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AUTHOR’S NOTE

When the news first broke in January 2022 about John O’Keefe’s death, my phone started ringing pretty quickly. Many old news colleagues from my days at the Boston Herald and others who have read some of my true crime books insisted there was much more to the story. Just how much more, no one could have predicted.

I conducted more than fifty interviews while researching this book, covered endless hours of court proceedings, read countless news accounts, reviewed hundreds of social media and blog posts, watched hours of video commentary, interviews, and documentaries, and combed through voluminous court filings. I’ve covered the case since day one and have worked on this book since spring of 2022.

As someone who has covered hundreds of murder cases, never before have I seen a case take on a life of its own like this one. Polarizing doesn’t begin to describe it.

When I was deciding whether to write this book and, more importantly, how to tell the story, I kept coming back to one fact: There has been no justice for John O’Keefe. John was a well-liked guy. I personally know many people who considered him a friend, some who dated him, and others who know the family, know Karen Read, or had connections to other people involved in the case. Having grown up on the South Shore of Massachusetts—a place I still call home—it’s clear to me that the impact this case has had on the region will reverberate for many years to come.

Friends and family have been divided. Loyalties tested. Careers destroyed. Lives ruined or changed forever. To some, the case and all the tangential scandal have made it more like a soap opera than a murder case. To many, it has become a moneymaker, providing endless clickbait and rage-bait to monetize social media platforms.

For me, as a journalist for twenty-five years and an author for thirteen, I’ve sat across from the families of too many murder victims to count and seen far too many families ruined by tragedy. This story is an important one, but not because it is filled with scandal and salacious details. Not because it will make a good Netflix series.

This is not just another true crime spectacle. It’s a tragic tale of a community divided and shattered. It’s a referendum on our modern justice system. But most of all, it’s the story of the unsolved murder of a good man who always tried to do the right thing.




Nobody is innocent; just not guilty.

—Unknown




CHAPTER 1

John, I fucking hate you,” Karen shrieked into the phone.

It was just after 1 am and she was drunk. Very drunk. And angry.

Karen Read, by day a pretty, successful professor at Bentley University, was just a half hour away from the serene campus in Waltham, Massachusetts, but the calm familiarity of the college might as well have been a continent away. At that moment, she was in a hellscape of stress, chaos, and anger as a blizzard whipped outside.

The alcohol coursing through her veins—vodka and sodas consumed for hours—tormented her thoughts. She was racked by uncertainty and jealousy as her emotions launched into overdrive. Her night of drinking with her boyfriend, Boston Police Officer John O’Keefe, took her on a roller-coaster journey that night in January 2022.

Karen helped John in raising his niece Kayley and nephew, Patrick, both of whom he adopted in 2014 after their parents died just a few weeks apart. John’s sister, Kristen, died of cancer in November 2013 while her husband, Stephen, followed her in January 2014, suffering a sudden heart attack while grieving at her grave. It was a shock to the O’Keefe clan and ended John’s bachelor life abruptly as he was suddenly thrust into the unexpected role of father. While shocking, he embraced the responsibility and loved Patrick and Kayley.

John and Karen had a classic COVID relationship. While locked at home during the pandemic in 2020, he and his cousin Stephanie were watching the romantic comedy He’s Just Not That Into You one night when John decided he was going to reach out to some old girlfriends.

He sent out messages to a dozen former girlfriends and acquaintances via Facebook. He was looking for someone to hang out with while riding out the dystopian isolation of lockdowns and social distancing.

As a Boston cop, he never stopped working and was frustrated by quarantines and business closures. He desperately wanted to get back to having some fun. He craved normalcy and human connection, so he threw out lifelines to several old flames.

He started scrolling through the “People You May Know” section of his Facebook feed. Karen’s profile popped up.

“Hey, I used to date her like twenty years ago,” he told Stephanie.

He fired off a message.

“Hey, blast from the past. How’s things?” he wrote.

Karen responded. They started chatting and eventually spoke by phone.

“She thinks I’m a married dad with kids,” John told Stephanie.

After he explained that he was single and had adopted Kayley and Patrick, Karen agreed to get together with him.

They’d first met sixteen years earlier, at a party in 2004 at the Black Rhino, a now-closed restaurant and nightclub in Boston’s financial district. It was a thirtieth birthday party for John’s sister, Kristen. Karen didn’t know the O’Keefes, but she went out that night with a woman who graduated from Braintree High School with John. Karen and the friend had met randomly in Newport, Rhode Island, and became close friends. That night, they were invited to the Black Rhino by a mutual acquaintance of John’s, also from Braintree. The Black Rhino, on Boston’s Broad Street, was a four-floor financial district hot spot with a rooftop bar. In the early 2000s, it was a notorious meat market for twentysomething singles and young professionals in the after-work crowd.

Karen and her friend followed the pulsing sound of the DJ up to the third floor where John and several friends were partying. Karen and John were introduced and hit it off quickly. Karen was a knockout and immediately had John’s full attention. She thought he was cute, and they had a fun night together. They went on a few dates, but the relationship went nowhere as neither was looking for a long-term commitment. Her work took her to Dublin, and they stopped seeing each other.

“We maybe dated another couple of weeks after that,” Karen recalled.1 “Then I went to work that spring in Ireland temporarily. Because of that I stopped seeing him. Just lost touch.”

When Karen reentered his life, she embraced her role as surrogate stepmom. Together, they got the kids to and from school, sports, and playdates with friends, leaning on a large inner circle of family and friends to help out. Patrick and Kayley had been through unimaginable pain and trauma, but John—the “funcle” (fun uncle) in the family—was the lighthearted, fun-loving soul they needed to help them find their way through the darkness. Karen stepped in at just the right time to support John and be a strong female figure for Kayley as she navigated her teen years and Patrick as he became a tween.

The blended family had plenty of good times—trips to the beach, cookouts, family dinners, movies—and their lives were as normal as could be, given the tragic circumstances that had unfolded, as well as a global pandemic. It was a mostly stable home for the kids, but there was a good deal of arguing between John and Karen.

John was always a party guy and a heavy drinker. Karen was more of a social drinker, and she abstained at times for health reasons, but when she was living with John, her drinking escalated.

It was not unusual for them to have all-day/night drinking sessions. Karen would sometimes join the other wine moms at the kids’ sporting events, drinking vodka and soda from her Yeti at the baseball field. John would go to Patriots games or out to bars to meet up with friends to watch games and have a few beers. He was a big Boston sports fan and loved nothing more than celebrating the hometown team victories with a few cold ones.

They enjoyed each other’s company, had a busy social life, and became good drinking buddies. They were also good at sharing the duties in caring for the kids and running the household. Money wasn’t an issue, as Karen made a healthy salary as a financial executive, and John took home around $150,000 a year as a Boston cop, depending on his overtime.

While their day-to-day life was stable and they had busy social lives, the normal stresses of relationships, jobs, and responsibilities sometimes turned them against each other in heated arguments. It was not unusual for them to swear at each other or for her to scream at him and call him names. Kayley and Patrick saw volatility between them and heard them fight frequently.

The bickering aside, Karen liked the life they were building. She was forty-one with no kids of her own and was committed to him. But John, a forty-six-year-old serial dater who never wanted the married lifestyle, was not long for the relationship. Before reconnecting with Karen, he was a guy’s guy, single to his core. He was well known on the dating scene on Massachusetts’s South Shore. He had a couple semiserious relationships, but nothing approaching buying a ring. Mostly, he dated women for a few months at a time and moved on. And he liked it that way.
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Karen and John in 2021.

Courtesy of O’Keefe family

When Karen responded to his fateful COVID message, they again hit it off. But this time, they were more than a decade older and the stakes were higher for both.

When they’d last met, both were just finding their postcollege careers. But now, John was raising two kids and working as a full-time Boston Police officer, while she was a successful executive for global investment house Fidelity.

Kayley and Patrick were just six and three, respectively, when their mother, Kristen, died of cancer in 2013. Their father, Stephen, died just two months later. In 2020, Kayley was a gregarious, happy twelve-year-old who loved American Girl dolls and making videos dancing with her uncle John. Patrick was nine and loved playing his Nintendo Switch and having donuts with his grandfather, John’s dad, John Sr.

John never wanted kids but embraced his fatherly duties not only because it was the right thing to do, but because he and his sister had been extremely close. He was with her when she died and made her a promise that he would always watch out for Kayley and Patrick. He was true to that word.

When COVID first hit, he struggled to homeschool two kids over Zoom while working full-time. His cousin on his mother’s side, Stephanie Rizzitano, was a twentysomething young professional who worked from home. Stephanie was already close with Kayley and Patrick, as she had been helping out with the kids from the time Kristen first got sick.

Stephanie moved in with John and the kids and became a live-in caretaker, helping with dinners, laundry, and keeping Kayley and Patrick going on their schoolwork. It wasn’t how any of them planned it, but life threw them all nasty curveballs, and they pulled together to make it all work.

Stephanie and the children hadn’t met John’s previous girlfriends, so it was a bit of a shock to them when he announced one day: “This new girl I’m seeing is coming over.”

It was a big step for John to introduce them to Karen. They made a plan to rent the Disney movie Frozen II, which was one of the kids’ favorites. Kayley was protective of John and pulled a power move when Karen came over and the movie started. Karen went to sit down on the couch next to John, but Kayley slid in next to him, blocking her. She leaned on John throughout the movie, sending a clear message to Karen that she was the number one girl in John’s life.

As a good Catholic boy, John always gave something up for Lent, usually beer. That night was during Lent, so beer was out. Instead, he and Karen drank what became their drink of choice: Tito’s vodka. They each had Yeti tumblers filled with ice and vodka while the animated movie played. Perhaps it was her nerves, but Karen drank to excess that night. She was buzzed and kept talking during the movie, which upset Kayley and caused some bickering.

After the movie ended, Patrick showed her his Nintendo Switch. He also showed her a game he was saving up to buy.

“I can just buy it for you right now,” Karen told him.

John got mad.

“No. Don’t buy him that,” he said.

“It’s my money. I can buy him whatever I want,” she shot back.

“No,” John said. “He’s on his video games all the time. We’re trying to get him off them.”

Karen was persistent, though, and convinced John it was her decision and she wanted Patrick to have the game. It wasn’t a big deal, but it was a bit of a sign of things to come. Karen often showered the kids with gifts. She bought Kayley makeup, hair products, pricey Lululemon leggings, and a cashmere sweater. John often got mad at her for “spoiling” the kids.

Kayley and Patrick liked Karen. She was the fun aunt to John’s fun uncle. She became part of the family’s COVID bubble and started spending a lot of time at his house in Canton, Massachusetts, where John and the kids lived.

“I felt like this [was] a perfect situation,” Read told Vanity Fair. “It’s a Karen-sized hole in this house that I have the energy and resources to fill.”

Karen worked remotely from the house. She made meals and helped the kids take their Zoom classes throughout the pandemic, while John worked at the District A-1 police station.

Kayley and Karen sometimes butted heads, though. They would go shopping and to the grocery store together, but their relationship “kind of depended on the day,” Kayley would later say. The teenager felt that Karen spoiled Patrick and would sometimes be “cold” toward her.

Bickering and family squabbling were one thing, but nothing prepared any of them for the events of January 29, 2022. That night started off like any other night for the couple. They were planning to have dinner with John’s brother, Paul, and his wife, Erin, who had become a close friend and confidant of Karen’s.

The plans were derailed, though, by a nasty nor’easter headed to coastal Massachusetts, bringing with it whipping winds, frigid cold, and thirty inches of snow. Paul and Erin canceled dinner, but John and Karen had cabin fever and still wanted to get out.

It was one of the worst snowstorms in years and shut down Logan International Airport for two days. For many hardy New Englanders, there’s nothing quite like riding out a snowstorm in a dark Irish pub with a fireplace, music, hot chowder, cold pints of beer, and shots of whiskey while the snow piles up outside. Count John and Karen among them.

They left the kids at home and hit some local bars in Canton with a group of fellow snowstorm revelers. They drank heavily at two townie haunts, C.F. McCarthy’s and the Waterfall, before driving to an after-party at 34 Fairview Road, the home of one of John’s fellow Boston cops, Brian Albert.

John and Karen argued on the way there. When they arrived, John stepped out of the car into the blizzard, and Karen sped off back to their house. After leaving him there, he didn’t answer her calls or texts. She made a string of desperate, angry calls to him that went straight to voicemail.

“John, I’m here with the fucking kids. Nobody knows where the fuck you are. You fucking pervert,” she screamed in one.

“You’re fucking another girl. John, I fucking hate you! This is fucking dirty!” she said in another.

After sleeping for a couple hours, Karen awoke in a fog. She stumbled into Kayley’s room in hysterics around 5 am.

“Kayley, John’s not home. He never came home,” she yelled to the teenager through tears. “Could I have done something? Could he have been hit by a plow?”

Karen then called Brian Albert’s sister-in-law, Jen McCabe.

“Maybe I hit him,” Karen said to McCabe. “We were in an argument. Maybe I did something.”




CHAPTER 2

John Joseph O’Keefe was born December 8, 1975, the middle child of John O’Keefe Sr., a plumber, and his wife, Margaret “Peg” O’Keefe. Both grew up in the Dorchester neighborhood of Boston. John Sr. was from a large Irish family and was the son of a Boston cop. Peg was from a large Italian family. She was the only daughter and had four older brothers.

Growing up, John O’Keefe Sr. always wanted to be a cop, like his dad and grandfather. But when he met Peg, she had seen too many widows and wives whose husbands were destroyed by the job in their Dorchester neighborhood. She promised herself she would never marry a cop.

Their first child, Kristen, was born on February 8, 1974. John came along just under two years later, followed by Paul in 1979. The family lived in a three-bedroom, split-level home in suburban Braintree, which at the time was a town that served mostly as a bedroom community for Boston. Today it is incorporated as a city and has a population of just under forty thousand. The family home, on School Street, is still owned by Peg and John Sr.

Named after the town of Braintree in Essex County, England, Braintree, Massachusetts, was settled in 1635 by Pilgrims. Like most towns on Massachusetts’s South Shore, Braintree was at the epicenter of the American Revolution and had a pivotal role in the birth of democracy. President John Adams, the second president of the United States, and his wife, Abigail, made their home there. So did their son John Quincy Adams, who was the sixth US president. Founding father John Hancock, a signer of the Declaration of Independence and governor of Massachusetts, also called Braintree home.

It was mostly a quiet community, although it was home to Slater and Morrill Shoe Company, the location of the infamous murders that led to the controversial Sacco and Vanzetti case. Alessandro Berardelli and Frederick Parmenter were security guards transporting the payroll for the shoe company when they were gunned down in an April 15, 1920, holdup. Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, two Italian anarchists who also worked at the shoe factory, were convicted and executed for the murders.

The case touched off global political protests and bombings, including one at a juror’s home, as the two became symbols of a justice system rigged against immigrants and activists with fringe political views. Sacco and Vanzetti became political martyrs globally as unanswered questions persist today as to their guilt or innocence. Their spectacular trial, which drew protests to the streets, took place at the Norfolk County Superior Court in Dedham, Massachusetts—the same courthouse where another justice movement involving Karen Read would take place 105 years later.

For the O’Keefe family, Braintree was a safe suburb and a great place for John and Peg to raise their kids. In the ’70s, it was a classic New England town with easy access to major highways and job centers. It was also close to the ocean and beaches. Many families moved there from Boston, especially during the busing crisis in the 1970s.

There were thousands of families who relocated to Braintree and other South Shore towns from Irish enclaves in South Boston and Dorchester, seeking to keep their kids away from the racial chaos that enveloped Boston as it forced racial integration by busing students to different neighborhoods. The social experiment was an abject failure that served only to further divide Boston upon racial lines. It also gave the city a racist reputation nationally that persists today.

Families like the O’Keefes found peace and safety in Braintree, much like another large Irish family from Dorchester that also made Braintree their home: the Wahlbergs. Hollywood A-lister Mark Wahlberg and his brother Donnie both called Braintree home for many years after the family moved out of their Dorchester neighborhood. When Donnie’s boy band, New Kids on the Block, exploded onto the pop charts, teenage girls from across Massachusetts made the pilgrimage to the family’s Braintree home in hopes of catching a glimpse of the young superstar.

For John O’Keefe, nicknamed J.J., his formative years were happy times. He and his younger brother, Paul, were attached at the hip, playing sports all over the neighborhood. Basketball, football, Wiffle ball, baseball, street hockey. They had a basketball hoop nailed to the utility pole in front of their house and had to be careful dribbling because of the large humps and cracks in the pavement. John and Paul had a lot of one-on-one battles on the street in front of their house.

While John wasn’t the best athlete, he loved sports. As the brothers grew up and Paul got stronger, their competition got more intense and sometimes came to fisticuffs. John usually got the better of his younger brother but as they got older, the fights got more even.

“We had one rule: No punching in the face,” Paul remembered.

John loved the Boston Bruins, Red Sox, Celtics, and sometimes, the Patriots. The Patriots were an NFL doormat for much of the boys’ youth, so John also rooted for the Houston Oilers. He and Paul both also became big fans of University of Alabama football. In 2011, the brothers made a pilgrimage to Penn State University to see the Crimson Tide. The two of them drove seven and a half hours to Penn State for the game, with Paul at the wheel. John, who joined the Boston Police Department in 2005, drove home.

They made it in six hours.

The O’Keefes were tight-knit and very close with Peg’s side of the family—the Rizzitanos. John loved hanging out with that side of the family and was the life of the party. He was referred to as “Johnny Rizz” when they were together.

Family vacations were a big part of John’s early life. They spent a lot of time on Cape Cod and Point Sebago, a lakeside tourist town in Maine. The O’Keefes would get a cabin by the lake, and John and Paul would run around all day with their cousins. The campground had a pool, horseshoes, basketball, an arcade, and miniature golf.

John O’Keefe Sr. worked hard, running his plumbing business, O’Keefe Brothers Plumbing, while their mom ran a home daycare when the kids were young. When they got a bit older, she went to work as a secretary for an excavation company in Weymouth, Massachusetts, a working-class town next to Braintree.

“We were just your normal Irish Catholic family, with some Italian mixed in,” Paul said.

In high school, John played soccer and worked part-time for his father’s plumbing company, while Paul played football. Paul was the quarterback for the Braintree High School Wamps and later was a standout QB at Stonehill College in nearby Easton, Massachusetts.

Their sister, Kristen, meanwhile, graduated from Braintree High School in 1992 and went to Providence College to study finance and mathematical economics. She graduated PC in 1996 and went to work for State Street Corp as vice president of global markets. After college, she met her husband, Stephen Furbush, a 1992 graduate of Framingham (Massachusetts) High School. Stephen, like Kristen, was an overachiever. He played soccer at Babson College and earned a degree from Emerson College before going to work as a mortgage processor for Wellesley Bank. He also coached soccer at his alma mater, Framingham High.

John loved his older sister with all his heart. He looked up to her but was also fiercely protective of her. When she was at college, he and his Braintree friends would visit regularly, reveling in the party scene at Providence. It was common for John and his buddies to return on a Sunday morning with wild tales of Providence cops busting up a party they were at with Kristen. It was wholesome college fun, and John and Kristen built an ironclad bond in those days that would last the rest of their lives.

Paul was a bit too young to tag along, but he loved hearing John’s stories from PC.

John liked working with his dad, but the truth is, he always wanted to be a cop, like his grandfather. His favorite TV show was Spenser: For Hire, the Boston police drama starring Robert Urich. John went to Northeastern University to study criminal justice and got a master’s degree from University of Massachusetts Lowell. He worked part-time as an auxiliary officer for a couple years in the seaside town of Duxbury, Massachusetts, before joining the Boston Police Department in 2005.
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John O’Keefe (center) with his sister, Kristen, and brother, Paul, after his 2006 graduation from the Boston Police Academy.

Courtesy of O’Keefe family

He couldn’t have been prouder to become a Boston Police officer. He received badge number 2490, in tribute to his grandfather who wore badge number 490.

John was a model student in the academy and became best friends with another cadet named Pat Rogers. Pat and John joined the force together and were roommates for a while. It was a beautiful friendship filled with loyalty, fun, and camaraderie, but like many things in John’s life, it would end in tragedy.




CHAPTER 3

Karen Read was born on February 25, 1980.

She was one of three children of Bill Read, an accounting professor, and his wife, Janet. Karen was born in Blacksburg, Virginia, where her father earned his doctorate at Virginia Tech. In 1979, Bill Read joined the faculty at Bentley University, a prestigious accounting and business school in the Boston suburb of Waltham. The family moved from Virginia to Taunton, Massachusetts, a former mill city of fifty thousand located about forty miles south of Boston and twenty miles north of Providence, Rhode Island.

Settled in 1639, Taunton was one of the first cities in the country with ironworks. It was in Taunton where the anchor for the USS Constitution was forged. The city was a haven of heavy metals production for centuries and is known as the “Silver City” because it was home to some of the nation’s most well-known silver manufacturers, including Reed & Barton and F.B. Rogers. Reed & Barton, which shuttered its Taunton plant in 2015, made silver medals for the 1996 Olympic Games and manufactured dinnerware exclusively for the White House. Like many southeastern Massachusetts cities, Taunton also had a thriving textile industry for decades.

With a mix of farmland, industrial zones, quaint villages, and leafy suburban developments, it’s a historic city but also has a bit of a dark past. It was the site of bloody battles between colonists and Native Americans during King Philip’s War in the 1670s. During World War II, Camp Myles Standish in Taunton was a prisoner-of-war camp.

Notorious axe murderer Lizzie Borden was locked up in a cell in the bowels of the Taunton superior courthouse for ten months while awaiting trial for brutally chopping up her father and stepmother. The city’s infamous Taunton State Hospital, which is now closed, housed many criminally insane serial killers, including “Jolly Jane” Toppan, who confessed to thirty-one killings in the late 1800s.

Hollywood has taken some shine to the city’s dark side as well. The 2009 Bruce Willis sci-fi opus Surrogates was filmed at Taunton State Hospital, while Martin Scorsese used a closed mill for his psychological thriller Shutter Island, starring Leonardo DiCaprio.

But for Bill and Janet Read, it was a perfect place to raise a family. They settled into a quiet cul-de-sac in a rural section of Taunton known as Nichols Mills, one of the most upscale neighborhoods in the city. Karen attended Coyle & Cassidy, a private Catholic school that has since closed. She played piano, volunteered at a senior living facility, and attended Catholic Mass every Sunday with her family.

“She was always a great kid from a good family,” former Taunton Mayor Thomas Hoye said.2

A former athletic trainer at Coyle & Cassidy, Hoye said Karen was “respectful” and “bright.” She was a member of the National Honor Society. Mary Pat Tranter, a science teacher at Coyle & Cassidy, had Karen in her class and recalled her as “confident and driven.”

“She was a very bright student and very involved in sports and community service,” Tranter said. “She was a very, very strong advocate for herself. She was strong-willed and determined and definitely a smart girl.”3

Her mother said she was “very outgoing” as a child.

“She has a great personality. She really does,” Janet Read said in a 2024 documentary on Investigation Discovery.

Karen graduated from Coyle & Cassidy in 1998. In her yearbook, she quoted the Doors’ singer Jim Morrison, saying her “ambition” in life was “to break on through to the other side.” She also included a quote from British writer and journalist V.S. Pritchett that read: “Youth is the period of assumed personalities and disguises, it is the time of the sincerely insincere.”

She followed her father to Bentley where she enrolled in the school’s elite accounting and finance program, earning a bachelor’s degree in 2001. She worked as a trading room assistant at the Hughey Center for Financial Services at Bentley after graduation and moved into Boston’s trendy Seaport District. She worked for three years as a client account manager for Wall Street financial powerhouse Brown Brothers Harriman, and in 2004, she earned a master’s degree in finance from Bentley.

She also worked for three years as a financial analyst for Sensata Technologies in Attleboro, Massachusetts, before landing at Fidelity Investments in Boston in 2007 as an equity research analyst. She joined her father on the Bentley faculty in 2008 as an adjunct professor, teaching accounting.

In her postcollege years, she spent summers partying in Newport, Rhode Island, a wealthy seaside town that
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