,” Lauren said, reaching for the car stereo to blast Janelle Monáe while she sang along. I’m looking at a thousand versions of myself, and we’re all fine. “We’re going to have the best trip ever.”
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         We knocked it all out. I say a little reward is in order.” Lauren pulled a bottle of prosecco from the refrigerator and expertly popped the cork, tipping a few ounces into two wineglasses she had laid out on the kitchen island.

         Since the drive from JFK, they had managed to unpack, make supermarket and liquor store runs, and put away the cheese, crackers, chips, dips, eggs, bread, milk, coffee, and every other thing they piled into their overflowing grocery cart.

         The house had three bedrooms. One was the upstairs suite with a king bed, en suite bathroom, and a deck with a view of the bay. The parents’ room, which meant it was Lauren’s room, no question. She was the original Queen Bee. The elder. Their glue. The one who had remained close to both May and Kelsey after the May/Kelsey BFF Duo had fallen out of touch. Even though the three of them were a hive now, Lauren somehow felt like the overlap in their Venn diagrams.

         A smaller bedroom was next door, simply furnished with a full bed and a single nightstand. The first floor had a second suite with its own bathroom and a sliding glass door out to the pool deck.

         May took the small room. No deck, no view, no en suite bath. She 20was the one who had to go back to the city early, and she was the one letting Kelsey pay. It was the obvious decision.

         “The house is nice, right?” May asked, as she neatly folded the final paper bag to set out with the recycling.

         May knew that Lauren generally preferred hotels when she traveled. The first time she rented an Airbnb, a neighbor had called the police to report a trespasser. When Lauren told May about it, May responded too quickly, saying she “couldn’t believe anyone would do that” and lamenting what bad “luck” Lauren had had. Lauren replied under her breath that luck had nothing to do with it, then quickly changed the subject. That night after work, May googled vacation rentals racism and understood why Lauren avoided owner-operated rentals. Harassment from prying neighbors. Calls to the police. Claims by homeowners that the rental was suddenly unavailable, despite what the website clearly stated.

         When Kelsey proposed renting a house in the Hamptons for a girls’ trip, May hadn’t wanted Lauren to feel boxed into an uncomfortable situation, so she suggested that hotel rooms would be less expensive than a whole house in the Hamptons. Kelsey insisted that they needed a place large enough to hang out and chill in private. She also offered to pay for the entire rental.

         Checkmate. May was out of moves.

         Lauren’s next text, sent only to May, followed seconds later. I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but please stop. Let her pay. It will be fine. Don’t overthink it. 

         The next day, Kelsey texted photos, saying she had the perfect place. Kind of small but right by this gorgeous bay beach. Out of curiosity, May had used a reverse Google image search to find the listing.

         She was grateful Kelsey was footing the bill, because the rent was fifteen hundred dollars a night. It sounded impossibly expensive to May, but apparently the market warranted it. According to the rental listing, the house was booked solid for the entire summer, and the detailed home instructions left on the refrigerator by the owner—full of exclamation points and random all caps—gave a “FIRM!” checkout time because the house needed to be turned over immediately after their departure. The long list of prohibitions and rules ended with a 21handwritten note. Have a great stay, Callie!!! xox Arianna. The i in her name was dotted with a heart, and she left a contact number for emergencies.

         Lauren’s and May’s phones simultaneously pinged with a new message on the Crew thread. It was a short video that began with the view of the wake behind a boat and ending with a glimpse of Kelsey, her long hair blowing wildly around her face as she squinted against the sunlight. She had added an animated sticker of a ferrryboat and the words volume up.

         May unmuted her phone and heard “Let the River Run” by Carly Simon. She and Kelsey had watched Working Girl the summer after seventh grade and became obsessed with Melanie Griffith’s transformation from sneakers and a wall of permed hair to boss of the boardroom. Rewatching became a Wildwood annual tradition as they gathered a growing number of girls each summer in front of the communal television with hoards of snacks, reciting their favorite lines from memory. I’m not steak, you can’t just order me … I’ve got a mind for business and a bod for sin. And May’s personal favorite: Sometimes I sing and dance around the house in my underwear. Doesn’t make me Madonna.

         Kelsey was driving down from Boston, which involved a ferry that would carry her first from southern Connecticut to Orient, then from Orient to Shelter Island, and then from Shelter Island to the South Fork of Suffolk County, aka the Hamptons.

         May leaned in close to Lauren, snapped a selfie, and attached it to the group thread. Yay, you’re almost here! Can’t wait to see you! Send.

         How’s the house? Kelsey asked.

         May typed in five star emojis and hit enter, then quickly followed up with Thank you again for being so generous. What a treat.

         Have you guys done the bee already?

         Nope. We were saving it for you.

         Yay. Let’s work on it while I’m on the ferry.

         May responded with a thumbs-up and hit enter.

         “Prosecco by the pool time?” Lauren asked.

         As May slid open the back door to the deck, a thought suddenly came to her. “Do you think Arianna with all the refrigerator-note rules has cameras all over this house?”22

         Lauren laughed and shook her head. “Sometimes your brain terrifies me, May. You and that creepy imagination of yours really should write a book someday.”

         *

         The first sign of Kelsey’s arrival was a voice calling from inside the house. “Stash away the strap-on and get yourselves decent. I’m here!”

         Lauren and May popped up from their chaise longues and headed for the kitchen, where they found Kelsey with a roller bag and an oversized straw tote embroidered with the words beach please. She wore slouchy denim overalls paired with a black tank top.

         Lauren threw her arms around Kelsey. “You made it!”

         When Lauren let go of Kelsey, it was May’s turn. Kelsey pulled her into a tight hug, rocking back and forth. The feeling was instantly familiar: Whatever nervousness May had been feeling about seeing Kelsey after so long melted on contact. Kelsey’s hugs always had that calming effect.

         May remembered the first time they met. She was twelve years old and new to the camp, having landed a scholarship on her second try, but it was already Kelsey’s third summer at Wildwood, and they were assigned as bunkmates. Can I hug you? I feel like I already know you from your camp profile. May was initially suspect, thinking no one could possibly be that eager to know her, but within a few weeks it became clear that once Kelsey Ellis decided she was your friend, she really meant it.

         “You must be exhausted from the drive,” May said.

         “Friday afternoon in the Hamptons. Rookie error. I should have left Boston earlier. One of our flagship tenants in Downtown Crossing is pulling some shit with their lease renewal. They would never try a stunt like this with my father, so I’m determined to handle it myself. But—” She forced a smile and took a deep breath. “That is all totally whatever, and I’m just so happy we’re finally all here.”

         Kelsey dropped her car keys on the kitchen island next to the open prosecco bottle. “Oh, man, you started the fun without me.”

         “Barely,” Lauren assured her.

         “So that means only one orgy in the pool so far?”23

         Kelsey had a unique talent for saying the most inappropriate things in a way that managed never to be off-putting. The one time she had accompanied May to Bloomington for spring break, she asked May’s mother out of the blue while clearing the dinner dishes what had happened between her and May’s father. When May’s mother tried to sidestep the question by saying it was so long ago, Kelsey said something about smart women learning how to “take care of themselves” and then made a humming sound.

         May was mortified at the obvious vibrator reference, but then Coral Hanover did something she rarely did. She laughed—loudly—like an actual, full-belly laugh. By the end of the night, May’s mother had taken out an old photo album and shared the story of meeting Mitchell Hanover while she was getting her graduate degree at IU to become a teacher. How he had tried asking her out to dinner in Chinese, only to learn that her friend who had helped him study had taught him instead to say, “I am not very good at this.” How surprised she was to find herself in a relationship with an American from a small Midwestern town. How businesslike he was when she told him she was pregnant, immediately asking how far along she was to make sure it wasn’t too late to go to a clinic.

         May’s father, her mother explained, had been excited to meet someone as “exotic” as her mother, but confessed that he could not imagine himself making a lifetime commitment to a woman who “wasn’t from here.” May knew the rest of the story. Her mother promised to raise the child alone as long as he married her long enough for her to obtain citizenship before they divorced. But until that night, May never realized the full extent of the mean-spiritedness beneath her father’s rejection of both May and her mother. It’s almost as if May’s mother needed Kelsey in the room as a buffer to tell the whole story.

         Kelsey was looking at May now and smiling. “God, I can’t believe how long it’s been since I’ve actually seen you in person. I mean, it must have been at the wedding?”

         No, it wasn’t the wedding. May remembered exactly when it was—eight years ago, not long before May left the law firm for the DA’s Office. She remembered because that was the beginning of the story of how she and Kelsey had stopped being friends.
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         May was excited to be traveling for depositions without a supervising partner, even more so because the work was in Boston, which meant she could meet up with Kelsey. When they were in college, they’d seen each other regularly. Harvard and Boston College were only five miles apart. But it had been seven years since they’d graduated, which meant seven years of living in separate cities. Even when May was in law school, she and Kelsey had found time to hop on Amtrak to visit each other several times a year, but they were both so busy now.

         They met at a heralded steakhouse Kelsey selected, one that May never could have afforded if she didn’t have an expense account at the law firm for “potential client engagement.” At the time, May was single, focused on her career. She needed the firm salary to pay off her loans, but no matter how many hours she billed, the clock toward partnership consideration was the one ticking most loudly in her head.

         The day before her flight to Boston, she’d had her annual review with the head of the litigation department and the two cochairs of the junior associate mentorship committee. The good news was that her reviewing partners described her as “smart,” “hardworking,” “a grinder.” 25Her billable hours put her among the top ten percent of associates by that measure. But the bad news was bad. She needed to “lean in.” “Be heard more.” “Show that you can lead a team and be more than a supporting player.” “Demonstrate potential to bring new business into the firm.” When they tried to soften the blow by saying how “agreeable” and “amenable” everyone found her to work with, she pictured herself calmly rising from her chair, throwing it across the conference table, and then walking out the door as they stared at her in shock. Instead, she nodded, smiled politely, and thanked them all for their candid and helpful feedback, promising that she would take it to heart.

         The message was clear. Unless May either got a personality transplant or managed to change the elusive metrics large law firms used to measure “partnership material,” no number of billable hours could save her from the inevitable day a year or two from now when she would be not-so-subtly encouraged to “look for opportunities beyond the firm.” To avoid the humiliation, she had spent the entire night researching legal jobs that came with student loan relief.

         All of this was weighing on May as she and Kelsey played catch-up over their matching meals of martinis, shrimp cocktails, and rare rib eyes. Not wanting to be a Debbie Downer, she told Kelsey that her hard work at the firm was paying off and that she was now entrusted to deal with some of the clients directly. In fact, she was enjoying her independence so much that she was considering leaving Big Law culture behind for a job that would allow her to handle her own cases. Maybe the District Attorney’s Office, since she had always been so fascinated by crime. She might even have time to get a dog. She managed to make it seem like it was everything she had always wanted.

         Meanwhile, Kelsey appeared to have jumped into her role as the third generation of the Ellis real estate empire, going on at length about a pending closing she was handling for a thirty-two-story office building in the Back Bay district and a “sexy” renovation of an old movie theater that she was planning to transform into a cinema-slash-speakeasy—no mention of her father’s reputedly questionable lending arrangements and deals that seemed to breeze through the usually cumbersome Boston regulatory process, concerns that used to eat away at a younger Kelsey.26

         She showed May photographs of the three-bedroom high-rise condo that her father had insisted on helping her with after she had been looking at a fixer-upper in a neighborhood he didn’t approve of. May also got to hear all about the lavish wedding plans Kelsey was making with her fiancé, who was in the process of opening his own restaurant. Kelsey assumed William Ellis would be paying for all of that too.

         When the server asked if they were interested in dessert or coffee, May passed, saying she had an early start the next day, even though the depos weren’t resuming until ten in the morning. Kelsey pleaded with her to stay longer, but May had already concluded that she and Kelsey had become different people since they’d last seen each other. As much fun as they used to have together, May should have known that Kelsey would eventually inhabit a different universe, given all of the advantages she enjoyed. Life was too short to spend it with strangers.

         The next morning, May woke up to an email from Kelsey, something like Had the best time tonight. Two years, and it felt like we were never away from each other. Hope this case keeps you coming back to Boston! 

         May’s response was equally effusive but ended with an abrupt Running into depos now! 

         Go get ’em! 

         May returned five additional times to Boston before she finally left the firm, and never once told Kelsey.

         The wedding invitation—one of hundreds, May presumed—arrived the same day she interviewed at the DA’s Office. The card stock was heavy. Mr. and Mrs. William Ellis request the pleasure of your company at the marriage of his daughter Kelsey Weston to Lucas Benjamin Freedman. 

         Interesting, May had thought. Another Mrs. William Ellis—making her the third. The first was Kelsey’s mother, who had died of ovarian cancer when Kelsey was only seven years old. The second was Kelsey’s stepmother, Jeanie, a widow whom Kelsey’s father had married when Kelsey was nine. By the time May met the family, Kelsey referred to the couple as “Mom and Dad” and to Jeanie’s son, Nate, as her “brother.” And yet during Kelsey’s freshman year in college, her 27father, armed with an ironclad prenup, filed for divorce. And once the divorce was final, he stopped speaking to both Jeanie and Nate altogether, destroying Kelsey’s sense of family for a second time.

         At the time, Kelsey and Nate were shocked, but their parents insisted it was simply time to “move on.” When Jeanie was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s nearly a decade later, Kelsey wondered if her father might have picked up on some early signs of her illness. But if May had to guess, the split had something to do with money, because that’s how William Ellis rolled. My dad says money is power. She first heard Kelsey say that when she was only fourteen years old. It may not buy you happiness but it can buy almost everything else.

         Rubbing the thick invitation stock between her fingertips, May pulled up Kelsey’s Facebook page, curious to see pictures of her fiancé. Luke Freedman. He had dark spiky hair and a perfect layer of face stubble. In one of the shots, he stood in a commercial kitchen, spooning a pea green sauce gingerly onto a perfect piece of fish. The caption read “Chef Hottie.”

         The next post contained pictures from a Halloween party. Kelsey wore prison stripes, a pair of handcuffs dangling from one wrist. May recognized Kelsey’s brother as the stern-faced police officer posing beside her, despite the fake mustache and dark aviator sunglasses. The caption read, “One of these outfits is more convincing than the other.”

         Attending the wedding would inevitably mean seeing Nathan Thorne, aka Nate—who, in addition to being Kelsey’s stepbrother, had also been May’s boyfriend for two years. She checked the regrets box on the RSVP card, scribbling a note that she would be starting a new job and wouldn’t be able to make the trip. As the wedding date approached, she started to feel guilty and got the registry information from Lauren, but the only items within her budget felt lame. She only realized when she got a thank-you note from Kelsey that Lauren had added May’s name to the martini glasses she’d purchased.

         The pace of their interactions on social media or by text slowly dwindled until there was practical silence. Then, five years ago, she was in the middle of running the felony arraignment docket when Lauren texted her. Tragic news today. I thought you’d want to know. The embedded link led to an article in The Boston Globe. Lucas Benjamin Freedman, 28chef and owner of Bistro LB, had been fatally shot while making a bank deposit run. Police were investigating.

         What do you do when someone you’re not close to anymore loses her husband to violence? A text or an email felt at once both too impersonal and too invasive.

         She asked Lauren for Kelsey’s mailing address, but she couldn’t send Kelsey one of those tacky two-dollar cards from the drugstore. She’d go to the good card store once she had a chance. In the meantime, she checked the news online every day for updates on the murder investigation. Still no eyewitnesses, but police were reviewing surveillance footage from the neighborhood. They were looking into the facts surrounding a restaurant employee’s recent termination. A business loan that was overdue. And the victim’s pending divorce from his estranged wife, Kelsey.

         Interesting.

         By the end of the week, Luke Freedman’s murder made its way to the top threads of the leading true-crime message boards, with plenty of posters agreeing that the wife with the notorious real-estate-mogul father was a huge red flag. More than a few comments mentioned the rumors that William Ellis had inherited his father’s financial ties to Whitey Bulger. The soon-to-be-ex-wife and her daddy must have hired a hit man, they insisted.

         Why must it have been a murder for hire? Because at the time Luke was gunned down on his way to the bank after closing his restaurant, Kelsey had an ironclad alibi. Her father was receiving something called the Golden Plate Award at the International Achievement Summit, and when the event photographer gathered all the recipients for a group photo at the end of the evening, his dutiful daughter was at her father’s side. To the crime-obsessed groupies who gathered online to crack cases from their living rooms, the evidence that should have exculpated Kelsey was a little “too convenient.” In the online forums where new information was twisted and molded to conform to the preexisting narrative, Kelsey and her father had “obviously” timed the assassination to coincide with their joint appearance at a crowded event.

         May had gone down all the rabbit holes, poring over every available 29detail and forcing herself to examine it with a lawyer’s eye rather than from the perspective of a former best friend. The undeniable fact was that Kelsey had no motive to kill Luke. Kelsey and Luke were getting divorced, but he had been the one to insist on signing a prenup to prove to Kelsey that he had no interest in her father’s money.

         According to Luke’s friends and family, it was actually his desire not to take money from his wife’s family that ultimately drove the two apart. He found his father-in-law’s involvement in Kelsey’s life overbearing. William Ellis was even trying to interfere in Luke’s restaurant, insisting it would be more “elevated” if it were located in one of his prestige properties, and offering to pay off his loans if he’d only follow his father-in-law’s advice. Luke told his friends he felt as if he had married into an entire family—“Empire Ellis,” as he derisively called it.

         Luke wanted to be with a woman willing to define him and their eventual children as her primary family, instead of feeling like he was simply a plus-one. Nevertheless, a bunch of strangers on the internet felt free to claim without any factual support that Luke’s selfish, greedy wife must have killed him to keep him from taking her money. These anonymous strangers psychoanalyzed Kelsey as if they had insider knowledge of what made her tick. It felt like an epic work of crowdsourced fan fiction about a narcissistic, spoiled rich girl driven to murder by her husband’s rejection. But May, unlike these strangers, really did know Kelsey at her core. She knew that her eyes still watered every time she heard James Taylor’s “Fire and Rain,” because her mother used to call it “the song that makes Mommy cry.” That she decided when she was in the ninth grade that she wanted to have children early so she could know them as long as possible. That she spent the entire year gathering the perfect holiday presents for everyone she loved. That she gave the best hugs.

         Kelsey could be a little tone-deaf about how entitled she was, but she wasn’t a killer. May read everything she could about Luke’s murder, wondering if she might even spot a clue that could crack the case. May’s personal theory was that it was a robbery gone wrong, but she had no way to prove it.

         When she finally made it to the good card store, she selected the most elegant sympathy card on the rack, knowing it didn’t capture 30the message she wanted to convey: Sorry-your-soon-to-be-ex-was-murdered-and-no-I-don’t-think-you-killed-him-but-other-people-definitely-do. 

         While waiting in line to pay, she checked Kelsey’s Facebook page to see if she had posted any updates, but her account was deleted. So was her Instagram. Something about those words on May’s screen—this account does not exist—felt incriminating and confessional. The law referred to it as consciousness of guilt. What if May was missing something? She wasn’t privy to everything the police knew. Kelsey’s father had always seemed a little shady, keeping a private investigator on retainer, for example, to gather compromising information about his business rivals. And the last time she’d seen her old friend, she was happily following in his footsteps at Ellis, Inc.

         And then there was also the very real possibility that inviting Kelsey back into her life would mean being around Nate at some point, too. As close as May had once been to Kelsey, being part of her life could be a major commitment. Kelsey checked in constantly on the people she loved. It came naturally to her to follow up on every event a friend may have mentioned to her in passing. Waking up to a Kelsey good luck with xyz today message was a reminder that she was in your corner 24/7, despite the physical distance. But May remembered the way she had felt obliged to do the same, even when it felt like work. Suddenly, the simplest act of sending condolences felt like the opening of floodgates she hadn’t even been aware of. Plus, she was an assistant district attorney now. How would it look if she was caught on a wiretap talking to a murder suspect?

         May was handing the card to the cashier when she lied and said she’d forgotten her wallet. She decided to take a wait-and-see approach before reaching out. Once the police made an arrest—that would be better.

         But days passed and then weeks with no arrest. And meanwhile, the internet kept piling on.

         It has to be the wife. 

         It always is. 

         Just look at her. Is it just me or does she have crazy eyes? 

         And it wasn’t only strangers who had gone after Kelsey. Her former 31in-laws didn’t go so far as to publicly accuse her, but Luke’s parents said they were “open to all possibilities” and made clear that Luke did not get along with Kelsey’s father. According to them, the expected divorce was “acrimonious” and had “divided the two families.”

         Both Dateline and 20/20 had run episodes focused on Luke’s case. Two years after Luke was killed, Kelsey tried online dating, only to have her profile discovered and posted online, which led to a fresh rotation through the virtual gossip mill.

         May would occasionally pull up Kelsey’s number, but it never seemed like the right day to suddenly call out of the blue. Then the world suddenly changed, and May was learning how to practice law by Zoom, moving into Josh’s place, and preparing herself for the interview with the Fordham faculty. Somehow years flew by, even though, at the time, each day felt endless.

         Then one of those days brought her to that subway platform, and May was the one getting the anonymous fan-fiction treatment. She was the one erasing herself from social media, all because of one very bad awful moment. Just as Lauren had texted May with Kelsey’s news after Luke died, she had sent May’s subway video to Kelsey with an explanation. Kelsey immediately called her. They talked for over an hour. It was exactly as Kelsey had said after that steakhouse dinner in Boston—like they had never missed a beat.

         The morning after that call from Kelsey, May sent a text to both Lauren and Kelsey. I can’t thank you enough for your love and support. Today feels better because of you guys. It was the very first text in what had become the Canceled Crew thread.

         And in the year that had passed since then, to May’s profound shame, Kelsey had never asked her—not once—why May had never even sent a sympathy card.
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