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A loud honk from a car jolted Melody back to reality. She startled as she glanced in her rearview mirror and saw a convertible maneuver out of the way of a minivan whose driver was eating a cheeseburger and talking on the phone. The offended driver honked again.

One minute I’m anticipating the thought of getting out of town and the next minute I’m back in reality, stuck in traffic. She could see the driver of the convertible shake his fist at the van. He veered around the van and moved into the fast lane. I can’t wait to get out of all this for a few days. 

Melody wiped the sweat off her forehead and turned up the music a few more notches to try to ignore the frustration of other drivers around her. She wasn’t at the beach yet, she was on the crowded 680 highway, moving away from the East Bay area with the rest of the traffic. The East Bay traffic had merged with commuters escaping San Francisco and they were going at a snail’s pace, no faster than twenty miles an hour.

She’d left Kristi and Peter’s wedding a few hours before. It had been magical, held in a gorgeous country club in the city, a few hours away from the sweet, but sleepy Stonybrook, the town where Melody and several of her friends lived.

As wonderful as the wedding had been, she was looking forward to a mini-break. Everything had been going at super speed since the new year started. She took a sip of her iced tea, relishing the moments when she’d be out of the 90+ degree weather and enjoying the coolness of the seaside temperature. Sweat dripped down her back and she rolled her windows back up and blasted the air conditioning. 

This wasn’t even a vacation, more like an extended weekend before her summer work began. She was going to do some work with clients for Natalie, her boss’s, growing jewelry business. She would direct a photo shoot for next summer’s product line, do several trainings, and write the content and handle social media for the website. After that she’d photograph the holiday line, in one of the client’s homes located in Blue Beach. The models would be arriving in two weeks for the holiday shoot. 

Natalie suggested Melody use their family’s beach house for the summer, since so much of their work would be done in that area. Who would turn down working at the beach for nine weeks? Yes please. To top it all off, two of Melody’s friends, Savannah and Jillian, would be coming tomorrow to stay for the weekend. They’d cook and walk on the beach and watch movies. Melody couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. 

Her smile faded just a bit when she thought of one of the last conversations she’d had with Natalie, right before she left. They were standing around at the reception at Kristi’s wedding and Natalie approached her, her eyebrows slightly furrowed. 

“Don’t be surprised if you get pulled in to assist in solving a mystery, Melody,” Natalie had said as they’d reviewed the plans for the summer. She sidled up to Melody as people mingled in small groups, watching the bride and groom and other couples dance on the middle of the dance floor.  “There’s been some odd happenings, women dying under mysterious circumstances. The police can’t seem to figure out who did it, at least not enough to arrest a suspect.” 

“No suspects?”

Natalie shook her head. “I just got off the phone with one of my good friends who lives up there. If I’d known what was happening—”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Melody interrupted. “I certainly won’t go looking for trouble.”

Natalie squeezed Melody’s hand. “If I know you—” 

“Natalie!” The mother of the bride waved her arm from across the room. “Natalie, can you come help me for a minute? It’s urgent.” 

“We’ll talk later,” Natalie said, then moved to the group of women. Natalie, even when moving quickly, did so in a relaxed and unhurried sort of way. She moved and spoke with a certain amount of grace that was a part of her generous and kind personality.

Sitting in traffic, Melody shook her head as she replayed the conversation in her mind. There’s always trouble, even in small beach towns. A sedan cut her off, moving over three lanes on the freeway without using a blinker. She gripped the steering wheel. Focus Melody, focus. Let’s make it to Blue Beach in one piece!

With one hand Melody reached behind her neck and unhooked the clasp, holding the long ribbon and pearl necklace Natalie had designed for the bridesmaids for Kristi’s wedding. She set it on the seat next to her. In spite of the air conditioner, sweat dripped down her back and chest. As soon as she found a coffee shop, she’d stop and change her clothes. I should’ve changed at the reception. She glanced down at the peach dress she was wearing. It was pretty but not breathable. She’d have to send it to the dry cleaners. 

Melody had been pulled into one mystery after another for the past year. She’d developed a bit of a reputation in the quiet town of Stonybrook for solving crimes from angles the police didn’t see. Thankfully, Melody hadn’t made the police department too angry with her interference. 

In the car on her own, Melody shook her head free from thinking about the wedding and all the work she’d been doing the last several weeks. She had a few days to relax, a mini-vacation to sleep in, watch the sunsets, swim in the ocean and eat clam chowder. She pulled her curly hair behind her with one hand as she moved into the right lane to take the offramp towards Blue Beach. She was almost there.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




The dark blue waves crashed on the beach, receding back into the ocean and leaving the white foam bubbling on the sandy yellow beach. Melody glanced at the huge turquoise-blue waves as she drove down the highway. Seagulls were circling overhead. Every few minutes one would dive into the ocean water. It had been too long since her last trip to the ocean, a few years back, even though she lived in sunny California. 

Five minutes later she turned onto Sandy Beach Road and slowed down. She drove past the beach homes and mounds of sand. She pulled up to number 155 and parked in the driveway. 

It was a gorgeous beach house, two stories high, a creamy white with a dark brown tiled roof. Large windows looked out onto the beach that was a short walk away. She could see sailboats and yachts out on the water.

Melody pulled out the keys, lugged one of her suitcases out of the back seat, grabbed the stack of papers and magazines from the front seat and lugged it all up the driveway. She set the suitcase down. The magazines and papers fell with a thud next to it, papers scattering across the cream tile floor. Melody kneeled down, pulling in the papers that had scattered. She picked up an article her sister had printed out for her. ‘Shark Attacks Increase on California Coast,’ read the headline. Melody glanced at the article, then stuck it in one of the magazines. She’d probably not do more than wading in the ocean. Sharks wouldn’t be a problem. Besides, all she wanted right now was to go stick her feet on the sandy beach. 

She was drawn straight to the living room which featured high ceilings and wall-to-wall windows in the back. She opened the back door and stepped out on the deck and breathed in the salty air. 

How am I going to get any work done? She opened the glass door and walked out on the back patio. The cool ocean air hit her face and she inhaled deeply. No more hot, sweaty days. What a relief.

She leaned against the hardwood railing and smiled as several children ran past the house with swimsuits on and sand buckets in their hands. One of them, a little girl about the age of 8, waved and hollered, “Hi there!” as she ran by, her pigtails bouncing with every step she took. 

Melody waved back. She looked down towards the town. The beach house was located in a quiet neighborhood off the town, which was a tourist hot spot in the summer months. A brisk twenty-five-minute walk on the seashore would take one right to the pier that led you to several restaurants, shopping spots and the best coffee shop on the seashore, according to Savannah, one of Melody’s dinner club friends and Natalie’s daughter. Savannah spent many summers in the beach house with her parents and the rest of the family. 

...

After unpacking, Melody walked down the beach, letting her mind move through the events of the past week, thinking about the wedding and the fun of seeing Kristi, the 4th member of their dinner club, marry her longtime love. She paused to watch a couple of surfers, a man and a woman, walk out of the water. They were both in great shape and carried their boards under their arms. Could I possibly take up surfing while I’m here? The couple both waved to Melody and she waved back. 

“Hey there,” the guy called out. “Welcome to Blue Beach.” His blond-brown hair, wet and wavy, hung around his ears. He looked almost stereotypically like a surfer, like Keanu Reeves in that 90s surfer movie, Breakpoint. That wasn’t a bad thing. 

Friendly around here, aren’t they? Must be the ocean air. Everyone is in a good mood. A dark brown Labrador ran up to the man, carrying a yellow tennis ball. Melody smiled as she watched the couple throw the ball for the dog. The ball landed a few feet away from her and the dog ran over.

“Sorry about that,” the surfer said.

“Scotty,” the woman said in mock annoyance before turning to Melody. “Don’t worry, she’s a gentle dog. She won’t bother you. Get back here Rascal!”

Melody smiled and patted the dog on the head. The dog licked her hand then ran back to her owners. Melody felt her shoulders relax and took a few breaths. This was going to be a lovely couple of days of nothing but beach, sun and some good food.

She took in all the details around her as she continued her trek: the children playing, the white-haired couple walking hand in hand down the beach, the guy in the red hat fishing and the mother and her children digging for clams on the beach. Were they regulars? Would she get to know them by name by the end of her trip? 

It was getting cooler as the sun started to set. Melody shivered and pulled her coat around her. The setting sun was casting shots of orange and neon pink across the sky as the light drained from the day. The lights of the town were beginning to sparkle more against the night sky. Melody was only a few hundred feet from the pier.

This staircase, on the left of Pier One, was more secluded. Melody put her hand over her eyes to keep the sun’s rays from distracting her vision. She scanned the rocks and railway up above, looking for an entrance. She didn’t see one. She moved closer to the pier. It was dusk and the setting sun threw odd shadows against the pier. 

It was unusually quiet. At least it seemed unusually quiet for a vacation beach town. Even the normally chatty seagulls weren’t making any noise. Melody looked behind her. The guy who’d been fishing had left and the mom with her kids were small figures way down the beach. 

Melody scanned the stairway again, walking closer to the stores and restaurants above. As she got closer, she could smell the cooking fish and was that Italian sauce? It smelled like her mom’s family sauce recipe. Melody’s stomach growled. 

Now she was looking practically straight up at the restaurants. Weren’t there stairs around here? She’d prefer to walk above, on the level of the pier and look out over the ocean. She put her hands on her hips and looked down one way and then the other. If there was a stairway here, she couldn’t see it. 

She sighed and looked down the beach. Her mind floated back to what Natalie told her about the murders taking place. I’m not excited to walk when there’s so few people around. It is still light though. It’s only a half mile down though. I’ll walk fast.

Her body was letting her know how long she’d gone without food. She looked down at the water. The tide was coming up, slowly, but still, the edge of the water was creeping up the beach. She started the trek to Restaurant Row.

She passed under the first pier, keeping an eye out to avoid the puddles. Something dripped on her. She let out a surprised cry and started to jog, chiding herself for being a scaredy cat. Probably just water or bird poop. Gross.

She kept walking, picking up the pace as she passed under the second pier. She moved her flashlight back and forth along the sandy beach. She didn’t want to step on any driftwood or slimy seaweed. A crab scurried across the sand, about as big as Melody’s hand. She jumped back, getting out of his way and watched him run to the sea. 

A clanging sound moved Melody’s attention away from the crab and onto the next pier. It sounded like something banging together, not super loud. She looked up. Some chimes were loosely hanging from the pier. Odd place for them to be hanging. 

She took a deep breath and forced her shoulders to relax. The feeling of being on vacation and relaxed had left. Every muscle in her body felt tense and she wasn’t sure why. She kept walking, as fast as she could now. 

Then Melody gasped and dropped her phone. She jerked her head as she stared at the figure in front of her, a few hundred feet away. A woman was lying on the beach. Sleeping?

Natalie’s warning has me spooked. I have murder on the brain. Melody swallowed hard, kneeling down to pick up her phone. 

“Hello? Are you okay?” She reached down to the sand and picked up the phone, her hands shaking. There wasn’t any movement from the woman. 

Melody started walking towards her, stomach quivering. Her feet moved faster as adrenaline began to pump through her. Perhaps she was simply unconscious. Heat stroke? Passed out? Too much alcohol in the sun? The quivering turned into a dull ache as she got nearer, as if someone had punched her in the stomach and she was still trying to recover. 

“Hello, are you okay?” Now the adrenaline rushed through Melody’s body. She dropped down to her knees next to the woman who was lying on her side, face out to the ocean. Melody rolled the woman onto her back, then picked up her wrist to feel for a pulse. “Hello! Can you hear me?”

She gently turned the woman towards her, supporting her neck. As she turned, the woman’s hair fell from her face. Vacant, bulging eyes stared up at Melody. The woman was dead.
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Melody put a hand over her mouth. The gag reflex kicked in and she choked and coughed, then took a deep breath and took a step closer. The tide was coming in and the water was already covering part of her body.

Her torso had been twisted and her legs were hanging oddly to the side before Melody turned her to her back. Twisted around her neck was a long black garnet necklace with a large pendant on the end. 

Melody dialed 911 on her phone. 

An operator picked up.

“Blue Beach Police, how can I help you?” 

Melody explained the situation. “I was walking down the beach under the piers and I came across a woman’s body.”

“Where are you ma’am?” 

“Underneath, um by the piers. I think this is Pier Two. No, it’s Pier Three.” Melody pulled her hand through her hair as she glanced back down the path she’d walked. “I was walking from the house I’m staying in to the Restaurant Row. Um, I thought she might be unconscious and turned her over, but there’s no pulse. She’s dead.” Melody covered her mouth with one hand. 

“Stay where you are. The police are on their way.”

Melody put her phone back in her pocket and stared at the body. The woman was well dressed in what looked like an Ann Taylor suit. It was wet and rumpled. A gold wedding band with a prominent diamond was on her left finger. An expensive looking watch was on her right wrist. A bright red pump was on one foot. Where’s the other red pump? She looked for footprints. Not unexpectedly, there were many different prints in the sand, around the pier and going underneath it, but many of them were quickly disappearing as the tide came in.

Her mind began to race. She stood up. It felt like someone was watching her. The hair on the back of her neck stood up straight. She looked around her. The people on the beach by Natalie and Reuben’s home looked like tiny, tiny sticks. There was no one near. She jerked her head up to the pier. It rose above them at least twenty feet. Was there someone there?

She backed up, taking several steps to see the pier. No one appeared to be there. But there was a lot of places to hide. Now goosebumps were all over her arms. She scanned the area around her. No one was on the beach. Could someone be hiding under the piers further down? I wish the police would hurry up and get here. 

Melody glanced around the body. There weren’t any prints around her. The woman’s face was purple and her eyes were slightly bulging, her tongue also hanging outside of her mouth. Melody kneeled down. The necklace had been tied tightly around her neck, apparently strangling her. But if there weren’t prints...

Could she have been pushed from the pier? 

She had been twisted in an awkward position as if she’d fallen backwards off the pier before Melody moved her. 

Melody glanced back up at the edge of the pier. It was at least twenty feet tall. Plus, with all the rocks around, she could have easily hit her head. I didn’t feel or see any blood when I touched her neck. The coroner would be able to determine the cause of death.

The tide was coming in quicker now. It was creeping up the shore, now covering the left side of her body and splashing against her face. The red pump that had fallen off her foot was completely covered in water. 

Where are the police?

It had to be murder. Certainly, some people had fallen to their deaths while taking a risky picture, but the necklace tied tightly around her neck was evidence of foul play. Could this be connected with the other murders that had occurred earlier this year? A shudder went through Melody’s body.

Melody looked once more at the woman’s face. The bright red lipstick looked almost freshly applied. This woman was put together from head to toe from her French tip nails to the suit to the shoes and lipstick. 

The long necklace that hung around her neck held black garnets of various, uneven sizes. On the end of the necklace was a pendant made of glass with various small stones and silver wire wrapped around it in an abstract fashion. Melody got closer without touching anything. Were those tiny diamonds embedded on the inside? It was a work of art. If they were valuable, wouldn’t the murderer have taken them? 

Melody walked back out under the pier. It had only been a few minutes. No police yet. Were they located in the tourist district or somewhere quieter? With all of her previous episodes of trouble Melody wondered why she hadn’t bothered to find out where she’d find the police. Goodness knows, she needed them in every city she visited lately. 

She suddenly looked up and then down the beach. The murder—if that’s what it was—must have happened only minutes earlier. When people die, their bodies stiffen into rigor mortis fairly quickly. She knew this from caring for many people who passed away in the hospital where she’d worked as an RN for several years. As the oxygen left the body and blood and other fluid stopped circulating, things changed rapidly. Often family members commented that their loved one “didn’t quite look like themselves any longer.”

Besides the purple discoloration of the woman’s face, her arms were fairly supple. Maybe it was the cool air or the water. There was no sign of anyone on the beach or on the pier...at least from what she could see.

Melody pulled out her phone and took a picture of the necklace and the beautifully jeweled glass pendant on the end. There was a clasp on the end of it. A locket? She desperately wanted to open it up. She turned around and went back up to the pier, scanning the area above, looking for police, lights, something. She heard a voice and then saw the police. They were walking from where she’d walked, down the beach.

Another figure appeared around the corner, at the end where Melody passed the restaurant with the wonderful Italian smells. The staircase wasn’t directly facing the piers as Melody had thought. It was on the side of the building structure. No wonder she hadn’t seen it!

Two police officers and someone in street clothes behind them came closer. Detective? 

Melody waved her arm and walked a few steps toward them. It was light enough to see people clearly, but the sun was setting fast.

“You reported a body?” one of the officers said as they approached her.

“Yes, I’m Melody Note.” Melody nodded and pointed towards the woman’s body. “The body is by the foot of the pier. The tide is starting to cover her up.”

“Officer Holt and this is Officer Vilanski. She’ll take a report from you.” Officer Holt was tall and tan. He didn’t wear a hat and his hair was slightly wavy, combed over to the side. He walked past Melody in long strides going straight to the body with the person in street clothes following at his heels. “Porter,” he barked, “take the pictures quick. The tide is not with us tonight.”

The plain clothes person quickly unzipped their camera pouch and moved towards the body. 

Melody turned to Officer Vilanski and told her what had happened. “I moved the body.”

“What?” Officer Holt turned around and put his hands on his hips.

“When I came up to her, she was lying on her side, facing the ocean. I thought she might be unconscious. But when I turned her—”

“Where was she exactly,” Officer Holt demanded. 

Melody pointed. “Just where she is now, but on her side. Her torso and legs were twisted a bit oddly, but other than that, I didn’t move or touch anything.”

Officer Holt moved back over towards the woman’s body without saying anything.

“Let’s move up towards the rocks a bit this way,” Officer Vilanski said. “We’ll let Officer Holt and Porter take care of the body.”

Melody stepped further away from the shore and continued with her report. It was brief. There wasn’t much to tell. From the corner of her eye, Melody saw another person running down the pier, this time from the side Melody was headed towards, Restaurant Row. 

“Holt! It’s the press,” Vilanski called out, glancing at the figure running up the pier.

Holt let out an expletive and told Porter to hurry up with the pictures. “Where’s Dodson?” he said.

Vilanski shrugged. “Where can we find you if we need to ask you more questions Ms. Note?”

“Over in the Pelican Dunes neighborhood,” Melody said, giving Officer Vilanski her address. “I’ll be there for about nine weeks.”

As soon as Melody finished giving her address, a short man came running to the scene. He was breathing hard and sweating. He wore a long beige coat over his suit. One of his shirt collars was standing straight up.

“Is that the...” Melody started.

“It’s the coroner,” Officer Vilanski said, glancing up at him. “Now look, Ms. Note. We’ve had some unfortunate incidents in the last month around the unexpected deaths of several women. I suggest you find a friend to hang with or—”

“I have friends coming up tomorrow.”

“Good, because you shouldn’t be walking out here alone, especially as it gets close to dusk. You’re okay to walk down to Restaurant Row tonight, but please get a ride home. Don’t walk back in the dark.”

“Yes ma’am,” Melody said.

Melody glanced at the body once more. She cringed. The effects of the strangulation were taking effect. The woman’s face was beginning to bloat. The shadows caused by the artificial light were causing odd and somewhat eerie reflections on the pier around it. A wind blew through. Officer Vilanski shivered and zipped up her coat.

“Going to be chilly tonight,” she said. “Okay, that’s all for now. If we need you, we’ll call you. Remember what I said. Don’t be out after sunset by yourself. Get a ride home.”

“Thank you,” Melody said. She walked away as a young woman approached. Officer Vilanski approached her. “Hey, back off there. Let us do our job.” 

The woman who had approached had her camera out and was already snapping pictures. Officer Holt kept his back to her as Officer Vilanski pulled out what looked to be tape and approached the young woman.

The young woman held up a badge. “Press, Blue Beach Daily.”

“Yea, I figured.” Vilanski tossed the tape on the ground. “I knew it was you Olivia.”

Officer Holt glanced over at the young woman. “I thought it was going to be your boss.”

The woman ignored Holt as she talked to Officer Vilanski. “What, are you going to put tape down in the sand?” the reporter called out to Vilanski.

“No, but I’m going to use it as a marker. Stay back here,” the officer instructed. 

Melody sensed a tussle with the press and the police. She walked slowly by the body. Dodson, allegedly the coroner had moved the head and was shining the light on the back of the woman’s skull. He laid her head back down and stood up, wiping his forehead. 

“Hard to do a decent examination when the tide is taking over,” he complained out loud. “Let’s get her wrapped up.” 

Melody slowed down, pretending to stare at her phone as she listened.

“How long has she been out here?” Officer Holt called out.

“Not long. Maybe an hour at most.”

Officer Holt stood looking over the beach, arms crossed and folded across his chest. He turned to Melody as she walked by. “Where are you heading?”

“To Restaurant Row. I was just heading down to find a place to get something to eat. That’s where I was going when I found the body.”

Officer Holt looked at her for a few seconds, arms crossed over his chest. “Remember what Officer Vilanski told you. Get a ride back.”

“Yes sir,” Melody said. She bent her head down, as the breeze turned into a wind. Her feet sunk into the sand as she walked and shivered. She had three more piers to walk under.

She started trudging down the sand, moving quickly. 

A shiver swept through her body, partly from the cold, partly from the shock of seeing the body lying under Pier Three. As she passed each pier, her chest tightened with anxiety. I should have asked the police officers for a ride. It’s only a half mile. Nothing appeared to be there except a couple of sleeping pelicans in the beams of the wooden piers but the unnerving sense of someone watching her continued. The pelicans didn’t seem bothered by any of the activity. Their chests were stuck out in front of them and their heads were turned to the side or buried straight down in their bodies. 

Suddenly, the hair on the back of her neck stood up straight again, just like when she’d seen the body before. 
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Melody made a full circle, looking around her. Her chest was pounding. 

Nothing there. That you can see. She moved from walking to running, her feet pounding on the wet sand.

The lights of Restaurant Row filled the sky as she passed under Pier Five. The beach opened up in front of her. It was easy to see why most people came here to play. It was open and broad, with room for hundreds of sunbathers and sand castle builders.

Melody turned around, her chest heaving up and down from the running and fear. It didn’t look like anyone was there, not on the piers or under them. Natalie said Piers One, Two and Three were mostly abandoned and not in use anymore, save for the romantic engagement photo session.  

It was like Natalie and Reuben told her. Past Pier Three, it was as if she was in a new town. Tall streetlights lit up the area. Smells of every kind hit Melody’s nostrils: not only fish and seafood, but smells of Asian cooking, Mexican sizzling and the sweet smell of ice cream cones baking. 

Melody walked up the stairs and the noises increased exponentially. She leaned over the railing and looked down towards Pier Three. The light from the investigation was still on. It was now too dark to see any people. 

She looked over the ocean. The moon was out, a half-moon tonight. The light reflected off parts of the ocean. Couples and families were walking towards the hotels, farther down past Pier Five. 

Discovering the body zapped Melody’s appetite but she knew she should eat something. All she felt like doing now was climbing into bed to try to sleep off the shock of what she’d seen. She thought of the woman and who might be looking for her now. Who was waiting for her at home? Her husband? Children? Was there a connection between the other murders? Who could she find out from? Maybe the reporter from the Blue Beach Daily?

Melody bypassed the larger restaurants and walked down to the end of Restaurant Row. She saw a sign pointing to the stairs and advertising “Blue Beach’s Chowder House.” Soup would be fast and easy. She walked up the stairs to the second floor to a small patio. A smiling hostess nodded to Melody and directed her to a small table by the window.

Melody barely opened her menu when a waitress came up to serve her, introducing herself as Gabby. She took Melody’s order and promised it would be up fairly fast. “Anything I can get you in the meantime?” she asked, placing a bowl of warm sourdough bread on the table along with a ball of butter in a navy-blue ceramic dish.

“No, this looks great, but I do have a question,” Melody said. “Do you know where the Blue Beach Daily office is located?”

“The newspaper? It’s our local one, comes out Monday through Friday plus a weekend edition. The offices are on the next block in the Pelican Building, I think. Did you want a newspaper? I think I have an extra copy in the back.”

“Please,” Melody said. She looked out the window as the sun sank beyond the horizon. This sure isn’t what I thought my first night in Blue Beach would be like. She took a slow, deep breath, noticing the tightness in her shoulders and her hands. 

She couldn’t get her muscles to relax. Her mind was going a million miles a minute, wondering about the body on the beach. Had it occurred in a moment of passion? Did she have a husband waiting at home for her? Maybe there was an affair? Or maybe none of that, maybe there really was a crazy person loose in Blue Beach. Had someone lured the woman onto the pier and then pushed her over the pier’s edge, thinking the body would drift out to sea and never be found?

Melody drummed her fingers on the blue and white checkered tablecloth. The details would be covered in the news in the morning paper. Gabby brought back the seafood chowder along with the day’s copy of the Blue Beach Daily. Melody smiled and took a few spoonfuls of the chowder. The warmth of the thick soup soothed her throat and warmed her up almost immediately. The chowder was smooth except for chunks of clams, oysters and fish. Melody sprinkled pepper over the soup and took another bite. Delicious.

She scanned the newspaper and opened the first page, hoping they’d have pictures of their reporters and staff alongside the articles or in the editorial section. She didn’t know the name of the woman reporter who’d been there. She was easy to recognize. Athletic figure, tight curls that were pulled up in a ponytail, a flawless dark complexion and dark eyes that took in everything. Watching her for a few minutes Melody realized this was a woman who didn’t let a lot slip by her. 

Melody read quickly through the second page of the newspaper, then her mouth dropped open.

On the bottom of the page was an advertisement for a “Dessert & Wine Evening” at the Coral Reef Gallery for tonight at 8:30. It was being hosted by a Sonia Carlisle. Sonia’s picture took up a third of the ad space. The picture showed a woman smiling confidently, her hands on her hips, standing to the side. 

It was the woman whose body Melody discovered earlier that evening, underneath Pier Three.

Melody fumbled in her purse and pulled out her phone. It was 8:00 exactly. She looked up, scanning the room to find Gabby. Gabby was talking to a couple of guys at another table. She started to walk away. Melody raised her hand. “Gabby,” she called out.

Gabby looked up, smiled and walked over. “Everything okay with your food?”

“Oh, it’s great. Best chowder I’ve had in a long time.” Melody pointed to the paper. “Is the Coral Reef Gallery nearby?”

“It sure is. Just down the street. You’ll find almost all the best restaurants, art galleries, shopping, it’s all between Restaurant Row and the next two blocks, up to the Farthing’s Hotel off Pier Six. It’ll just take you five minutes to walk down.”

“Can I get my check please?” Melody said. 

Gabby went up to get the check and Melody quickly finished her soup. After paying, she went to the bathroom to reapply her lipstick. Hopefully the Dessert and Wine event at the Coral Reef Gallery wasn’t a fancy one. She was hoping to blend in and eavesdrop. If the woman had been murdered in the last few hours as Dodson said, it might be that no one knew...except the murderer. 
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Chapter 5
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It felt like she’d never get through Restaurant Row. It was packed with tourists, families, locals, and dogs. Live music played on one corner with a growing crowd. Melody pushed her way through, anxious to get to the Coral Reef Gallery. 

A tall building, at least three stories high, stood at the far end of the street. Streetlights illuminated the street. Couples walked around, hand in hand. It was right before the tourist season hit and the streets were already beginning to fill with people. 

The Coral Reef Gallery was the loudest storefront on the block. She followed the sign that led her to the gallery and slipped in after a few men dressed in business suits. At the entrance, there was a red-headed woman, giving out name tags as people signed in and handed her RSVP cards. Shoot. It was an invite-only gathering. She stood on her tiptoes and looked to see if the name badges had names already on them. They did. Ugh. Either she could pretend to be someone else and claim she’d left her RSVP card at home or... One of the men in front of Melody began flirting with the woman at the table, making a rather colorful joke. The woman bantered back. Melody used the moment to move past them and into the main floor of the gallery without being noticed. She pulled her long curls over the front of her shoulders to conceal the area where the name tag would go.

She picked up a bottle of water and began to move around the gallery. No one noticed her movement.

The Coral Reef Gallery was filled with works of art, spaced out elegantly on the walls and on a few select displays around the gallery. There were decorative pillars in six different places in the room. A floor-to-ceiling fish tank filled with colorful fish, seahorses and crabs was against one wall. Seaweed swayed gracefully. Soft spotlights on the ceiling highlighted every piece of art, showing off colors and details. 

For the event, it appeared the middle of the gallery had been cleared of the displays. Sonia’s picture was in a few different places, most prominently on a four-foot banner in the lounge of the gallery. Melody glanced at it and continued to walk through the gallery. Though it was filled with several large and gorgeous displays of oil paintings, metal works and sculptures, Melody watched the people. 

If anyone knew Sonia was dead, they weren’t letting on. The gallery was full of people, laughing, sipping wine and cocktails and mingling. If it was a networking party, it felt like most of the people already knew each other. Melody glanced over at a familiar couple as she stood by the bar, the same couple she’d ran into on the beach. The guy was involved in a conversation, but the woman smiled and waved, her high ponytail swinging as she started walking towards Melody. 

“Hey, we shouldn’t keep running into each other like this,” the woman said. “Two white wines,” she said to the bartender. 

“I’m Melody.” 

“Nice to meet you,” the woman said with a wide smile. “I’ve got to get back,” she added, taking the two drinks and nodding towards the cluster of people in the corner.

“Of course.” Melody circled the room. A man approached her and smiled confidently with uber white teeth. He was beginning to bald and his thinning hair was swept over to the side. He wore a charcoal gray suit and a green and gold tie. “I don’t know if I’ve met you yet and I know all the real estate investors in the area.”

Before Melody could back away, he took her hand. “You must be in the market to buy, then. Ralph Gonzalez at your service. What kind of home are you interested in? I have houses of all kinds: single family homes, vacation homes, investment homes, swanky condos to impress the boss...” He paused and shot her a toothy smile with those uber white teeth. He pulled out a business card and handed it to her.
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