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Chapter One
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The winds were high, and Milo did her best to guide the steering wheel of her car in the right direction. There really wasn't a clear path as to where to go. She just knew that she needed to move away from the current weather conditions. There had been intense rain and hail a while ago but it was nothing compared to what would be rolling in next. The hurricane had been on the weather radar for some time, and it could make landfall at any moment.

Milo gripped the wheel, hoping that she would make it out before things got worse. She told her boss that things would get heavy, but of course, Bart never listened to warnings like that. "We're used to storms like these," he would say to her. "No need to panic. The weather people only have to be right thirty percent of the time, and they still get paid."

Bart's inability to take in the information that the meteorologists on television were saying affected everyone around him. Employees had to come in for their shifts, despite the warning to get out of the area, and managers had to stay late through the storm just to make sure that customers could still spend their money. Milo couldn't take it. What was the point of sacrificing her life so the company could stay open? Would it still even be there when the storm was over?

Milo had seen hurricanes the size as the one currently predicted for her area take out entire towns. Why would she stay at work? It didn't make any sense to her. So, she finally decided to call Bart up and tell him that she was leaving early. She wasn't sure what the repercussions would be. Maybe she wouldn't have a job when she came back. Maybe she had already been replaced. There was no clear way to tell. She was just going to have to sit out the storm and find out after everything was said and done whether or not her job was still there.

A blue sign appeared on the side of the road, letting her know that she was leaving Louisiana. Though she was almost out of the state, she still didn't feel safe. She knew that a lot of the states above those that were hit by hurricanes usually had tornadic weather. Though she didn't want to be hit by a hurricane, she also didn’t want to be hit by a tornado. It was like leaving one bad situation for another.

Milo sighed. She needed to figure out where she was going to stop for the night. There was no way that she would be able to drive for hours without getting any sleep. It would be too much on her body. Therefore, she was going to have to side with a hotel in Arkansas so she could get some shut eye. At least if there was a tornado overnight, the hotel would have alarms to wake those that were sleeping. It felt way safer than taking a chance and spending the night in the way.

Milo looked for a sign that would guide her toward lodging. She needed to get some sleep. She had already worked most of her shift and then had to drive hours to get out of town. A blue sign with a couple of hotel names appeared on her right. She followed the signs directions and got off on the required exit.

Sleep was looking likely, and she was glad because her eyes were already burning from looking at the road for such a long time. Milo spotted one of the hotels that was on the sign as she got on a main road. She drove through the entrance and prayed that there was an available room.

***
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MILO WALKED INTO THE hotel. She was soaked from the rain, and she really needed a place to rest her head. She could feel her legs protest as she walked forward. They were sore from sitting in the driving position for so long, and it felt good to stretch them. As she walked into the lobby, she noticed that it was empty and quiet. That was rare on occasions like this. Usually when there was a big storm coming through, people were running around like crazy, trying to find hotel rooms and crowding the lobbies of the hotels in the cities nearby. 

For some reason, today was different. She wasn’t sure why, but it made her a little skeptical. Was this hotel even open? Was there a weather report for this area that she hadn’t heard? She wasn’t sure, but she knew that it wasn’t a good idea to keep driving, especially if she was as exhausted as she was. There was no way that she would be able to concentrate on the other cars on the road, and she didn’t want to fall asleep trying to get to another city. 

“Hello,” Milo called, hoping that she would find front desk staff or a manager that worked the night shift.

There was no answer. Milo stood still and listened, hoping she would hear someone rattling around. There had to be a maintenance person or a valet attendant somewhere nearby. Nevertheless, the hotel was absolutely silent except for the hard winds that echoed against the walls from outside. Milo suddenly heard a multitude of thumps hit the building. It was hailing. The weather was getting worse, and she still had no place to sleep. 

“Come on,” Milo said to herself. “There has to be someone here.” She walked around to the side of the front desk and peeked around the corner. There was no one in the office. There was no one behind the counter. There was no one in sight.

Milo sighed. Maybe, she could sleep in her car. It would be better than nothing. She wasn’t sure what to do. She really didn’t want to be out in the rain, but she was worried about driving. She started for the doors, but just as she touched the handle, she heard a voice call out to her.

“Ma’am,” a male’s voice yelled. “Why aren’t you in the basement?”

Milo turned around and saw a man in a gray suit with a name badge reading manager,  looking at her. “Excuse me?” she asked, wondering why he thought she should be in the hotel basement. Maybe he had mistaken her for part of his staff. She wasn’t sure, but it was a little irritating to go into a hotel, only to be bossed around by one of the managers. That wasn’t a great way to form a first impression. In fact, it kind of made her want to leave.

“There’s a tornado coming!” the man yelled. “You need to follow me now! There’s no time to waste!”

Milo let the words sink in. The man hadn’t misjudged her at all. He was trying to help her. She had driven right into a tornado zone, and if he was right, she was in danger. Milo ran towards the man and followed him to a stairwell that led to the basement. She could hear the rain pounding on the building at this point, and she wondered if she would make it to a safe place before the winds picked up. Her car might not even be there in the morning. It was a good thing that the man came to get her, because if he hadn’t, she might have been blown to Oz. 
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Chapter Two
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As Milo got down to the basement, she realized that there were hundreds of people down there. Everyone was trying to make room so there was space for those that hadn’t gotten to safety, and most people seemed worried and upset. Milo could hear a couple of women, crying, worried if they would make it through the natural storm. There were children that were disgruntled and ready to leave, and there were men that were bracing themselves and their families for the impact of the tornado and the damage it would create.

Milo made her way through the crowd and stood against a cement wall. She had never been in the path of a tornado before. She usually made it out of the area before the storm hit, but someone had brought a weather radio with them to the basement and by the sound of the meteorologist's voice, the storm that was coming was supposed to be damaging. Even in the basement, Milo could hear the fierce winds whipping at the walls. She closed her eyes and prayed. She didn’t want to die today, and she didn’t want anyone else to suffer that fate either. 

The winds picked up and there were a couple loud creaks as the meteorologist warned people to seek cover. The tornado was just about in the area, and it didn’t sound good. Milo waited patiently, hoping that the storm would pass. She wasn’t sure what to expect, but she had heard about other tornados in the past that went through an area in a matter of minutes. Hopefully, that would be the case here. Maybe, it would pass, and everything would be okay. 

She could hear the voice of the meteorologist exclaim that the tornado was ripping through the area. Everyone around her was quiet, even the children, waiting to see what the damage would be like. There was a loud whir outside and what sounded like rain and hail. There were a couple of loud crashes and then the whirring noise began to dissipate. The meteorologist's voice came on the radio again, stating that the area had seen their first tornado for the night. Milo braced herself. She was hoping that it would be the first and the last. The anticipation of the storm was triggering her anxiety, and she just wanted to get somewhere that was both safe and comfortable. 

Eventually, the manager of the hotel started to speak, opening the doors in front of them. “Please walk safely up the stairs,” he yelled. “Do not rush. We don’t want anyone to get hurt, and we don’t know what to expect when we get out of here.”

Surprisingly, people listened to what he was saying. Everyone waited their turn to go. No one started rushing, and everyone got out of the basement in a safe manner. When it was Milo’s turn to go, she kept a steady pace. She wanted to make sure that she was caring for those around her, but she also wanted to see what occurred while they were down in the basement. It didn’t sound like a good situation. 

Milo got to the lobby and looked around. Everything was the same way that it had when she had first arrived. There wasn’t a notebook or even a pen out of place. She started to think that the storm wasn’t as bad as she originally thought. She walked towards the door, hoping that everything else had remained untouched, but as she got closer to the exit of the hotel, it was evident that wasn’t the case. The lights that were working shined down on the area around the hotel that she was in, revealing demolished buildings and damaged vehicles. Trees had fallen. Some of the light poles had been torn down, and the city outside looked like one big mess. 
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MILO WOKE UP FEELING groggy and tired. The night before had been so action-packed that by the time she was given the key to her room, she had been ready to crash. The hotel had comped all of the rooms for the people that decided to stay. They said it was their commitment to their customers to keep them happy, and they knew that the tragedy of the night before would leave several people with a mess to clean up. Milo had been thankful. Not only had it saved her money, but it gave her a chance to unwind and relax. She had been on the road for so long the night before that her back had cramped up and her legs were sore. 

She got out of the bed and made some coffee. She knew that she would need to call her job to make sure that she still had one, and she wanted to make sure that everyone back home in Louisiana was safe and sound. Milo found her phone, plugged into the wall. She had brought a phone charger with her before leaving town, knowing that if she didn’t have access to her cell phone, she also wouldn’t have the phone numbers that she needed to call loved ones back home. 

Milo pulled the phone off of the charger and noticed a few missed calls. Her mom had called several times, probably to make sure that she was alright, and her sister had sent a multitude of text messages. Milo decided that she would call her mom and her sister in a little bit. It was still pretty early in the day, and they might be sleeping or might even be at work if the damage back home wasn’t that bad. 

She looked through her phone book on her phone and found her friend Mauricio's number. Mauricio had worked with her at the deli for the last four years. Over that time, the two of them had grown close. They had met each other’s families, gone on double dates together, and spent their spare time fishing and shooting the breeze. She clicked on Mauricio’s number, hoping that he would answer. He would be able to tell her about the damage in the area and the impact that the storm had on the deli without her having to talk to Bart. 

Bart had already made it clear that he was mad at her for leaving early. He even told her that her job might be on the line, so she knew that it wasn’t a good idea to poke the bear. Bart had been her manager the entire time that she had been at the deli. He was a gruff guy, but she found that if she gave him some space when he was angry, he was also quick to forgive. She figured that would be the best way to handle that situation, to give him space, because not only did she leave early last night, but she was scheduled to work this morning and she never came in. 

“Hello,” a voice yawned into the receiver.

“Mauricio?” Milo asked, not quite recognizing the voice.

“Yes,” he replied. “Are you okay? I was worried that the storm might have pulled you in.”

“I’m fine,” Milo replied. “I’m not sure that I will have a job when I come back, but I’m fine. I went to Arkansas for the night to get away from the hurricane. How are things back home?” 

“Well, I can tell you one thing,” Mauricio said in a melancholy tone. “You don’t have to worry about coming back to work.”

“Why?” Milo asked. “Did Bart fire me?”

“Bart passed away last night,” Mauricio said. “He stayed at the deli during the storm, and the deli was completely demolished.”
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