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About the Book


Ten years after graduating college, a group of friends arrange a weekend in a remote house in upstate New York.


The reunion isn’t a bachelor party, as they’ve led one of their friends to believe, but instead a group intervention for his escalating drug addiction. The friends believe they have the best of intentions when it comes to their involvement, especially considering they lost one member of their friendship group, Alice, to suspected suicide in college.


But from the moment they arrive, something doesn’t feel right. The local community doesn’t like outsiders, and they’re especially hostile to this group. And with so much shared history between old friends, it’s inevitable that a secret or two will slip out over the course of the weekend. . .


. . . And one of them will lead to murder.









Praise for FRIENDS LIKE THESE:


‘Smart, propulsive and impossible to put down’ Laura Dave, author of The Last Thing He Told Me


‘Utterly unforgettable’ Sally Hepworth, author of The Good Sister


‘A shocking portrait of regret, grief and dark loyalty’ Julie Clark, author of The Last Flight









For the friends who saved me long ago.


For the ones who still do.









No friendship is an accident.


—O. Henry, Heart of the West









PROLOGUE


You were the one who started it. So, in a way, you’re responsible for how it ended. “That’s ridiculous,” you’d say. And maybe it is unfair to blame you, under the circumstances. But at this point, all I can do is tell the truth. Anyway, no one could have predicted the exact way things would unfold. Certainly not me. All the heartbreak, all those lives with so much potential, gone in a flash.


Too much loyalty— that’s the real problem. Best friends are supposed to stand by you, no matter what. They disregard your occasionally disagreeable nature and off-putting eccentricities and accept the whole of you. That’s the beauty of real friendship. But close friends can also let you get away with too much. And what feels like total acceptance, what masquerades as unconditional love, can turn toxic. Especially if what your friend really wants is a partner in crime, someone to excuse their own bad behavior. Because letting you be your worst self just so you can be terrible together is cruelty, not kindness. And it’s got nothing to do with love.


Not that I ever thought you were cruel. I thought you were funny and smart and so gorgeous that it made my chest ache. God, how I loved you. Not in a sexual way, I just worshipped you. And, let’s face it, you never did love me back in quite the same way. Maybe I decided I couldn’t accept that. Maybe I realized that it wasn’t actually love you were showing me, no matter how many times you called it that. Pity perhaps, but not love. And so I chose me over us. Because while the us felt good in the moment, I knew it would destroy me eventually.


But I am only one person. I won’t take the fall for everything that’s happened. And when you have a group of friends like these— beautiful and dynamic and smart and opinionated— things can get very complicated. Especially with the endless overlapping connections and all that history, there are so many ways that desire can go sideways.


It’s like gripping a tinderbox. Sooner or later, it’s bound to explode in your hands.









ALICE


It was that girl in my art history class who told me. The one with the stringy brown hair and the ironic princess T-shirts who’s really sweet. But also really annoying. Arielle. Or Erin. Or something. She started talking at me on our way out of class. She does that a lot. Always looking for an angle into my group of friends. We’re that way at Vassar: sought after. Of course, people only see our impeccable exterior— our beautiful faces and just-so clothes, the way we flow like floodwater into a room, claiming every inch as our own.


Did you hear? Her breath was hot and damp against my ear and smelled of spearmint gum and onions. They found a body. She sounded scared but a little excited, too. The corners of her mouth were twitching.


What are you talking about? I asked. Where?


Right in front of Main Building.


Who is it? I asked.


Her face brightened. She liked being the one who knew something. The person with the inside scoop. She probably thought it would be a foot in the door with the cool kids.


He doesn’t go to school here. They think maybe somebody killed him. A beat later she admitted she’d made that part up. Actually, they think he fell from the roof of Main Building. That he’s the burglar.


Dead. Dead. Dead. Of course he was by the time they found him. I tried to suck in a mouthful of air, but it was no use. This would be a thing we could never take back. Something that could not be fixed. Somebody was dead, and it was all our fault.


I already knew: it would haunt us forever.









TEN YEARS LATER


DETECTIVE JULIA SCUTT


SUNDAY, 4:27 A.M.


I pull my car to a stop behind the second cruiser parked at the top of the long, curved driveway. One still has its lights on, flickering against the trees. More cars are at the scene a couple miles down the road. All the cars we’ve got will be out on this one. That’s not a whole lot in Kaaterskill, a small Catskills town that’s a thirty-minute drive from its namesake waterfall.


Thus far the details of the accident, or whatever it is, are scarce. There’s a passenger dead and the driver is missing, injured presumably, given the blood on the open driver’s door. But the vehicle is deep in the woods, too far away from the point of impact. Suggests something other than an accident.


So while the patrolmen and the search teams comb the woods, looking for the missing driver, I’ve come here in the wee hours of Sunday morning. To this house where their friends are. Old friends from college, I’ve been told. Weekenders. That they’re weekenders would be obvious from the house, a high-end remodel— spires and turrets and a wraparound porch, all gleaming. Even the driveway’s smooth, round gravel looks pricey. They’re up from the city— Brooklyn, Manhattan, doesn’t matter. The weekend hipsters are all the same— millennials with an excess of money, liberal politics, and particular tastes. Locals hate them, but, man, do they love the money they spend.


Weekenders being involved complicates the investigation, especially if whatever happened turns out to be more than your average car wreck. We do have our share of crime these days, most of it starting or ending in opioids; they’re everywhere in the Catskills. And if somebody up for the weekend from Manhattan is dead, the New York Times will be all over it. Boss sure as hell doesn’t want that.


As I open the car door, it starts to rain. Drops, heavy and big as marbles, pelt the windshield. Shit. Rain’s not good if we need to resort to dogs.


I square my shoulders as I make my way up the driveway. It’s hard to establish authority on a scene when you’re a woman, harder still when you look like “a cheerleader with a gun”— some DWI actually said that to me once. But I’ve got excellent instincts, and I’m not afraid to sink my teeth in until I knock against bone. That’s what the lieutenant used to say. That was before he blew his head off in his driveway while his wife slept inside— opioids don’t discriminate.


Next month, Chief Seldon decides who takes over the detective bureau. As far as I’m concerned, that person should be me. I’ve got the highest clearance rate. But Seldon’s got his doubts. When you’re a woman, anything questionable in your past— even things that weren’t your fault— and unstable gets written onto you like a tattoo.


I take one last breath before I open the front door. I’ve got this, whatever it is. I know I do. Just so long as I keep myself in the here and now.









MAEVE


FRIDAY, 7:05 P.M.


Through the car window the trees were finally coming into focus, first the branches and then the individual leaves, already burnt orange at their edges. For nearly two hours, the woods had been nothing more than brown and green streaks as the three of us hurtled past, headed upstate on the twisty Taconic.


I’d been thinking of the first time I drove that way to Vassar. How nervous I’d felt— nervous and alive. College was a new beginning, a chance finally to be anybody I wanted to be. And I’d seized it, hadn’t I? I’d learned so much about myself, not to mention getting a world-class education. But most important, I’d made this incredible group of friends. Where would any of us be now without one another? A complicated question always, hindsight and history being what they are. But complicated for us especially. What was never complicated, though, was our love. We were fiercely devoted to each other from the very start.


That was probably because none of us had great relationships with our real families. I was the only actual orphan, though. Orphan by choice— I was honest about that. I’d cut my parents out of my life because they were emotionally and physically abusive— I’d shared a few of the more shocking details. But my friends never judged. They accepted me completely, even though the estrangement had left me desperate for financial aid and constantly short on cash.


But right now we weren’t headed back to Vassar’s campus, despite the familiar switchbacks of the Taconic. We were going an unfortunate additional fifty miles north, deep into the Catskill Mountains. Jonathan had bought a weekend house in Kaaterskill, of all places. Not somewhere I would have ever chosen to go. But there was absolutely no opting out of this weekend. It was all hands on deck for Keith.


So here I was, ready to do what I was best at: looking on the bright side. And the bright side of this weekend was that we were going to get Keith help. That I might also have the chance to pump Jonathan for a little information about Bates would just be a side benefit.


Jonathan had introduced us. He’d met Bates back at Horace Mann, which meant that I had Jonathan to thank for both my boyfriend and my very, very good job in public relations at the Cheung Charitable Foundation, an offshoot of his father’s hedge fund.


I think my friends were convinced that I was with Bates because of his money. That I was trying to claw back the life of luxury I’d lost when I severed ties with my parents. But Bates had given up Goldman Sachs to work at the Robin Hood foundation. He volunteered at the Boys & Girls Club. I’d even signed up myself, thanks to him. Being with Bates had already made me a better person, and he hadn’t judged me for the stories I told him about the brutality of my childhood. Because he was a kind, nonjudgmental person. For the first time in my life, I thought maybe I could really be myself with someone. I wasn’t all the way there yet, but I was working on it.


I pressed the button in the center console to slide the passenger window down and breathed in the Hudson Valley air, which smelled of distant fireplaces and dried leaves.


“I can’t believe you’re getting married,” I said, looking over at Jonathan. His intense brown eyes were fixed on the road, lips pressed together. Oh, that had come out wrong. Negative almost. I reached over and put a hand on his. “I mean, I’m happy for you.”


That was true— I was happy for Jonathan. He deserved to finally be with someone worthy of his generosity. Because Jonathan could be too generous, even with us. I’d warned him countless times: giving people too much all but guarantees they’ll never really love you.


Jonathan smiled, but it seemed a little forced. “I’m happy for me, too.”


“When is the actual wedding, anyway, and where?” I asked, digging for my phone in my oversize Hammitt bag— nice but not too flashy.


Flashy was tactless when you worked at a foundation. Bates was right about that. I typed out a quick text— Miss you already— and hit send. Bates had been working so hard this past week. It made complete sense that he hadn’t invited me back to his place after dinner last night. Still, it was hard to shake the queasy feeling I’d woken up with. Especially now that I hadn’t heard from him all day. It didn’t help that I was already on edge. I still couldn’t shake that anonymous email. I just needed to stop fixating— it was the only solution.


“We haven’t set an exact date. In May or June, I think.” Jonathan waved a hand. “And in the city probably. You know my parents: God forbid they leave Manhattan.”


“You think May or June?” Stephanie asked from the back seat, finally off the conference call that had kept us largely silenced up front for nearly an hour. “You’d better get the details nailed down, Jonathan, or the New York City wedding machine will eat you alive.”


I was a tiny bit jealous at the thought of Jonathan planning a wedding. Bates and I had only been together four months— way too early to be thinking about a proposal, obviously. But maybe I was hoping for a little forward momentum. That was the problem with getting so much of what you wanted— you just ended up wanting more.


“Peter and I like to be spontaneous,” Jonathan said.


“That makes sense,” I said, though I wasn’t sure it exactly did.


“How much farther is your house anyway?” Stephanie asked. “Because no offense, but it’s like a submarine back here. Did you know you were paying more to get your passengers extra carsick?”


Stephanie had been razzing Jonathan ever since he pulled up in the brand-new Tesla. The expensive car was somewhat out of character. Jonathan didn’t usually advertise his wealth, which even by Vassar’s privileged standards was eye-popping. Jonathan’s father believed that earning money was far more important than letting people know you had it. Which I think was his real issue with Jonathan: he wasn’t ambitious enough, especially compared to his completely lovely, but thoroughly hard-charging older sisters.


“We’re less than fifteen minutes away.” Jonathan adjusted his hands slightly on the wheel. He was definitely worried— about the weekend, about Keith. We all were.


“Okay, but I’m warning you, I haven’t eaten all day.” Stephanie’s low blood sugar had a way of turning her prickly but always funny observations into barbs that actually drew blood.


I looked down at my hundred-dollar acrylics, resting on my perfect weekend slacks— Theory, on sale from Saks. In college, Stephanie had sometimes scolded me about being too focused on appearances— expensive things, beautiful people— and maybe I had been a little superficial. But back then I didn’t quite look the way I did now, and all I could ever think was: What a privilege to be above caring about such things. Sometimes I still felt that way. I mean, look at Jonathan— he didn’t care about making money because he didn’t have to.


I focused again on the view out the window. In every direction, trees and more trees, their gnarled trunks and branches full of spectacular leaves crowding out the sun. Lovely, but a little ominous. I put my phone back in my bag.


“We should use the time we have left to, you know, strategize,” Jonathan said. “Derrick and Keith can’t be far behind us.”


“Strategize?” Stephanie scoffed.


When I glanced back, she was sunk low in the back seat, the sleeves of her fashionable suit jacket pushed up, heels kicked off. Her arms were crossed tight in a pretty good impersonation of a sullen child. Stephanie had always been as tall and striking as a supermodel, though, and going natural these days only enhanced her large amber eyes, high cheekbones, and light brown skin. But Stephanie’s beauty had always been of the absurdly unattainable variety: pointless to covet. Though sometimes, I still did.


Jonathan eyed Stephanie in the rearview. “If this is going to work, we really need to be a united front.”


“We’re united, we’re united,” she said. “Keith obviously has to go to rehab. There’s no doubt about that.”


“And we’ll get him to go,” I said, sounding way more confident than I felt. After all, I’d been the one who’d talked Keith into it the last time. I saw the look in his eye when he said it was a one-time-only deal. He’d meant it.


“Wait, what the hell is that?” Stephanie pointed a long finger between us at the left-hand side of the windshield.


Set up on a hill back from the road was an ancient-looking farmhouse that had completely collapsed in on itself. What remained was a hull of splintered boards, broken windows, peeling picket fencing— all of it left there to decompose. Almost as menacing was the run-down building in front, low and rectangular and tilting to the left, like a short stretch of makeshift motel rooms jerry-rigged from plywood and other scrap. People were living there, too, from the looks of it: some kind of light inside, a door slightly ajar. There were clothes strewn about outside and a big pile of garbage at one end— bottles, cans, food containers.


As we passed, I caught sight of a large bonfire around back. Two thin, hunched figures stood nearby in the glow.


“I can’t believe people are living there,” I said. “I mean— that’s so sad.”


Jonathan shrugged. “There are a lot of opioids up here, and not everyone has friends like us to swoop in. Or the means to pay for rehab. Keith doesn’t have the means to pay for rehab.”


“I’ve got to be honest, Jonathan, this is less charming than I pictured,” Stephanie said. “Kind of like a horror movie, and you know the Black friend always dies first in those.”


“No one’s dying,” I said. “Don’t even joke about that.”


“Um, not really joking,” she went on. “Remind me again, Jonathan, why you bought a place here, when you could have used your piles of money to buy one, I don’t know, literally anywhere else?”


“Funny, Maeve asked the same thing— more than once.” He shot a look in my direction.


“Hey, I was only trying to help,” I said, lifting my hands. “I wanted to make sure you’d thought it through, that’s all. It is kind of off the beaten path up here.” And that was absolutely true.


“Peter and I talked about Montauk, but that’s always such a scene.”


“So you opted for meth alley instead?” Stephanie muttered.


“Our friends, Justin and Bill, just bought a house a few towns over. You know, they own that restaurant on Perry Street?” When Jonathan glanced over, I nodded. But I’d never heard Jonathan mention a Justin or a Bill before. “Anyway, they’ve been married forever.”


They were probably more Peter’s friends. It wasn’t that Jonathan was antisocial, but compared to life-of-the-party Peter, with his wash-board abs and irresistible surfer charm, everyone was an introvert.


The trees were giving way to houses now that we were approaching town, set close together and on the small side, but at least not falling down. There was a Cumberland Farms gas station up on the right. As we slowed to a stop at a red light in front, a wiry old white guy standing at the pumps wearing a baseball hat and a long-sleeved Gatorade T-shirt glared menacingly at our car. When we met eyes, I looked away.


“You know, their coffee isn’t actually half bad,” Jonathan said brightly. “When Peter told me that, I laughed. And we got into a fight about me being a snob. I don’t know, maybe I am. Anyway, Peter was right about the coffee. The people who work there are nice, too. Unfortunately, not everyone in Kaaterskill is so friendly to weekenders.”


“What does that mean?” I asked, unable to resist reaching in to check my phone for a reply from Bates. Nothing yet.


“The locals aren’t the most progressive bunch, that’s all, and weekenders, myself included, can be demanding and tone-deaf. Like this car.” A flicker of emotion passed over Jonathan’s face. He shook his head. “Driving it up here is kind of like waving an asshole flag.”


“At least you’re up here spending money,” Stephanie said diplomatically. “They’ve got to want that.”


“They’d like the upside without the downside. Like everybody,” Jonathan said. “Anyway, we’re not far from the house now, and it is charming, Stephanie. Wait until you see the fireplaces.”


“Okay, but you better have snacks,” she said. “And if I spot one MAGA hat, I’m hightailing it out of Dodge.”


We turned left down the main street, lined with charming shops— Perch Pilates, Patisserie Lenox, De Marchin Antiques, TEA: A Salon. The wood-frame storefronts were brightly painted and had cute, funky signage. But in between there were darkened doorways and boarded-up storefronts, cropping up more frequently as we drove on, like an infection beginning to spread.


“This downtown is adorable, Jonathan,” I said. “We should come back later and walk around.”


“Will the scenic tour be before or after we stuff Keith in the trunk and drive him to Bright Horizons?” Stephanie asked, her tone more sad now than sarcastic.


“Come on, we did it before without resorting to force,” I offered. “And if we can’t get Keith all the way convinced, there’s always next weekend, right? At least we’ll have opened up a dialogue.”


“Oh, no, no. Keith has to go, this weekend,” Jonathan said nervously. “By Monday. Otherwise, my dad’s calling back the loan. If he does that, Keith will lose the gallery— you get that, right? He thought the loan was ‘criminally indulgent’ before he found out Keith was an addict. Now he’s beside himself. As far as he’s concerned, it’s shameful for me to even have a friend like Keith. It’s even more shameful for me to let my dad be taken advantage of in this way. The only way he might hold off is if Keith’s in rehab.”


I wasn’t surprised that Jonathan’s father was angry. I’d be angry, too. Keith was definitely using some of Jonathan’s money to purchase drugs, either directly or indirectly.


“Maybe your dad is right,” Stephanie said. “Keith is a bigger mess now than I’ve ever seen him. It’s like he’s trying to kill himself.”


“Are you really surprised?” Jonathan asked.


“It’s been ten years— how long is Alice going to be Keith’s excuse for everything?” Stephanie asked.


“I don’t know,” Jonathan said. “Forever?”


“We all loved her,” Stephanie went on. “And we all feel awful about what happened, but there has to be a line somewhere.”


“Yeah, but Keith was in love with her,” I offered. “Kind of makes sense that he’s in the worst place.”


“And is Alice our excuse for enabling him?” Stephanie asked. “We feel so guilty that we’re killing Keith with kindness?”


We all stayed quiet for a long time.


“Rehab,” I said decisively. “We just need to get him in, and then we can let the professionals take over. This time it’ll take.”


And I truly believed it might. The last time we talked Keith into it— or I talked Keith into it— was probably too soon. It was only about a year after graduation, eighteen months after the car Alice was driving had been spotted abandoned near the Kingston-Rhinecliff Bridge. Sixteen months after her death was officially declared a suicide, though her body had not been found. I pictured it now, a skeleton, bright white and worn smooth, wedged forever between boulders at the bottom of the Hudson River. I shuddered.


“Maeve is right,” Jonathan said. “We just need to get Keith into Bright Horizons. That’s all. And we can do that. I know we can.”


The sunset was streaking the sky orange as Jonathan slowed the car at a tall, perfectly manicured hedge. Beyond it were the tops of dozens of towering trees. It wasn’t until we turned down the gravel driveway that the house itself finally came into view: a stunning Queen Anne, complete with spindle-topped turrets, second-floor balconies, and a massive wraparound porch. Four perfect wooden rocking chairs sat on either side of the hunter-green front door. My breath caught.


As we drove closer, I could see that the windows looked especially grand for that kind of older home, as though the remodel had involved enlarging them. The house’s sharp, clean edges— the perfectly squared-off roof, the precisely rectangular front steps— gave it an unexpectedly modern feel. Some lights were already on inside, warm and inviting in the quickly vanishing light. Peter had arranged to have the place ready for our arrival, Jonathan had told us on the drive. Peter might not have been perfect, but he was good at taking care of Jonathan.


“I’m so glad you and Peter found each other,” I said. “What you have together— it’s . . .”


Enviable. But Jonathan was my friend. I was happy for him.


“He’s lucky to have you, Jonathan. We all are.” Stephanie reached forward and hugged Jonathan fiercely from behind. That was how Stephanie always got you— without warning, she’d shed her armor. “True love— at least one of us has found it.”


“Come on, Derrick has Beth,” Jonathan deadpanned.


And for the first time since we left the city, we all started to laugh.









DETECTIVE JULIA SCUTT


SUNDAY, 4:32 A.M.


Officer Nick Fields is in the entryway, hand already on his gun as I step inside the house. For Christ’s sake. Fields should never be on a door. Old for a patrol officer, with a salt-and-pepper mustache and heavy gut, he’s too jumpy for the field.


I meet his eyes. “Where are they?”


“Through there.” He hooks a chubby thumb over his shoulder toward the open doorway. “Seem pretty shaken up.”


“Understandable.” One of their friends is dead, another missing, and we don’t even know yet who is who. I nod at Fields as I pass. “Don’t shoot anyone.”


As I walk through the parlor area, I take in the expensive rugs, the just-right coffee-table books. One wall is covered in bold blue-striped wallpaper; a brightly upholstered antique armchair sits along a narrow side table. Everything is perfectly mismatched in the way rich people seem to love— smart, but homey. And expensive as hell.


Most locals would resent these people for every square inch of it. I get that. But I also know that having money doesn’t make people monsters, necessarily. That’s because I left Hudson, where I grew up— across the river and slightly bigger than Kaaterskill— for college at UCLA, then a year of working at a tech start-up in San Francisco. I only did all that for my mom. I’ve always known I was going to be a police officer— here, in Kaaterskill. When I came home to enroll in the academy, my mom demanded to know why I’d take such a dangerous, low-paying job when I had endless options. Of course we both knew the answer to that question. We were just good at pretending otherwise.


And just like that my mind is headed there. To the whole thing. Dammit. Lately, my brain has a hair trigger. It’s that stupid podcast. Last episode just aired a couple weeks ago, and there’s been a lot of talk about it around town. It’s hard to avoid. But I’ll be damned if someone else’s sick idea of entertainment is going to turn me inside out after all this time. I’ve been fine. I am fine. And I intend to stay that way.


I walk into a large living room. There are two red leather couches facing each other, two females— one white, one Black— and an East Asian male seated close together, late twenties, early thirties. They’re attractive and well put together, glamorous, even— their clothes, their affect. But visibly upset, eyes glassy and red-rimmed. I glance up at Officers Tarzian and Cartright standing on the far side of the room, nod in their direction.


I turn back to the three on the couch. “Detective Julia Scutt.”


They introduce themselves: Stephanie Allen, Jonathan Cheung, Maeve Travis.


“Have you figured out who you found yet?” Stephanie asks, her gold-flecked eyes narrowing sharply. It sounds just shy of an accusation. All we do know for sure at the moment is that Derrick Chism and Keith Lazard— two white males, both thirty years old, both approximately five foot ten— are missing, though one of them is presumably the deceased.


“It’s Derrick’s car. He’d have been in the driver’s seat, right?” Jonathan says glancing at his friends. He’s wearing one of those knit beanies that the hipsters love. It highlights his elegant cheekbones and full mouth. Still, it looks a little ridiculous on him.


“Except Derrick told me Keith drove up here,” Stephanie says.


“If you brought us down there we could identify them,” Jonathan offers.


“Can’t do that unfortunately. The area isn’t secure. We could have a suspect at large.” This is true, but even if it wasn’t there’s no way I’d be bringing them to the scene. Their mere presence could corrupt the investigation and render them useless as witnesses. That’s assuming they aren’t suspects themselves, which I haven’t remotely ruled out.


“So, you don’t think this was an accident?” Stephanie asks.


“The positioning of the car is off,” I say.


“What does that mean?” Jonathan again.


“Like perhaps not the product of an accident,” I say. “I could try to have pictures taken, see if you can identify your friend that way, but you should know that there has been significant facial damage. It might make an identification impossible regardless.”


I’m not looking to upset them, but I do need their focus off the ID. It matters, of course, but not as much at the moment as me getting a sense of what the hell happened here.


“That’s awful,” Maeve says, looking queasy as she stares down and twists the rings on her delicate, perfectly manicured hands. She’s more put-together than the other two— her tailored outfit, the nails. Trying harder maybe because she’s not quite as attractive. She’s the kind of woman you’re convinced you know, but just can’t remember from where. “I don’t think I want to see the pictures.”


They are all quiet for a moment then, looking pained. I do feel bad for them. They are clearly upset.


“Listen, at least let’s run fingerprints, and see if we can spare you. They don’t need to have a criminal record to be in the system. Some licensing, background checks for certain employers . . .”


I let the silence stretch out, see if someone jumps in to offer an arrest record.


“Couldn’t you just compare the fingerprints on some of their things here?” Jonathan asks.


“That’s actually much harder than you’d think. DNA works much better, but according to the officers”— I nod in Cartright and Tarzian’s direction— “their toothbrushes and such are all together in the one bathroom. There’s no way to know whose is whose. Unless you can tell them apart?”


They all shake their heads.


“If all else fails we’ll go to their home residences to collect reference DNA. But let’s just take this one step at a time. Your other friend may turn up any second. I know this is difficult, but I’d ask for your patience. In the meantime, if you could give this officer your full names, addresses, dates of birth. And whatever you know for your two friends. That would be helpful.”


I motion to Cartright, who hesitates— like I couldn’t be asking him to do something so menial. Cartright is a Seldon stooge. When I glare at him, he finally steps forward with a pad and pen.


“Run a full two-seven on everyone,” I say.


I mean a complete background check, and for each one of them, not just the two men in the car. I hope Cartright gets the distinction. Right now we need all the information we can get.


“So where do you think the one who— ” Jonathan’s voice cuts out. “Whoever didn’t get killed, where are they?”


“Search teams are combing the woods,” I offer. “We’ll find them.”


“But how many police officers do you even have around here?” Stephanie pushes to her feet and begins to pace. “Every one of them needs to be out there looking for— it’s either Keith or Derrick. They could be running out of time.” She stops pacing and crosses her arms, scowling at me. “If something happens to them because you moved too slow, you will be held accountable.”


I swallow back my irritation. “Don’t worry. We have plenty of men. There’s a specialized search-and-rescue team from State headed— ”


“This was my idea,” Jonathan says. He looks shrunken suddenly. Like he’s dissolving into the couch. “Coming up here, I mean. This is my house. We were here for my bachelor party.”


A bachelor party? Well, now, that does put a different spin on things.


“What happened didn’t have anything to do with your bachelor party.” Stephanie’s tone is sharp, her jaw clenched. “It’s irrelevant.”


“I just want to be sure she has all the facts.” He levels his eyes at Stephanie. Maybe not quite the pushover he seems.


“Oh God,” Maeve says, turning ashen. “I just, I don’t understand. This is so— they were just here.”


“That’s exactly why we need your help.”


“These are our best friends.” Stephanie looks at the others, then back at me. “We’ll tell you anything you want to know.”









STEPHANIE


FRIDAY, 7:22 P.M.


I watched Jonathan march up the front steps in his skinny jeans and bright orange cashmere sweater— Peter’s influence. Left to his own devices, Jonathan dressed like a POW from a Brooks Brothers catalog— all outsized price-point and undersized fashion sense. I felt an absurd pang of jealousy. Now I wanted a boyfriend to pick out my clothes?


“Do we know what time Keith and Derrick are supposed to be here?” Maeve asked.


I looked back toward the road, dead quiet in the dark. The light had vanished all at once in the trees. “Do we even know for sure they left the city?” Keith often randomly disappeared, didn’t call back— ghosted us. Classic addict nonsense. We needed to be prepared.


“Keith texted earlier today about the bachelor party,” Jonathan said as he fumbled around for the right key. “Said he was looking forward to it. So that’s encouraging.”


“Speaking of which, how long are we planning to keep up the whole bachelor-party charade?” I asked. “Isn’t that just . . . delaying the inevitable?”


“Maybe we would have worked out those details if you hadn’t been on the phone the entire car ride,” Maeve singsonged. But her eyes widened immediately when I squinted at her. “I was just teasing, come on.”


Maeve never could bear the thought of anyone being even a little mad at her. She was going to have to toughen up if she was going to survive as an Upper East Side trophy wife. Those women could be ruthless. Then again, her fellow debutantes from Charleston probably hadn’t been especially cuddly either.


And Maeve was right about the call; I should have rescheduled. I buried myself in work when I didn’t feel like dealing, a trick I’d learned from my workaholic professor parents. And the past few weeks, I’d definitely been avoiding things.


“Sorry about the conference call,” I said. “That was obnoxious.”


“Let me text Keith to see where they are,” Maeve offered. Her face sank for a second as she looked at her phone— something about Bates, probably— but she managed to smile again as she punched out a quick text.


Jonathan swung open the front door. “Welcome to Locust Grove!” he intoned with a bow, waving us inside.


The house smelled of honeysuckle with a hint of lemon, or maybe just earth-friendly cleaning products. The furniture and fixtures were a balance of modern flair and rough-hewn farmhouse, an abstract rug in the entryway under a round antique-looking table piled with an eclectic mix of art books and a stone urn filled with fresh apples. It was all beautiful, of course, like everywhere Jonathan had ever lived. But the decor looked more personal. As if each item had been lovingly selected.


“It’s gorgeous, Jonathan,” I said, and it was.


But I felt hollow, looking around. I couldn’t help but compare it to my own sleek Midtown apartment, the one I’d rented only because it was close to my office. My furniture all from one of those casual-chic furniture outlets that’s in every suburban mall and, conveniently, online. It was a nice apartment with a nice gym that I never used and nice doormen whose names I didn’t know, filled with things just nice enough that I could have somebody over without feeling embarrassed— not that I ever did.


Jonathan smiled as he surveyed the room. “Peter did all of it himself. You should have seen the place when we bought it. It was a disaster.”


There was a sudden, odd rustling sound from the living room. A mouse? We all peered tentatively.


“Boo!”


I jerked back, banging my head into the wall behind me. When I looked up, there was a man in the doorway, laughing. For a moment, my brain refused to place his face.


But then— Finch. Yep, that was definitely him. Keith’s star artist. Right there, in the flesh. Awesome.


“Sorry, sorry!” Keith appeared next to Finch— eyes wide, brown hair roguishly unkempt, suit jacket and jeans, green-checked button-down. His gallery uniform. “That was Finch’s bad idea.”


“Keith, what the hell?” Maeve shouted with admirable force.


“Come on, it was funny,” Finch said, grinning slyly and flashing his perfect teeth, thankfully not in my direction.


Caught in a halo of light from the living room behind him, Finch’s thick, shoulder-length brown hair looked streaked with gold, his green eyes twinkling. He was a striking man, there was no denying it. But he was too manicured, with his $300 white T-shirts, just-so scruffy beard, and perennially bronzed skin. He was also obnoxiously arrogant.


The last time I’d seen Finch was a month earlier, at a reception in his honor at Cipriani’s. I’d gone because Keith had said they needed bodies. Of course, when I arrived at the end of a brutal workday, there were already hundreds of people in attendance. Typical Keith— he needed you desperately until he forgot all about you. Finch had greeted me with a too-tight hug before pronouncing my dress “adventurous” in a tone that made me want to ask what he meant and also made me want to tell him off. I couldn’t remember now if I’d said anything back. I couldn’t remember much from that night, except for the way it ended.


Now I kept blinking at Finch as though that might make him disappear. Keith had probably sniffed out that we were up to something and brought along Finch as a human shield. What a disaster.


Derrick appeared then, sheepish at the back of the living room, where he’d evidently been squirreled away this entire time. He ran an exasperated hand over his brown hair, longer now and shaggier, but in an appealing way. I was always surprised by how good Derrick looked these days, so much better than he had in college. He’d come into his own over the years.


“I told them not to do it,” Derrick said, sounding very much like the disapproving literature professor he was. He pushed his tortoise-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose. “They wouldn’t listen to me.”


No one ever listened to Derrick.


“Where’s your car, Derrick?” Jonathan’s brow pinched angrily as he looked toward the driveway. “And how did you guys get in? You didn’t break a window or something, did you?”


“We parked up the road and walked back. And break a window, seriously?” Keith looked wounded.


“No need to break and enter anyway when we had these.” Finch dangled a set of keys in the air. His other hand was hooked around the molding above the living room entryway as he stretched his long body forward, tattooed bicep flexing. On purpose, no doubt. “You shouldn’t leave ’em under the mat.” As usual, he was leaning into his southern drawl. “Down in Arkansas that’s an open invitation to come on inside. Right, Derrick?”


“I literally have no idea what you’re talking about, Finch,” Derrick said. “It was your dumb idea to come in, and Keith’s idiotic decision to go along with it.”


“Aw, Keith has to listen to me. You know that, Derrick,” Finch said. “Because without me, there is no him. Right, Keith?”


“Absolutely,” Keith said, as if he couldn’t have cared less how much Finch demeaned him. He probably wasn’t even listening. For all I knew, he was high out of his mind at that very moment. Actually, he definitely was. “Come on, Steph.” Keith stepped closer to me. “Even you thought it was a little funny. You’re smiling on the inside.”


“I am not,” I said, softening despite myself when Keith wrapped an arm around my waist and kissed me on the cheek.


Keith had that effect on people— all people. Men, women, gay, straight, or anything else. Being even briefly in the center of his attention was like staring into the setting sun. You couldn’t pull your eyes away, even after they began to burn.


I could still remember the night freshman year Keith had come to find me in the library, dragging me out to his studio to see a painting.


“Please,” he had begged. “I just finished the first in the series. And it’s amazing.” He got down on his paint-splattered knees in front of my desk, deep in the library stacks. The same desk I worked at every night, so everyone always knew exactly where to come find me. And come they did. Something I must have secretly enjoyed— because I could have moved around to avoid being found. “You need to see it.”


“Me, or someone? Because if you just want someone to say it’s great, we can skip the hike over there,” I said. “It’s great, Keith. I’m sure it is.”


“No, you. You, specifically, need to see it,” he said, his eyes dancing. “It’ll be worth it. I promise.”


Begrudgingly I’d gone with him, heading across the dark campus to his art studio at nearly midnight. And there, set up in his studio under a spotlight, was a huge canvas, a painting of me as a little girl, facing a vast and roiling sea. I’d told my friends the story about my parents not watching— consumed as they both were grading term papers on the beach— as three-year-old me ran right out into the waves and almost drowned. To me, the story explained everything anyone needed to know about my family— the subtle heartbreak of benign neglect. Most people didn’t get it. But Keith had— it was all right there in that painting.


“It’s beautiful,” I said, my throat seizing. And it was, the bright blue and white electrifying around the small figure. The little me.


Keith was smiling as he looked at the painting. “I’m going to do one for everyone. A family of origin series. Hopefully, the other ones live up.” He wrapped an arm around me as we stared at the painting, my feet floating above the floor. “You know, just because your parents don’t have feelings, that doesn’t mean you can’t.”


“I feel things,” I said quietly, still staring at the painting.


“I mean for another living, breathing person,” Keith said. “You can let yourself do that. There’s still time to be whoever you want to be.”


My throat had felt too tight to object. Keith was the only person who’d ever seen my perfection for what it was: a locked and lonely box. He was the only one who ever called me out on anything.


It was dangerously easy to get swept up in Keith’s huge, wild heart, even when you were just his friend. Poor Alice had never stood a chance. But that hadn’t stopped me from judging her, had it? Love, of all trivial things, I’d thought. All those times I’d told Alice to grow up and get over Keith, to stop being such a drama queen. Yes, I’d been trying to help, but in retrospect it seemed so callous. What had I known about anything back then? What did I know now?


“Still working yourself to death for the man, huh?” When I turned, Finch was standing at my side, eyeing me pointedly. “Because you’ve seemed awfully busy.”


He was bound to say something. Finch’s entire artistic career was built on provocation. The key was to ignore him. Narcissists tire easily.


“Stephanie, can you come here for a second?” Jonathan called, trying and failing to sound nonchalant.


“If you’ll excuse me. Jonathan needs me,” I said to Finch as I slid past him into the living room.


“It’s just a waste, that’s all,” Finch called after me. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”


I did not turn back around.


“Hello, Stephanie? Over here, please. Now.” Jonathan waved me over.


“You were going to show me the fireplace, right?” I called out, hoping it might remind him to stay calm. Freaking out about Finch being there was obviously not going to help anything. “I won’t complain the rest of the weekend if you get me in front of a fireplace.”


“Right.” Jonathan put a hand on my arm. “Somehow I doubt you will stop complaining, but there are actually four fireplaces. You and Maeve even have one in your room, which also has a view of the Hudson and the incredible sunset. You’ll see tomorrow. Anyway, it’s the very best room in the house, so naturally I gave it to the two of you.”


“What’s this about a fireplace?” Maeve asked as she joined us.


“Hey now,” Finch said, slithering over with alarming speed. “Shouldn’t we be drawing straws for the best room? Unless maybe you ladies want to share.”


“We’re good, thanks,” Maeve said, cheerfully oblivious.


Maeve somehow gave everyone the benefit of the doubt, despite all she’d been through. It was one of the many reasons I worried about Bates. Jonathan had said he was a “solid guy,” but Jonathan didn’t always have the best taste in men. And I mean, Bates? But Maeve was utterly smitten. She claimed it was because Bates was kind and funny, and he’d been nice enough when I met him. But he was also very good-looking and very rich, and Maeve got mesmerized by sparkly surfaces. I blamed her awful family. Maeve had cut them out of her life, but they’d still left their mark.


“Finch is just playing. We’ll take whatever room you’ve got,” Keith said, slapping Jonathan on the back before heading to the far side of the living room. It only took him opening a couple cabinets to find the bar. “Ah, here it is. Nice setup, Jonathan.”


“Solid call, Keith.” Finch plopped himself down on one of the red leather couches. “After that drive, I could use a fucking cocktail.”


Drinks. Exactly the way to kick off any intervention. Maeve and I exchanged a look as she dutifully headed over to where Keith was crouched. I watched her try to distract him from the alcohol, tilting her head to the side and smiling sweetly. But Keith was fixated. From far away he looked like such shit, too. None of us knew exactly what he was using. It had started with pot and then Xanax and Ativan. At some point he’d moved on to Oxy or Percocet or something. God only knew the extent of it these days. Forget Jonathan’s dad and the loan and the gallery, Keith might be dead soon if we didn’t get him into rehab.


I wondered sometimes what would have become of us if we’d just called the police that night on the roof. I’d wanted to, at least at first. Until I’d been reminded of the cost to everyone’s future— mine most importantly. But if we had called someone, Alice might still be alive— she and Keith still together. Instead, that night was still reverberating through all of us— Jonathan with his pathological generosity, Derrick marrying miserable Beth, me working myself numb, and Maeve— well Maeve deserved to be happy, finally. She’d been through enough for one lifetime.


I did wonder if Maeve had gotten the most recent email from Alice’s mom. She’d sent similar ones to all of us previously— usually once or twice a year— resurfacing to blame us for what had happened to Alice. Though this latest message had a newly threatening tone: I know what you did. Still, there was nothing to do but wait for Alice’s mom to retreat back into her grief. So far, she always had. Usually we talked about the messages. At least Maeve and I did. But this time neither of us had said a word. I think we were tacitly agreeing that it would be too much to face on top of the intervention.


“You’ve got a problem with somebody having a drink at seven p.m. on a Friday night?” Finch smiled wryly when I looked at him. Evidently he’d been watching me watch Keith. “You only like to have one kind of fun?”


“Fuck you, Finch,” I said before heading away again, across the room. So much for not taking the bait.


“What the hell is Finch doing here?” I whispered to Derrick, who was standing at a window looking out.


He shrugged. “Being a jerk? Isn’t that all Finch ever does?”


“Did you know he was coming?” It sounded like an accusation. Maybe it was, a little bit.


Derrick and Finch had known each other since they were kids back in Arkansas, though they’d grown up on opposite sides of the tracks, literally. Derrick’s family was wealthy by local standards, Finch the product of abject poverty. Something else for the art world to eat up. Derrick actually introduced Keith to Finch, back when Finch hadn’t yet been paid a dime for his art and Keith was still starting out. Despite that, Derrick didn’t seem to like Finch very much. I never could figure out why he’d helped him in the first place. Though that was Derrick: nice to a fault.


“Of course I didn’t know Finch was coming. Don’t you think I would have warned you guys?” Derrick said. “I was already at the gallery to get Keith when Finch showed up. He asked what we were doing— Keith had a weekend bag. And then he was asking to come like he always does. You know the only reason he wants to hang out with us is because we won’t let him. If we just said yes once in a while, he’d probably lose interest.”


“Did Finch know all of us were going to be here?” I asked— I couldn’t help it. “Or did he think it was just the three of you?”


“Don’t know. I definitely said it was Jonathan’s bachelor party and that Finch shouldn’t come. But you know Keith, Finch gets what Finch wants.” Derrick shook his head in disgust. “I would have pushed back harder, but I was worried Keith might get suspicious. If Finch finds out about the drugs, he’ll fire Keith for sure. Finch’s dad was a meth addict. We can’t do an intervention with him here. It’ll have to wait.”


Not that it mattered what Finch found out, because he’d already fired Keith. But I was the only one who knew that. And given the way I’d found out, it wasn’t like I could tell anyone.


“Except we can’t wait,” I said. “Keith has to get checked into Bright Horizons by Monday, or Jonathan’s dad is going to call in his loan.”


Derrick closed his eyes. “Great.”


I looked out the window. In the side yard a bunch of boards had been stacked in a tall triangle, like someone had prepped the site for a bonfire.


“What’s that?” I asked, tapping my finger against the pane.


Derrick kept his eyes on the boards. “I was just trying to figure that out myself.”


“What’s up with the pyre?” I called across the room to Jonathan.


Jonathan made his way over to look. “That’s— ” He recoiled, only for a split second, but it was unmistakable. “That’s . . . I have absolutely no idea what that is. They’re putting in a deck off the master bedroom at the back, must be related.”
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