

[image: Book cover of ‘Blue Beach’ by Karyn Parsons. The cover image features two shoes on a beach with waves and foam, along with a tagline about truth.]




[image: Title page of ‘Blue Beach’ by Karyn Parsons published by ‘Little, Brown and Company.’]





This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.
   
Copyright © 2026 by Karyn Parsons

Nautical header © bogadeva1983/Shutterstock.com

Cover art copyright © 2026 by Laylie Frazier. Cover design by Gabrielle Chang.

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Interior design by Gabrielle Chang.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group



1290 Avenue of the Americas,

New York, NY 10104

LBYR.com

First Edition: June 2026

Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Little, Brown and Company books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Parsons, Karyn, 1968- author

Title: Blue Beach / Karyn Parsons.

Description: First edition. | New York : Little, Brown and Company, 2026. | Audience: Ages 12 and Up | Summary: “In the summer of 1929, the dead body of a white debutante washes up on the shore of Santa Monica’s only Black beach, leading to racist attacks against Blue Collins and her family.”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2025028575 | ISBN 9780316575751 hardcover | ISBN 9780316575775 ebook

Subjects: CYAC: Murder—Fiction | Racism—Fiction | Mystery and detective stories | United States—History—1919-1933—Fiction | LCGFT: Detective and mystery fiction | Historical fiction | Novels

Classification: LCC PZ7.1.P3715 Bl 2026

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025028575

ISBNs: 978-0-316-57575-1 (hardcover), 978-0-316-57577-5 (ebook)

E3-20260420-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Author’s Note

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author






	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Dedication

	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter

	Copyright





Page List


	i

	ii

	iii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300








[image: Illustration of a decorative rope design with a spiral shell at the center, flanked by two twisted rope strands extending outward.]
   
For the Bruce family







PROLOGUE

It would be hours before they found her.

The sun had dropped enough to cool the sands but wasn’t approaching dusk just yet. The day’s blue sky was shifting to gold, and with her pale eyes fixed skyward, the waning light warmed her blanched cheeks. A weave of knobby seaweed twisted through her apricot curls, then traveled down her limbs, wrapping her forearms like lace gloves. A Mary Jane shoe stayed fastened to her right foot, but her left shoe was gone, revealing matching scarlet toenails. Specks of sand freckled her cheeks and nose, mimicking a sun’s kiss that would never come. She lay perfectly still on the shore of Blue Beach, her body moving only as the tide rushed up and nudged her gently before rushing away again. A sand crab traveled across her hand, then burrowed itself into the wet shoreline. Seagulls dove for their dinner in the water beside her, but none disturbed her.

Summer had been her favorite season. While the winters were mild in Southern California and a heat wave could suddenly appear in fall or spring, it was only summer that signified “Beach Time.” Running barefoot on the sand, soaking in the sun, no school. Instead of being burdened by clothes that sealed her in with rows of buttons and by scratchy socks grazing her calves, she could wear flowy pajama pants or a tank swimsuit that allowed her shoulders to feel the sun.

And then there was the ocean. Diving under waves, bodysurfing. She was known to sometimes spend hours in the water, losing track of the time. Evenings at home would be spent in calamine lotion baths, attempting to soothe her sunburned skin. But it was always worth it. And a day at the beach wasn’t only full of fun and freedom; it calmed her. She would rest well after a day at the beach. Sleep like a baby.

But she wouldn’t know summer this year. There’d be no riding the waves on her belly, peeling skin, sandcastle contests, or snow cones. She’d only had the annual Poseidon’s Trident Parade commencing summer’s start. It had been festive and full of promise, but had ended hours earlier. The marching band and throngs of people were long gone now. Gone from Main Street. Gone from the side roads. Distant voices called the last of the children inside. For most, it was time for supper. Soon time for bed. Everyone had gone home. And everything had changed.

Some remnants of the parade remained strewn about. Red-and-blue kites crowded the gutters, candy wrappers littered the sidewalks, and confetti speckled the road like a birthday cake. One tissue-thin kite had ambled up the beach and come to rest in the crook of her arm, as though asking her to launch it skyward. To run with it until it caught wind and soared.

The sky was still golden, but dark was fast approaching without a single person on the sand as far as the eye could see. No one was coming for her. No one knew she lay here. On the edge of the shore, tangled in seaweed, missing a shoe.







CHAPTER 1

I’m getting a pair of those.”

Even with the bevy of balloons, horns, and thrills of the annual Poseidon’s Trident Parade, all my cousin Rita could think about was clothes.

“They’re kind of flashy to me. Red?” I squinted again to get a better view of Dottie Whitehouse’s shiny shoes poking out from under layers of sea green tulle. Pastel squares of the fine net fabric traveled over Dottie’s hips and thighs, then narrowed at her knees and calves, making it look as if she had a long mermaid fin. She stood in front of a giant clamshell while a tiara teetered atop her strawberry blond waves. I guess she was supposed to be part mermaid, part Venus from that famous painting. With a basket of goodies under one arm, she flashed a megawatt smile and tossed handfuls of colorful hard candies and Hershey’s kisses into the crowd. Dottie’s float—a new one that everyone said had been created especially for her—was called “Queen of Summer.” By the time I could get a good look at her shoes, the float was already passing us by, and honestly, I really couldn’t care if they were red or purple, ankle-strapped or toeless. I went back to searching the crowd on the other side of the parade for Ben.

“Red is the whole point. It’s that surprise of color, you know? Everything else you got on is tasteful, sophisticated, and then wham! You hit ’em with the hot sauce!” Rita cackled.

“With the—? What?” I had to laugh. “You’re crazy, Rita!”

“I am, yes. But nobody dresses better!” She gave me a side wink and then motioned to the “Queen.” “Not even Snotty Dottie!”

Rita liked to pretend that fashion was just “fun” for her. A hobby. Nothing she gave much thought to. But the truth was Rita cared very much about her clothes and all matters of her appearance. She may have been the most headstrong woman I knew, opinionated and always ready to fight for what she wanted and to make sure things went her way, but she was consumed by what other people thought of her. Dressing well, who you were seen with—those were the things that mattered most to my cousin.

Clowns in floppy shoes and pointy hats cartwheeled, danced, and twirled members of the crowd round and round until they staggered. They left a trail of lollipops in their wake, and the kids dove into the street to snatch them up.

Where is Ben?

Rita must’ve seen me searching the crowd. “If you’re looking for that Ben Clark boy, just follow Miss Dottie. Seems he’s never far. I swear she’s got him and Jack wrapped so tightly around her finger.” She shook her head and cut her eyes at the Mermaid Queen. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a boy for every finger. Just for fun.”

I turned back to Dottie on her float, her pale green “scales” dancing in the wind. She was reveling in the moment, soaking up the admiring eyes, the smiles, and the shouts of adoration.

“She’s so pretty,” I heard several little girls, and women, in the crowd say.

Dottie threw back her head as if laughing at some imaginary joke and tossed candy to the crowd as if they’d supplied the punch line. Then she singled out someone in the crowd. Seemed to be playfully teasing them before tossing several candies directly into their hands. Into the hands of Ben. My Ben.

“I don’t know how you can be okay with that! The way she acts with him,” Rita snarled.

“What? C’mon! It’s not like he’s my boyfriend, Rita. We’re just friends,” I said. “Besides, it’s all her. He’s not doing anything.”

“White girl being all sweetie-sweet with a Negro boy? Girrlll!” Rita sucked her teeth. “You really are stupid if you think they’re just friends.”

“Anyone can see that it’s her. She’s a flirt. Everybody knows that.” Ben shoved something in his pocket, then stuffed a candy in his mouth. “He’s not doing anything.”

Dottie turned to the crowd on the other side of the procession. Her boyfriend, Jack Curtiss, was there. Raven-haired, with a chiseled jaw and imposing physique, Jack was a bit of a man-boy. He was known to be moody, serious, brooding. But as Dottie pelted him with candy from her float, he soon gave in to blushing and bashful grinning. Folks in the crowd joined in on the fun, grabbing the wrapped candies from their feet and tossing them at Jack. In no time, he was laughing like a schoolboy, grabbing handfuls of sweet treats and hurling them back at the Mermaid Queen.

“Well, no matter. He’d better watch out. Jack ain’t gonna stand for no Negro boy being sweet with his girl, even if she started it.” She shook her head. “Poor Jack. He shouldn’t have to deal with such nonsense. Troublemaker. Wandering eye. Whatever she is, he deserves better. Just look at him.” Rita let out a heavy sigh.

Dottie and Jack were going into their junior year at Lincoln High, both sixteen, like Rita. I was a year younger and would be a sophomore. And though Lincoln’s Negro schoolhouse was a separate building, it was still the same school. Even though we didn’t have classes together or socialize, in one way or another, we all knew each other.

Jack was still blushing as the float passed him by and he was left shoving treats into his pockets. With his cheeks bulging from candy, he raked a hand through his hair and did his best to return from giggly kid to mature young man.

“He’s sweet when he laughs,” Rita said. She seemed to be hypnotized by Jack.

I couldn’t help laughing. “Uh, I guess,” I said. “Got yourself a little crush?”

Rita’s head turned round sharp as a tree squirrel’s.

“What? Don’t be silly!” She leaned in closer to me. “Did I tell you I biked over to the mansion the other day?”

“You snoop! You’ll get caught!”

“Oh, so what?” She went on. “Don’t you know, I saw Dottie jumping out of the window onto the landing and then down to the grass like some feral cat! Sneaky, sneaky…”

“What? Why you wanna make up some crazy story like that?”

“Not crazy. I saw!” Rita turned to look at Jack again. “I was riding my bike by and, well, I felt compelled to stop and… Oh, that house is so gorgeous! Wide balconies, and you should see the flowers all along the grounds! Anyway, it was early morning, and I don’t know how long that hussy had been there.”

“Rita!” I chided.

“But girlfriend was sneaking out! Jumping out!” She laughed. “Wild one!”

Dottie seemed to have long forgotten her candy fight with Jack. Lost in her own world, she was smiling up at the sun. Eyes closed and basking in the day that seemed to be all hers.

“He shouldn’t be pouring his heart into a girl like that,” Rita said as she watched Jack move through the crowd and away from the parade altogether.

In the crush of bodies across the street, I found Ben again. I stared hard, hoping he’d feel my eyes burning into him. Look at me, Ben.

Rita caught me.

“I don’t know what you see in him, anyway,” she said. “He ain’t even cute.”

I feigned innocence.

“What? Oh, would you stop it? I told you we’re just friends,” I said. This time, when I looked back across the street and into the crowd, the most beautiful boy in all Santa Monica was looking directly at me. Ben.

My stomach went hollow, and I felt my cheeks flush. I did my best to tamp down the smile curling on my face. There was no way I could let Rita know how I felt about him. I knew he didn’t measure up to the kind of boy she thought I should be with. She’d do whatever she could to put an end to my seeing him.

Ben said he remembered me from all the way back in Mrs. Green’s third-grade class, but I don’t think I noticed him at all until last year. Even then, I didn’t pay him any mind until the first week of ninth grade. I’d been walking home from school with my friend Isabel, and after she’d turned off down Fourth and I’d headed straight for the beach and our bungalow there, I’d thought I heard footsteps behind me. I hadn’t thought anything of it at first, but after four more blocks, I’d gotten to worrying. Was someone following me?

I’d been just shy of our front steps when I’d whipped around and snapped before I’d even taken a look at him.

“You following me? You better think twice before you do. My daddy is in there, and he’ll come out and—”

“Whoa! Blue! Slow down!” Hearing him say my name had made me realize he was probably a schoolmate, and it was only then that I’d registered his face. “I ain’t following you!” He’d sucked his teeth and shook his head as he’d passed me on the beach walkway and slipped off his shoes. Watching him head down the sand toward the water, I felt my cheeks burn. I’d felt so stupid.

“Hey!” I’d called, but he hadn’t turned or looked back.

The next day at school, I’d spotted him as soon as I’d entered the classroom. Seated, with two of his buddies hovering over his desk, talking and laughing, he’d quickly turned his head when I’d walked in. I’d spent the whole morning trying to make eye contact, but he wouldn’t have it. Finally, at lunch, I’d approached him.

“Hey,” I’d said feebly. His buddies had cut their laughing short. Not knowing what to make of my sudden presence, they’d turned to Ben, who’d stared at the ground.

“Hey, yourself,” one of them had started, but then Ben had spoken up.

“Mike, Phil, I’ll meet you over at the grass, okay?” They’d nodded, nudged each other, and resumed their giggling as they’d stumbled off. Ben had finally looked up at me. “Yeah?”

He wasn’t going to give me an inch. It had been clear that I’d hurt him, accusing him of somehow looking to do me harm when all he’d wanted to do was enjoy the beach. With all the hassle he probably ran into on a regular basis from the white folks in town, he sure hadn’t needed me treating him like a criminal.

“Look. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have accused you like that or spoken to you that way. I guess I must’ve got a little nervous or something. Nothing to do with you, just—”

“I’ve been going to Blue Beach since you guys opened it. Since I was little,” he’d said. Why hadn’t I remembered ever seeing him there? “But it’s okay. Thank you for saying all that.” He gave in to a small smile, and it was then that I first saw what warm eyes he had.

A couple of weeks later I’d been sitting on the back step of our bungalow, trying to cool my head after Rita had changed the buttons on a sweater of mine without asking me, when Ben had appeared on his way to the sand.

When he’d caught sight of me, I’d seen the hesitancy in his step. I think he’d considered changing directions but had realized it was too late for that. I had already seen him.

I’d sat up tall and waved.

“Hey, Ben!”

He’d nodded his chin toward me. “Hi,” he’d said, and maybe he hadn’t meant to, but he’d let himself smile.

At school, even with his buddies whispering and joking around, he always seemed focused on whatever assignment we were working on and deeply engaged in whatever the teacher was saying. There was a seriousness to his manner. But at the same time, a sense of calm. He wasn’t like any of the other boys I knew. Sure, he played ball and sometimes laughed uncontrollably with his friends, but there was more.

It’d seemed pretty clear that his time spent walking on the beach was his solitary time, that he enjoyed being alone with his thoughts. Not unlike lots of folks. But I’d thought I’d take a chance.

“Would you mind if I joined you?” I’d sprung to my feet but saw his smile fade a bit. “I promise not to be chatty or anything. I just could really use…” I’d gestured a hand toward our back door, but before I’d finished, he’d jumped in.

“Sure. That’d be nice.” He’d been smiling again.

We’d walked the length of Blue Beach, first comparing our childhood memories of the beach but soon talking about more serious things. I’d shared how having Rita around—loud, emotional, often disruptive to the entire household—made me feel the need to keep peace and order and not always speak up for myself at home. Ben had told me about his father. How he’d moved north to Allensworth to start a business. It had been on its way to doing well, and Ben and his mom had already started packing to join him when they’d gotten a call that there’d been an accident. Ben had said it was almost a full week before he’d understood that his father had died. It had been so sudden. Their packing had stopped. Relatives he didn’t know appeared. It had seemed as though there was always someone hugging him or telling him to go outside and play. All the excitement that had surrounded them in the weeks before had now been replaced by confusion and deep sadness. He’d been only six years old.

“People always ask me about my dad, but I just say he died a long time ago and leave it there.” He’d looked at his feet and laughed a little. “I don’t know why I told you all of that.”

“I like talking to you, too,” I’d said.

Once the sun had dipped into the sea, we’d turned back. I’d wrapped my arms tight around my body, the night’s chill sending goose bumps along the skin. I’d been able to see Ben holding himself, too. But cold as we’d been, I don’t think either of us had cared much.

As we’d approached my house, my mom had come out to the porch. She’d been wearing a starched apron and a tight-lipped smile. I’d seen that smile before. It was the one she wore when she disapproved of something.

“I was wondering what happened to you, young lady,” she’d said quickly, then had turned to Ben. “It’s late, you know.”

Ben had hesitated and looked to me, unsure of what to say.

“Oh, we just took a stroll down to the water. Watched the sunset. Did you see it? It was a beautiful one!” She’d nodded at me as I’d spoken, her eyes shooting over to Ben a couple of times. To his hair, his shoes in his hand. “Mom, this is Ben. He’s in my class.”

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Collins,” Ben had said, taking a half step toward her.

Mom had flashed a bright smile. Lots of teeth but little feeling.

“And you as well,” she’d said. “Hurry in, Blue. I’ve already started dinner. Good night, Ben.”

Once inside, cheeks hot with embarrassment, I’d stammered on about how it hadn’t been that late, that Rita still hadn’t come in.

“I can see that you like him—” she’d started.

“I told you he’s in my class. He’s a friend,” I’d said, hearing my volume rise. “And so what if I do like him. Is that a problem?”

“Blue. Don’t sass me. You’re just too young to be dating,” she’d said.

But I’d known there was more to it than that.

My mom, my dad, my aunties and uncles, my cousins, my grannies, and Papa Joe, all of them, me included, were light-complected. I’d even picked up hints here and there that my Aunty Clementine, who I hadn’t seen since I was ten, was living in New York as someone named “Shirley Reece.” A white woman from Florida.

No one ever came right out and said they were deliberately keeping the family a lighter shade of tan, but it seemed pretty clear to me. And the way my mom had looked at Ben and his coffee bean complexion made it even clearer.

A firecracker sounded at our feet, and Rita and I jumped back, holding on to each other and shrieking. The clown who had tossed it looked over his shoulder, cackling as he snaked his way through the floats and marching bands.

“Stupid hobo!” Rita straightened herself up and stuck out her tongue at the clown. I joined in with the laughing of the crowd surrounding us, and when I looked up and across the parade, Ben was laughing, too. He’d seen it all.

Our plan was to meet later at Blue Beach to watch the sunset together. We did it as often as we could, ever since that first time. I’d have to somehow ditch Rita first and then manage to get back home before my mom and dad were the wiser.

I felt Rita’s eyes on me as I smiled at Ben across the parade, right through the baton-twirling majorettes.

“Ugh.” She looked from me to Ben and back again. Scrunched up her nose. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, Blue. You could do so much better.”

“What?” I quickly looked away from Ben. Pretended to be absorbed in the parade. Just as I did, an ant-like woman, short but strong-looking, with skinny wrists and elbows, appeared, grinning at Rita.

“Oh, Rita, this is very pretty,” she said, chin raised as she lifted a hand to examine the velvet bow of Rita’s cloche straw hat.

“Miss Maureen!” Rita said, practically jumping at the sight of the woman. “Hi. Thank you. We’re just enjoying the parade.”

“This your cousin? Is this Blue?” she asked, directing her angular chin at me and grinning as she seemed to study my face and hair.

Rita’s smile was nervous and apologetic. “Why, yes. This is Blue.” She took hold of my hand and, with her gaze, guided my eyes to the ant lady. “Blue, this is Miss Maureen. She’s… she’s…”

“Rita is my dear friend, Blue.” She took hold of Rita’s hand and reassuringly patted it and smiled in her face before turning back to me. “You keep your lovely cousin out of trouble, now, Blue. Okay? You’ll do that?”

I couldn’t help letting out a laugh, having no idea what this exchange was all about, even though they seemed to. I smiled. “Well, of course.”

“That’s good. That’s good,” she said just before she turned and folded herself into the crowd. In only a moment, she had disappeared.

I turned to Rita. “What was—?”

“What a character.” Rita laughed, turning to the parade again, pretending to be suddenly interested in the majorettes. “Think they’d ever let Negro girls march in the parade? I can twirl a baton. And you’d look great in those spangles.”

“Don’t even try to change the subject, Rita! What was that all about?”

She ignored me. “But who am I kidding? It’s 1929. Ain’t happening!” Rita laughed again and sucked her teeth. I got ready to press her further about the mysterious Maureen, but Rita had turned, and I felt her attention suddenly shift to something—or someone—just past me.

“Pull your shoulders back,” she said under her breath. “Here comes your future husband.”

I whipped around to see what she was talking about right as Joey Saunders stepped up to us.

“Hi, Rita.” Joey and his six feet, three inches blocked out the sun. He was broad-shouldered, with green eyes and caramel-colored skin. The kind of perfect that Rita had dreamed up for me. About his only “imperfection” was a gap in his front teeth that gave him the slightest lisp. “Blue.”

“Heya, Jo-eee!” Rita sang. She threw a goofy grin and raised cartoon eyebrows in my direction. “Funny. Blue was just asking if I’d seen you here!”

Somewhere along the line, Rita got it into her head that Joey and I would make a cute couple. That we “would look good together.”

“Can you imagine your kids?” she’d gushed. “I’d be the proudest aunty of the most beautiful babies!”

“Cousin,” I’d corrected.

“Huh?”

“Second cousin.”

“Oh, who cares! ‘Cousin,’ ‘aunty,’ ‘duchess of the Palisades’…” she’d said. “The kids would be the cutest, and you two, arm in arm, would stop traffic.”

The one thing Rita hadn’t considered (aside from the fact that while I thought he was a nice enough guy and, yes, attractive, I just didn’t like Joey that way) was that Joey, quite obviously, only had eyes for one person: Rita. But whenever I tried to tell her, she let out a dismissive laugh.

“Well, if that were the truth, I wouldn’t be so stupid as to let lover boy pass me by!”

There seemed to be no getting through to her.

“Whaddaya think of the parade this year? Kinda corny, right?” she said, leaning in to Joey so that he could hear her and waving her hand in the direction of the departing floats.

As she rambled, I took the opportunity to search for Ben again. Seemed he’d moved from where I’d last seen him. I looked over the crowd, left and right. No sign of him.

Rita felt me drifting and pulled me to her.

“So Blue was just saying that she was wondering what you and your friends were doing after the parade.” My jaw dropped, and I went to smack her arm, but she casually caught it without ever averting her eyes from Joey.

“Oh.” He turned to me, smiling sweetly, and I returned the smile while pinching Rita’s flesh between my fingers as hard as I could. “A bunch of us are going to Chumley’s for sodas. Maybe you can join,” he said, looking at Rita, then, remembering I was there, doing a quick shift to include me.

“I don’t know, I—” I started, but Rita shut me up fast.

“That’d be swell! Yeah, we’ll be there.”

“Great.” He smiled big and bright. “See you, Rita.”

He disappeared into the crowd just about as quickly as he’d first shown up. Rita wasted no time chastising me.

“Boy, is he the bee’s knees or what? And seriously carrying a torch for my cousin Blue. Dang! What is wrong with you, girl? You need to have your head checked. Did you see the way he—? Oh, wow! What a cutie!” She laughed heartily and fanned herself with a star-spangled paper kite.

“Cousin, you are as blind as a naked mole rat!” I said, then caught sight of Ben’s blue cap across the road. He was cutting through the crowd and seemed to be following the direction of the passing parade floats. Where was he going?

“Now, how did Daddy Curtiss get to be Poseidon? I’d think that float would be reserved for the mayor or some city official.” Rita was staring at the approaching float. Thick with blue merengue that I guess was supposed to be an eruption of waves, it read “King of Summer.” Emerging from the merengue was Jonathan Ogden “Daddy” Curtiss, the wealthiest man in town and owner of most of Santa Monica. He’d been a champion of Blue Beach, the only Negro beach in all Southern California, since we first purchased it and moved from Central Los Angeles to our bungalow on the edge of the sand. He’d even gifted my parents the Blue Beach snacks and rentals stand, which was a primary source of our household’s income.

Daddy Curtiss wore a white wig topped with a gleaming gold crown and had shed his usual crisp white shirt, white suit, and waistcoat for a swimsuit. He held his chin and chest high, showing off his burly physique. The crowd erupted in applause and shouts of approval.

“He looks pretty fit,” Rita mumbled, eyebrows raised.

“Um, I don’t know,” I said, laughing.

“I just mean for an old guy. You gotta admit, he’s got a lot of nerve, that one.”

A widower, notorious for his eccentricities and rumored to be a bit of a ladies’ man, Daddy Curtiss poured all his love into the town of Santa Monica and into his only child, Jack Curtiss.

And while there was plenty of excitement for Daddy Curtiss’s Poseidon, there seemed to be equal amounts of whispering. He was such a big personality (our own local celebrity!) that everyone seemed to think they had the skinny on every aspect of his life.

“Everyone’s saying he’s stepped in and been like a father to Dottie,” Rita said, eyeing Poseidon. “I heard he’s sending her to some fancy finishing school in Santa Barbara!” She lowered her gaze. “You’d think Dottie was his girl, not Jack’s!”

Dottie and Jack had been deemed the golden couple for over a year now. They looked like young Hollywood movie stars together, and if the rumors had anything to them at all, Daddy Curtiss had plans for his son and Dottie to become Mr. and Mrs. Santa Monica someday. Whatever that meant.

Seeing as Poseidon was the “main event,” there wasn’t much more left of the parade. In the rear, riding a black horse and wearing a tall white hat and silver-toed boots, was Ray Graves. Wherever you found Daddy Curtiss, Ray Graves would be close by. Bodyguard, chauffeur, possibly a business partner—I really didn’t know. I just knew the guy gave me the willies. And behind him, picking up the tail of the parade, were more bumbling clowns.

A waft of something sour and musty hit me just before the body responsible for the odor pressed its way through the crowd. The stench of whiskey lingered in its wake.

It was Rufus Jordan. Our very own “town crazy.” He pushed and shoved, intent on a better view but indifferent to the exasperated and disgusted spectators he left behind him.

“Hey!”

“Watch it!”

“Gross!” Rita brushed her clothes off and waved her hand in front of her nose. She looked at the dispersing crowd. “Well, that was a bust. Let’s go to Chumley’s!”

“I don’t know, Rita.” I wasn’t up for a hot and stuffy soda shop with Joey Saunders and his friends while Rita tried to play matchmaker. “Maybe I can join you over there. I think I should go back home and change. At least go drop off this sweater. Don’t know why I thought I might need it.”

“Don’t try that, Blue. You’re coming to Chumley’s!” Rita insisted. I was about to protest some more, tell her I could meet her there later, even though she knew very well that meant I wouldn’t show at all, but before I could, we were interrupted by a commotion among the clowns. Shouting and fighting seemed to have broken out. But as we looked closer, we saw that it wasn’t the clowns that were doing the yelling and swinging.

“You is a liar, Curtiss! Dirty liar and a thief!” Rufus Jordan, in soiled coveralls, was doing his best to move quickly to the Poseidon float, but the clowns dancing around him and the alcohol he’d consumed kept his bare feet from cooperating. “Dang it! Git out my way!”

“Oh, no. Someone needs to take that poor Negro home,” Rita said, frowning and shaking her head.

The Poseidon float kept rolling forward. Daddy Curtiss, waving and smiling, seemed to be oblivious to the ruckus just behind him.

Ray Graves turned his horse around and cantered over to Rufus, who quickly darted backward but continued to shout at Daddy Curtiss’s float.

Ray Graves said something to him, I couldn’t make out what, but Rufus didn’t seem to pay him any mind. Just craned his neck to see around the horse, shaking an angry fist.

Rufus, who could be counted on to be liquored up, was usually just talking to himself, so no one took him too seriously. But today, he was trying to get into the space of Daddy Curtiss. I couldn’t see how that could play out well for him.

“You got blood on your hands, Curtiss!” Rufus shouted, still ignoring Ray Graves.

“Heya, buddy!” I heard Sheriff Jones say as he jogged over and put himself between the horse and the drunkard. He put a friendly arm around Rufus’s shoulder and smiled as he spoke to him. Rufus frowned but seemed to be listening to the sheriff. Let him turn him and walk him away.

“Tom!” Ray Graves called to the sheriff. I couldn’t hear all that he said, but Sheriff Jones nodded and waved a hand in his direction.

“I’ll get him home!”

After only a few steps, Rufus looked back over his shoulder and stared daggers at the back of Daddy Curtiss’s head as the sheriff led him away, his feet still stumbling as the sheriff spoke to him and patted him on the back.

Finally, he shouted at the float once more, “You’re rotten to the core, Curtiss! You’re no good!”

But Daddy Curtiss still couldn’t hear him, and the crowd had lost interest. They’d turned back to the departing floats and themselves begun to disperse, drifting away from the road.

I heard Rufus wailing in the distance, “Arrest him, Tom! Arrest that dirty bastard!”







CHAPTER 2

As usual, Rita got her way, and I found myself squeezing through the white section of the crowded soda shop, trying to get to the colored section without an elbow to my midsection.

“Watch it.”

“I’m sorry. Excuse me.”

“C’mon, Blue.” Rita was leading the way to the back of the shop, but someone had crossed between us, breaking our hands apart, and I was falling far behind her, angering the white kids as I tried to make my way through. It was already tight in Chumley’s, but with the gramophone turned up loud and the best egg creams in all Santa Monica, everyone kept cramming in, anyway.

I spotted Rita’s hat in the crowd again and followed. But just as I was catching up to her, a hand grabbed hold of the hat and lifted it from Rita’s head. Rita’s hands went up in a panic, grabbing at her head and the hatpin that had come loose. She did her best to smooth the wisps of untamed hair that stood up in all directions and swirled round her head like a feathery halo.

High-pitched laughter rose from the group that had snatched the hat: Dottie Whitehouse and friends.

“Oooh!” Dottie cooed. “I think I need this hat in my life!” She turned from left to right, striking poses for her friends with Rita’s hat. I caught up just in time to hear a feeble laugh escape Rita. She held out her hand





























































































[image: Icon of a sun with rays extending outward.]














OEBPS/images/Art_chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316575775.jpg
KARYN
PARSONS





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
KARYN PARSONS

LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY
New York Boston






