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  Summertime Blues


The heat clung to Port Fairview like a lover unwilling to let go. Even now, as evening settled over the boardwalk, the air remained thick enough to chew. Sadie Monroe sat in the back row of the makeshift viewing area, feeling sweat trace familiar paths down her spine while carnival lights flickered against the darkening sky. 
Five years. Five summers since Violet had worn that crown.
The annual Miss Coastal Crown Pageant lurched onward on the pier’s weather-beaten stage. Teenage girls with spray tans and desperate smiles paraded in sequined dresses that caught the light like fish scales. Their nervous energy was a tangible thing, fluttering beneath the surface of practiced poise. Sadie knew that feeling—had once lived inside it.
“Ladies and gentlemen, isn’t this just the most gorgeous display of Port Fairview’s finest?” 
Kit Calloway’s voice slid through the sound system, honey-smooth and practiced. He moved across the stage with the confidence of a man who had never paid for his sins. His white suit gleamed unnaturally bright against his tanned skin, his teeth a perfect commercial flash when he smiled.
Sadie’s fingers tightened around the pageant program until it crumpled.
Behind her, someone whispered, “That Kit Calloway sure knows how to work a crowd. Channel 8‘s lucky to have him.”
“Town treasure, that one,” another voice agreed. 
Town treasure. Sadie swallowed bile.
The wooden bench beneath her felt sticky against her thighs. She wore a simple black dress—nothing like the crimson gown hanging in her closet at home. That dress was for another night. Soon.
A drop of sweat trickled between her shoulder blades as Kit gestured broadly, his signet ring catching the light. The same ring he’d worn five summers ago, when the previous iteration of this very pier had burned. When Violet had burned with it.
“And now, our lovely contestants will demonstrate their special talents!” Kit announced, flashing that television smile.
The crowd applauded. Some fool had set up an industrial fan that merely pushed the hot air around, ruffling the contestants’ hair as they returned to the stage one by one. A girl sang a country ballad. Another twirled batons. A third performed a gymnastics routine that seemed ill-advised on the uneven wooden planks.
Sadie watched Kit instead of the girls. The way his eyes lingered too long on bare shoulders. The possessive quality of his hand when he guided contestants across the stage. The mask of benevolence that never quite reached his eyes.
No one else seemed to notice. They were all too busy fanning themselves with programs and sipping lukewarm beer from plastic cups.
“Quite the spectacle,” came a low voice as someone slid onto the bench beside her.
Officer Tate Donovan. Still handsome in that worn-down way of his, the beginnings of crow’s feet marking the corners of his eyes. His uniform looked freshly pressed despite the heat.
“Official police business at the pageant, Tate?” Sadie asked, not looking at him directly. “Or just enjoying the view?”
“Keeping the peace.” He didn’t smile. “Surprised to see you here.”
“Are you?” She met his eyes then. “It’s tradition, isn’t it? The whole town shows up.”
Tate studied her face too carefully. “Been a while since you participated in town traditions.”
On stage, Kit was laughing at something one of the contestants had said, his hand resting just a little too low on her back. Sadie’s stomach turned.
“Some things are worth showing up for,” she said.
The sunset had fully surrendered to darkness now. The carnival rides beyond the pageant whirled with garish neon, screams and laughter mingling with the calliope music. The Ferris wheel rose against the inky sky like a skeleton, its lights tracing the same endless circle. Round and round. Same as five years ago.
“You doing okay, Sadie?” Tate asked quietly.
A bead of sweat slid down her temple. “Never better.”
Tate’s radio crackled, and he excused himself with a nod that lingered into something like concern before he disappeared into the crowd.
On stage, Kit was announcing the swimsuit competition. “Let’s give it up for these gorgeous ladies in their summer best!”
The crowd hooted appreciation as the first contestant appeared in a blue one-piece with a practiced smile. Sadie watched Kit watching the girl, his expression professionally appreciative yet somehow predatory.
The memory surfaced like a drowned thing: Violet trembling backstage in her swimsuit, Kit cornering her with that same look. “Just a friendly pep talk,” he’d said when Sadie interrupted them. But Violet’s eyes had told a different story.
Hours later, the pier had caught fire during the carnival’s closing ceremony. Only Kit and Violet had been backstage when it started.
Only Kit had walked out.
Officially, it was ruled an accident. Faulty wiring in an old structure. A tragedy, but no one’s fault. Kit had tried to save her, they said. Such a hero, they said.
The girl in the blue swimsuit exited the stage, replaced by another in green. Kit’s hand brushed her waist as she passed him. No one seemed to notice but Sadie.
A sudden blast of calliope music floated over from the carnival, momentarily drowning out the pageant’s sound system. The notes twisted eerily in the humid air, making Sadie’s skin prickle despite the heat.
Kit recovered smoothly from the audio interruption, cracking a joke that made the audience laugh. His charm was effortless, his celebrity status in their small town unquestioned. The local boy who’d made good at the regional news station, who came back every summer to host their little pageant like some benevolent king.
Sadie felt the weight of the crimson dress in her mind. The one hanging in her closet. The one identical to what Violet had worn the night she died.
“And now, ladies and gentlemen,” Kit’s voice cut through her thoughts, “our contestants will answer their final questions before we crown this year’s Miss Coastal!”
The audience clapped politely, fanning themselves in the oppressive heat.
Behind Sadie, someone whispered, “Heard they’re rebuilding the old stage area that burned down. Kit’s putting up half the money himself.”
“Such a generous man,” came the reply. “Always giving back to Port Fairview.”
Sadie’s nails dug crescents into her palms.
On stage, Kit was asking a contestant about her dreams. The girl answered something about community service and world peace. Kit nodded sagely, as if he hadn’t destroyed someone else’s dreams and peace five summers ago.
The pageant dragged on. Sadie remained still in her seat, a dark statue in a sea of restless movement. Watching. Waiting.
Finally, the contestants lined up for the crowning. Kit held the tiara aloft, its cheap rhinestones catching the stage lights. “And the winner of this year’s Miss Coastal Crown is...”
The drum roll sounded like distant thunder.
“...Amber Sullivan!”
Cheers erupted. The blonde in the center stepped forward, shock and delight performing their familiar dance across her features. Kit placed the crown on her head with theatrical gentleness, then kissed her cheek, lingering a moment too long.
Sadie rose from her seat. She’d seen enough.
As she walked away, the carnival music swallowed the sound of Amber’s acceptance speech. The Ferris wheel continued its endless circle against the night sky. The heat pressed down like a weight.
Five summers.
Tomorrow night would be the anniversary celebration. Port Fairview’s tribute to “moving forward” after the tragedy. Kit would host that too, standing on the very spot where Violet had died, raising a glass to resilience while his signet ring caught the light.
But Sadie would be there in her crimson dress, with memories like matches, ready to strike.
She walked down the boardwalk, away from the lights and noise, feeling the night air heavy against her skin. Somewhere in the distance, a radio played a familiar melody. Violet’s favorite song. The one about summertime sadness.
Sadie hummed along, tasting salt and smoke on the breeze.






  
  Crimson Memories


The walk home from the pier stretched longer than the five blocks it actually covered. Sadie’s apartment—a faded yellow building that had once been someone’s grand beach house—loomed against the night sky, its peeling paint visible even in the darkness. The porch light buzzed and flickered as moths performed their nightly suicide dance around the bulb. 
Inside, the air conditioning unit rattled a valiant but losing battle against the heat. Sadie kicked off her shoes and peeled the damp dress from her skin, leaving it in a dark puddle on the bathroom floor. The shower did little to wash away the evening; the water ran lukewarm at best, another casualty of Port Fairview’s ancient infrastructure.
After toweling off, she stood dripping in front of her closet door. She didn’t need to open it to know what hung inside, wrapped in plastic that crinkled when the air conditioning occasionally managed to push a breath of cooler air through the vents.
But tonight, she needed to see it.
The plastic protector whispered as she slid it aside, revealing a sweep of crimson fabric that seemed to absorb what little light existed in the bedroom. Not red. Crimson. The color of the last of the sunset, of wine spilled on white tablecloths, of blood oxidizing on pavement.
Violet had picked it out.
“Too much?” Violet had asked, twirling in the boutique’s three-way mirror five summers and a lifetime ago. “I want something that makes Kit notice me as more than just ‘the winner’.”
The memory fractured, spliced with the one that followed three weeks later. The same dress. The same sister. Different circumstances.
Sadie closed the closet and moved to her kitchen table where a bottle of bourbon waited. She didn’t bother with a glass. The liquid burned pleasantly down her throat as the old box fan on the floor pushed hot air in useless circles around the room. On the table lay newspaper clippings, yellowed with age, their edges curled from frequent handling.
“TRAGEDY STRIKES PORT FAIRVIEW CARNIVAL: LOCAL BEAUTY QUEEN PERISHES IN FIRE.”
Beneath it, a photo of Kit Calloway, soot-streaked and “heroic,” being treated for minor burns. The quote beneath: “I tried to save her. God knows I tried.”
Sadie knew better.
The bourbon bottle reflected the kitchen’s single overhead light as she tilted it back again. The alcohol wouldn’t bring clarity—nothing could cut through five years of grief that had condensed into something harder than diamond—but it might dull the edges of memory long enough for her to sleep.
It didn’t.

      [image: image-placeholder]The flames had been beautiful, in their way.
That’s what Sadie remembered most distinctly about that night—how the fire had curled and danced against the night sky, how it had seemed almost celebratory until the screaming started.
She’d been waiting for Violet near the cotton candy stand, sticky pink sugar dissolving on her tongue. The closing ceremony of the summer carnival was always the same: fireworks, speeches from town officials, Kit Calloway’s final broadcast for the season before he returned to Channel 8 in the city. Violet had been scheduled for a final interview as Miss Coastal Crown.
“It’s just a short segment,” Violet had said earlier, applying another coat of mascara in their shared bathroom mirror. “He wants footage of me in the dress I won in. For symmetry or something.”
“I don’t like how he looks at you,” Sadie had said, watching her sister’s reflection.
Violet’s hand had faltered slightly, mascara wand hovering. “It’s fine. He’s just... intense.”
Sadie had noted the hesitation. “Did something happen?”
“Nothing I can’t handle.” Violet had smiled with forced brightness, but her eyes remained serious. “Besides, after tonight’s interview, I won’t have to see him again. Not after what I told him yesterday.”
“What did you tell him?”
But Violet had only shaken her head, crimson fabric rustling as she stood. “I’ll explain everything later. Promise.”
Later never came.
Instead, there was smoke billowing from the backstage area of the pier’s stage. Confusion first, then panic rippling through the crowd. Sadie had pushed forward, cotton candy forgotten on the boardwalk.
“Violet!” she’d screamed, voice lost in the growing chaos.
Figures emerged from the smoke. Carnival workers. The pageant coordinator. Then Kit, stumbling, coughing dramatically into his fist. His expensive suit was smudged with soot, his camera crew capturing his every stagger.
“She
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