
[image: Time of the Fire by Emma Kavanagh. A forest burns inside the image of a clock. Tagline reads: What if the clues to solve your father's murder lie buried in another life?]


For the staff and patients at The South Wales Multiple Sclerosis Therapy Centre



THE TIME OF THE FIRE

EMMA KAVANAGH

[image: Orion publisher logo]



Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Maps

Epigraph

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Also by Emma Kavanagh

Copyright


[image: Map of Destino.]


Expand / collapse Extended Description
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‘We shall not cease from exploration and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and to know the place for the first time.’

– TS Eliot


Prologue

Harper Morgan –25th September, 1992, 6.45 p.m.

There is a woman, one who will die this day.

Of course, she cannot know that she has come to the end of her journey – in this world, at least.

She flips on her turn signal, taking the ramp that leads off the Big Sur highway, its steady stream of traffic snaking through the heavy rain up the coast. She follows the road, leaving the crashing waves of the Pacific behind in favour of the distant San Simeon mountains. She does not realise that it is the last time she will see the ocean.

It is a bad night, a hard night to drive: thunder crashing overhead, lightning flashing, weather that comes horizontal against her windshield. The wipers work with a cawing fury, backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards, fighting against the sheeting rain. But it is all for naught, a futile dance of shifting water.

Harper Morgan leans forward, closer to the steering wheel, her fingers gripping, tight enough that her knuckles turn white, lets her thoughts flicker away towards home. Robyn will be in bed by now, her face flushed from her bath, her chubby hands balled into fists, the thumb of the right one rammed into her mouth as her eyelids flicker. Harper hopes that Mack has remembered to turn on the night light. Then comes a rush of rain, thundering hard against the roof, and she grips the wheel harder, forces herself to focus. The road to Destino is snaking, treacherous, following the path of the river down below, the pounding rain turning the timid waters into a raging tumult.

Harper glances down at the folder on the seat beside her. The label on the front of it, the words Destino Heights written in looping cursive. The housing development, carved right into the heart of the mountain, has come to haunt her dreams. Luxury mountain homes with the permanent sense of impending doom thrown right on in. She steers the car around a sharp bend, watching as the rain shimmers, slick on the road surface. It will be harder, this. Getting people to concern themselves about the dangers of wildfire is always tougher in the rain. It is as if they have trouble separating this day from that future one, when the air is static and the heat breathless. She glances back at the folder. At least the threat of wildfire is no longer all that she has. This … it will change everything.

She is expecting the whole of Destino to show up; the church parking lot full, for once, doors flung open, the glow of it breaking into the dark day. Her thoughts slip ahead, down the waterlogged highway, into the church hall and the gathered people. To the Sandoval family, their lips pursed in irritation. To what she will say.

The rain thunders against the roof.

Harper bites her lip, raises her foot from the accelerator, a concession to the waterlogged road beneath her. Rain coming at her, a blinding cascade. And then a light, a sign flashing by. Destino, 3 miles.

Destino. Home. It is a picture postcard of a place, a stage set of what a California town should be. A kaleidoscope of colours nestled in amongst the trees, ocean breezes that drift from the west meeting the scent of pine from the east. An old town, by California standards at least. A gold rush stomping ground, the first suggestions of home set down in 1853 by gold-dazzled prospectors, convinced that this place would bring them glory and wealth untold. A parcel of flat land tucked behind a hill to one side, mountains to the back of it, lined with twisting streams that flow all the way down to the precipitous gully, becoming a waterfall. Back in the day, those streams had glistened with delicate nuggets of gold.

Destino. Destination. A name that the residents of the town have taken to heart. The end of a long road, a place of homecoming. Few people leave Destino. Those who are born there, they tend to stay, moving from their family homes to smaller places within the same zip code as their parents. And then, once time and life do their inevitable work, they move home. Inhabiting the same place in which they learned to walk, to tie their shoelaces. The residents, they say it is because of Destino’s native charms. The realtors, they say it is because of the property market, that those who are born here quickly come to appreciate the value in what they have. Harper herself is an anomaly, a new face amongst the generations of old. This is part of their mistrust, she knows. She hopes that for Robyn it will be different. A Destino child, the daughter of a Destino son. She hopes that Robyn will come to find acceptance here.

Another flash of lightning arcs across the sky. Above the thrum of the engine, Harper’s heart beats faster, her body’s own sense of portent. It will be fine, she tells herself. She steers along the winding road, steep hills becoming mountains on either side of it. Roads cut off the highway, head up to modest little towns with names like Cherry Grove, and Vine Heights, newly built, suburbs pretending to be something a little more special. Keep going, she tells herself. You are nearly there.

And then she is hydroplaning, the car slick on the pooled highway surface. Harper clutches the wheel tighter, lifting her foot from the accelerator, turning the wheel in the direction of the slide. The folder slips from the seat beside her, spilling financial documents into the footwell. She pumps the brake. For a moment, nothing, and it seems that this is it, her drive ending in a headlong impact into the cliff face. But then, incredibly, the car begins to slow, slow. Stops.

Harper’s breaths are coming hard and fast, her fingers trembling against the steering wheel. Oh my God, she mutters. Oh my God. A sense washes over her, of life being saved, disaster being averted. She breathes out, forcing her breath to slow.

Harper leans over, gathering up the papers that have spilled into the footwell. She bounces them on her knee, trying to ignore the dryness in her throat, the pulsing in her temples, slides them neatly into the folder. It’s fine, she mutters. Everything is fine.

It is not.

The road becomes thinner ahead, the bends sharper, rocky sides steeper. There are no turnoffs now, no escape from the precipitous highway. The rain thunders, bouncing off the roof of the car.

And then.

What comes next comes fast. A blur of light, the sickening crunch of metal on metal. The car beneath her slipping and sliding on the slick highway. Harper holds on tight to the wheel, and then the car is sliding to the right, and she cannot say whether it is under her pressure or its own.

And then.

Slick highway yields to rough brush, and then there is an incline and the hood is rising and, for the briefest of moments, Harper thinks that this will be it, that the car’s skid will grind to a halt amongst the weather roughened brush.

It does not.

And with the forward momentum, comes the knowledge, implacable.

Harper Morgan will die today.
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Chapter One

Thirty years later

Robyn Sandoval – 25th September, 6.45 a.m.

There is a woman. She steps carefully onto the wide, wooden front porch, the orange glow from the porch light, tucked up amongst the rafters, all but invisible in the face of the rising sun. Robyn glances back, smiles. Hector hesitates in the doorway, wide pit bull face tilted up towards the light, watching as she moves. Robyn lingers at the top of the steps and waits for the dog to join her, rambling his not insubstantial girth forward. The wooden slats groan beneath his weight, a century’s worth of story within the sound.

Robyn raises her chin, the distant smoke catching in her throat. It lingers in the sky, a sheer haze draped across the landscape – a reminder of Seven Hills, thirty miles away, but feeling so much closer. Robyn tightens the leash around her hand and listens for the telltale creak of bedsprings, her mother turning over in bed in the big room above. It is a musical house, this, the type that broadcasts each movement its occupants make. But there is nothing, only the cicadas with their early morning chorus. If you are quiet, you can just about hear the rush of the river from here, the sound wedding itself to the susurration of the trees. It is a relief, that sound, a hypothetical respite from the heat that has already begun to build.

The air is dense, immovable, the sky a bitter blue. It is hotter than it should be, a bubble of heat sitting over California, the walls of it impenetrable, or so it seems to her at least. Today is to be 94ºF, the weather channel threatening of worse to come. Robyn lingers, can feel a trail of sweat already snaking its way down between her shoulder blades, and tries to quell the unease that has blossomed in her belly. It is, she tells herself, merely the heat, the pressing down of it creating this feeling of portent.

Or perhaps it is something else. Perhaps it is the certificate, the one that her mother has hung on the wall of the family room, neatly framed in reclaimed wood. Robyn Sandoval has achieved her master’s in business. The relief that it is over, bumping right up against the looming spectre of what comes next: the suit that hangs on the door of her wardrobe, her future, just waiting to begin, whether she wants it to or not.

A low grumble of a growl, and she looks down at her feet, at the pit bull, his face contorted into a hopeful grin. She grins right back, reaches down to play with his silk soft ears, then her fingers move to her wrist, setting ‘run’ on her Fitbit.

‘All right, Hector,’ she says, softly. ‘Let’s do it.’

Robyn pushes off from her porch, padding lightly down the front steps and onto the paved driveway. A futs, futs, futs, breaking into the cicada sound, the sprinklers coming to life, swirling water droplets across the neatly trimmed front lawn, the grass defiantly green in spite of the unrelentingly long, dry summer. Along the driveway, a left turn, towards Destino, the house glowing through the surrounding trees.

The big house. That’s what they called it. It stands alone on a modest rise, a narrow street that leads off of Main bringing you right to their door, as if the town has built a driveway, just for them. Built by one of the town’s mayors, eighty years or more ago, the house had been in a tumbledown state when her parents first bought it. The money pit, her dad had called it, his voice tinged with affection. He had brought the money pit back to life though, had brought in contractors who understood that a house like this, it was not merely a house, rather a piece of history. An echo of Destino itself.

The narrow street comes to an end, a pair of pine trees marking out the corners, and Robyn bursts through them, onto the wide, open thoroughfare of Main Street. She lingers for a moment and looks down towards the highway. The road itself cuts through an arc of rock, its edges smoothed out by an ancient torrent, long dried out. The natural arch has been stretched, widened by man to allow space for a two-lane road that connects the town to the world beyond. The distant sound of the waterfall, softer than it should be.

She lingers. As if there is any real question about which way she will turn. Because it is The Day. Robyn pulls in a heavy sigh, and turns following the road out of town, through the chill of the rock tunnel. She takes it steady. There is no sidewalk here, just a dedicated two-lane road. But the road is quiet, the world still sleeping for the most part. She jogs softly, footsteps bouncing back at her from age carved rock, the sudden cool sending prickles up and down her skin.

Robyn breaks through the tunnel of rock, out into full sunshine, to the place where the highway ends. It is a precipitous conclusion to a painfully winding road, tarmac terminating in a steep cliff face. It is pockmarked with brush, twisted trees that grow out, perpendicular to the cliff itself. A little beyond the highway’s edge, a ravine, a stream down below fed by a tumbling waterfall. Modest now, the long drought eking away at its flow until only the slightest trickle remains. But when the snow in the mountains gives way to the fierce California sun, it can be a tumult, cascading down the cliff wall into the steep gully below. That is when the tourists stop, pulling their cars up tight to the town sign, so that they can clamber out, pad through grass, arranging their faces and their phones, perfectly Instagrammable.

It would have been like that on the day that Harper died, when her car lost its grip on the slick surface of the highway, plunging down into the ravine below. An accident that was over in the blink of an eye, the car lost in the depths of the long fall. It wasn’t until the next morning that she was found, the car folded in on itself, survival impossible.

Of course, if it hadn’t been raining, none of it would have happened. How different would life have been then?

Robyn lingers for a moment, looking up, beyond the waterfall, towards the half-buried shape of Destino Heights. The houses are large there, with wide expanses of glass, the yards well-tended with neatly laid out decks, perfectly buffed grills. A thirty-year-old addition to the town of Destino, that, in spite of all its decades of life, still feels like a newcomer, an unwieldy new appendage. The houses overlook the gully, can hear the waterfall on warm spring evenings.

She sighs, crosses the quiet road, sparing a moment to glance up at the town sign. An oversized affair, painted bright in pinks and blues. DESTINO in large, flowing letters. Then beneath, in slightly smaller script, Journey’s End.

Across from the town sign, a simple memorial. A dedication to the dead.

That’s the thing with destination. It differs, depending on the turns you take along the way.

Robyn pulls in a deep breath, ducking down, her bare legs cold against the brittle grass. It is subtle, as memorials go. If you didn’t know it was there, then there was a fair chance that you would miss it. A simple boulder, looking for all the world as though it had been hewn from the rock face behind. A modest gold plaque, glinting in the sunlight.

Harper Morgan. Wife. Mother. Died September 25th, 1992.

‘Hi, Mama,’ she murmurs softly.

A breeze sweeps down the cliff face, rustling her hair, and she allows herself a moment to pretend that it is an answer. Hector settles down beside her, head resting on his paws, dark eyes locked on her.

Robyn imagines the smell of her. Decided long ago, when she was only a little girl, that it would be something sweet, like vanilla or coconut. Imagines soft fingers stroking her cheek. Everything will be all right. Robyn’s fingertips trace the word. Mother.

Hector lets loose a low yip. Robyn flinches, shakes her head and reaches down, runs her fingers across the soft down of his head. She had been far too young to remember it, only a few days past nine months when the accident happened. Had been just a little shy of a year when she had been placed instead into the arms of Eve and Alex Sandoval, their daughter now, life taking a sharp turn in direction.

Robyn sighs, pushing herself up to standing. Hector looks at her, expectant. ‘Come on, then.’ She turns, pushes off. She plunges back into the darkness of the rock tunnel, through and beyond into bright light. And it rolls through her head to the rhythm of her feet against tarmac – what if?

As she runs, Hector’s paws pad behind her. Back past the big house, her mother’s drapes still closed. She pushes harder, the sounds of her footfall rising into a faster rhythm, up onto Main Street, her sneakers hitting the hot, sticky tarmac, the slightest of ‘shucks’ as they lift off again, the hot air that fills her lungs. There is a brief moment of reprieve as she exhales.

Then she is up into Destino proper. There is just one major thoroughfare – Main Street. It is wide and clean, its sidewalk peppered with bistro tables and boxes of brightly coloured flowers. Its residents spiral off from that street, cabins and houses scattered like so many dandelion seeds around it. There is a bakery and an art gallery, a bar that has stood, in one version or another since gold rush days. There is a store selling wines from just up the coast in Sonoma, cheeses and meats from every-where else. There is a diner, Elsie’s, that has been run by the same family since 1951, that now sells artisan coffees in delicate little cups, the kind of place where you really don’t want to mention Starbucks. If you walk up Main Street, weaving your way past kids on scooters and middle-aged women with their reusable to-go cups, the smell of matcha smacking you in the face like a herbal assault, and you come to the end of it, you will find the church. Whitewashed and clapboarded, with a gold-tipped steeple, the church of the holy trinity defending the souls of the town’s people. And although attendance has dropped off in recent years, the pastor, a bulbous man by the name of Father Caprese, retains hope that his flock will find their way back to him. He keeps the wooden doors of the church propped open from dawn till dusk, allowing the soft Pacific Ocean breeze to sweep down the pews and bathe the feet of the Lord our God. Sometimes tourists wander on in, tempted by the cool shade inside, a reprieve from the heat, sending Father Caprese’s hopes soaring. But he is always disappointed, when they realise that the church has a grand total of six rows of pews, that the glass is resolutely unstained, and that, if they do not move quickly, Father Caprese’s mission will extend to include them. Seems that tourists always leave town faster than they arrive.

She runs, thinking of runs she has taken before. In Princeton, then Stanford. Of that thud, thud, thud, sneakers on concrete. Same soundtrack, different scenes. Only, there, on East coast and on West, it had seemed to her that she was Robyn. That the laps of the campus with a steady stride, were just one more part of Robyn, of who she was. Of course, it was different here. Here, in Destino, she was first and foremost, a Sandoval.

To her right, a sound, of a trunk being eased closed, and Robyn slows, peering through the early morning haze towards Buttonwillow Street, its single-storey houses with their carefully manicured lawns, quiet and still. Luis’ dark hair is damp, freshly washed, his police T-shirt clinging in patches to his narrow torso, and she looks away quickly, a sense of shrinking into herself.

Hector’s breath is heavy against her leg.

She shakes the thoughts away, running with long strides. There is a smell to Destino, of ocean salt and pine, of Elsie’s coffee and the vaguest hint of lavender. And, of course, of smoke.

Robyn makes a left at the corner of Destino Vino, across the street, that empty lot. An eyesore, town embarrassment. So much promise there once: an artisan clothing company would bring their production line here, would build a modest factory (although they hadn’t used the word factory, likely because it hadn’t sounded artisan enough), would set up a boutique up front, would pull people in from up and down the highway. Of course, it hadn’t worked. The Sandoval Company had wound up with a defaulted payment, scrabbling to find someone else who wanted to take on an empty patch of land in this economy. Her mom still tutted, every time she passed it, the scar right on the centre of Main Street.

Her feet thump against sidewalk, breaths coming easy, in and out. Wonders if her birth father, Mack, will be awake yet? Up the footpath that runs alongside Elsie’s Diner. A shape moves, behind the slats of Elsie’s front porch: Mags. A spiral of smoke twists up from between her fingers and Robyn allows a moment to consider – she didn’t know Mags smoked.

The footpath arcs upwards, the incline of it pulling at her hamstrings. And Robyn thinks of what is to come, the days ahead. The slick glassed-in offices in San Luis Obispo, the lines of desks, the people who look at her with painted on respect, the kind that is befitting their soon to be CEO. But something else hidden behind it, her own doubt mirrored in their faces. Her? She was to be the CEO? But then, she was the heir apparent, wasn’t she? She pushes on, running harder, trying not to think of the days she has spent there, of the motions she has moved through, preparing for the inevitable, the day she will walk in through the front door, will take over the reins that have been waiting for her since the day her dad, Alex Sandoval, died. No. Since long before that. Since the day that she was adopted.

A bird bursts from dense bush, a wild fluttering of wings, and Hector starts, letting out a flurry of barks. Robyn gives a gentle tug on the leash, and Hector looks up at her, sheepish, and then turns to follow, his paws scrabbling against the loose dirt.

The email had come in late last night, long after she had fallen asleep.

Hey sweetheart,

Just wanted to know if you were free tomorrow? You’re starting with the Sandoval Co on Monday, right? You wanna get together? Maybe come for breakfast. There’s something kind of big I need to talk to you about.

Love you.

Mack

Robyn’s breath comes harder now, sweat trailing down between her shoulder blades, between her breasts. Her thighs ache, but she pushes on anyway. Hector, he is just glad to be included. The heat has kept him indoors more than he would have liked lately, the early mornings now the only chance for him to stretch his legs. The breeze whips at Robyn’s face, the ache in her thighs clambering upwards, lacing its way around her back and she follows the path as it veers, up behind the diner towards Mack’s house. A cottage that has stood there for sixty years and more, that Mack keeps swearing he will do up but he never quite gets around to. Her heart beats a little faster, a feeling of almost-relief. It always seemed to her that Destino looked at her more kindly with Mack beside her.

Her foot loses grip on the gravel beneath. A brief thought – what if he is leaving? What if that is what he has to tell her? She has only just found him. The thought of losing him again makes her stomach plunge. She thinks of a day, perhaps a week ago, of coming across him unexpectedly. Of Mack sitting on the sofa, leaning over a photograph of Harper, tears streaming down his face. Looking up at her with a start, brushing the tears away with the back of his hand. I lost my entire family on that day. And Robyn had sunk into the seat beside him. You have it back now. A smile that did not quite reach his eyes.

Today would be a hard day for him. That would be why he had called for her.

 Robyn winds her way past the overhanging brush, reaches for the front gate.

Hector gives a low grumble.

‘It’s OK, buddy. Let’s get some French toast, shall we?’

She puts her hip against it, pushes the gate open, allowing the pit bull through before her. Then eases it back into its frame and turns towards the house.

Later, looking back, she will seek the moment. Try to identify that one split second when the world changed. Was it the light? The green-shaded lamp that stands in the kitchen window, its orange light spilling out, vying against the bright light of day. Was it the door? Not locked, but rather just hooked on its catch. Was it the kitchen, bowls crusted with food stacked inside the sink, or the thick, stagnant heat?

‘Mack?’

Robyn steps cautiously, into the kitchen, through into the family room. The house is still, seems to be sleeping but for the clenching in her stomach.

Hector gives a soft whine.

‘Mack?’ Her voice cracks, the voice sounding not like her own. A pile of laundry, stacked on an easy chair. A bottle of Jim Beam open on the coffee table. A fly works its way around the tarnished silver photograph frame, Mack in his younger days, in his CalFire dress uniform, accepting the award of merit. ‘Mack?’

She hesitates, lingering at the door to the bedroom. Can hear the distant sound of birds singing. Besides that, silence. Her hands have begun to shake. She pushes open the door. It is still, quiet. Hot enough that her breath catches in her throat, and it feels that she is drowning in the too thick air. It smells of sweat. And something else.

She knows.

Mack lies in the absolute centre of the king-sized bed, on his back. A pillow rests across his face, a trickle of blood has seeped its way down onto the yellow sheet below. His chest, unmoving.

‘Mack?’ A whisper now, a scream rolled up inside it. There is nothing, only stillness.
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