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In February 2019, a group of strangers trapped by a blizzard at a literacy festival barely managed to escape.
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This book is dedicated to that merry band, which included literacy expert Bernadette Dwyer, author Barbara Boroson, and author Ann Marie Stephens. The biggest thanks of all goes to our fearless leader, Sarah Rose Sell, a teacher who saw my plight on Twitter, offered to rescue as many as would fit in her car, and then ended up trapped with us far from her home (and her newborn). “I was a stranger, and you took me in.”








“Monsters are real, and ghosts are real, too. They live inside us, and sometimes they win.”

—STEPHEN KING, FROM A PREFACE TO THE SHINING
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1

LOOK WHERE YOU WANT TO GO

Friday, 2:40 PM

“SHOTGUN!” I SHOUT AS MRS. MCELROY PULLS UP TO THE CURB.

Through some mysterious magic known only to her, Mrs. McElroy has been able to wheedle use of a school-district vehicle this weekend. Normally only the athletic teams—we theater kids lump them together as “sports ball”—get that kind of support. So we’ll be traveling to the theater competition at the state capital in style.

That is, if your idea of style is a tan minivan.

“No fair, Mom!” Raven pouts. The nickname got started last fall after I brought in treats to make the week prior to opening night (better known as Hell Week) more bearable.

“Hey, the adults always sit in the front seat,” Adam says, opening the back gate. All five of us try to jam our suitcases into the small luggage space, until he takes charge.

As Adam fits all the suitcases together like puzzle pieces, something soft and cold dots the tip of my nose. I look up. Flakes are falling from the concrete-gray sky.

With a grin, my best friend, Min, tips her head back and sticks out her tongue to catch one.

Maybe I look anxious, because Adam says, “Don’t worry, Nell,” as he slots a backpack into a gap. “It won’t stick. The forecast says just a few flurries.”

We haven’t gotten much snow this winter, at least by Midwest standards. My family moved here from Los Angeles a little over a year ago, so the snow is still sort of a novelty. I had imagined pristine drifts, snowmen, and snowball fights. The reality has been a lot less picturesque. In the corner of the parking lot, just like all parking lots around here, there’s a head-high, dingy gray pile. With each passing week, it gets a little dirtier and a little smaller. Now it’s spring, at least on paper.

Beep! Beep! Mrs. McElroy honks the horn to hurry us up. Adam slides open the side door and then scrambles in, contorting his long legs to sit in the far corner. Everyone else follows. I pull the door shut and then take my seat in the front.

Min starts immediately playing the Hamilton soundtrack on her phone. While she has by far the best singing voice, we all sing along at full volume and with dramatic gestures. Everyone’s excited about competing and even about the trip to the capital. To them, it’s a big city. The nearest actual big city is Chicago, and that’s the better part of a day’s drive away. As Mrs. McElroy pulls out of the parking lot, we ignore the stares from the kids waiting for their parents or the bus.

Or maybe we don’t. All of us love an audience. It’s kind of a given if you’re an actor.

“I’m not sure one minivan can contain all this energy,” Mrs. McElroy says in a pause between songs. But she’s grinning when she says it.

We all live, sleep, and breathe theater. For many of us, theater is our truest family, sometimes our only family. Theater is the place where being weird is embraced, not shunned. We know what we’re like when we’re stripped of everything, both literally and figuratively—and yet we still love one another.
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Six hours later, it’s become clear that the forecast was wrong.

As the hours have passed and the snow kept falling, the minivan has gotten quiet. The weather app said something about the polar vortex shifting unexpectedly.

And then we lost service.

By that time we were surrounded by acres of flat farmland, halfway between home and the capital and with no good choices. But we had already come so far. And the snow wasn’t falling that hard. We decided to continue.

Which was clearly a mistake.

For the millionth time, I check my phone. No service. Knowing theoretically that some areas don’t have cell service is way different than experiencing it yourself.

We’re already over six hours into what was supposed to be a four-hour drive and still have at least a hundred miles to go. Mrs. McElroy is holding the steering wheel so tightly that her gnarled fingers are nearly as white as the world outside the windows.

White, dancing flakes falling through the darkness. White snow-covered empty fields stretching endlessly on either side of us. The headlights barely illuminate the faint black ruts in the white that are the only sign we’re still on the highway.

A half hour ago, the semi we’d followed for miles turned off. Now we’re all alone, a tiny boat in the middle of a vast ocean.

A yellow light flickers in the sky ahead of us. As we drive underneath an overpass, I tip back my head to read the flashing sign. BLIZZARD WARNING. BLIZZARD WARNING. BLIZZARD WARNING. It wasn’t until I moved here that I learned that a blizzard isn’t just snow—you also need at least thirty-five-mile-an-hour winds.

I turn to look behind me. Instead of everyone staring tensely out the windows, they all seem to be asleep. Asleep!

Min is the only one awake. She’s in the back seat next to Adam, playing a game on her phone. Back when we still had service and the snow was light, she was on Yelp, checking out coffee shops along our route. But even then Mrs. McElroy insisted there would be no detours or delays.

In the middle row of seats, Raven sleeps with her head against Jermaine’s broad shoulder. It’s odd to see her still. Normally, Raven puts the drama in drama club.

Jermaine’s new to acting. On a whim, he tried out for a part in the winter play. A wide receiver, acting? But he’s been good, as natural as he is on the field. He likes the behind-the-scenes stuff, too, like the lingo and the little tricks we use to make things look real. Plus having half the football team in the audience on opening night was a nice bonus.

A certain tension in the lines of Raven’s and Jermaine’s bodies makes me think they’re both pretending to be dozing. It gives their current cuddling a certain plausible deniability. For weeks, Raven’s been angling to get Jermaine to notice her. Now one of her hands is even resting on his thigh.

Mrs. McElroy’s low voice interrupts my thoughts. “It’s getting harder and harder to see.” Her shoulders are hunched, her head jutting forward like a turtle’s. The fear in her voice unsettles me even more than the snow. Mrs. McElroy isn’t afraid of anything.

“Maybe try the brights?” I touch the gold tragedy/comedy-mask necklace my moms gave me on my sixteenth birthday. It feels like it brings me luck, so onstage, I tuck it in a pocket or my bra. And right now, we could use a little luck.

When Mrs. McElroy flicks the switch, the road totally disappears. All we can see is a swarm of flakes rushing at us. With a gasp, she quickly switches the lights back to the regular setting.

Suddenly, there’s a sickening, sliding sensation as our back wheels lose purchase. Startled awake, Raven shrieks. Just when I think we’re going to crash, the minivan straightens out.

“Sorry, everybody.” Mrs. McElroy takes a deep breath. “I’ve got to remember to be very gentle with the brakes.”

“In driver’s ed,” Adam says from the back, “they tell us to look where you want to go, not at what you’re afraid of. I guess you subconsciously drive toward whatever you are focused on.”

Raven’s voice trembles. “If it were me driving right now, the only way that idea would work would be if I closed my eyes!” She clutches Jermaine.

“Shh, babe.” His voice is soft. “It’ll be okay.”

“I can’t keep driving in this,” Mrs. McElroy says. “Everyone keep an eye out. As soon as we see any kind of hotel or town, I’m getting off this road.”
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2

BEHAVE YOURSELVES

Friday, 8:39 PM

FINALLY, A SIGN APPEARS IN THE DARKNESS. “THAT SAYS ‘LODGING ahead.’” I squint, trying to make out the words. “‘Travel Inn and Out.’” The pun makes me wince.

A ticking sound fills the van as Mrs. McElroy puts on her turn signal like there’s someone to see it. The minivan slows to a crawl as she takes the exit. The ruts of other cars are now just suggestions.

“There!” I call out. Part of the lighted sign is dead, so it just reads TRAVEL INN.

We turn into the parking lot, which holds only a big rig and a handful of cars. Every time the tires slide, Raven squeals. Jermaine is now leaning away from her.

Light from the lobby reflects on the snow, but the rest of the motel looks dark.

“I don’t think we’ll have any trouble getting rooms,” Adam says as Mrs. McElroy stops under an overhang.

“Maybe it’s not even open.” Min’s mouth twists.

“But the sign’s lit up.” I press my face against the cold window. “And I think I see someone inside.”

“I hope they have a restaurant,” Jermaine says. “I’m starving.”

Adam reaches past him to touch Mrs. McElroy’s shoulder. “Thank you for getting us here safely.”

Everyone echoes him as Raven opens the sliding door. People start climbing out.

When I open my door, a gust yanks it out of my hand. The air is so cold it feels like it’s pulling my lungs inside out.

Shivering, I gather with the rest at the back of the minivan. Even under the overhang, there are several inches of snow. After grabbing my suitcase, I follow the others inside. There’s a small vestibule with doors on either side, probably to keep weather like this out.

As soon as she’s through the second set of doors, Raven drops to her knees and makes a show of kissing the tile floor, like she’s been lost at sea.

Behind her, Min and I exchange an eye roll, before she clasps her hands and looks heavenward. “Thank you, Jesus! Thank you!” Then Min snorts in my ear as she gives me a hug.

The clerk looks at us with his head tilted. He’s tall and thin, a pale middle-aged guy with receding black hair.

“Seeking refuge from the storm?” He does an admirable job of keeping a straight face at our antics.

Mrs. McElroy moves ahead of us as Jermaine helps Raven to her feet.

“Good evening, Mr., um”—she squints at his name tag—“Mr. Nowell. Do you have any rooms with more than two beds?”

“Just call me Stuart. And I’m afraid all our rooms have just two queens or one king.”

As he’s speaking, a man dressed in coveralls and with a graying mullet pushes a yellow janitor’s cart out of an unmarked door. His mustache and goatee form a square around his lips, reminding me of a nutcracker soldier. Wordlessly, he starts to mop up the slushy snow we’ve tracked in with us. When he turns his head, the side of his face catches the light, and I flinch. On his temple is a dent about the size of a Brazil nut.

Mrs. McElroy turns to count heads as she pulls her wallet from her purse. “I’ve got three girls and two boys, so I guess we’ll just take four rooms. Adam and Jermaine, you’ll room together. I’ll let you girls decide which one of you is going to get a room by themselves. And I’ll take a room.”

“Wait a minute.” Raven puts her hands on her hips. “Why do you automatically get a room to yourself?”

“Because I’m old and cranky, that’s why. Besides, I don’t see any of you pulling out your credit cards.” She holds up hers. “If you want to pay for it, feel free to upgrade yourself. I’ll be lucky if the school district reimburses me before I retire.”

When no one says anything, Mrs. McElroy finishes registering us. It’s kind of a given that Min and I will share a room. We’ve been best friends since I moved here. I expect Raven to protest that she’s scared to be alone—because Raven protests everything—but she keeps still. I wonder if she’s hoping to take advantage of it later.

Instead of card keys, we get actual metal keys, which I guess shouldn’t be a surprise. This place seems to exist in a time before we were born.

Jermaine looks up from his phone. “What’s the Wi-Fi password?” he asks Stuart.

“TravelInn&Out, all one word, with an ampersand.” Everyone starts typing it into their phones, relieved to reconnect to the real world.

“That reminds me,” Mrs. McElroy says. “You all need to get in touch with your parents to let them know you’re safe.”

“What if our calls can’t go through?” Min waves her phone.

Stuart pushes one of those cordless phones that looks like a TV clicker toward her. “You can use the motel phone for quick calls, but I’d do it soon. I wouldn’t be surprised if the lines go down later.”

I just send my moms a short e-mail. I don’t want to spend a bunch of time reassuring them, not when everything is okay now.

As Min picks up the handset, Mrs. McElroy sighs. “I’ll need to call our original hotel and the conference chair and tell them we’re not going to make it.”

“Maybe we can still get up early and drive in tomorrow,” Jermaine says. “That way we won’t miss that much of the contest.”

Adam looks up from his phone. “No one’s going anyplace. There’s more snow in the forecast. And after a twenty-three-car accident, they’re shutting down the highway.”

“But the competition was supposed to be our moment!” Raven says. “You’re juniors. For us seniors, there won’t be another chance. This was our thing”—her voice breaks as she repeats the words—“our one thing, and it’s ruined.”

Jermaine puts his arm around her shoulders. “Maybe they’ll reschedule.”

Which they won’t. Everyone knows that. He’s thinking like the football player he is. Sports are the most important thing at our school and in our state. Drama doesn’t even come in second. Or third or fourth. Maybe thirteenth.

Min is now using the old phone to call her parents. She actually has to raise her voice to be heard over the howling of the wind.

Hearing it makes me shiver, even though my coat’s still zipped all the way up. Now that we’re inside a building, I should be feeling safe and warm. But it seems like forces bigger than us, bigger than this sprawling deserted motel, are at work. As if they want to pry the roof off this place like peeling back the lid on a tin can.

Stuart slides a laminated piece of paper toward us. “You should check out this map before you go to your rooms. This place can be like a maze. It was built in the fifties, but then it was added on to about ten years back, so the room numbers are a bit confusing. I’ll be putting you guys in rooms that start with four, but they’re actually on the second floor.” His finger traces a path. “To get to the elevator, you’ll need to go past the meeting rooms, the bar, and the pool.”

While a few of us give the map a cursory glance, Adam scans the large lobby, empty except for us and the guy who is now finishing up the mopping. “Why is this motel so big? We only saw a few lights when we pulled in.”

Stuart presses his lips together for a second. “My parents tried to turn this place into a convention center, but it never really took off. That’s why we’ve got meeting rooms and even a ballroom.” He brightens. “But the common room has some board games you kids might enjoy. It’s also where we serve breakfast.”

“Speaking of breakfast…” Jermaine puts his hand on his stomach. “Is there a place we can grab some dinner?”

Stuart shakes his head. “We only serve lunch or dinner when we’re catering events. Otherwise, there’s just a continental breakfast from seven to ten on weekends. But we have a little store in the next room, plus a vending machine in the common room.”

I raise my hand. “And I packed some food in my luggage.”

“Ooh!” Raven sidles closer. “What you got for us, Mom?”

Now it doesn’t sound like much. “Mandarin oranges. And a bunch of mini candy bars.”

My paltry offerings aren’t enough to stop everyone from checking out the store. I follow them into a plain beige room. On two sides are wall-mounted shelves, with a cooler full of soda on the third.

Aside from Cup Noodles and a few tiny containers of microwavable ravioli, the shelves hold very little that can be thought of as dinner material. Instead it’s a junk-food paradise: red Twizzlers, orange cheese popcorn, Dots, Oreos, Nerds, pretzels, Mike and Ikes, Twix, Snickers, Kit Kats, and Hostess fruit pies.

People are filling their arms when Raven leans close to a printout posted on the wall and lets out a shriek.

“Look at the prices! Five dollars for a little can of Pringles!”

Adam shrugs. He has only a Snickers. “Don’t you remember economics? It’s the law of supply and demand. We’re just lucky that Stuart guy hasn’t jacked up the prices now that he knows he has a captive audience.”

Everyone begins to reluctantly follow Adam’s example, keeping only a couple of items and returning the others to the shelves. I end up with ravioli and a fruit pie.

Mrs. McElroy comes in and plucks the last chicken-flavored Cup Noodles from the shelves. “After I moved the van, I talked to the hotel, but I couldn’t get hold of the conference chair. It just went straight to voice mail. Now I’m going to eat this in my room, and then I’m going to sleep. I expect you guys to behave yourselves. I do not want to have to spend time explaining myself to your parents.”

“We’ll be good,” Min says. “We promise!”

“Mm-hmm.” Mrs. McElroy raises a skeptical eyebrow. “I trust that none of you is going to wake me up or do anything that causes me to be awoken. I’m taking a sleeping pill and putting on my sleep mask, and I plan to get up just before they stop serving breakfast.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jermaine says, while the rest of us nod or mutter agreement. We all love Mrs. McElroy, which is why we will all police one another. There’s nothing worse than disappointing her.

After she leaves, Min glances out at the dim lobby. “This place feels creepy.”

“Shh, he’ll hear you,” I say. Min’s right, but I don’t want Stuart to overhear.

Raven shrugs. “We’re only going to be here one night. What difference does it make?”

After leaving the little store, we pay for the items at the front desk. Stuart rings up our purchases with an impassive face, so impassive I wonder if he heard Min. The janitor or handyman or whatever he was is gone, and the floor is as clean as if we had never tramped over it.

Dragging our suitcases behind us, we’re heading to the elevator with our packages of sugary, fatty goodness when the door to the foyer opens, letting in a gust of icy air.

And another group of teens.
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3

VERY META

Friday, 8:57 PM

HURRYING IN FRONT OF THE STUDENTS IS A SHORT BLACK GUY IN his forties. I figure he’s their teacher. His head is shaved, and he’s wearing a bulky down coat.

Speaking with a strong southern accent, he points at the phone on the counter. “Hey, man, I need to call a tow truck. My car slid off the road not far from here. Luckily these kids came along and gave me a ride.”

Okay, so he’s not their teacher.

Stuart gives him an amused look. “Nobody’s gonna come out in weather like this. You’ll be lucky if they can tow it by Monday.”

The rest of the group has reached the counter. A tall guy claps the man on the back. “You’re just lucky we came along when we did, Linus.” The speaker has a heart-shaped face, blue eyes accented by the wings of black brows, and pale skin that sets off his red lips.

Min sees me staring and elbows me. “He looks like a vampire,” she whispers.

“He can bite me anytime,” I whisper back. He’s definitely my type. My type in books or movies, that is. In real life, I have lots of friends who are boys, but I’ve never had an actual boyfriend, unless you count one week of seventh grade.

Other than Linus, there are five people in the new group. Vampire Boy, two more guys, and two girls. One guy is a little older than the rest, maybe in his early twenties. Too old for high school, too young to be a parent. The teacher?

Raven claps her hands. “Oh my God, are you going to the state drama competition, too?”

They all turn toward us. “Well—” the guy who’s barely an adult starts.

“Actually”—Vampire Boy overrides him—“we’re on our way to the state robotics competition.”

“Yup!” a slender girl with the most amazing long red curls chimes in. “Robotics.” She slips her arm around Vampire Boy’s waist, and my heart sinks a little, until she transfers it to the slightly older guy’s shoulders. “At least that’s where we were going, right, Mr. Ewing?”

His face colors as he ducks away from her arm. “Please, Maeve, just call me Oscar when we’re not at school. I’m still in college, and Mr. Ewing always makes me think of my dad.”

“If your robotics competition is at the capital,” Adam says, “the news is saying that the highway is closed at least until tomorrow afternoon.”

“I’m not sorry,” Oscar says. “Because I’m still shaking. I need some time to recuperate from that crazy driving.”

While he’s speaking, Linus, the man whose car slid off the road, takes his key from Stuart. “Thanks again, guys!” he says, giving the new group a little wave before walking off.

“He doesn’t even have a suitcase,” Min observes.

“The whole frame of his car was knocked out of whack,” Vampire Boy says. “He kept trying to force open the trunk, but he couldn’t.”

While Oscar and Stuart are having a conversation about rates and beds, Maeve runs her eyes up and down Jermaine appreciatively. “So you guys are actors, huh?”

Raven steps closer to him and puts her hand on his arm. “Yup. I’m Raven, and this is Jermaine.”

We all introduce ourselves. Vampire Boy points a thumb at himself. “I’m Knox.”

“As in ‘school of hard,’” purrs Maeve, bumping him with her hip.

“And I’m Valeria.” A black-haired girl wiggles her fingers. Her dark eyes are accented with so much liner and extra lashes it’s a wonder she can hold them open. I catch Min eyeing her. Valeria’s definitely her type. Tiny, big-eyed, and ultrafeminine. Despite the chilly day, she’s even wearing a dress.

The remaining guy is Dev. He has thick black eyebrows and a watchful expression. Compared with the others, he seems relatively restrained.

“I’m Raven. And we just wrapped Our Town,” Raven says. “I played Emily, and Adam here was the Stage Manager.” Adam gives the new group a salute. “That’s what the character is actually called,” Raven clarifies. “Stage Manager. He’s never actually given a name.”

“Those are the two lead roles,” I say, in case the others can’t tell from her tone. “The play’s like a hundred years old, but it’s very meta—there’s no props, and the Stage Manager interrupts and comments and even talks directly to the audience.”

“Thanks for the explanation,” Knox says with a grin that pierces my heart. “So were you guys going to perform it at the competition?”

“Only a couple of groups are doing full plays,” Adam says. “We’re doing smaller things.” He ticks them off on his fingers. “We’ve got people competing in monologues, duet acting, small-group improv, solo musical, and duet musical. Min here is our secret weapon for any of the musical categories.”

“And there’s a technical challenge,” I add. I’m participating in some of the other categories, but everyone, most especially me, knows that I’m not nearly as good an actor as I would like to be. Lighting, props, makeup, costumes—all those behind-the-scenes things are where I really shine.

Dev looks interested. “What does a technical challenge involve?”

“Focus a spotlight in an unusual shape, tie knots, quickly change someone’s costume, shift props, that kind of stuff. And it’s all timed. What do you guys have to do for your robotics competition?”

“We’ll be given a challenge and a time limit to figure it out. Like”—Knox hunts for an example—“like maybe we’ll have to build a little robot that can push around a golf ball and alter direction on its own without anyone controlling it.” He’s clearly their leader. Everyone is watching him raptly, even the student teacher, as if he’s saying something they don’t already know. “Just competing looks great on college applications.”

“Winning would look even better.” Dev hitches his shoulders and lets them drop. “Which we were definitely going to.”

“Same here,” Raven says morosely. “And at our competition you can audition for colleges, maybe even get a scholarship. Now none of that is going to happen for us.”

“Well, we can’t change the weather.” Jermaine pats Raven’s shoulder. “We’ll just have to make the best of it.” He looks at the others. “The clerk said there’s a common room with board games. Maybe we could all meet up there, pool our food, play a few games?”

And when Knox and the others agree, it’s all I can do not to kiss Jermaine for his suggestion. Instead of sitting in our rooms watching TV, we will be hanging out with beautiful strangers.

One beautiful stranger in particular.
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4

READY FOR THE NIGHT

Friday, 9:03 PM

AFTER WE ALL MAKE PLANS TO MEET UP IN THE COMMON ROOM IN half an hour, the robotics team heads to the front desk to get their rooms sorted out. My group sets out for the elevator, which I vaguely remember from Stuart’s laminated map is at the very back of the motel. On the left, a sign reading COMMON ROOM/BREAKFAST and FITNESS ROOM points down a branching hallway. We keep going straight, following the main concourse, walking past empty meeting rooms full of tables set up for no one.

The space widens into a large carpeted area with a ceiling that’s at least thirty feet tall. Ahead and to the left is the kind of swimming pool meant to appeal to children, with fake islands and a turquoise plastic tube slide. On the far side of the pool are two floors of rooms with sliding glass doors.

Looming directly ahead of us is some kind of tall hut, or maybe a tree house minus the tree. Two stories high and about forty feet across, it’s circular, with a gray thatched roof and an open top floor surrounded by railings. The structure is painted purple, orange, and turquoise. The top story is bigger than the bottom, and the supports holding it up have been made to look like tigers with outstretched tails. A chain blocks across a stairway leading up to the darkened second floor. The patio area holds a half-dozen tables and is decorated with randomly spaced five-foot-tall wooden tiki heads.

“What in the heck is this thing?” Min’s mouth falls open as she tilts her head back. “Is that roof made of palm fronds?”

I think she’s right. They look both real and really old, to the point they’re dusty. Where would you even get those around here?

“It’s a tiki bar,” Adam says. “It’s called the Tiger’s Tail.”

“How do you know that?” Min asks.

“I looked up the motel on my phone when Mrs. McElroy was checking in,” Adam says. “The Yelp review said, ‘Come for the drinks, stay for the smell of chlorine.’ But another reviewer said they had really good mai tais.”

“In my church, we don’t believe in drinking,” Jermaine says.

“But what if drinking believes in you?” Min says, already cracking herself up.

Jermaine shrugs, unperturbed. “I don’t even know exactly what a tiki bar or a mai tai is.”

“Probably the people who come here don’t know what those things are, either,” Raven says. “I mean, I’ve been to Hawaii three times, but how many other people can say that? We’re in the middle of the United States. Not exactly a tropical paradise.”

“Whatever mai tais are, no one’s drinking them tonight,” Adam says.

“I guess it’s not the kind of spot you want to head to during a blizzard,” I say.

“Where did the clerk say that elevator was again?” Min
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The Night She Disappeared
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The Lonely Dead
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The Body in the Woods

Blood Will Tell
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