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      Kate leaned against the railing and waved vigorously at the dollhouse-sized figures on the cement pier below. “Is it my imagination or does Edie look worried?” she asked her husband.

      “Your imagination, darlin’,” Skip drawled. “No way can you make out their expressions from here. The kids’ll be fine. Your folks will spoil them rotten and it’ll take us a month to get them under control again.”

      Kate blew a kiss over the railing, then turned to survey their floating home away from home. Spotless white decks and polished brass fittings gleamed in the Florida sun. The cruise line’s logo, a red silhouette of a carousel horse, adorned the side of the tall stack in the middle of the ship.

      “Let’s find our cabins, guys,” she said to their friends, “and see if the luggage has been delivered yet.”

      Liz Franklin looped an arm through hers as they headed toward the doors leading to the interior of the ship. “Tomorrow’s a day at sea.” She was petite and a full head shorter than Kate, but her voice boomed across the deck. “I plan to take full advantage of all the pampering facilities on board. Massage, manicure, pedicure, the works.”

      Kate smiled at the thought. “Oh, yeah. I’m in.”

      “What about us?” Liz’s husband said. “Getting a pedicure isn’t exactly my thing.”

      Kate giggled at the thought of her big burly friend with painted toenails. “I don’t know, Rob. I think hot pink would really set off your sandals and shorts.”

      “What makes you think we’re gonna get him into shorts and sandals?” Liz said.

      “Good point,” Kate said.

      Skip just snorted.

      Rob was ignoring all of them as he perused the directory next to the elevators. “We’re six floors up, in the front of the ship.”

      “Decks, hon, not floors,” Liz corrected.

      “Harumph.”

      After a few wrong turns, they found the correct corridor on Deck 10. Rob and Liz disappeared into the cabin two doors down.

      Kate was about to slip her electronic key card into the slot on their door when she was distracted by raised voices further down the corridor. A middle-aged gentleman with a thick thatch of silver hair was arguing with a young officer in a white uniform.

      “I reserved this suite weeks ago,” the passenger said, his voice rising. “Why have you put someone else in there?”

      “I am so sorry for the inconvenience, Dr. Hudson. We have assigned you an equally nice cabin on another deck.” The young man’s tone was deferential. Kate couldn’t place his accent. Scandinavian maybe?

      “But I want this one. We take this cruise several times a year and my wife and I always stay in this cabin!” The older man glanced up and noticed Kate watching the drama. Taking the young officer by the arm, he steered him further down the corridor to continue the argument in hushed fury.

      Kate went back to the task of opening their own cabin door. She took two steps into the room, then rushed forward. A small sliding glass door was sitting partway open. A slight breeze rustled the semi-sheer curtains that had been pulled to the side. Beyond the door, a tiny balcony overlooked the sparkling waters of Tampa Bay. Dropping her carry-on bag on the floor, she stood open-mouthed, taking in the view. “Oh, this is so much better than those lousy little portholes.”

      Skip wrapped his arms around her from behind. “Nothin’s too good for my gal. This has been too long in comin’.” The cruise, originally Kate’s idea, had gotten sidetracked by one of Skip’s private investigation cases. After a big bonus from another case, he’d insisted it was time for their long-postponed getaway.

      Kate turned in his arms.

      He hooked an errant, dark curl behind her ear. “You know, your eyes are the same exact color as that gorgeous tropical sky out there.”

      But he wasn’t looking at the sky. He was smiling down into her face. Gold flecks danced in his own hazel eyes as he cupped her cheeks in his hands. He lowered his lips to hers.

      She closed her eyes and relaxed against him, anticipating the warm tingle of his kiss.

      “Ahem. So sorry to interrupt, but I just wanted to invite y’all to a little git-together.”

      They jumped, then turned to find a willowy, blonde beauty standing in the still-open doorway.

      “Where are my manners?” she said in a thick Southern accent as she held out her hand. “I’m Cora Beall.”

      Skip recovered first. He stepped over and shook the woman’s hand. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Corabelle.”

      The woman let out a peal of laughter. “No, no. My last name is Beall. Don’t know what my mama was thinkin’ when she chose Cora for my Christian name.”

      “Skip Canfield. This is my wife, Kate.”

      “Pleased to meet y’all. I’m in cabin 1030, down the way a bit. Figured I’d invite all my new neighbors to a little bon voyage party. Some of our friends are comin’ onboard in a few minutes to see us off.”

      Kate found her voice. “How did you get your friends past security?” Since 9/11, cruise ships had tightened security significantly. Only passengers with pre-paid tickets were allowed to board. She had thought onboard bon voyage parties were a thing of the past.

      The woman chuckled. “Connections, sugar. Plus…” She rubbed fingers and thumb together in the sign for money.

      After a pregnant pause, she said, “Y’all don’t know who I am, do ya?”

      They shook their heads.

      Another peal of laughter. “How totally refreshin’! Y’all come on over in a bit, please do.” She turned and left the cabin, pulling the door closed behind her.

      Skip raised his eyebrows at his wife. “I’d been debating between a tour of the ship or trying out that nice king-sized bed over there.” He tilted his head toward the bed in question.

      Kate laughed. “Both ship and bed will be available for the next week. That lady’s piqued my curiosity.”

      After freshening up as best they could, since their suitcases had not yet found their way to the cabin, they went down the hall to knock on the Franklins’ door.

      “Cora Beall?” Liz said, after Kate repeated the invitation from their new neighbor. “The Cora Beall?”

      “I don’t know. Who is the Cora Beall?”

      “You don’t read the society pages, do you?”

      Kate shook her head. After being the target of the paparazzi herself a couple years ago, she’d lost what little interest she’d ever had in following the lives of celebrities.

      “She’s a socialite. Her father’s rich as Midas. She goes through men like water. At the moment, she’s in the middle of a rather contentious divorce from husband number three.”

      “Number three? She can’t be much more than thirty,” Kate said.

      “Try early forties. That’s what good plastic surgery’ll do for you.”

      “So do you gals want to go to this shindig or not?” Skip asked.

      “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away,” Liz said.
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      Kate tried not to stare as she took in Cora Beall’s suite. It was three times the size of their cabin, which she had thought luxurious up until a few minutes ago. The bed was separated from the spacious living room by a heavy curtain that was currently drawn back. Beyond it, she caught a glimpse of the balcony through the shifting crowd. It too was a good bit bigger than theirs.

      Well over a dozen people were already in the room, with others still coming through the door. Handshakes and air kisses were being exchanged left and right.

      Cora made a beeline for Kate’s little group. “Now why are y’all huddled here? Come on in and meet some folks.”

      Kate introduced Liz and Rob.

      “Pleased to meet ya,” Cora said. “Now what can I get y’all to drink? That there mini-fridge is just crammed full of beer and wine and just about anythin’ y’all might want.”

      The men opted for beer. Kate and Liz asked for white wine.

      “Here, let me do that,” a rich baritone voice said, as a man’s slender hand took the miniature wine bottle from Cora. The man attached to the hand finished pouring their drinks and handed them around.

      He was tall and lean, with straight dark hair pulled back in a ponytail and the pale cheeks of a poet. His black silk shirt was tucked into a pair of snug-fitting black jeans. Kate figured him to be in his mid to late thirties.

      He took their hostess’s hand. “I’m Clem, Cora’s significant other.”

      Liz snorted and inhaled the sip of wine she’d just taken. Rob patted her on the back as she coughed.

      The man grinned. “I know. Doesn’t quite fit me, does it? The name’s actually Clemens, as in Samuel. My mother was a big fan of Mark Twain. But I think Clemens sounds a tad pretentious, even for this crowd.” He waved a hand in the direction of the now substantial group of people milling around the room. “I guess it could’ve been worse. Mother could’ve named me Twain.”

      Kate laughed out loud. Liz snickered, setting off another round of coughing.

      “Now y’all know why I’m so fond of this man,” Cora said with a smile. “He doesn’t take himself too seriously. Y’all just make yerselves at home now.”

      She gently tugged on Clem’s hand, indicating it was time to circulate. He gave them a guileless grin as she led him away.

      It quickly became apparent that there were two cliques at the party. The friends from onshore and the travelers from the nearby cabins. Most of the latter group made the best of the opportunity to begin to get to know their temporary neighbors.

      Half out of curiosity and half out of actual need, Kate headed for the door she assumed led to the bathroom. Beyond it was a real bathroom, not a glorified closet like the one in their cabin. She felt a stab of envy. Was that a gold-plated faucet above the marble sink?

      Then she noticed the white powder on the counter top. In any other setting, she would have assumed it was talcum powder, but in this crowd… Maybe she’d wait until they were back in their own cabin to use the john.

      Opening the door, she stepped out and found herself smack in the middle of an argument between Cora and Clem.

      “How dare you?” Cora hissed in a low voice. “If anybody leaks this to the press or Bill gets ahold of it… He’d just love the chance to use it against me in the divorce.”

      “Sweetheart, I didn’t bring anything on board. Somebody else brought it on.”

      Kate had taken a step backward. There was no room to get past them. She looked back over her shoulder at the white powder on the bathroom counter–no doubt the cause of their quarrel.

      Cora glanced her way. “I don’t need this! I could end up losing Carrie.”

      “Cora, my sweet–”

      “Don’t you ‘my sweet’ me. Just get these damned people outta here.”

      Clem nodded and turned away.

      Cora put a well-manicured hand, bedecked with several rings, on Kate’s arm. “I’m so sorry, sugar. Ya shouldn’t have had to witness that. My mama taught me better than to fight in public.”

      Kate’s eyes scanned the packed room. “Well, since I was occupying the only private spot available, you didn’t have a lot of choice.”

      Cora smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. They were shiny with unshed tears. “Y’all are very gracious. My, it’s so warm in here.” She took her hand off Kate’s arm and fanned herself. “Please do excuse me. I think I need a breath of fresh air.”

      Even in this crowd, Skip was easy to spot. He stood a good head above everyone else. He skimmed long fingers through the perpetually unruly forelock of his straight brown hair, then cocked his head toward the man next to him, who was talking rapidly.

      Kate nudged and excused her way through the crowd. She tugged on his arm while saying to the man, “Please excuse us. I need to talk to my husband for a moment.”

      The man gave her a vague smile and wandered off.

      Skip leaned down. “Thanks for rescuin’ me, darlin’,” he said in a low voice.

      She stood on tiptoe and whispered, “You’re welcome, but that wasn’t why I came over.” She told him about her discovery in the bathroom and the argument between their host and hostess.

      “We oughta get out of here,” Skip said. “Getting caught in a drug raid wouldn’t be a great way to start a vacation. I’ll find Rob and Liz.”

      “I’ll make our excuses to Cora.”

      Kate found her on the balcony. The woman quickly patted her cheeks with her fingertips.

      Kate mustered a smile. “Sorry, we’ve got to go. We’re all kind of beat from traveling.”

      “Of course. I understand. Thank y’all so much for comin’.” Cora held out a slender hand. It was shaking slightly.

      Kate felt a surge of warmth and sympathy for the woman. She took the hand in both of hers. “Thank you for inviting us. You take care of yourself, okay?”

      Cora nodded and squeezed Kate’s hand.

      Back in her cabin, the Franklins were sitting at the small table by the window. Skip was cross-legged on the bed. They were all sipping from water bottles from the mini-fridge. She gave them the details of the argument she’d overheard.

      Rob frowned. “Uh, I think we’re done rubbing elbows with the rich and famous.”

      “That was my reaction,” Kate said. “I’m not sure how severely they enforce drug laws on cruise ships but I don’t particularly want to be considered guilty by association and end up in the brig.”

      “Hey, I’m happy,” Liz said. “I got to meet Cora Beall. That’ll keep my coworkers green with envy for months to come.”
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      By the next morning, Kate had forgotten about Cora Beall. She and Skip and the Franklins were headed for Deck 5, where the breakfast buffet held center stage in a room three times the size of the ground floor of her house.

      She recalled the sumptuous four-course meal they’d been served the night before in the main dining room. Better make sure I get plenty of exercise this trip!

      A few minutes later, they were all settled at a round table. Her plate piled high, Kate was alternating between devouring her eggs and bacon and looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the sun sparkling on the water. “Where do you think we are at this point?” she asked no one in particular.

      “Somewhere in the Caribbean, I presume.” Rob flashed her a teasing smile.

      Skip was leafing through a brochure as he chewed on a piece of toast. “It doesn’t say when we arrive at the Caymans, just that we can go onshore starting at eight a.m. tomorrow.”

      “So what are we doing on Grand Cayman?” Rob asked.

      After some discussion, it was decided that snorkeling would be the top priority. “I’ll go sign us up for it after breakfast,” Skip said.

      “Today Liz and I are going to the spa,” Kate said.

      “You doing that right now?” Rob asked.

      Liz patted her stomach. “I don’t know. Might be a good idea to take a walk around the decks first, walk off some of this breakfast.”

      “May I join y’all?”

      They swiveled their heads around. Cora Beall was standing behind Kate’s chair, a container of yogurt and a spoon in one hand, an apple in the other.

      “Sure,” Kate said. “Have a seat.”

      Skip stood up and pulled out a chair for her.

      Once settled, Cora said, “Did I hear somethin’ about the spa?”

      “Yes, we thought we’d spend part of our day at sea being pampered,” Liz said.

      “That sounds like a lovely idea.” Cora pried the foil cover off of her yogurt and ate a spoonful. She was trying to appear cheerful, but without much success. Yesterday, she had been bigger than life, sparkling like the gems that adorned her fingers. Today, she looked like someone had turned down the dimmer switch by quite a few watts.

      “Mind if I tag along?” she asked.

      “Of course not. That would be fun,” Kate said.

      Cora’s “dimmer switch” walked into the huge dining room and looked their way.

      Cora glared at Clem, then turned back to the group at the table, her smile now too bright. “Let’s get the works. My treat.”

      “No, Cora. We can’t let you do that,” Kate protested.

      “I insist. It’s on me.”

      Kate looked at Liz’s closed expression and shook her head slightly. “We were going to take a walk first.” She gestured toward her empty plate. “We kind of overdid it here.”

      “Sure, that sounds great.” Cora stood up abruptly, abandoning the still half-full yogurt container and untouched apple.

      Rob and Skip stood up. “Good seein’ you again, Cora,” Skip said.

      “You gentlemen have a great morning now, ya hear.” Cora turned toward the open double doors, pointedly ignoring Clem who had settled in a chair several tables away with a cup of coffee. Kate and Liz followed her.

      Out on the deck, the sunshine was warm. A soft breeze blew off the water. Cora stopped and took in a shaky breath.

      Liz caught up with her. “I’m not really comfortable with you paying for our spa visit.”

      Cora turned to her, the too-bright smile plastered on her face again. “But I in–”

      Kate interrupted in a gentle voice, “We can afford to pay our own way.”

      The woman’s hand flew to her mouth. Tears welled in her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I’ve offended you. Why, my mama would tan my hide. Can ya ever forgive…” Her face crumpled.

      Kate put a hand on the woman’s arm. “Come on, let’s sit for a minute.”

      Cora nodded, a tear trickling down her cheek. She allowed herself to be led across the deck to a bench beside the railing.





OEBPS/images/cruelcapers.jpg
([

KASSANDRA LAMB






OEBPS/images/cruelcaperstitlepage.jpg
CRUEL CAPERS
ON THE CARIBBEAN

A Kate on Vacation Mystery

by
Kassandra Lamb

author of the Kate Huntington Mysteries
and the Marcia Banks and Buddy Cozy Mysteries

a misterio press publication





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





