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There is no them. There is only us.

Luis Alberto Urrea




DAY ONE

Sunday, 1 September




Prologue

No one sees the girl standing on the edge of the field. Hair the colour of wheat, a green dress, legs so pale and skinny they disappear against the white sky.

The air is heavy with the heat of the day; the sun so low it’s blinding.

The girl looks at the bounce house, lying in the backyard.

She watches the magician walking back to his car, his shiny black shoes squeaking with each step. He throws his props into the trunk, unclips his bow tie and wipes the sweat off his forehead.

She sees a little boy running between the farmhouse and the stable, trying to keep up with the older children. His face is painted to look like a bear cub: the colours are melting into each other. A red balloon comes loose from his hand and floats into the high branches of a tree. He looks up, his eyes wide. The balloon pops.

The boy opens his mouth: a high-pitched, single-toned wail.

His older sister, a painted butterfly glittering on her cheek, scoops him up in her arms, dangles him upside down until he’s laughing, and carries him to the stable.

The girl in the green dress knows that she should go back home. She’s dizzy from the heat; her skin is burning.

It’s not safe, Astrid, that’s why I’m not letting you go.

But she’s tired of being left out. And she’s tired of her mom telling her what to do.

She looks up at the farmhouse. Through the front window, she sees the mothers. They lounge on chairs and sofas, their bodies cooling as the AC unit whirs.

She watches a man, the only father at the party, coming out of the kitchen with a pitcher of iced tea in one hand and a bottle of gin in the other.

She looks away from the adults to the stable. No one’s watching the kids, she thinks.

She walks to the edge of the field. Soon, she’s standing outside the stable.

There’s a boy sitting in a tree, looking down at her, but she doesn’t notice. Her heart’s hammering too loud, beating out the same words over and over:

You shouldn’t be here.

You shouldn’t be here.

You shouldn’t be here.

But she’s come too far to turn back now. She leans in closer to hear what the children are saying. The top of her sandal catches a rusty barrel; it echoes across the valley.

She holds her breath, hoping that no one heard.

And then slips in through the back door of the stable.

On the porch, the mother places her hand above her brow to block out the glare of the sun. She heard a sound coming from the stable, a metal clang, and thought she should come out and check on the children.

She scans the front yard but there’s no one.

Wiping the sweat from her top lip, she leans her head against one of the posts holding up the porch and sighs.

No one had prepared her for this heat.

A wave of nausea sweeps over her and she misses home.

She turns her gaze to the stable. The children are fine, she thinks. There’s nothing to worry about: they’re just playing.

But it’s hard, at this age, to let go of their hands when their palms are still soft and fleshy from childhood.

The screen door opens behind her.

Why don’t you come and join us inside? the man asks. He gives her a tumbler of iced tea. A little cocktail. He smiles. For surviving the party.

She takes the tumbler, even though she won’t drink it.

The glass feels cool in her hot palm.

She looks over again at the stable.

The father follows her gaze.

Don’t worry, he says. My eldest is in charge, she’ll keep them in line. He hooks his arm under hers. Come inside, it’s cooler.

He guides her into the farmhouse, where she settles into a chair. A blast of cold air hits her from the AC. She leans back and closes her eyes.

Better? the father asks.

Yes, better.

He sits beside her, takes off his hat and balances it on his knee.

Looks like the kids had fun today, she hears him say, but his voice blends into the chatter from the other parents in the room. Already, she’s drifting off.

Darkness falls behind her eyelids. And she sleeps. Perhaps for a minute. Or an hour. She’s not sure – the heat, the nausea, the tiredness, they make her lose track of time.

But she’s sure of this.

The cells of her body know, a moment before it happens.

Her eyes fly open.

She cries out at the room: No!

And a second later – perhaps less – a gunshot rings out from the stable.




Chapter One

2 p.m., three hours earlier

Kaitlin licks the frosting off her thumb and stands back to look at the cake: it’s not straight. She pulls a spatula out of a drawer and pushes the back of it against the uneven layers. The cake straightens but now there’s a dent on one side.

Just leave it be, she whispers to herself.

She’s always making things worse by fussing at them.

The recipe is easy, the blog had promised. But then Kaitlin found out that she needed six cake pans, one for each layer of the rainbow. She didn’t have six cake pans. So she had to make it in stages, cooling and washing up the pans in between. And then the decorating. Kaitlin had gotten to bed just before 1 a.m., hot and frazzled, with a sugar headache from licking the frosting off her fingers so many times.

Do we really need a cake? Ben had asked, watching her disappearing under a cloud of confectioner’s sugar. I mean, it’s not his birthday, Katie.

No, it wasn’t Bryar’s birthday. It was much more important than that.

Officially, it was a Back to School party. That’s what the invitations said. A chance for the new middle schoolers to get together before term started.

Unofficially, it was a help-Bryar-make-friends-so-that-middle-school-won’t-be-a-total-disaster party.

A cake will make it feel special, Kaitlin had answered. It’ll be something for the kids to gather around.

Okay, my love, okay, Ben had said, kissing her cheek.

And despite the crazy, middle-of-the-night baking, Kaitlin was proud of it: her big, lopsided rainbow cake. The kids will love it, she tells herself.

She takes off her apron, steps out of the house and looks around the front yard. Her heart gives a little skip. So what if the party was beyond their budget? She’d give a few more riding lessons in the fall; they’d pay off the debt soon enough. It would be worth it in the end.

To the side of the house, on a patch of dry grass, the bounce house sways in its yellow, red and black skin. Next to it, the water slide. She’d gone through the safety precautions with the rental company. In case any families turned up with infants or toddlers, she’d child-proofed the whole property – the stable and the house and the front yard and the outbuildings. She’d checked with Angela, the face-painting lady, that her paints were allergen-free. She’d gone to Target and bought extra bottles of sunscreen, in case anyone forgot. And she’d set up coolers full of ice with juice boxes and water bottles next to each of the attractions.

Kaitlin Wright wasn’t prepared to leave anything to chance.

She heads towards the magician setting up under the small gazebo she’s rented for the day. The pictures of him online looked more impressive than the man who had showed up in a faded black suit and a clip-on tie. As Kaitlin walks towards him, she can smell it: sweat on nylon.

She panics, suddenly. Kids these days are smart. What if the old gold-coin-behind-the-ear and rabbit-from-a-hat stuff doesn’t cut it? What if they’re disappointed?

A disappointed child could bring down a whole party.

Stop worrying, she tells herself. It’s going to be fine.

‘Have you seen my son, Bryar?’ she asks the magician. ‘I told him to come down and help you set up.’

‘The birthday boy?’

‘He’s not the birthday boy – it’s not . . .’ She’d explained it to him. ‘Oh, never mind.’

She really should have gone for the more expensive magician.

‘He came for a bit and then left,’ he says, pulling out a black and white wand that looks like it came from a kid’s magic set.

‘Left? Where?’

‘I don’t know. He said he was hot.’

Of course the party had to take place in the middle of a heatwave. And of course Bryar would find it too hot. His Irish colouring – red hair and pale, freckled skin, like hers – wasn’t made for this climate. She suspects that life would have been easier if he’d inherited Ben’s dark hair and olive skin.

Kaitlin looks up to her son’s bedroom window. The curtains are drawn. She must not have heard him go back upstairs.

She sighs. They’d had a chat this morning about how important today was – that sneaking away to his bedroom to play with his rocks wasn’t okay; not until all the guests had left.

She runs inside, straight up the stairs, and knocks lightly on Bryar’s bedroom door.

She hears a faint ‘Come in.’

He’s sitting at his desk, looking through a magnifying glass. A lamp casts a hot light over his stooped shoulders. His ears glow; the hairs on the back of his neck are lit up.

She goes over and picks up a piece of granite that sparkles like silver. They drive her crazy, sometimes, these rocks cluttering up his bedroom – and all that time he spends digging them up and then polishing and classifying them. But they’re beautiful, in their way.

‘Your friends will be here soon,’ she says, putting the rock down.

‘They’re not my friends, Mom.’

She feels a stab in her chest.

‘Well, they could be,’ she says. ‘Remember what Eva said? When people spend time together, it helps them see how much they have in common; how they’re more alike than they realised. That’s how friendships start, Bry.’

Kaitlin had taken Bryar to more therapists than she could count. None of them had gotten through to him. They wanted to give Bryar a label; she’d wanted someone who understood him for the amazing little boy he was. And then Eva, a music therapist, showed up with her soft English accent and, in only a few sessions, sitting beside Bryar at Ben’s old piano downstairs, she’d won him over. As had her daughter, eleven-year-old Lily who was going to be in the same class as Bryar.

In fact, it was Eva who’d suggested having a few of Bryar’s classmates over before school started. An opportunity for the kids to have some fun on the long Labor Day weekend, and a chance for the parents to get to know each other too.

Kaitlin had jumped on the idea. Anything to help ease the transition for Bryar. She’d sent out an invitation to every middle-school-aged kid in town. They could bring siblings too, she’d said. She’d even invited the Bowen kids, who don’t go to school because their dad teaches them at home. No one was going to be left out of this party.

She pulls up a chair and sits beside Bryar. ‘It’s your party, Bry. It would be nice to welcome them.’

‘It’s not my party.’

Another stab.

Willing herself to stay positive, she ruffles his hair and laughs. ‘Well, whose party is it, then?’

He places a different rock under the magnifying glass and leans over intently.

‘It’s your party, Mom.’

His words hang between them for a moment.

‘What?’ She shakes her head. ‘No. This is for you, Bryar. That’s why your dad and I have gone to so much trouble—’

He looks up at her, his pale eyebrows scrunched up.

‘Where’s Dad, then?’ he asks.

‘Sorry?’

‘If it’s such a special party, why’s Dad not here?’

Kaitlin checks her watch. He’s right. Ben really should be here already.

When they lived in Texas, he had an excuse to be late. He worked a difficult border; was always dealing with a crisis. That’s why they’d moved here: to raise a family somewhere safe and peaceful. The Canadian border had its occasional incidents, usually drug-related, but it wasn’t anything like El Paso.

They had it all planned. Their dream life in cosy, safe New Hampshire: a short drive to the border; regular hours for Ben; a stable where she could give riding lessons. A friendly small town in which to raise their little boy. A real community.

‘He’s probably handing over at the station. He’ll be here.’ She gives him a nudge. ‘You know your dad – he’d never miss a party.’

Ben Wright, her sociable, easy-going husband who breezed through life. How could their little boy have turned out so very different from him?

Bryar takes a small brush and works away a bit of dirt on the surface of a rock.

‘Bryar?’

He stops brushing and looks up at her. ‘I just want to finish this. I’ll come down soon, okay, Mom?’

She puts her hands on his shoulders and kisses the top of his head. ‘Okay, okay.’

And then she leaves the room and closes the door behind her.

Kaitlin stands on the landing, her back against the wall, her eyes closed, trying to muster some energy.

Maybe the party was a mistake. Maybe she should find an excuse to cancel. Or maybe it won’t matter because no one will come. People had been slow to respond. Some hadn’t answered at all.

Before heading back downstairs, Kaitlin looks out through the window on the landing, across the valley to the next hill where Priscilla Carver lives with her daughter, Astrid, a girl Bryar’s age. They even look alike: the same pale skin and hair, the transparent blue eyes. Despite everything that happened with Priscilla, Kaitlin had invited Astrid to the party. She’d thought that maybe Priscilla would let go of the past: they lived in the same town; they saw each other in church every Sunday, bumped into each other at the general store and the library. Surely, after three years, Priscilla could forgive them for what happened.

And she feels sorry for Priscilla, her husband walking out on her like that. Kaitlin doesn’t know how she’d cope without Ben. She wanted to show her that she cared.

Don’t get your hopes up, Katie, Ben had said when he saw her writing the invitation for Astrid Carver.

And Kaitlin had tried not to get her hopes up, but when Priscilla had been the first to reply, her heart had lifted right out of her chest. Maybe it was a sign that she was keen to come, she’d thought as she tore open the envelope. But then, as she’d pulled out the typed message on headed notepaper, Priscilla’s name followed by a list of academic qualifications and her position at the Daniel Webster Law School embossed across the top, her heart had sunk right back down again.

Thank you for the invitation, the note read. I’m afraid we will not be able to attend. Priscilla Carver.

Kaitlin can’t help but think that if Bryar and Astrid had been allowed to remain friends, things might have turned out better for Bryar. It would have helped, having a smart, confident girl like her at his side.

She looks back over at Bryar’s door. It’ll take a miracle to get him out of his room.




Chapter Two

2.15 p.m.

‘You sure you’ll be okay on your own?’

Priscilla looks at her daughter sprawled over the sofa, her green dress hitched up to reveal her pale legs. Astrid doesn’t take her eyes off her phone, a gift from Peter before he left for his new life in California. So we can do FaceTime, he announced, as if a fancy phone was a replacement for a flesh-and-blood, sit-at-the-breakfast-table parent.

‘Astrid?’ Priscilla says.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Astrid says, not looking up from her screen.

‘I won’t be long,’ Priscilla says.

Astrid doesn’t answer.

‘If you don’t want to be on your own, I could call someone – a babysitter . . .’

‘I don’t need looking after.’

Blood rushes to Priscilla’s cheeks. Before she went into academia, she was an attorney. She’s argued in front of some of the toughest judges on the East Coast without her heart rate rising a notch, but a few words from her eleven-year-old daughter and she feels like she’s unravelling.

Priscilla remembers the first time it dawned on her that she had no control over Astrid. A Sunday morning trip to the grocery store. Two-year-old Astrid had a meltdown about not being allowed to have a popsicle. It’s the middle of winter, Priscilla had tried to reason with her. But reason didn’t cut it with Astrid. She started taking items out of the cart and hurling them across the store in protest. A milk carton split open, sending a river of white down the aisle.

Priscilla had felt them staring, the mothers.

You’re a terrible mom, she heard them thinking.

Ten years of legal training, and she had no authority over her own child.

No, nothing had prepared Priscilla for motherhood. For Astrid.

Tentatively, Priscilla steps forward and kisses Astrid’s cheek.

Astrid jerks her head away.

Priscilla feels guilty about going into the office on a Sunday. Tuesday is Astrid’s first day at Brook Middle School. Maybe she should stay home and make sure she’s ready. They could go shopping for new clothes. Get an ice-cream in town. Wasn’t that what mothers and daughters were supposed to do?

Priscilla sits next to Astrid on the sofa. ‘I know it’s going to be hard – starting at a new school . . .’

Astrid had been struggling at her private school. Cliques. Girlish rivalries. The teachers said she was socially isolated and underperforming academically. It had gotten worse when Peter left. Priscilla had decided that Astrid could do with a fresh start. Being in a public school might help ground her. And now it was just the two of them, it would be good for Astrid to have some local friends.

‘I’m fine, Mom,’ Astrid says. ‘Just go and work.’

Even before Peter left, their relationship wasn’t great. But now, it’s as though Astrid is punishing her for being stuck with the parent she doesn’t like.

‘Okay. But call if you need anything,’ Priscilla says.

She picks up her laptop bag, looks over at Astrid once more, and walks out into the blazing sunshine.

A wall of heat slams into her. It hasn’t let up since July. Six weeks with temperatures hovering between 90 and 100 degrees Fahrenheit. Sweat runs along her hairline.

As she gets into the car, the leather seat burns her thighs. She puts the AC on full blast. Hot air rushes at her. As she fiddles with the levers, trying to angle the fans towards her, she notices the stack of mail on the passenger seat. The letter sitting on the top is from Peter’s lawyer: another reminder for her to sign the divorce papers.

She’d been shocked – and hurt – at how fast Peter had processed the paperwork. He left in the middle of a snowstorm in February and a month later, before the snow had even melted, the first letter from his attorneys landed in her mailbox.

This isn’t going to last, she’s told herself, over and over. He’ll come back.

That’s why she’s ignoring this letter, like she has the others.

As the car cools down, she looks across the valley to the other side of Middlebrook. On the crest of the hill, parallel to their house, stands Woodwind Stables, the Wrights’ home. (There is only one stable, but the name makes it sound grander.) The town lies in the dip of the valley between her cottage and the stable. In the early days, before she fell out with the Wrights, she’d loved this clear line of sight between their homes. They were meant to be friends, she’d thought.

Not letting Astrid go to the party was the right decision, she tells herself. If anyone knows the damage that firearms can do to a family – to children – it’s Priscilla.

When she’d had conversations about the party with the other Middlebrook moms – Tracey, her hairdresser who had a son Astrid’s age; Sharon, the mom of four who she was in a barre class with on Friday nights; Zoe, whose daughter did ballet with Astrid; Yasmin, whose husband was building the new mosque – and a handful of others she’d bumped into in the days after Kaitlin mailed out the invitations – they’d listened earnestly. They trusted Priscilla’s opinion. And they agreed: keeping your kids safe is a basic principle of motherhood, and in a country like America, keeping your kids safe means keeping them away from guns.

Naturally, there were some parents she could never persuade. Avery Cotton, the minister of St Mary’s, was close to the Wrights: she was bound to take those foster kids of hers to the party. And True Bowen, who walked around the Middlebrook woods with a hunting rifle slung over his shoulder, he’d go, no doubt. But the rest of them would stay clear. Kaitlin would be lucky to have more than a couple of kids show up to that party of hers.

Priscilla looks back at Woodwind Stables. She thinks she can hear music drifting across the valley. A picture flashes in front of her: eight-year-old Astrid and Bryar running hand in hand through the long sheaves of corn in the fields that separated their homes, Priscilla and Kaitlin walking behind them. She’d actually believed that they could be friends.

She blinks away the image, switches on the ignition and pulls out of the drive.
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