
One

The crunch of tires on gravel came as a surprise. Paul wasn’t 
expecting anyone. All the reserved guests were checked in for the 
night and drop-ins were uncommon at Casa del Mar Azul.

He left the front desk, crossing the red tiles of the lobby to 
its arched entrance. The bougainvillea hung long and fragrant at 
the roof line, its bright pink flowers in full bloom.

A gray SUV sat parked in the loading area, a woman in the 
driver’s seat. Her head rested on the steering wheel, blonde hair 
shining and wild in the late-day sunlight. She wasn’t one of his 
guests and not anybody he recognized as a regular at the restau-
rant. No front plate adorned the vehicle to provide a clue. 

Paul considered walking over and tapping on the window 
but, on an instinct, waited for the woman to exit the car on her 
own. As if sensing his presence, she lifted her head, staring a mo-
ment before swinging the door open and climbing out, hoisting 
a leather bag over one shoulder. Dressed in shades of blue, she 
wore a tunic top over a pair of faded jeans.

“Hello,” Paul said from where he stood on the pebbled 
walkway. “Can I help you?”

“Hi.” She hurried forward, rummaging in her purse. “Have 
I found the right place? Is this you?” A crumpled brochure 
was in her right hand and she stretched it toward him as she 
approached.

Paul recognized his brochure immediately, a piece he’d had 
printed when he first purchased and renamed the hotel. Visit 
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Casa del Mar Azul and drink in serenity scrolled across the front 
flap. “It is. I’m the owner.”

The woman stopped, studying him. “You’re British.” It was 
a statement more than a question.

“Indeed, I am.”
“Sorry … I didn’t expect that. From the pamphlet I thought 

… well, it doesn’t really matter.” She glanced back toward the 
car. “I have a dog. I should have called to ask if you take pets. I’d 
been on the road for days when I saw the brochure and I just … 
well … he’s small, my dog, Rufus, and very well behaved. If you 
don’t take pets or have any rooms available, maybe you can point 
me someplace else. It’s just that your brochure … well … this 
probably sounds ridiculous but … it … spoke to me.” 

Something about this woman didn’t line up. She appeared to 
be in her late forties, but was like a teenager explaining why she’d 
been out past curfew. Her wavy hair rebelled in the humidity, 
and her face exhibited the strain of many hours on the road—
not the look of a typical holidayer arriving at his Baja boutique 
hotel. But, whatever her story, before him stood a woman who 
needed his help. Paul offered a hand. “I’m Paul Hutchings. You 
and Rufus are quite welcome at Mar Azul.”

She hesitated but then accepted his outstretched hand, grip-
ping it as one might a lifeline. Her face stiffened and pools de-
veloped in her lower lids. “Thank you,” she managed to say. 

Before the tears could spill over, she turned away, moving 
to the passenger door and pulling it open. A small brown-and-
white dog jumped down, his whiskered nose immediately on 
the ground discovering the scents of Mexico. When he spotted 
Paul he trotted over, tail wagging, and plopped his butt on the 
ground at Paul’s feet.

“Well, hello, wee doggo.” Paul knelt and rubbed the little 
dog’s head and body. He didn’t ordinarily have pets in the hotel, 
but he wasn’t about to reveal his policy to this fragile-looking 
woman. He’d make it work. There was a modest room on the 
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side with a separate entrance that would keep Rufus from any 
offended guests. 

Blue canvas trainers made their way from the car, crunching 
across the pebbles. Paul stood. “I have just the room for you and 
your dog. It’s small but allows easy access to the outdoors for any 
needed … business.”

“Small is fine. Anything is fine. He’s very quiet, and a ter-
rier-cross so he doesn’t shed much, and he’s friendly to everyone, 
dogs, people, even cats.”

“It’s okay. Truly. The dog is okay.”
She nodded and attempted a smile, but it vanished before it 

could form. “Okay. Good. Thank you. I’m Sandra.”
“Let’s get you checked in then, Sandra. I’ll collect your bags 

when that’s done.” He passed through the archway, a flower-
laden vine brushing the top of his head. 

“I don’t have a lot. I can get them myself.”
Paul glanced over his shoulder. “It’s not a problem at all. I 

have some time before—”
“I’d prefer to do it myself. Please.”
He stepped behind the desk. “All right. There’s a parking spot 

near the door to your room. You can drive down before you unload.”
An audible breath escaped her. Did this woman have some-

thing in her car she didn’t want seen? Was she running from 
someone? She had the manner of a person being chased. Wheth-
er by an actual or imagined threat was difficult to say.

Paul pulled a guest card from the drawer and picked up a 
pen. “So, Sandra …?”

“Lyall.” She spelled her surname for him.
“And … American?”
“Canadian. From Alberta.”
“Ah, you’ve come seeking warmth then. I visited your fair 

province about ten years ago. It’s a lovely place, in autumn.” 
There was no response to his familiarity with her homeland. 
“And the number plate on your car? It’s a rental?”
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“No, it’s mine. The plate is Alberta … and … the …” She 
looked down at her feet and thumped her fist on the desk. 
“Damn it. I can’t think of the license number.” 

Reaching across the counter, Paul placed a hand on hers to 
quiet it, a line he rarely crossed with his guests. “It’s okay. I know 
which one is yours.”

She nodded quickly and took a breath.
Paul requested a credit card and a piece of photo identifi-

cation. The second piece of ID was not a normal ask, but he 
wanted to know this woman was who she claimed to be. He 
studied the photograph on her Alberta driver’s license. Seemed 
she was legit.

“So you drove from Alberta to the near bottom of the Baja 
Peninsula. Impressive. That must have taken at least—”

“Four days.”
“Blimey. I would have guessed five or six.”
“I didn’t stop a lot.”
Driving four days straight to reach a hotel she hadn’t known 

existed until discovering an old brochure which was unlikely 
to have circulated beyond Baja. “So, you found my brochure 
where? It’s good to know, for marketing.”

“In a place north of here where I stayed last night … some-
thing Villa maybe … or … sorry … I don’t recall the name, or 
the town. I can look it up.” She started digging in her bag. 

“Not important,” he said. “Just curious. I’ve not used these 
brochures in about four years.” He placed a key on the desk. 
“So, you’re all checked in. Are you hungry? I recently opened a 
restaurant on the beach side, Pablo’s I call it, and dinner service 
begins in half an hour.” Which reminded him he needed to get 
to the kitchen. Carmelita was exceedingly good at the prep but 
didn’t like to cook the dinner menu.

“I’ve got snacks in the car. I’ll be fine. Thanks.”
Snacks? This woman had driven twenty-five hundred miles 

in four days and was planning to eat road snacks for dinner? Not 
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on his watch. “Tell you what. I’m trying a new dish as a special 
tonight. Do you like fish?”

She nodded.
“I’m always looking for feedback on new recipes and could 

send a plate to your room, on the house. You can let me know 
tomorrow what you think of it, if I should put it on the menu. 
I’d appreciate your input.”

“I … could do that. Fish would be … very nice.”
Again the deep and audible breath. She was trying not to 

cry at every turn. This woman wasn’t chased. She was in pain. 
Something Paul could relate to.


