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      Sun, Sand… and a Sinister Secret

      Sam Jones and Jordan Branson planned on nothing but sunbathing, sipping margaritas, and indulging in five-star opulence at a breathtaking Cancun resort. But paradise turns perilous when they stumble upon a shocking crime—a housekeeper’s lifeless body in their suite.

      The local police hint at pinning the murder on them, forcing Sam and Jordan to dive into the mystery themselves. As they peel back the layers of the resort’s impressive façade, they uncover secrets darker than the ocean depths. Someone will do anything to keep the truth buried, and if Sam and Jordan aren’t careful, their luxurious vacation might just be their last.

      This is a spinoff from the Heywood Herbalist Cozy Mysteries and book 2 of the Deadly Destinations Cozy Mysteries. Book 1 is free in the anthology, Murder Doesn’t Take a Vacation, free at all ebook outlets.

      This is a standalone vacation cozy mystery.
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      As the plane descended through the clouds, Cancun, Mexico appeared in the distance. The densely populated city would offer us a vacation filled with relaxation, sandy beaches, hot sun, and cool, fruity drinks once we reached the beach resort. 

      The plane landed smoothly, and we hurried out to the front of the airport where our transportation would pick us up. As the warm air engulfed us, I relaxed and inhaled deeply. Just a hint of humid sea air, but enough to create butterflies of excitement in my belly.

      While we searched for our ride, I took in the chaos around us. Taxi drivers screaming trying to entice tourists into their cabs. Tourists looking around wide-eyed, attempting to figure out where they should go. A long line formed at the margarita stand while loud music pumped from the speakers above.

      “Over there.” Jordan pointed to a man wearing a white shirt with black pants holding a sign reading, Jordan Branson / Sam Jones.

      “Oh, good,” I said, wiping my brow. Although I appreciated the heavy humidity, I had begun to sweat. That, I didn’t appreciate in the slightest. I smiled as we approached.

      “Mr. Branson?” Jordan and I nodded as the man smiled, the area around his eyes crinkling. “We have your van ready to take you to the resort,” he said in a heavy accent. “Please, follow me.”

      We trailed him through the crowd. A moment later, he opened the door to the van. Although I appreciated the warm sea air, the blast of air conditioning felt nice on my sweaty skin.

      The ride to the hotel took about a half hour. Jordan chatted with the driver while I sipped the cool bottled water provided and stared out the window at the palm trees, green grass and cars zipping in and out of traffic as we drove through the city. Although the flight had only been four hours, exhaustion tugged at me. Good thing we were in a place that demanded relaxation.

      When we pulled up to the hotel, a bellman opened the door for me, took my hand, and greeted me with a grin while assisting me out of the van.

      “Welcome to our resort,” he said. “Please feel free to ask us any question you may have. Our staff all excels at English, and we are happy to answer your questions or direct you around the resort.”

      I glanced around the open-air lobby, its shiny stone floor gleaming. In a flurry of activity, our luggage was pulled from the van, then we were handed cool towels lightly scented with cucumber and lemon, and led through the lobby and past the front desk to our check-in station in a different tower of the hotel, the Club Tower.

      As our guide prattled on about the resort, I took in the views. A deep blue pool surrounded by bodies lay at the bottom of the stairs while the ocean and a white sandy beach beckoned just beyond it.

      “That’s so beautiful,” Jordan said, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Almost as pretty as you.”

      “I can’t wait to relax.”

      “My exact thoughts.”

      Gratitude washed through me as we made our way through the resort. It hadn’t been that long ago when my life as a soap opera actress had gone up in flames, both literally and figuratively. My husband at the time had embezzled millions from the Hollywood elite and been murdered for it. I’d been blacklisted from Hollywood and ended up penniless in the small mountain town of Heywood, Arizona, where I had tried to live a life of anonymity. When the money I’d made during my soap opera years had been returned to me, Jordan and I had decided to travel. From what I’d seen so far, this amazing resort was exactly what we needed.

      When we reached the Club Tower, we were offered refreshments. Jordan grabbed a beer while I took a lemon water and we sat down across from a lovely woman with high cheekbones and jet-black hair named Selma. The check-in process went quickly, but I became quite rattled when a bald man wearing white framed glasses approached and said, “Ms. Rathbone. It’s so wonderful to have you stay with us.”

      Rathbone. My Hollywood name that I never used anymore. I always went by Sam Jones.

      “We’ll be upgrading Ms. Rathbone and her guest to the Presidential Suite,” he continued.

      “T-That’s not necessary,” I stuttered. “How… how do you know me?”

      He gave Selma a small nudge. She stood and he quickly took her place behind the desk.

      “I lived in the States for a number of years,” he said as he typed away on his computer, his thick Mexican accent rolling off his tongue. Short and bald, he wore white framed glasses that matched his perfect teeth as he smiled. His nametag read Caesar. “You were a fixture every afternoon in our house. My wife used to be a fan.”

      I shook my head. Such a small world.

      “I’d be happy to sign an autograph for her,” I said.

      “It’s a nice gesture, but we’re divorced now. She’s still living stateside and we don’t speak. I’m much happier here in my home country, and she’s much happier without me there.”

      I traded glances with Jordan. How exactly did one respond to such a comment?

      We waited in silence for a couple minutes, then Caesar grinned again. “Let me accompany you to the Presidential Suite.”

      I wouldn’t argue with the upgrade. I’d picked the five-star resort so we could have a fine experience. Apparently, things were about to get much fancier than I’d anticipated.

      “Thanks so much,” I said as Caesar rounded the desk and led us to the elevator. Our footsteps echoed on the travertine tile as I glanced over my shoulder at the inviting blue pool and lounge chairs. I couldn’t wait to relax.

      The elevator doors opened and we followed him inside. Surrounded by mirrors, I took in my reflection. My salt and pepper curls had quickly gone to frizz in the Cancun humidity. Jordan laid his hand reassuringly at my back, as if he was aware of my insecurities. He knew my past as a daytime television Hollywood starlet had left me with some serious uncertainties about my looks. I loved my life free of Botox and fillers, but every now and then the panic of aging I’d experienced while in Hollywood resurfaced.

      “I didn’t see the Presidential Suite as an option when I booked,” I said, running my hand over my hair.

      “It’s not advertised. We save it for special guests such as you, Ms. Rathbone.” Caesar fished a card from his pants pocket and waved it over the top portion of the numbered panel. “You will have my direct number, so if there’s anything I can do for you, please call.”

      The door slid closed and the elevator gave a slight lurch upward.

      “This is the only elevator that will take you to your room,” he said. “None of the others will. You’ll need your keycard to reach your room, and you’ll swipe it over the special reader just as I’ve done.”

      Jordan nodded. “When will we get the cards?”

      “I have them right here in my pocket.”

      When the panels separated and the elevator dinged, I noted we were on the fifth floor.

      The loud voices caught my attention before the doors parted. Two housekeepers stood before us with their cleaning cart between them. One short and round, the other tall and thin. Both wore the gray and white uniform, both had their black-as-night hair pulled tightly into a bun on top of their head. I didn’t understand a lot of what they said, but I did catch the word limpiar, meaning ‘to clean’. By the tone of their voices and their body language, they were in a heated argument.

      Caesar’s eyes widened, and he stepped out of the elevator. Speaking in a low voice, he caught the attention of the two women. Both quieted and their gazes slid to the floor while they nodded at his words.

      Turning back to us, he smiled and stepped back into the elevator. “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “They should know better than to air their differences at work.” He shot them a glare while the doors closed. “Especially when Malena has just received a promotion.”

      The rest of the ride sped by without incident, and the argument we’d witnessed quickly fled my memory. What would we find in the Presidential Suite? How nice would it be? A shiver of excitement traveled down my spine as the elevator crawled upward.

      When the doors opened again, my breath caught in my throat.

      “Here we are,” Caesar said. “Let me give you a tour.”

      The elevator had opened directly into the suite. White tile floors gleamed beneath our feet. A huge snowy-colored U-shaped couch with bright red, yellow and blue throw pillows looked inviting and comfortable. But the view is what held my attention.

      Floor to ceiling windows showcased the Caribbean Ocean in all its magnificent colors of greens and blues. Heavy white clouds hung in the distant horizon. “That’s gorgeous,” I whispered. “Is there a door leading to the balcony?”

      “Of course.” Caesar led us around the corner to the door. “Please, take a look, and when you’re ready, I’ll show you the rest of the suite.”

      Jordan and I stepped outside. A light breeze cooled my warm skin while the sound of ocean waves hitting the rocks below soothed my soul. The ocean seemed to stretch forever. He wrapped his arms around me as we stood in silence.

      “I never imagined I’d be in a place like this,” he whispered. “Thank you for dragging me along.”

      “Of course,” I said, chuckling. “I’m so glad we’re able to be here together.”

      When I moved to Heywood, Jordan and I had become friends, and later, a couple, and I was quite happy. In fact, I was considering asking him to marry me, but just the thought of it made me feel sick. My first and only marriage hadn’t gone well and ended up with me losing everything, including my dignity and career. I didn’t want to chance anything ruining my relationship with Jordan.

      A room at one of Cancun’s most prestigious hotels was one of the larger adventures we had planned. I hadn’t counted on the Presidential Suite, though. I would forever be grateful for the opportunity to witness the amazing views.

      “Please notice the hot tub,” Caesar said excitedly from the doorway. “You can call your butler to help you turn it on, or if you prefer, I can show you.”

      Even with the ocean breeze, I couldn’t imagine a hot tub being comfortable in the heat. “We’ll call if we decide to use it,” I said.

      “Come. Let me show you the rest of the suite,” he urged.

      I took another deep breath and closed my eyes. I was ready for the beach, but Caesar wanted to continue the tour. I wouldn’t bite the hand that had fed me… or I should say, gifted us this remarkable experience.

      We slowly walked through the three-bedroom suite, complete with a kitchenette if we decided to cook, which we wouldn’t. Why would we bother when we were at an all-inclusive resort? Everything we could possibly want was at our fingertips.

      Taupe walls featured brightly colored Mayan art. A white, brick gas fireplace stood in the middle of the living room. Another balcony off the master bedroom. I noted our suitcases had already been delivered and sat neatly tucked away on the luggage rack inside the closet. Overall, it felt silly to have such a large space for just the two of us, but I wouldn’t shy away from such a luxurious upgrade. 

      “Is there anything else I can do for you?” Caesar asked.

      I glanced over at Jordan and he shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said.

      After linking my arm in his, I said, “I’m ready for the beach.”

      “Very well then,” Caesar said, smiling. “I shall leave you to it.” We followed him to the elevator doors. When they opened, he stepped inside. “I’m at your service. Thank you for choosing to stay at our hotel.”

      The doors closed and I turned to Jordan. “Are you up for the beach?”

      “Sure,” he said, studying the elevator. “I don’t like that this opens directly into our room, though.”

      “Well, remember, no one can get up here,” I replied. “They have to have the special key.”

      As a former cop, he always studied each situation and evaluated the safety element. It was second nature to him. Sometimes, it drove me crazy, like now. 

      “How many people do you think have that special key, though?”

      “I have no idea, but I’m not going to worry about it,” I replied. “This is a five-star resort. We’re in the Presidential Suite. I feel very secure.”

       What in the world could possibly happen?

      “Five-star resort or not, access control is only as good as the people running it.”

      “Jordan, can we please try to enjoy this? Not everyone is a thief or killer, especially at a resort like this.” 

      He nodded, then glanced around the living room. “Did we get our keys?” 

      “Yes,” I answered with a sigh. “Caesar placed them on the dining room table. Should we get changed? I rented us a beach cabana for the afternoon.”

      “Heck, yes,” Jordan said, thankfully forgetting about his security worries. “Sun and sand, here we come.”
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      We spent the afternoon at the beach with gentle waves lapping on the white sand. Our thatched roof cabana offered us protection from the sun, which I appreciated. The waiter, Luis, brought us cool, fruity drinks and delicious food, and I wondered if we’d even need to go to dinner. Seagulls called in the distance while pelicans dove from the skies to catch their prey and join the humans for a swim.

      We read our books and chatted quietly while people watching. A kid building a sandcastle. A young woman posing on the beach while her friend took pictures. An older couple holding hands as they walked along the shoreline. Our fellow humans enjoying the day in their own ways as much as us.

      “I’m glad we didn’t grow up in a time where we lived every minute of our lives trying to catch the perfect social media post,” Jordan said as we watched the two young women pose, flip their hair around and smile.

      “Me, too,” I replied, then sipped my strawberry drink. “A different time. Personally, I feel it’s kind of sad. We’ve been watching them for twenty minutes now, and all they keep doing is posing, taking pictures, then checking those pictures and take more. They could be kayaking, reading, swimming—but instead, they’re consumed by their phones.”

      Jordan shook his head. “It’s just the way it is now. They seem happy, though, and I guess that’s all that matters.”

      I wondered about that. Would people be happier without their world revolving around the rectangular device? I’d never come up with a definitive answer. Phones sure made our lives easier, but sometimes, it felt as if we were slaves to them.

      “Let’s go enjoy ourselves and get in that beautiful water,” I said.

      As I bobbed around in the calm sea, little white fish swum around my legs, their bodies looking as if they were encrusted in crystals as the sun’s rays sparkled off them.

      “This feels so good,” Jordan said, then he went under. When he reappeared, he sighed heavily. “I don’t remember the last time I was this relaxed.”

      “Me neither,” I replied.

      The afternoon passed by in a flash. An ocean breeze cooled us when we weren’t in the crystal-clear waves. Before we knew it, the sun was slowly making its way down the horizon resembling a red fireball in the sky.

      A few moments later, Luis approached us. “The beach is closing now and I’m heading home,” he said. “I hope you two have a great night.”

      Jordan reached into our bag and fished out some money for a tip. “Thanks for taking such good care of us,” he said, handing the waiter the bills. 

      “Thank you, señor,” Luis said, his face lighting up. “Will you be back tomorrow?”

      Jordan turned to me and I nodded. “We’ve got the same cabana rented.”

      “Excelente,” Luis said. “I’ll see you tomorrow!”

      After packing up our books and suntan lotion into my beach bag, we walked back to the hotel hand-in-hand. My limbs felt heavy from the drinks and relaxation. It was going to be a great week.

      We stepped into the elevator and Jordan swiped our special card over the reader. The elevator lurched upward.

      “What do you think we should do for dinner?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m pretty beat. Maybe we should just get some room service?”

      “That sounds great.” I laid my head against his shoulder. “I’m tired, too.”

      “Being this relaxed in such an amazing place can do that to a person.”

      When the doors opened to our suite, we stepped inside. The view once again caught my attention and I immediately headed toward the glass walls to take in the rest of the sunset.

      But then I gasped as we rounded the corner to the living room.

      A cleaning cart had been tipped over. Red spots were splattered over the once pristine couch and floor.

      Jordan cursed.

      On the floor, lying in a pool of blood, we found a housekeeper, her blank gaze staring up at the ceiling.

      Jordan hurried to her and made a valiant effort at CPR, but she was gone. We called Caesar, who quickly arrived.

      “Oh, my goodness!” he whispered. “This is not good. We must keep this quiet. No one else can know!”

      “Maybe we should wait in the lobby
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