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Chapter One

 

 

The soft sighing of the sea as it kissed the shore should have soothed Kylee Ramos, but it did not. She stared at the expanse of the Atlantic Ocean sparkling in front of her. The sun was high overhead in a cloudless sky. The sweep of beach at her doorstep was pristine white, dotted here and there with sun worshipers on colorful towels. To a stranger, it appeared a perfect relaxing retreat. Off the beaten track, St. Cristos  was an ideal spot for those seeking respite from the hectic frenetic pace of modern life. To live here year-round would be the dream of many.

To Kylee, it was home. Sometimes joyful, but today it held a lingering hint of sadness.

Today was the third anniversary of her husband’s death. She still missed him with an ache that never seemed to ease. Intermingled with that was anger, however, at the careless way he’d treated life—risking his safety every time he went climbing. 

Now, not even thirty, she was a widow, a single mother and the owner of an inn in a locale that was thousands of miles from her family. 

She shook her head, trying to dispel her melancholy thoughts. She had much to be grateful for and her choice of residence was hers to make. She shouldn’t second guess her decision over and over. But sometimes she plain missed American food, family discussions and longtime friends she saw too infrequently.

Yet this small strip of land reminded her so much of Mateo, she couldn’t bear to leave it. They’d spent several years together, enjoying the sea and exploring the small island of Tenerife. Her best memories were of sitting together on the wide veranda and watching the sunset, content to be together, never suspecting it wouldn’t last forever.

And for him there had been the added attraction of the cliffs that offered daily climbing challenges to men and women from all over Europe.

Her son, Andres, was napping. She was alone with her memories and homesickness. She took a moment to sit on the veranda, remembering happier days. The worst of her grief had long passed. Now she could think about their life together, mourn his death and get on with the practicalities of living.

She would have returned to America after Mateo’s death, but she wanted her son to know his grandparents. Andres was all Mateo’s parents had left of their only child, except for the photographs taken through the years. Her own parents came to visit annually. They spent lots of time via computers between their trips. And they had six other grandchildren. The Ramoses only had Andres.

And it wasn’t as if she didn’t love Spain. It had been her lifelong desire when younger to attend school here and maybe even work for a while. She’d not planned on falling in love with a dashing Spaniard. But love had won out and she’d been living in Tenerife for more than a decade now. Those first years of marriage had been so marvelous.

What prompted a man to risk limb and life time and again just for thrills? she asked herself for the millionth time. Challenging himself, he’d so often called it. Scaling sheer cliffs with flimsy ropes and gadgets to minimize damage to the rock. As if a mountain would care.

Living with a loving family was enough for her. She’d never understood Mateo’s passion, though he’d tried often enough to enlist her in it. Idly she remembered the trips around Europe, always with a mountain to climb as the destination. The few times she’d tried it, scared and inept, but wanting so much to be with him, she’d only caused him to become impatient and demanding. It’d ended up being better for him to go on his own and leave her to her own devices.

She swung her gaze to the right to the limestone cliffs that afforded daily challenges to those who liked free climbing. The spectacular scenery of the sea and coast viewed from the cliffs added to their attraction. Of all the places for her to end up—where rock climbers from around the world came. Or at least those who didn’t want to stay in La Palma for the nightlife. It was quiet as a tomb in St. Cristos most nights.

Mateo had been a dedicated climber, the wild parties were not for him. They could impair his performance the next day. Many shared his philosophy.

She was grateful for that, she thought, idly studying the play of light and shadows on the nearby cliff. Not every single mother had the means to earn a living and remain with her son full-time. And realistically she knew not everyone who went climbing fell to his death. It still remained a mystery to her why people dared life and limb to scale a cliff.

Well, there were other things in life she didn’t understand. Her moment of introspection was over. Now it was time to get ready for the influx of guests arriving in the next few hours. Seven new reservations would fill her small inn. Business boomed in the summer months, with rarely a single room vacant more than one night. She was frugal and thrifty and managed her money well. While not wealthy by any means, she and her son were definitely comfortable.

She wanted fresh flowers in each of the rooms when her guests arrived. And she’d replenish the flowers in the rooms of those who had already checked in a couple of days ago. All the rooms had already been cleaned and made up with fresh linens. Last-minute touches remained. She’d deal with bittersweet memories another time. She had guests to prepare for.

Two hours later Kylee perched on the high stool behind the mahogany counter at the side of the lounge and looked across the open room. Comfortable sofas and chairs were grouped for conversations. Her son played happily in the sunny spot near one of the open French doors. His two small cars and toy truck gave him endless hours of entertainment. Later, after the last guest had checked in, she’d take him for a swim. 

The sun was lower in the sky now, flooding the front of the inn, making it a bit too warm, but she hadn’t yet lowered the outdoor shades that shaded the wide veranda. She wanted the guests’ first impression of the inn to be the best and it looked beautiful when lit by the sun. Every speck of wood glowed with polish. 

The marble floor gleamed without a trace of the sand that was the bane of her existence. The comfy furnishings begged for travelers to sit and rest. The lounge chairs on the wide veranda in front beckoned with the view of the sea.

She heard a car and looked expectantly to the front. Only her solo male guest remained to check in. Once that was taken care of, she’d be fairly free for the rest of the day.

Glancing out of one of the floor-to-ceiling French doors that lined the front of the inn, she waited. Several were open for the afternoon breeze. She heard the car door shut, the crush of footsteps on the gravel.

He stepped into view, but instead of coming directly into the inn, he turned on the veranda to survey the sea, then the cliffs that rose to the right.

The counter was set to one side, unobtrusive, not easily seen from the veranda—but offering her a perfect view of the man. He carried himself with an assurance that usually rubbed her the wrong way. Spanish men thought highly of themselves. Though this man had reason to. He was a bit over six feet, with broad shoulders, long legs. His dark hair shone in the afternoon sunshine; cut short, it still couldn’t disguise the hint of curl. She’d bet he’d been adorable as a child—and all the fawning over him had probably gone straight to his head.

She checked her reservation information. No wife or child with him. Was he married? Or too busy being the superlative male to settle for any one woman? From her vantage point, she could admire as long as she wished. He wouldn’t see her.

The soft-sided suitcase he carried wasn’t large. He had booked the room for a week. As she watched him turn to study the cliffs along the sea’s edge, she knew with certainty he’d come to scale them. She could picture him on the cliffs—his fit and trim body easily meeting the demands of muscles and sinews as fingers lifted his body, toes found infinitesimal crevices to wedge in until he stretched out for another handhold.

She straightened the sign-in card, placing the pen across it and waited. Despite her best intentions, she couldn’t look away. His shoulders were wide, his arms looked well defined. Upper body strength was a must for those who challenged the face of unforgiving stone. When he turned to step into the inn, she caught a glimpse of his firm lips and strong jaw. His dark eyes scanned the area and rested for a split second on her son. With a hint of a frown, he looked around and found her.

The assertive way he strode across the lounge held her attention. Confident, assured, here was a man used to dealing with life and coming out on top. His clean-shaven jaw was firm, hinting at stubborn determination. His dark eyes flashed appreciation when he saw her and she felt more conscious of being a woman than at any time in the past several years. She wished she’d taken time to brush her hair and freshen her lipstick.

Foolishness, she chided herself as she watched him approach. A small skip of her heart surprised her. He was a guest. No one special. Just amazingly handsome. Curiosity rose. She wondered what he did for a living. He could have been a film actor or male model, except somehow he looked too unaware of his looks to trade on them.

“Buenos Dias, “ he said.

“Senor  Walker?” she asked, refusing to let herself be captivated by the rugged masculinity, the deep tone of his voice or the slight air of distance that enveloped him. When he met her gaze, his dark eyes hid secrets, hinted at pain. That surprised her. Who was he? She wanted to know more.

“You have my reservation,” he said.

“Of course.” 

She slid the card forward for him to sign as every sense went on alert. She wasn’t a woman to have fantasies. Yet she wanted to know more about this man. She caught a whiff of his aftershave and it caused an involuntary reaction of longing. Too long alone, that’s all. 

Squelching her reactions, she kept her gaze on his hands as he boldly scrawled his name. They were strong, scarred here and there, which only made him more interesting. His attire suggested a businessman, his manner a wild and freely roaming adventurer. 

Curiosity rose another notch despite her best intention. She usually had little curiosity about her guests. But this man had her intrigued in spite of herself.

“Can you recommend a good place for dinner?” he asked, laying down the pen.

“El Gato Negro,” Andres said, coming to stand near the man. “Hi, I’m Andres. I live here.”

Next to him, her son looked so small. He was already five and growing like crazy, but had a long way to go if he would ever be as tall as Shawn Walker.

He looked down at Andres, staring for a long moment before saying, “And is that a very good place?”

Her son smiled and nodded emphatically. 

“Whenever we go out for a treat we eat at El Gato Negro. It’s Mama’s favorite.”

“Then it must be good. Women always know the best places,” Senor Walker said gravely.

Andres beamed at his response.

Kylee was pleased that the man made the effort to take her son seriously. Andres was definitely in need of a male role model. She wished her brother Tom lived nearby. Or her father. Or her cousins. He had his grandfather, of course, but he was so much older and beginning to find a small boy taxing to be around for long.

Shawn looked back at her. 

“So, your favorite?” he asked.

“It is excellent and affordable. You might also wish to try Tres Rocas. It has a magnificent view of the three stone formations they call the maidens. I assume you’re here to climb.” 

She tried to keep her tone neutral, but knew a hint of curiosity crept in.

“I am. I hear the cliffs are challenging and the views incomparable.” He studied her for a moment, his head tilted slightly. “Any recommendations?”

She shrugged. 

“Don’t kill yourself.”

“My dad fell off a mountain.” 

Andres obviously wanted to chime in. Kylee wished she hadn’t spoken. 

“He would have taught me to climb mountains. Do you know how?”

“It was a long time ago, Andres. I’m sure Senor  Walker will be extra careful. We don’t tell our guests our family situation,” she said gently.

Shawn Walker inclined his head once, his gaze moving from her to her son and back again. She wondered what he thought.

“I’ve given you room six. It’s a corner room with a view of the cliffs.” She handed him a key and gestured to the wide stairs along the wall. “To the top and left,” she said.

“Thank you.” 

He lifted his bag with no effort and soon was lost from sight.

Kylee sighed a breath of relief. Meeting her disturbing new guest caused dozens of emotions to rise. She preferred families with small children to sexy single men who believed they could conquer the world. Especially when merely looking at them affected her equilibrium. 

Too long alone, that’s all.

What caused the pain that lurked in his eyes? Why had he come to a quiet inn St. Cristos when she’d expect a man like him to choose a luxury place in Santa Cruz? The capital of the island also had an exciting night life.  Totally different from St. Cristos.

She studied the registration card for a long moment, as if his name and address could give her any insights. Sighing in defeat, she filed the card and tried to put her latest guest out of her mind.

Paolo, the student who worked evenings, would arrive soon. She’d give him an update on their guests and then be free to take Andres for that swim. 

As she waited for Paolo to arrive, her thoughts returned to Shawn Walker. He looked to be about thirty-five. Too old not to be married. Maybe his wife didn’t share his climbing enthusiasm. That Kylee could understand. But when Mateo had gone climbing, she usually went along and stayed in the village or town nearest the mountain to enjoy the local amenities and be near him when he wasn’t climbing. So, was the delectable American single or vacationing solo?

 

 

Matt Walker entered room six and glanced around as he tossed his bag on the bed. It was spacious, with high ceilings, windows that went to the floor and a view that didn’t quit. Fresh flowers brightened the dresser. He took note of the efforts the innkeeper had gone to, but she could have saved her time. A room was merely a place to sleep for him. When he could sleep, that was.

He crossed to the window and gazed at the cliffs he’d come to climb. A friend had recommended they challenge themselves with some of the famous climbs in Spain, but Ed had wanted to stay in Santa Cruz, and Matt knew that meant constant party time at night, not at all conducive to serious climbing in the morning. 

Man against nature, with unforgiving demands that allowed no room for error. He did it to escape. For a short while his mind freed from the past, he’d pit his skill against the rocks. Brief respites from the unrelenting memories. He was prudent enough when climbing to know he wasn’t trying to get killed. But if something happened, so be it. It’d be no more than he deserved.

He’d booked the room in this quiet village for a week and planned to do some free climbing with or without Ed. His friend was welcome to the nightlife in Santa Cruz. Spring was a quiet time at the vineyard. For the next week he was on his own. No one from his family knew where to find him. He’d instructed his PA to contact him only in the case of an emergency—a real emergency.

He studied the rocky crags for a long moment, then turned to survey the space he would inhabit for the next few days. Clean and fresh were the adjectives that sprang to mind. The bed was piled with pillows and a duvet with a pristine white cover. The sheers at the windows billowed slightly in the sea breeze. He could leave the windows open at night and hear the soft lapping of waves. The sun shone in, below the angle of the roof. It could get warm if closed up, but the proprietress obviously knew how to cater to her clientele. The room was charming with local artwork on the walls and two comfortable chairs near the side windows. He sank into one chair and regarded the bed for a moment. If he let himself, he could imagine what Marissa would have thought of the room. But he wouldn’t give in to those thoughts. She was gone. 

Yet he knew she’d have found the place charming and been delighted to be staying by the sea.

Pushing himself up, he made quick work of putting his clothes away in the armoire against one wall. Time to explore the small town and maybe pick up some information on the best climbs. The small village nestled in one of the inlets of the coast appeared quaint enough as he’d driven through. Originally a fishing village, it had opened up to tourists some decades ago, yet still retained its roots. The main part of town flanked the marina and hugged the curving inlet.

The inn was older than he’d expected. How had the young widow become its owner, he wondered. She was pretty and friendly enough. A necessary attribute of an innkeeper, he was sure.

Senora Ramos seemed far too young to be widowed. Not that there was a certain age that made it suitable. Her son was cute. Did she realize how lucky she was? He’d give anything if his son were still alive.

Shawn’s own son had burned in the car crash that had killed both him and his mother. A car Marissa had been driving when Shawn should have been at the wheel.

He fought the anguish. Nothing would ever ease the pain. The rest of his family had rallied around, but couldn’t get through to him much as they tried. No one understood. They offered platitudes, but no one had experienced the same kind of loss. The kind that ripped a heart into shreds and never relented.

The woman downstairs might understand. To a degree. How did she cope?

He wondered if the innkeeper’s family had offered the same platitudes when her husband died. Had it helped? Or had she wanted everyone to go away and leave her alone with her grief?

Not that he cared. So she was pretty. Marissa had been beautiful. Love had come swiftly and ended in an instant.

He was here to try the kind of activities he’d once loved—and to forget, if only for a few hours at a time.

 

* * *

 

“Time to get ready for dinner,” Kylee called to Andres later in the afternoon.

“I don’t want to,” he said, scuffing along at the water’s edge. His small footprints on the wet sand made her smile. One day he’d be taller than her and his footprint would be larger, too.

She joined him and ruffled his hair. 

“Too bad. We need to eat soon or you’ll be finishing dessert in your jammies.”

He laughed, clutching his cars close. 

“We can’t eat in our jammies. Can we eat at El Gato Negro? I’m hungry for some of their food.”

“I planned salad and soup for dinner. With fresh rolls.” 

Kylee gathered their towels, slipping on the cover-up over her bathing suit for modesty’s sake. She didn’t bother with her shoes. They’d brush their feet off on the veranda and scoot to their quarters.

“Please, Mama. It’s a special day. The inn is full, I heard you say. And that’s always a good thing.”

It was her turn to laugh at his mimicking what she’d said to her friend Rosa. 

“Yes, it is a good thing. So perhaps we could celebrate with dinner out. But not until you wash that sand off your feet and change into dry clothes.” 

He didn’t even know it was the anniversary of his father’s death. She was glad in one way, but mourned how little Andres would ever remember about his father. Mateo had loved him so much.

With a yell of glee, he took off running toward the inn. Kylee followed, keeping far enough behind to let him win. They stomped on the veranda and brushed the worst of the sand from their feet. Andres scampered into the lounge and through to the back where their quarters were. She wished she could motivate him this way all the time. 

She nodded to the student staffing the front desk. Kylee relished the few free hours each day Paolo’s being here gave her.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Quiet as ever,” Paolo responded. He was a bit of a bookworm and always had some book in his hand. Yet he could handle requests with efficiency and expediency. Probably to keep time away from reading to a minimum.

“We’re going out for an early dinner,” she said.

He nodded, returning to his book.

By the time Andres had had a quick rinse and was into fresh clothes and she’d showered, it was after six. Most people in town didn’t eat this early, but she liked him in bed by eight, so an early dinner was their norm. 

Walking down the side of the road to the heart of the village, the sea to their right, she relished the lingering warmth of the afternoon. It was only early May, but warm enough to swim or lie in the sun as the tourists did. 

Their little town would fill up before the end of the month. Then for the rest of the summer the town would be transformed from the sleepy fishing village to a fast and furious tourist spot as it expanded to its limit with visitors from all over.

When they reached El Gato Negro, Kylee reached for the door handle just as Andres yelled, “There’s one of our guests.”

Glancing up, she saw Shawn Walker almost upon them. She caught her breath again at the sight of him. He was definitely walking their way. Tentatively she smiled as she pulled on the door. He’d obviously taken Andres’ recommendation.

He reached around her, put out his hand to catch the door and gestured for them to enter ahead of him.

“I’m taking your advice and trying this place for dinner,” he said as they stepped into the restaurant.

After the sunshine, it took a minute for her eyes to become used to the dimmer illumination. She nodded while holding on to Andres’s hand. 

“I think you’ll enjoy it.”

“Are you going to eat with us?” her son piped up.

“No,” she said quickly. 

Then realizing how rude it sounded, she gave Monsieur Walker a shaky smile. 

“I’m sure Monsieur Walker wouldn’t be interested in sharing a table with a five-year-old.”

He inclined his head slightly. 

“I’m not the best company,” he said.

Kylee nodded and turned to the maître d’ as he greeted her.

“Just you and Andres?” he asked.

“Yes.” She glanced at her guest. “Enjoy your dinner.” She wasn’t disappointed he chose not to eat with them. She and her guests rarely mixed. And a businessman here to climb wouldn’t be interested in the chatter of a little boy.

Still, she wished he’d overridden her comment and said he’d like to eat with her, with them. Though, she’d have been a nervous wreck before the first course.

She and Andres were seated at one of the best tables on the patio, the place almost empty. Only two other tables were occupied and far enough away that Kylee couldn’t hear the occupants who were talking quietly.

Opening the menu, she took a moment to study the items, already knowing what she and Andres always ordered, but looking anyway.

A moment later Shawn Walker was seated at a
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