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  Foreword


Welcome to Summer Bodies , the first book in the Turquoise Mist Thrillers series. This is a 4-book series set in an Arizona ghost town with a creepy abandoned resort that used to be a mental hospital.
Before I go any further, let me get this out of the way. THERE ARE CLIFFHANGERS AT THE END OF EACH BOOK. 
Just like in our first series, “Moms Who Lie“, (and many other series in this genre) each book completes an emotional journey for the main character, but the ongoing mystery is carried forward through all four books in the series. So if you absolutely hate cliffhangers, this series might not be for you. But if you love that feeling of anticipation for what’s coming next, then buckle up and prepare to enjoy a great ride.
Brett







  
  Chapter one
Summer


Iemit the most disgusted, disgruntled, animalistic noise I’ve ever made as I step off the bus into a literal oven. 
Okay, not literal. But close enough.
I peel off my dad’s jean jacket, my face still twisted in discontent. The man who stepped off in front of me turns around to eye me with one of his brows raised. He’s tall and too thin, with tan, leathery skin, and a missing front tooth.
“Someone ain’t from around here,” he says casually over his shoulder to me. And I don’t like it. I shouldn’t be bothered, but I am. Everything bothers me. Everyone bothers me.
“Actually, I live here.” My voice is snippy. I don’t know why I said it. I can already tell that this town is one of those really small ones where everyone probably knows each other, and all the outsiders are easily spotted, like how this leathered hillbilly easily spotted me.
My attitude doesn’t throw him off. He merely chuckles and walks away.
It’s hot. Already, sweat is beading up in places I didn’t think it could even bead up.
The walk through town is almost miserable. The only reason I say “almost” is that I can’t stop staring at the rows of buildings, in between repeatedly checking the map I grabbed from the woman inside the small, rectangular building back at the bus stop. 
Sugar Palms, Arizona, is just so…bizarre. 
For one, there are way more trees than I expected to find in the desert, along with the copious cacti and dirt. Some of the trees are massive, old, and shady. Their leaves sway in a breeze that should be refreshing, but instead, is like someone is pointing a hairdryer directly at my face. 
Secondly, half of the buildings are boarded up. Others flaunt a variety of vivid and lively colors. And many are hardly still standing, and their once-sturdy structures are now just fragments. I don’t get why they’re even still standing instead of demolished entirely. I’m certain one of them will crumble to dust if the wind blows any harder.
As I walk down Main Street, I am aware of the many eyes on me. But I keep my focus solely on the scenery and the map, paying the curious passersby no mind. 
I wipe sweat from my upper lip as I stare at it, trying to follow it to Javelina Road. 
What the heck is a “Javelina?”
Eventually, a solid mile and a half from the bus station, Tripp Torres’s house waits for me at the edge of the neighborhood, the back of it open to nothing but nature. I wonder if he gets wild animals in his backyard. 
I stand in front of my new home—the place that belongs to my older brother, who’s thirteen years my senior, a fact I only recently came to know.
And the front door is wide open.
Okay, that’s incredibly creepy. 
But the house itself doesn’t have a very creepy appeal. It’s painted white. It has a red trim. There’s a less-worn-looking wooden deck that must’ve been added on long after the house was built. 
Why, why does the front door have to be open like this? Does Tripp just want to make sure I know it’s okay to come in? Doesn’t he have air conditioning that he shouldn’t be letting out?
My stomach drops.
Oh no, what if he doesn’t have air conditioning?
I step up onto the porch. It creaks under my feet. I slowly approach the doorway. I peer inside the house, where sunlight shines in from the back windows, dust mites in the air.
I knock on the frame. “Um, hello?”
Nothing.
I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit. 
Cool air leaks out of the house. He definitely has A/C. So why is the door just open like this? And why isn’t he answering me?
I feel weird about going inside. But why? I live here now. This is the only place I can call home. After Dad died, Aunt Rhonda didn’t want me. The boarding school she sent me to didn’t work out. So off to my also-deceased mother’s secret son’s house I went. 
Inhaling slowly, I go inside.
It’s clear right away that Tripp knows nothing about decorating. The living room has old carpet. One single old couch. There’s a TV sitting on a coffee table, a desk with an ancient computer on it next to that. Old curtains are pulled open on the sides of the windows. He’s a relatively clean guy, at least—unless he cleaned up just for me. I don’t spot any trash. The place doesn’t have a weird smell.
The kitchen tells me a lot. One of the cupboards is missing its doors, showcasing where the plates and bowls are kept. The black appliances are ancient. Countertops gleam with an unusual copper hue, something I have never seen before. 
This part of the house serves as both kitchen and dining room. Tucked away in a corner, a small round table is surrounded by two different sets of matching chairs. On the table lies a half-eaten bowl of instant noodles, still steaming, and a cup of water. 
As I take it all in, I wonder if Tripp forgot about me. 
“If I had a freaking phone, I could just call him,” I mutter under my breath, annoyed. Before I got on the plane to come here, Aunt Rhonda filled Tripp in all about what happened with me at my former school and what my punishment was supposed to consist of once I arrived here. 
The desert will be good for you, she said. It’ll shape you up while I figure out what I’m gonna do.
I sigh. “Tripp?” 
Still nothing.
I pass a bathroom with the door open and see a blue-tiled countertop and one of those claw-foot bathtubs where the shower curtain goes all the way around. I keep moving and see a bedroom full of stuff. It must be Tripp’s room. I don’t look too closely because if he’s in there, I don’t want him to catch me creeping. He already thinks I’m some sort of troublemaker. I don’t need to make it more believable.
The only other room left must be mine. I step inside.
“Cute.” 
I don’t mean it. It’s not cute in the slightest. It has the same old carpeting as the living room. A bed with no headboard. A dresser that I’m wondering if he picked up on the side of the road and threw in here right after learning I was going to be staying with him. There are two windows adjacent to each other over the bed, which is nice. It’s even nicer that outside of them is the view desert, no houses in sight. There are curtains I can pull over the windows if I want to, but I can’t imagine I’ll ever even need to use them. I like the view. I like that I am living in a place my dad spent so much of his life. That I’m in the place where he and Mom met. Fell in love. I like that I’m somewhere I can mention my dad’s name and have people know him. It makes me feel a little less alone.
It’s that I have to live here, with a brother who’s never acknowledged my existence, exiled here without my phone or any way to contact anyone from Maine or Boston, that bothers me. It’s that my father never told me about Tripp or Aunt Rhonda. It’s that this is also the place where my mother died that bothers me. A lot. Enough that it overshadows any joy I should be feeling about the things I like about this place.
I hear a door open; it sounds like maybe it’s the back door in the kitchen. Maybe Tripp had been back there all along, doing yardwork or making a phone call. Maybe he didn’t even realize his front door was left open.
Tightening my ponytail and tucking the flyaways behind my ears the best I can, wiping more sweat off my face, not having any idea what I look like now because I avoided my reflection in the mirror when I passed the bathroom, I prepare to meet my brother.
I leave my room. 
I walk down the hallway. 
I am about to step into the kitchen, where Tripp’s movements are loud and slightly…aggressive.
My heart is pounding. This is a huge moment for me. Probably for Tripp, too. A moment I wonder if Tripp ever anticipated experiencing.
I step out of the hall and into the kitchen. The back of a tall man stands before me at the kitchen sink, the tap running as he washes his hands. I’m too busy staring at the back of him that I don’t realize why he’s washing his hands. He is broad-shouldered and in decent shape. He’s super tan—but I bet everyone here is—and he has short brownish-black hair. For all I know, he might not even be my brother. He could be some stranger. The lady who worked at the bus stop could’ve been wrong about whose house this is. After all, I’ve never even seen a picture of Tripp before.
“Um… Tripp?” I ask awkwardly, feeling my face heat up because this is all so strange and embarrassing.
Tripp looks over his shoulder, startled. I see light, round eyes. A square jaw. A long, narrow nose.
He turns all the way around after realizing it’s me.
I freeze.
The front of his gray shirt is covered in something dark and red. Blood. His hands, dripping with water, still have remnants of blood on them, too.
“Summer,” he says in a voice like he wasn’t expecting me.
Confusion clouds my thoughts; words fail me. All I can grasp is a rush of panic. The overwhelming sense of being utterly terrified.
The moment I stepped across that threshold, I could feel one foot wanting to step back out, ready to bolt. My initial uneasiness, it turns out, wasn’t baseless. Apparently, the skepticism and apprehension that had gripped me were valid. Now, I am in full escape-mode.
Without a second thought, I bolt back out that still-open front door and take off in a sprint. 
And I just keep on running.






  
  Chapter two
Tripp


Iwalk steadily past the firehouse on Main Street. Summer is just down the road, standing outside the bus station, talking on a cell phone. 
I thought she wasn’t supposed to have one of those.
Turned away, she doesn’t see when I approach. I stay back a yard or so, giving her space to converse with whoever she’s on the phone with.
“You have to let me come back,” she says to them in a whisper-hiss. “I have to come back. I can’t stay here!”
She’s talking to Aunt Rhonda. I’m sure of it.
Since she still hasn’t seen me, I have no choice but to keep listening. 
“I’ll do whatever I have to. I won’t leave my room and be a bother to you at all. I just can’t stay here.”
I get it. I’d be saying the same thing to Aunt Rhonda if I were her.
Summer tugs at her ponytail. “Y-you don’t understand, Aunt Rhonda! Tripp, he—“
There’s a beat of silence.
“No!” Summer then cries. I’m guessing it’s because Aunt Rhonda hung up on her.
She pulls the phone away from her ear and looks up at the sky, making a noise of distress. Worried that she has begun to cry, I step closer to her. She turns around, and finally spotting me, gasps and jumps back.
“I know that looked bad,” I say very slowly.
Standing this close to her, I can see so much of our mom that all other words escape me for a second, and all I can do is stare. She looks so young. But she has the same small round chin as Mom. The same full lips. The same sloped button nose. The same hooded, slightly deep-set eyes. The same forehead that’s so big it should be called a “five-head”.
Summer starts to back further away from me, holding the phone and a jean jacket close to herself. “S-st-stay back!”
“It’s okay!” I assure her, lifting my hands in a gesture of surrender. Her eyes are watery with a hint of redness that suggests she might have been crying earlier, and it seems like she’s on the verge of tearing up again. “You’re all right, Summer. I’m sorry you had to see me like that.” I talk like I’m trying to calm down a rabid dog. But I don’t have much experience with dogs. Nor do I have much experience being responsible for teenage girls.
“I just want to go home,” Summer says, squeezing her eyes shut as silent sobs shake her body. She looks so small. So scared. She collapses onto one of the benches under an awning.
I sigh. She won’t open her eyes again to look at me. I wonder if she’s wishing for me to disappear. But I am responsible for her. So I can’t do that.
I think about Mira, Amani’s little sister who works at my restaurant. I guess maybe I have some experience dealing with teenage girls. But Summer doesn’t seem anything like Mira. Summer has frizzy, long blondish-red hair. Chipped nail polish. No makeup. She’s stick-straight and thin. Mira, however, could pass for a twenty-two-year-old. Summer could pass for a thirteen-year-old. 
“Is that…your phone?” I ask. She shakes her head and hands it to me. “It belongs to the woman inside.”
Understanding, I take it and walk inside the bus station to give the worker, Melissa, her phone back. When I get back out into the heat, I almost expect to find Summer trying to stow away on the next shuttle, but she’s right where I left her. And she’s still crying.
Knowing there’s a chance she will probably freak out and start running again, I sit down next to her on the bench anyway. She doesn’t move. She just keeps crying. Her head goes back down to her knees. Her body shakes.
“Something happened, and I was just helping a friend,” I say. But I can’t explain the whole situation without having to give her a lot of backstory, and I don’t feel like telling her about my entire life right now, out here in the blazing sun. And I am trying to avoid thinking about all that blood as much as possible. 
She still doesn’t say anything.
I scratch my head. “I know this sucks,” I continue. “I know you’ve been through a lot this year.”
I don’t remember much about Jesse Chamberlain, her father who passed away. He moved in shortly before he and Mom married, and she was out with him a lot. I spent a lot of time by myself when they got together. But I was always over at Levi’s or off somewhere in town with him, too. The handful of times I did meet Jesse, he seemed pretty cool to me. Still, I never wanted to like him or give him a chance because he was the guy who replaced my dad. No thirteen-year-old kid is looking for a new dad. Not even me, who didn’t have a great dad to begin with. I still don’t. Hugo Torres is just as horrible as ever.
Still, Summer doesn’t say anything, but her sobbing is lessening.
“Come on,” I try. “It’s hot out here, don’t you think? I’m hot, and I’m used to it—you must be on the verge of melting.“ I give her a gentle, playful nudge. She finally lifts her head and looks at me, sniffling. Her face is wet, and I don’t know if it’s from sweat or tears. Probably both.
“What even is this place?” she asks, still hugging her knees.
“Sugar Palms,” I say with a half-smile. “Mining town turned ghost town turned touristy town turned ghost town again!”
I think that I’ve confused her so much is what gets her to stop crying completely. She just stares at me.
“You don’t look anything like me,” she eventually says.
“My dad’s Hispanic.” That should explain it enough. Although I did have Mom’s light hair as a kid. It turned brown over the years.
She sniffles again then stares straight ahead and remains silent. 
I stand. “Come on.”
She doesn’t move, so I just start walking. 
Eventually, without even glancing over my shoulder, I know she has decided to follow; everyone I pass by stares behind me, interested in the newcomer who just sprinted past them not long ago. It’s probably only adding to my bad reputation. In Sugar Palms, I’m not exactly liked. There are multiple reasons. Some more important than others.
We go back inside my house, both of us not saying a word. Not until she approaches my back door and stares through the windowpane. 
“You have a pool?” she asks.
“Yeah.”
“Can I go in it?” 
“Uh… yeah,” I say, nodding quickly. “Any time.”
She exits through the back door onto the porch and goes right to the pool steps. I follow her out, wondering if she is about to kick off a checkered shoe and test the water’s temperature with her foot before going inside to change into her swimsuit. 
To my surprise, she kicks off her shoes and socks and gets in, step by step, until the water reaches her belly button. Then she submerges completely, fully dressed aside from the shoes.
I stare in astonishment. 
What is she doing? 
When she reemerges, she slicks back her wet hair and faces the desert landscape. I watch her, anxious. I know she’s dealing with a lot right now. I wonder if she’s okay—mentally. 
She goes under again, staying longer this time. 
Too long. 
Do I get in and pull her out? What is she trying to pull right now? Is she suicidal? Is that why Aunt Rhonda pawned her off on me?
I force myself to relax. Summer can take care of herself. She is not going to drown in my backyard. 
Maybe she wants to be left alone. 
I’m sweating bullets anyway, so I go back inside and leave her be.
It lasts thirty seconds before I impatiently peer through the window to check on her, unable to shake the worry. She’s still under the water. 
Summer’s dad is dead. Our mom died giving birth to her. No one ever told her she had other family. And now she is completely isolated out here with no one to talk to except the brother who ignored her for the last seventeen years. 
“Come on, Summer, come up now,” I mutter to myself. She eventually resurfaces. I turn away.
She’s fine. I don’t need to worry about her. 
I’ve got enough to worry about. 






  
  Chapter three
Mira


The first thing I do when I get home from my stupid job is go to my bedroom and peel off my uniform, which smells like cheese and marinara. I’ve only worked at Crust Lust Pizzeria a couple of weeks, but it feels like forever. My older sister, Amani, hooked me up with the job because she’s friends with the owner. 
Why she’d be friends with someone like him is beyond me.
I change into denim cutoff shorts and a crop top. It’s too stinking hot to wear anything more. I let my hair out of the ponytail I have to keep it in at work and brush it out in the mirror. Somewhere downstairs, I can hear my mother, Divia Porter, calling for me. I ignore her and send Gianna Martinez, my best friend, a text.
“Mira!” my dad, Henry, calls next.
“Coming!” I yell back. I can hear Mom muttering in her British accent something about how I never listen to her. But I know it was her idea to make me get the job. I know Daddy wouldn’t ever make me get one. It’s just because they are getting ready to go on a twelve-week backpacking trip through Europe when I start school at the end of July, my senior year, and they want me to prove I am responsible enough to stay home alone for the twelve weeks without them. I desperately want to have the house to myself for three months. I’ll be able to see what it’s like to actually be an adult. I’m eighteen already, but I might as well just have turned seventeen again because I haven’t done anything yet that only a legal adult is able to do. I would have fought harder about agreeing to take the job if there wasn’t a reward waiting for me at the end.
A light at the end of the tunnel.
I go downstairs and see that Amani, her fiancé, Jensen Palmer, and my nephew, Tyler Palmer, are in the parlor room, which my parents turned into Tyler’s giant playroom before he was even born. The cute four-year-old toddler is the product of Amani and Jensen, who are engaged but not yet married. Scandalous, I know. Amani is young. Twenty-four. Needless to say, Tyler was sort of an accident. But Amani and Jensen were thrilled anyway. They moved in together immediately even though they had only been dating a few months. They got a cute little salmon-colored house in the nicer of the two neighborhoods and are living the American dream, I guess.
“Hi, Mimi,” Tyler says. That’s how he pronounced my name when we were all trying to teach it to him, and it stuck.
“Hey, Ty.” 
I’ll be honest: I’m not that good with kids. Even my own nephew. I just give him lots of smiles and head nods, even when I don’t understand him.
“What are you guys doing here?” I ask, turning to Amani, who looks only vaguely like me. She likes to keep a bit of blonde in her hair, and her skin isn’t as deeply tanned as mine is. Our mom is Indian. Like from actual India. Which is kinda funny since we’re here in Arizona and probably half of my friends are Native Americans. Our dad is white. Mom moved to Arizona from England to work at the Turquoise Mist way back when. Then she met Dad and they got married super young. Then the resort closed down, and we never left. It’s such a bummer because I have always thought that growing up in England would have been so much more exciting than this dump of a town. Still, we do live in the largest house here, built in 1990. A three-story Victorian style floor plan with way more rooms than we need. It’s not located in either of the neighborhoods. It’s on the edge of the town, where it’s a bit more private. It’s just off the only road there is that leads out of town. A road I stare at often, wondering what is waiting for me outside of here.
“We’re here to have Family Dinner,” Amani says in her mostly British accent. She was born when Mom hadn’t been living here long, so Amani was raised when Mom’s accent was at its thickest. And then I think at school, she liked how it made her stand apart from the other three-hundred kids, so she tried harder to keep the accent as she grew older. I apparently say some words differently than others, but for the most part, my accent is pretty American.
“Okay,” I bark, “I don’t know why you have to say it in such a bratty tone.” 
She rolls her eyes and doesn’t reply.
“Hey, Mani,” Jensen says. I give him a nod. Jensen’s all right. A little too much of a goody-two-shoes if you ask me. 
I turn from all of them and look into the formal dining room across the foyer to see if it’s set up to have dinner in there. The dining room—along with most of the house—is fancy and old-fashioned and way outdated. The ceilings are high, there are fancy wooden moldings, and a chandelier hangs above the table that came with the house when it was built. It screams, “We’re a high-class family!” when really, we’re far from it. The original wallpaper is still there, a flowery, swirling pattern that makes me feel like I am sitting in an antique store. 
Mom loved the dining set when she bought it over a decade ago, so even though it’s now very out-of-date, she’s refused to replace it. I suppose it is still in decent shape, polished and without any visible scratches. The chairs are high-backed and throne-like. The legs are chunky and dark. 
Heavy navy blue drapery hangs over the east-facing windows, hardly ever letting in the desert sunshine, especially in the summer, since the house is so big and costs a ton of money to keep cool every month. 
The house smells like some sort of roast. One with thyme and rosemary. And I smell mashed potatoes, too, which makes my stomach grumble. Mashed potatoes—or potatoes in any form, really—are definitely a weakness of mine.
After we’re all finally seated around the table, I jump into the mashed potatoes before anyone else can. No gravy. Just a dash of salt and pepper and a thin slab of butter if there isn’t already enough in it.
“Save some for the rest of us!” Dad jokes, throwing me a wink. I pout and pass the bowl to Mom.
We all eat and talk as a family, Mom mainly directing her questions at Amani and her little family, and Dad mainly directing his questions at me. That’s just how it’s always been. They picked their favorites and they made it clear. I don’t think other families do that. It’s always struck me as odd. Parents shouldn’t make it obvious which kid they prefer. But mine do.
“What happened to your hand?” I ask my sister across the table. Her left hand is all wrapped up with athletic tape and bandages. Her hand was resting on the table beside her plate. The second I ask the question, she moves it and puts it under the table.
“Nothing,” she says, looking down at her lap for a moment.
“Didn’t look like nothing.”
Amani looks at Tyler. Tyler looks down at his plate and stabs at the roasted lamb.
“Let me see,” Mom says.
She holds up her hand, but only for half of a second. “I’m clumsy and sliced it cutting an avocado. It’s seriously nothing.” There’s an edge to her voice. It’s jarring. I don’t know why she’s so defensive over a simple question about an injured hand. And why she looked at Tyler like that. I glance at him across from my mother. The little tyke still won’t look at anyone. With one elbow on the table, he pats down the gelled hair that his mom cheesily styled to match his father’s. He wiggles impatiently as he eats, like he wishes he could be up running around instead. 
In my chair, as I look at my nephew, I’m thinking of a horror movie where the little kid is a murderous serial killer. I don’t know if it actually exists, or if I’m just combining a bunch of them into one. In all of them, the outcome is usually the same anyway. Little kid seems innocent. Kills his entire family. Gets locked up. Gets let out as an adult. Kills more people.
Little Tyler doesn’t really have a killer aura around him. But then, but neither do the ones in the movies. 
I shudder. This is Gianna’s fault—she made me watch that horror movie last weekend even though I begged her repeatedly to turn it off. I can’t even remember what it was called. She popped it on one of her streaming services, shut the lights off, threw me a pillow, and said that I had to see it. My eyes were closed most of the time.
“Mira, did you hear your mother?” Dad’s voice cuts through my runaway imagination, and I snap my head, first to him, and then to Mom. She stares at me expectantly, having asked me a question I definitely did not hear. 
“Huh?” I ask her.
“I asked you how the job at Frank’s restaurant is going,” she repeats. 
“Oh, uhh—” I can’t answer before my annoying sister interrupts.  
“Mom, it’s Tripp’s restaurant now,” she informs Mom like she is talking to a person with dementia. Slow, drawn out, and a little loud. “I’ve told you that a hundred times.”
“Oh, right,” Mom says, nodding but looking displeased. Her thin lips are pursed, creating lines around her mouth. 
At the other end of the table, Jensen scoffs. “Like he really deserves it.” 
Jensen is salty because he doesn’t like Tripp. Actually, no one really likes Tripp, including me. But you know who does? Amani and Tyler. They worship him. Amani has since we were younger, when we’d go visit the Turquoise Mist to see Mom and Dad at work or to swim in the pools. Amani especially liked to swim in the pools because it would give her the chance to see Tripp, who was six years older than her, walking around and bussing the outside tables. Tripp never saw her as anything but a little sister, seeing as she was eleven and he was seventeen. She got over her crush eventually and moved on to a couple of other boys before ending up pregnant with Jensen’s offspring, but she and Tripp stayed friends. She goes into Crust Lust all the time to visit him. I wonder if Jensen even knows just how often. He works a lot and Amani is a stay-at-home mom. She has a lot of free time, especially when Tyler is off at the little preschool in one of the houses up the hill. 
Irritation washes over Amani’s features as she looks at Jensen, her narrowed eyes shooting daggers at him, her forehead creasing, and her lips—thin like mom’s and often overly lined—drawn together tightly. “What’s that supposed to mean?’
Jensen leans back in his chair, already nearly finished with his plate. I eat faster, wanting to make sure I get my seconds of mashed potatoes before he hogs them all. “Come on, Mon,” he says, the way he shortens “Amani” to “Man” making him sound like he’s speaking with a bad Jamaican accent, “you know who his dad is.”
Ugh, I am bored of this conversation already. 
“My day was great, thanks for asking!” I call loudly over to my mother. She smiles at me, and we share a secret look, both agreeing that we want to move away from the topic of Hugo Torres, Tripp’s jerk of a father.  “Can I quit yet?” I ask, mostly joking.
“Ha ha,” she says.
“You’re doing great showing up on time and going to all of your shifts,” Dad says. “Keep it up.”
Oh, this house is so mine.
Toward the end of the meal, my phone buzzes in my back pocket, but I know better than to pull it out. Not during Family Dinner. Other nights, when we’re having casual dinner, just me, Mom, and Dad, we can be on our phones all we want. Mom and Dad try to have these dinners at least once a month. It used to be once a week, but apparently that was too unrealistic with Amani and her family’s busy life. I’m fine with that. Amani and I aren’t really that close. We never have been. I think the age difference was just too big. Six years between us. It makes me wonder which one of us was an accident, but Mom and Dad have told us both our entire lives that neither one of us was.
“Is it okay if I go to Gianna’s for a sleepover?” I ask, perking up in my chair. 
“That depends, are you really going to Gianna’s?” Mom asks, she and Dad both giving me the stare-down. Mom’s eyes are huge and brown and never without eyeliner. In fact, she’s even thought about getting it tattooed. And my mom hates tattoos. That’s how much she loves her eyeliner. Dad’s eyes, on the other hand, are squinty and a little close together. But it fits his face well. I think my parents are both attractive. Especially compared to a lot of the other people in this town. They take care of themselves. I don’t know what it is about living in the desert and in such a small town, but a lot of people here don’t. Maybe it’s because there’s nothing better to do than sit outside drinking and smoking. The men have bigger bellies. The women have sunspots. People are always hacking up a lung. Everyone’s clothes look like they were purchased from the Goodwill in the next town over. 
“Yes,” I say with an eye roll—not that I blame them for not trusting me. I’ve been caught out where I shouldn’t be one too many times. I think I’m so dang sneaky, too. So I don’t know how it keeps happening.
“You have work tomorrow,” Mom reminds me.
“I know. I’m going to come home early so I can get ready.”
Mom looks at Dad. Dad looks at Mom. They do that a lot—talk without speaking. I guess they’ve just been together so long that words aren’t really necessary. It sounds so boring. I’m never getting married.
“It’s okay with me,” Dad says.
“Behave, will you?” Mom adds.
I give her an innocent smile. Behind my back, my fingers are crossed. “I will.”
When I’m finally excused from the dinner table, I scurry up the stairs and into my bedroom. It’s the only room in the house with an adorable window seat, which is why I picked it. I used to love to read there when I was younger, but now it’s where I sit to scroll endlessly through my social media and waste hours a day on TikTok. 
I enter my walk-in closet and scavenge through all of my clothes to find the right outfit. I’m going to Gianna’s. But from there, there’s a party.
I select a pair of short shorts, like the ones I’m wearing now, just in black, and a cute army green halter top. I put on some sneakers because I have no idea where the party is at, but I can almost count on it being somewhere outdoors like usual. Even though it’s hot during the day, the summer nights are cool, unlike in the valley, where it stays in the nineties and hundreds 24/7. It’s bearable to go outside at night here. I think it’s why so many of us who live here are night owls.
I sit at my vanity on cream-colored fuzzy white chair, and as I begin touching up my makeup, I send Gianna a text with a devilish grin emoji at the end: Parents said yes. 






  
  Chapter four
Blaize


Tonight, the boys and I do the same thing we do pretty much every night: hole up in my gaming room and play Xbox. 
Jacob Kelley and Foster Hamblin, my best friends, always opt to hang at my dad’s—at least ever since the divorce, when I got this sick gamer’s paradise set up, probably as a consolation present from Pops. They love this room. Maybe even more than I do. Don’t get me wrong, I love my video games just as much as the next seventeen-year-old boy. But I don’t know. Every time I’m in this room, it kind of reminds me of how I came to get here. 
Leaning back in the red and black high-back rolling chair, I put my feet up on my desk. Jacob and Foster yell into headphone mics, sitting in rocking gaming chairs. I watch them play a co-op game, both of them in front of their own TV screen and playing on different consoles. Jacob is on the Xbox. Foster is on the PlayStation. I don’t have the newest versions of either. I also have a desktop gaming computer, but I built it myself relatively cheaply. Even the two TVs in here were taken from my room and my parents’ previously shared bedroom at our old house. So while it seems like the room cost a ton of money and belongs to some spoiled rich kid, it’s not at all the case.
Jacob, my pudgy, opinionated friend, shovels Cool Ranch Doritos into his mouth anytime he has a free second in between rounds of the violent game, which he’s addicted to. I made him start bringing his own controller after he kept leaving mine covered with orange powder from Doritos and Cheetos. Foster, on the other hand, is more like me and only likes gaming if he’s doing it with his buddies. Otherwise, he is painting, or doing some other kind of art. 
Foster is a little on the short side and very defensive about it. Most of the girls at our school don’t want to date him because they don’t want to be taller than him. Girls are weirdly self-conscious about that sort of thing. And it sucks for Foster because he’s such a romantic and wants to have a girlfriend so badly. Girls to me are like flowers. They’re pretty. They smell good. But I would never stop at any one in particular and pluck it out of the ground. Call it mine. It’s just not a priority of mine. Especially since I’ve lived here my whole life and I know every person I go to school with. Sure, Frankie Giles is cute now, but I can’t ever really forget how in the second grade, she had this obsession with eating dirt.
“No no no no!”
I know without even looking up that Jacob and Foster have lost the round. Especially when I hear Jacob throw the controller down.
“Hey, do you want to buy me a new one of those?” I warn, my tone sharp.
“This game sucks,” Jacob complains. Yet, in ten minutes, he will be ready to keep playing. 
Foster and I look at each other and shake our heads.
“Well, since you’re over it,” Foster says, getting up from the chair and grunting like he’s an eighty-five-year-old man before getting an energy drink out of the mini-fridge, “I have an idea.”
“Going to sleep?” I ask, stifling a yawn. We stayed up until three in the morning again last night. We do that a lot. But I think those long nights, mixed with my never-ending shifts at Crust Lust Pizzeria are getting to me. I would so love to just go to bed right now.
“Naw,” Foster says, smiling and cracking the drink open. 
Jacob holds out his hand from down in the gaming chair so that Foster will give the drink to him. 
“Get your own, lazy,” Foster snaps, making sure his drink is out of Jacob’s reach. Jacob calls him a name and attempts to reach the mini-fridge by leaning back in the chair. It goes all the way back, of course, and he goes with it, forced to do a backward somersault. 
Foster and I crack up.
“Dude, in your effort to keep being lazy, you ended up exerting more energy. Come on,” Foster says, giving him crap.
“Shut up,” Jacob mumbles, getting to his feet, his thick brown hair disheveled.
“As I was trying to say,” Foster moves on, “we should go check out the resort tonight.”
I’ll admit—he’s piqued my interest.
“Why?” Jacob asks condescendingly like he hates the thought of doing something he didn’t come up with. 
“Cuz, I want to paint something. I know the exact spot where I’d do it,” Foster informs him. “But we gotta go get more supplies first.”
If there’s anywhere in Sugar Palms Foster could get away with spray painting, it would be at the Turquoise Mist Resort. It closed down ten years ago after the owner, Robert Cole was murdered by his wife. And when Turquoise Mist closed down, the town of Sugar Palms dried up for the second time in its life. The first was in the fifties when the mines were closed.
Jacob looks at me as if he’s expecting me to make the decision. It is usually me who makes the choices. Sometimes I wonder if Jacob and Foster would even be friends if I wasn’t the glue holding them together. I am the center of their Oreo. The cream cheese between two halves of a bagel.
I think it over. What would I be doing if I wasn’t hanging out with them tonight? Probably the same thing we’ve been doing since school got out—sitting around playing video games. Or maybe I’d delve into my other hobby. The one no one knows about. 
It’s not that I’m purposely hiding it from anyone, I just don’t think many people here share my interest or really understand how invested I am in it.
I like to think of myself as an amateur sleuth. But only online. I could spend hours on the Unsolvd website, chatting with other online members, reading through case cards, looking up information about people’s lives on social media. I haven’t solved any of the cold cases in the database. Still, I am addicted. My main goal in life is to solve just one cold case. One out of the thousands there currently are in the US. It makes my stomach dip just to think about it. Thousands of people who either disappeared or were murdered, and no one has figured out where they went or who murdered them. It’s mind-boggling to me. 
I get the most depressed when I see a case card on the website of a missing person or murder victim where no other information is given other than the date of their disappearance or death. I hate that no one has been able to contribute even one fact. One clue. It makes it seem as if no one cares. As if no one ever cared. And there are so many of them.
“I say we go,” I tell the guys. With Turquoise Mist right here in Sugar Palms, it’s like having a cold case right in front of me. It’s a mystery I can try to solve in person. It’s not hard to sneak onto the property. People have been doing it for years.
“Cool, vámonos,” Foster says, quick to grab his car keys. We usually all mob around with him because he is the one with the car. It’s not anything nice, a 2006 Toyota Something. I’m not really a car guy. But I could tell you a lot about dirt bikes. I’m not sure I’m really a dirt bikes guy, either. But my dad, Elan, is, so whether I wanted to learn about them or not, I learned about them.
I follow Foster out of the room and down the hall toward the front door. I can tell Pops is in his garage, working the day away like usual. I don’t need to tell him I’m leaving. He doesn’t typically care about what I get up to. Sometimes I wonder if it’s because he genuinely just doesn’t care, or because he trusts me and knows I’m a good kid who won’t get into trouble.
It takes a moment before Jacob joins us in the boiling car, sliding into the backseat, the sounds of empty cans crushing and foil wrappers crinkling under his feet. “Dude, you seriously need to clean this thing,” he says.
“Majority of it is your mess!” Foster complains as I burn myself on the seatbelt. “I should start charging you a cleaning fee.” I laugh, but then Foster punches me in the bicep. “You too, Dosela.”
As Foster drives us slowly through town—the speed limit’s only twenty miles an hour—I open my phone and go to Unsolvd. I check out the homepage, the forums, and the cases to see if anything new has popped up, but it hasn’t been long since I last checked, so there hasn’t. But that’s not why I got on anyway. 
On the website, I pull up the case card for Robert Cole. I’ve contributed a lot—probably the majority of it—of information about him and his death on this website. I probably know more about his “unsolved” case than anyone else does. Maybe even more than the police. I don’t think they even bother to check websites like this. Not the cops in our town, anyway. People don’t feel like investigating Turquoise Mist and the death that happened inside of it anymore. The blame fell on Felicity Cole—Robert’s wife—and once that was decided, nobody’s mind was going to be changed about it, even after the police had to let her go because they couldn’t get enough evidence to prove she did it.
This is one cold case in particular that I would love to solve. 
I have my suspicions about what really happened to Robert Cole. Most of the time I suppose I am trying to get my hands on evidence that would prove Felicity had to have done it. But I try my hardest to be impartial. To not look at the case from just one side. Felicity Cole is innocent until proven guilty.
On the off chance it wasn’t Felicity—however slim that chance may be—where is the real murderer now? And how did they get away with it?






  
  Chapter five
Summer


Ishould’ve thought it over before I decided to get into the pool fully clothed since I have no other outfits I can change into when I get out. My luggage got lost at the airport. Go figure. They said it would be mailed to me as soon as it was located. 
When the clothes dry, I tiptoe inside, relieved to not see any signs of Tripp. I then creep into my new bedroom and close the door. 
What feels like hours go by before a quick rap on the door scares the crap out of me.
“Summer, do you want food?” It’s Tripp. 
I climb off the bed and open the door. Tripp stands there with a straight face.
Hey, his eyes are kind of like mine. The shape, not the color. 
“Uh, do you?” he asks.
“I don’t know, is there food?”
“I have some stuff, I guess. Some instant noodles. I think there’s a box of mac & cheese somewhere in the pantry. I could probably defrost some chicken from the freezer…”
He has no idea how to take care of me. What was Aunt Rhonda thinking?
Oh wait, I can answer that. She was thinking that she didn’t care how I was cared for as long as it wasn’t by her.
I stride past him, out into the hall, and wander into his kitchen. His steps sound cautious behind me. When I start rummaging through his cupboards, he lingers nearby, looking a bit embarrassed, and I don’t blame him; he didn’t prepare for me at all.
“What do you normally eat?” I ask him. 
He shrugs. “Instant noodles are easy. And I’m at the restaurant a lot, so I mainly just eat there.”
Ah, the restaurant. Crust Lust Pizzeria. Also included in my punishment from Aunt Rhonda for getting expelled from my last school is a part-time job at Tripp’s work.
“So, you own the pizza place?” I ask.
“I do,” Tripp says.
“Huh.”
“What?”
Tripp’s home, the truck outside, the plain way he dresses, the pitiful furniture, the lack of food in his cupboards and fridge… I wouldn’t peg him as the kind of guy who has his life together. A place like this is better suited for some fresh-into-college kids.
I close his refrigerator door and think about the slightly still-damp cash in my back pocket. The time on the stove clock says that it’s nearly nine. 
It took him this long to realize I need to be fed?
“Um, actually, I saw a bike outback when I was swimming earlier,” I tell him. “I’ll just take it and find some food while I’m out.”
“Out?” Tripp asks, straightening up.
“Yeah?” I ask back.
He checks the time on the stove as well. “I…”
“What?” I sneer.
“You want to leave right... now?”
“Yeah. I haven’t been on a bike in forever, and I want to explore my new town.” 
He scratches the back of his head. “It’s just that it’s kind of late…”
Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.
“And?” I challenge.
“There’s really nothing to see. You pretty much saw it all on the walk from the bus station earlier. Seriously. If you don’t want any of the food I have, then why don’t I just drive you somewhere? The nearest town has some fast food options. Does that work?”
“Uh, no offense, But I don’t really feel like being in a truck with a brother who waited seventeen years to meet me.”
His eyes sharpen. But he can’t be mad at me for being mad. It wouldn’t be fair.
“Why didn’t you ever try and reach out to me before?” I ask, unable to stop myself. I can’t stay here and pretend like I am completely unbothered by it. 
“I…” He has no idea how to answer. But that’s not going to work for me. I am ticked off. I want an explanation. 
“Why don’t I know anything about you?” I continue. “Why didn’t my dad ever tell me you existed?”
“I didn’t know that Jesse never told you,” he explains. “Until I talked to Aunt Rhonda, I thought this whole time that you knew about me, too, and just didn’t care to reach out.”
I put my hands on my hips, smelling the chlorine from the pool rising out of my pours. “You mean like how you didn’t care?”
He takes a second before replying. When he does, his eyes narrow just the tiniest bit. “I didn’t know what your situation was,” he says. “I didn’t know what your dad told you, like if he maybe made you think I wasn’t someone you wanted to be in contact with. I heard about your father passing, and that’s when I called Aunt Rhonda and found out that you were living with her. And I said yes immediately when she asked if you could come stay with me.” 
As if that makes up for anything.
“I don’t get it.” I’m still upset. I’m always upset. “You were thirteen when I was born, right? When I was thirteen, I would have been thrilled to find out I had a sibling. Even if they had to move away. I would have written letters. I would have gotten their phone number and called every day. I would have taken trips out to see them as often as I could. I loved my dad, but it was miserable growing up alone like that. Your excuse is a little weak. A little dry.”
“Well, I don’t know what else you want me to say,” he suddenly snaps out of nowhere, like a thunderclap erupting without any clouds in the sky.
I widen my eyes at him and don’t reply. 
He takes a small step toward the front door. “I’ll go pick you up something. McDonald’s work?”
“I already said, I will just find something to eat while I am out,” I seethe.
“And I already said, it’s late.”
I gasp. It’s a huge, dramatic one, too. One where my hand flies to my heart and I actually get a little taller as if pulled up by an invisible string. With my eyes shimmering, tears on the brink of spilling over, I take a step closer to Tripp, my voice trembling with disbelief. “Oh my Gosh!” The words burst from me, oozing with emotion, as I lock my gaze onto him. His uncertainty is plain as he stands like a deer caught in headlights, frozen near the front door.
Inching closer, my tear-filled eyes remain fixed on him. 
“D-Dad?” I breathe, hope lacing my words. “Is... Is that really you?” I close the gap between us. “You—you’re... alive?” 
Then finally, my expression falls flat and my voice grows detached. 
“Oh, wait. You’re not my dad.”
His horrified expression is just too good. For a moment, I revel in it. Tripp couldn’t look any more terrified of me than if I had a knife in my hand and was threatening to kill him. He must think I’m crazy. 
Good.
Turning away, I walk toward the back door, my focus shifting to the bike. 
“I’m leaving,” I announce. 
Tripp doesn’t dare stop me this time. 






  
  Chapter six
Blaize


Jacob thinks it’s hilarious to joke around about my mom. About the fact that she’s currently dating his dad. 
“Dude, we could seriously be brothers someday!” He reaches his hand between the two front seats inside Foster’s car from the back so that I’ll high-five it. I swat it away instead. I’m used to hearing jokes like this though.
“Not a chance,” I say, being honest. Since my mom and dad divorced two years ago, Mom hasn’t held a boyfriend for longer than a week. She will move on from Jacob’s single father in a heartbeat, onto the next one, and then she’ll go on a rant when she sees me about how her newest guy is definitely “the one” and how he’s so much better than Dad.
I know it’s not me she’s trying to convince.
“Do you think she’d be a wicked stepmother?” Jacob continues anyway. “Or just a crazy one?”
The word “crazy” bites into my flesh. Makes my skin crawl. Sets my teeth on edge. I know he’s being harmless about it. And if anyone is going to make a joke about my mom, I’d only allow it to slide if my friends said it.
“Jacob, are you for real?” Foster, now driving us to Turquoise Mist from the store, asks, looking at Jacob through the rearview mirror. But then he gets caught up in checking his reflection and starts patting down the blond hair on the top of his head. He wears one of those purposefully, carefully gelled hairstyles, his hair longer than Jacob’s but not longer than mine. Mine is currently in a bun on the back of my head. It’s jet black and straight, falling just behind my shoulders when I take it out. It’s part of my Native American heritage that I’d like to keep.
Jacob laughs at his own joke. I brush it off, but as I stare out the window, Turquoise Mist coming into view as we round the corner, I think about Mom, living in her Tiny House at the edge of town. While she still owns the house I grew up in, she doesn’t want to live there. But for whatever reason, she doesn’t want to sell it either. Instead, she rents it out to vacationers, and we hardly get any of those anymore.
We drive up the winding road toward the once high-end, luxurious resort, separated from the rest of the town. As we get closer, there’s this strange combination of anticipation and unease in my gut. Perched on the hillside, Turquoise Mist Resort is a decaying relic. 
Inside the car, Foster sings along to an MGK song while Jacob tells him how much MGK sucks. I sit in silence, staring out the window. The architecture of the original building clashes with the grandiose, blocky modern architecture of the expansion constructed in the late nineties. The flat roofs sag, making it look sad and… defeated. A decade of abandonment turns the stucco-clad exterior, which mostly blends with the surrounding landscape, into a dull, almost ghostly hue. Windows of various shapes, from arched to rectangular, are shattered. Smashed. Some are boarded up. Some have no glass left in the frames, leaving gaping holes in the crumbling facade. Both main buildings are three stories high. The upper floors are laid out with balconies with rusty, rotting, falling-off wrought iron railings. The hotel once had a massive, ornate, arched doorway serving as the main entrance to the lobby, but now there’s no door at all. Just another black hole. 
We pull up to the decimated, eerie resort. From the parking lot, which is not so much a parking lot now as it is a part of the landscape, with some chunks of pavement scattered about, I spot one of the exterior pools. There are three of them outside. They used to be the heart of the place, the reason people came, but now they’re just these empty craters. The largest one—the one I am looking at right now—sits close to the edge of the cliff, like it’s daring anyone to come close. It’s almost rectangular in shape, with a length that used to stretch out invitingly over the horizon. But now it’s a gaping hole, the tiles cracked and chipped, the water gone. The moon, shining brilliantly in the sky, shines down on the smooth cement surface around the pool. And then beyond it is the pitch-black darkness of where the cliff drops. 
The second pool is probably in the same state, tucked in a corner, only more circular in design. It used to be a more secluded spot where couples lounged and kids splashed around. The last pool is the smallest, almost kidney-shaped. The last time I was here, it was hidden by some overgrown bushes, nature reclaiming it. 
“I think I see lights on inside,” I point out.
“No way?” Foster asks. But there’s something about his voice. He’s not a very good liar. His inflection is off. It leads me to believe that he already knew about the lights. “Let’s check it out.” He turns off the car, and we all climb out.
“There’s… There’s a party,” Jacob points out. Through some of the broken windows on the first floor of the newer building, I can make out some familiar faces. Faintly, I hear music. A bass bumping. 
“You knew about this,” I say to Foster.
“Maybe,” he says with a shrug, “but it doesn’t matter. I meant what I said about wanting to paint tonight.”
“Who told you about a party?” Jacob asks.
“Don’t worry about it,” Foster says defensively. 
“Nevaeh, I’m guessing,” I tell Jacob.
Foster ignores us and opens his trunk to take out his supplies. He shoves some spray cans into his black backpack and tosses it over one shoulder. 
Jacob smirks at me, knowing we’ve touched a sore spot with Foster as he slams the trunk and walks off. Then Jacob shrugs and goes after him. 
I stay behind for a moment, staring at the resort. A sense of dread flows through my veins and knots up my stomach. I don’t really come to parties. I’ve never been into them. And honestly, I didn’t think I would be forced to see so many of my classmates in one spot again so soon after...
I retie my hair up in its bun, as if fixing it will prepare me for what’s inside.
It doesn’t.
It’s just as I expected. Everyone looks at me when we enter. One, because they are shocked to see me here—Blaize Dosela, at a high school party—and two, because of what happened at the end of last year. That thing with my mom. 
It’s easy enough to avoid all the looks and stare around at the interior of the abandoned resort instead. If it had been just the three of us here in the first place, like I originally anticipated, I would be thrilled, excited to start diving into my investigation.
“Dosela,” Ryan Dunn says as he walks past with a red plastic cup in his hand. He gives me a fist bump. “Never thought I’d see you here.” I don’t know if he means “here” at the hotel or “here” at the party. But I give a weak smile, nod my head, and move along. I follow my two best friends into the indoor pool room. It’s an ample, rectangular space that juts out of the side of the second building, with windows on every single wall, even the one coming from the lobby. There’s trash and debris everywhere, lanterns, folding chairs, and more red cups scattered about. The bulk of the party is in here; all faces I recognize from around town. Sugar Heads—that’s what we’re called. The kids who have to take the bus to the next town where our high school is located. Thirty-six teenagers live in Sugar Palms. And I’d say about twenty-five or more are here at this party.
Instantly, joining a few others down at the bottom of the empty pool in the center of the room, Foster says hi to some people and sets up camp.
“Are you going to paint?” I watch Nevaeh ask him. She’s a grade below us, but it’s been obvious that she likes him for a few years now. And it’s even more obvious, at least to Jacob and me, that Foster likes her back. But yet, he never does anything about it. And neither does she. Sometimes I think Foster doesn’t want to make a move because he doesn’t believe that Nevaeh actually likes him. Nevaeh has always been single. And she’s shy. But yet
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