














PRAISE FOR SKI WEEKEND


“This is a suspenseful book that had me thoroughly hooked from page one. . . . The emotional journey of Ski Weekend is relentless . . .”


—READERS’ FAVORITE, five stars


“This book will send so many chills up your spine, you’ll feel like you’re alongside the snowbound characters. The only time I don’t recommend reading this book is right before bed. You won’t be able to sleep, and you won’t want to.”


—JEFF ZENTNER, award-winning author of Rayne & Delilah’s Midnight Matinee


“[A]ll the intensity and thrills of The Hunger Games packed into one car over a snowy weekend. Secrets, lies, strong characters, and twists will keep readers turning pages. If you’ve ever wondered how far you would go to survive, you need to read this book.”


—EILEEN COOK, author of You Owe Me a Murder


“Ross weaves a stirring tale where each of her characters wrestle with choices that could result in life or death—some survive, and some don’t.”


—PAUL GRECI, award-winning author of Surviving Bear Island and The Wild Lands


“Ripped from the headlines, Ski Weekend is so real you’ll be shivering with the characters, fighting the elements, and asking yourself—what would you be willing to do to survive? Forget Netflix and chill. Binge this book.”


—SORBONI BANERJEE, Emmy Award–winning journalist and author of Hide With Me


“This pulse-pounding story of survival mirrors all the highs and lows of the hit reality TV show Survivor. In my case, I knew I could quit any time, but these kids aren’t so lucky. Buckle up—this is one wild ride!”


—CORINNE KAPLAN, two-time Survivor and Amazing Race player and reality TV star


“Captivating and shocking! I loved it!”


—ELISE LEE, owner at Away With Words Bookshop
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CHAPTER 1


December 20 • 8:45 p.m. • 6,005 feet
Northern California, 10 miles south of the Mount Sierra Pass


We’re almost to the foothills when the trouble begins. Flashes of red and blue light up the stormy night sky as police cars hurry along the side of the snowy mountain highway. My heart does this flip-floppy, somersaulty thing in my chest as I watch them line up, blocking the path ahead. I just know this is something bad.


The surrounding cars slow, but my brother is too busy messing around with the stupid car radio again to notice. He’s got the volume turned up so high it takes all five of us yelling over his throbbing techno music to get his attention. Finally, he looks up and then slams on the brakes so hard the SUV’s tires buck and squeal beneath us. We skid clear across the left lane, heading straight for the massive semi-trailer truck in front of us.


I let out a scream, my overactive imagination going straight to that place where I like to envision worst-case scenarios. This time it’s our car plummeting straight off Highway 90 and exploding into a fiery ball of teenager parts and ski gear.


Somehow tire tread miraculously connects with concrete, stopping us mere inches from the truck’s bumper. For a moment, we just stare at each other in shock. My best friend, Lily, does this deep-breathing meditation exercise she learned in ACT boot camp, pinching her nose and blowing out air slowly, while Champion jumps up from the floor, attempting to scramble all ninety pounds of animal muscle and fur onto my lap. I wince as sharp claws dig into my jeans and his wet nose burrows against my chest, hiding there. Gavin’s dog is on the verge of a full-scale panic attack, and he’s not the only one.


“Cāo, Stuey!” Lily yells next to me, breaking the silence.


I roughly translate this into the f-bomb. Lily curses in Mandarin when she’s upset, a habit she picked up hanging out with her dad in the kitchen of their family-owned Chinese restaurant. Some words I know by heart now.


“My bad.” Stuart turns around in the driver’s seat, giving his girlfriend an apologetic half smile. “Sorry, Lils. I didn’t know anyone was braking.”


“Jesus, Stu! You need to pay attention!” I say, finding my own voice. “We could’ve died!”


He groans loudly. “Alright, now you’re just being dramatic, Sam. We’re fine, aren’t we?” Eyes the same shade as mine twinkle back with laughter. Sometimes I’m convinced our bluish-green seafoam-colored eyes and pale skin that never tans are the only things my little brother and I have in common.


“Barely,” I mutter, my pulse still racing from our near miss. I pull out a few peanut butter treats from my pocket and coax the trembling dog back to the floor.


“Just be more careful, okay, babe?” Lily is already grinning at Stuart, letting him off the hook. They’ve only been dating a few months and are still in that yucky honeymoon phase.


“And this is why they don’t let sophomores on Ski Weekend,” Britney says in the middle row in front of me, making the sign of the cross like she’s thanking God we’re still alive. “Who invited you on this trip anyway, Stu Poo?”


“Watch it, Miller,” I warn. Stuart got his horrible nickname after an unfortunate accident freshman year. It was after his back surgery and the doctors overprescribed his pain meds and . . . well . . . it wasn’t pretty.


Most people don’t have the nerve to call him that in front of me, but not Britney Miller—Seaside High’s queen of everything. Most popular. Head cheerleader. She’s even president of our school’s prayer group, which is ironic because Britney and her friends are the biggest assholes in school.


“Oh, relax. He knows what I mean.” She grins at me, tossing her golden blond hair over one shoulder. “Everyone knows Ski Weekend is seniors only.”


Stuart throws the gear into park as car horns blare around us.


“What’s going on? Why isn’t anyone moving?” Lily asks, adjusting her eyeglasses and tucking a strand of long black hair behind one ear. She cranes her neck above the middle row’s headrest, but we’re too far back in the SUV to see much.


Gavin’s brand-new GMC truck is an extended-cab affair with two seats up front followed by two full row benches and a cargo area in back that we filled to the brim with our luggage, ski gear, my dad’s cooler, and a twenty-four-pack of bottled waters for the weekend. It would be considered spacious with plenty of room for six people under normal circumstances, but not when you’re crammed in between a dog the size of a small pony, Lily, and every school supply she owns.


When we chose our seats earlier, Lily climbed into the last row of Gavin’s SUV thinking it would be the quietest spot for reading. Naturally, I took the seat beside her. That left Gavin’s football buddy Hunter in the front passenger seat playing navigator to Stuart’s terrible driving and Britney and Gavin in the middle row so they could flirt with each other.


“It’s probably chain control,” Britney says, applying another coat of pink sparkly lip gloss. I cringe as she pushes her lips together with a loud smacking sound. I still don’t understand why Gavin offered her a ride with us.


Oh, wait. Yes, I do. Britney Miller may be terrible, but she’s also gorgeous.


“Chain control?” Stuart asks. “What’s that?”


Britney snickers. “It’s when they stop the dumbasses with crappy little cars that can’t make it up the mountain.”


For the millionth time today, I find myself wishing I was home snuggled in bed with a good book and my favorite TV show, Pit Bulls and Parolees, on repeat instead of stuck in this SUV. I only agreed to come along on this stupid trip to make sure Gavin doesn’t convince my brother to do something crazy. The last time those two were alone without supervision, Stuart came home with his arm broken in three places.


Stuart is only a sophomore and technically shouldn’t be coming along this weekend—that’s one of the reasons we’re staying at Gavin’s family cabin instead of the ski lodge with the other seniors. The other reason is that Gavin doesn’t go to our school anymore. His parents made him transfer last year to some snobby boarding school in Boston.


“Just tell me when we’re there,” Lily says, cracking open her AP psychology textbook and turning on her book light. As she rustles through the pages, Hunter flips around in the front passenger seat to gawk at her.


“You’re studyin’?” he asks in a thick Texas drawl, scratching at his goatee and looking shocked.


I hide a smile. Supposedly, Hunter Jackson’s parents are super wealthy cattle ranchers with farms all over the South, but I’ve always thought his accent—and that southern good ole boy routine—was purely for show. Hunter grew up in sunny California like the rest of us.


“Obviously,” Lily says, not bothering to glance up.


“But why?” he asks.


“Because some of us want to graduate,” she says, snickering at her own joke before sliding on her noise-canceling headphones. Hunter and half the senior football players are on academic probation after they got caught cheating on last week’s math final.


“Ugh! We’re going to be so late.” Britney switches from lip gloss to mascara, fluffing at her lashes using short, angry strokes.


“I bet it’s that blizzard they mentioned on the radio,” Stuart says.


“That’s not supposed to hit until Monday,” I correct him, rather glum about the fact. I’ve been getting weather alerts on my phone all week, hoping for an excuse to call the trip off. A nasty winter storm is supposed to roll across the Pacific Northwest next week, but we’ll be home long before that happens.


“Good,” Stuart says. “’Cause this weekend is gonna be epic.”


“I’m getting laid for sure.” Hunter flashes the grin of someone who is super attractive and knows it. With his rich, blemish-free dark skin and gorgeous brown eyes, he looks like a young Will Smith—maybe better—and has no problem getting girls at school, even with his rodeo cowboy schtick.


“You’re so gross, Hunt!” Britney wrinkles her nose prettily. “Our bodies are a gift from God. We’re supposed to save sex for someone special.”


He winks at her. “They’re all special, trust me.”


I turn to my brother, ignoring them. “Just take it easy on the slopes, Stu. Remember what Mom said.”


“Yeah, yeah.” He waves a dismissive hand at me, annoyance creeping into his voice.


Using the sleeve of my sweatshirt, I wipe away the condensation forming on the car window beside me to inspect what’s going on outside. It was barely raining when we left home hours ago, but now thick snow coats the sides of the glass and piles up alongside the highway. I blink, dumbfounded, as a burly, bearded man in camo exits his eighteen-wheeler truck and walks along the shoulder, heading for the police barricade. Holy crap. It must be ten degrees out there. He’s either brave or crazy. Probably both.


Soon others follow his lead. They look like little ants, scurrying beneath the snow-covered mountains that rise and tower above us like some predatory, prehistoric monster. A shudder skitters down my spine. The Sierra Nevada mountains are so much bigger than I thought they’d be.


“See anything interesting?” Gavin asks me, his voice low.


I turn, and my gaze locks with those cool blue eyes framed by impossibly long black lashes. It’s been so long, I almost forgot how good-looking Gavin is. Model-high cheekbones. Thick, full lips. Even the inch-long scar above his eyebrow only makes him more attractive. It really is a shame he’s such a jerk.


Besides a brief “hello” at my house earlier, this is his first real attempt at conversation with me since he left for boarding school last year. He never even bothered returning any of my texts or e-mails. It sucked at first, but I’m over it now.


At least that’s what I tell myself.


“Nope.” I shift in my seat and look away.


“Really? That’s all you have to say?”


I sneak another little glance his way. He’s still staring at me.


“What?” I snap.


“It’s funny,” he says, looking amused as his long, elegant fingers play with the strings of his dark hoodie. “I thought you always had something to say about everything.”


I scowl. “And I see you’re still as charming as ever.”


“Wouldn’t want to disappoint,” he says with a low chuckle before turning to the right, gazing out his own window. “I don’t think that’s chain control.”


“Oh, yeah? What is it then?” I ask.


“Not sure, but I’m gonna find out.”


When he looks back again, a devilish glint lights his eyes. I can tell he’s going to do something stupid even before he zips up his leather jacket and flings open the car door next to him. A gust of wind rips through the opening and blasts my face as he steps outside.


“Get back in the car, you moron!” I yell, but he’s already gone, the door slamming shut behind him. I feel hot doggy breath on my neck as Champion gets on all fours to investigate the commotion. As soon as his gaze lands on Gavin’s now-empty seat, he whines softly.


“Did he really just do that?” Stuart’s mouth makes a little “O” shape as he stares after Gavin’s retreating figure.


“I don’t know why you sound surprised,” I say, fighting against a rising swell of annoyance as we watch Gavin jog toward the police blockade. This is exactly the kind of reckless behavior I expect from him.


Stuart gives me a look. “You promised you’d be nice,” he says with disapproval as he buttons his bright yellow puffer jacket over his favorite sweatshirt—the one that reads: Gamers, Because Somebody Has to Save the Princess. My mother has tried to donate it to Goodwill multiple times, but somehow it always finds its way back into his closet.


“Sorry. He just makes it so hard,” I say.


Stuart places a hand on the driver’s-side door. “I’m going after him.”


“Don’t you dare!” My body stiffens at the thought of my brother outside in that gnarly weather. Stuart has the worst luck. Knowing him, he’d probably catch pneumonia.


Hunter rolls down the front passenger-side window just a crack. “Hey, Gav! Get back here!” he shouts outside as the frigid air rushes in through the small opening.


Stuart joins in, yelling, and then the dog matches them with his own high-pitched string of yelps. The three of them blend together to create the most awful melody ever. Dear Lord.


Lily yanks off her headphones. “Keep that beast quiet, would you?” she asks, her voice accusing like this is somehow my fault.


“He’s your boyfriend!” I say, laughing. “You tell him.”


“Hilarious. You know I was talking about the mutt—not Stuey.” She reaches over my knees to press a finger into the dog’s long black snout. “Shut it, flea bag.”


I shove her hand away. “Ignore her, boy,” I say, scratching the dog behind his pointed, perked ears, exactly how he likes it. He settles back at my feet, his dark eyes looking up at me lovingly.


Champion is a rescue, so Gavin doesn’t know for sure what breed he is, but it’s pretty obvious he’s mostly German shepherd. His glossy coat is all black with a few flecks of brown around his feet and ears. He’s so cute, I almost don’t care he’s smothering me, depriving me of any spare legroom.


“Would you shut up already? You’re giving me a headache!” Britney angles forward and slaps Hunter upside the head. He cries out in surprise and his cell phone falls out of his hand, clattering to the floor at his feet.


“Hey! That hurt!” he says, rubbing at the back of his neck. “What’s your problem?”


“This is all your fault. I told you we should’ve taken the I-6. Now look at us,” she says.


“And I told you to be ready on time, sweetheart,” he says, bending down to pick up his phone.


She eyes his untucked flannel shirt and baggy Wrangler jeans with open disdain. “Not like you would know, but perfection takes time. I’m not showing up in front of the entire school looking like some slob,” she says, straightening the fancy rhinestone collar of her cream cashmere sweater.


He smirks. “Too late.”


Lily and I snicker into each other’s sides as Britney’s glowing bronze skin turns scarlet. Her arm lifts as if readying for another attack just as the car door swings open and Gavin slides back inside the SUV. We all stare at him in anticipation. Even Lily closes her textbook.


He swallows hard. “I’ve got bad news.”


“We’re not getting up the pass, are we?” I ask.


He shakes his head. “Storm’s worse than they thought. They’re closing the road and making everyone turn around.”


“Are you serious?” Stuart asks, his face crestfallen.


Poor Stu. He was so excited for this trip.


And yet, I can’t help the little thrill I feel. Even if it makes me a horrible sister, I’m stoked to go home. If we turn around right now, I bet I can even get in an extra shift this weekend at the animal shelter where I volunteer.


“But we can’t miss Amber’s party,” Britney whines, grabbing on to Gavin’s hand. I swear she sounds like Minnie Mouse. Worse. Minnie Mouse on helium. “Everyone’s expecting us.”


“It’s just a stupid party. Who cares?” I ask.


“You wouldn’t understand.” She looks back at me, her eyes shining. Wait—is she crying? “Amber just broke up with Kyle, and he’s a total douchebag. If I’m not there, she’ll do something dumb, like take him back.” She sniffs. “She needs me.”


“Hold your horses. I got an idea,” Hunter says, rolling up a plaid sleeve. He reaches for the state-of-the-art navigation system in the dashboard in front of him and pushes a few buttons, bringing up a digital map. His hands run along the screen for a few seconds until he finds something he seems to like. “There it is!” he exclaims, poking at the display with a beefy finger. “My grandpappy and I took this shortcut last summer.”


“I think we should listen to the police.” Even if he is wearing that über-confident smile all cool kids have perfected, I’m not convinced.


“I agree,” Lily says, patting my hand. “Turning around is the smart thing to do.”


In the driver’s seat, I catch Stuart rubbing at his lower back in that absentminded way he sometimes does. I can tell he’s hurting, even if he won’t say it.


“And Stu needs a break,” I add. “He’s been driving for hours.”


“I’m fine,” he says a little too quickly, and I know I’m right. The twenty minutes we took at that last rest stop wasn’t nearly long enough.


“You’re not fine. You need to rest,” I say.


“Lay off, Grandma.” Gavin arches a mocking brow my way. “He said he’s okay.”


Prick.


I clench the strap of my backpack lying on the floor between me and Lily and contemplate hurtling it at his handsome face. Gavin is the only person besides my parents that knows the extent of my brother’s scoliosis. Even Lily has only heard bits and pieces and thinks my brother is fine these days, but Gavin has seen it all. The surgeries. The hospital stays. The pain meds. You’d think he’d be the first one agreeing with me, backing me up, but he always acts like this—like nothing’s wrong.


Take this morning. Stuart just got his license and Gavin knows my brother isn’t supposed to drive long distances, yet he did nothing to help me when Stuart hopped into the driver’s seat, begging to test out Gavin’s new ride. And here he is again. Doing nothing. Who cares how good-looking Gavin is when he’s totally useless?


“Don’t give me that look,” Gavin says, groaning at me. “It’s only one more hour. I’ll show you.” He glances around the car, his hand outstretched. “Someone give me a phone. My signal’s crapping out.”


Hunter tosses his cell backward as if it’s a football, and Gavin catches it one-handed like when they used to run their winning plays on the field. Gavin was our star quarterback. Hunter, his favorite receiver. They single-handedly took our team to the state championship last year.


“Dude,” Gavin says, laughing at Hunter’s phone screen. “I can’t believe you text this crap to girls.”


“You’re supposed to be reading maps. Not spying on Daddy’s game,” Hunter says.


Britney makes a gagging noise. “Stop calling yourself Daddy. It’s creepy.”


Gavin is still laughing as he raises the phone in the air. “Here it is. Right where Hunter said it would be.”


Hunter grins. “’Course it’s there. Would Daddy lead you astray?”


“See, Sam?” Gavin spins the phone around. On the glowing screen is a dotted red line that shoots off from the highway, cutting straight across the mountains until it lands on a big circle labeled MOUNT SIERRA. “That’s the shortcut,” he says, pushing the phone into my palm.


A tiny shock of electricity runs up my arm at the contact. For so long, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see Gavin again. I’d almost convinced myself I didn’t care. And now here he is, looking at me. Touching me—


“Told you,” he says with a cocky grin.


If only he wasn’t such an ass.


“Just because it’s on a map doesn’t mean it’s safe,” I say, pushing the phone away.


“C’mon, Sam. It’s our last winter break together. Next year you’ll all be in college, and I’ll be here . . . all alone. Sigh.” Stuart gives me his best hound dog eyes. He looks so pitiful, I feel myself cave. “We can always turn back if it gets worse,” he adds.


“It’ll be fine, Sams. I promise,” Gavin says.


I’m not sure if it’s the old nickname he uses or the smile he gives me—a rare one, genuinely sweet and hopeful—but a rush of warmth runs through me, melting my last shred of resolve.


I nod my agreement and Stuart turns the SUV off the highway with a victory roar, steering us toward the exit ramp as the snow really starts coming down. We skip hard across the road, sharp bumps jarring my backside. Champion looks up in alarm and tries to get to his feet again, but I push him back down as the car lurches left and Lily’s petite, pointy elbow collides with my rib cage. I grimace, but there’s no time to recover as we plummet down the ramp at an alarming rate.


Gavin and Stuart whoop and holler like we’re back home riding one of their favorite roller coasters. Even Britney is giggling as she squeezes in close to Gavin, locking her elbow with his. Meanwhile, I’m tightening my seat belt with wobbly fingers and yelling for Stuart to slow down. Then I’m at it again—envisioning broken bones and guts and mangled steel. My fingers clench at the back of Gavin’s headrest, accidentally poking him in the neck.


He swivels around. “Calm down, you freak,” he says, but then he surprises me by taking my hand, squeezing it once before Britney grabs it back for herself.


As soon as we’re off the highway, I let out a huge sigh of relief. There are more police cars here, lining the side of the access road, making a new barricade at the three-way traffic signal. Orange traffic cones block the northbound entrance of the highway. With nowhere else to go, we fall in line behind a row of cars about twenty deep.


One by one, the cars crawl forward and turn left to drive under the overpass to get on the southbound entrance, heading back to Orangeville. Only a few outliers go right instead, opting for the busy gas station on the corner. Its parking lot overflows with cars spilling onto the street while people run around in full winter gear, filling up on fuel and coffee.


“Should we get more gas?” I ask, eyeing the crowded pumps.


Britney’s lip curls. “No way. Do you see that line?”


“We’re fine,” Gavin says. “We’ve got plenty of gas.”


I can’t help but notice he and Britney are still holding hands. I wonder how serious things are between them, though I’d rather die than ask.


“How would you know?” I ask him. “You’ve never taken this route.”


His lip twitches. “Do you have to argue about everything?”


“Only when you’re involved,” I say sweetly.


“Break it up, you two.” Stuart turns around. He’s smiling, but I can hear the undercurrent of annoyance. Stuart hates when Gavin and I fight.


“We’ve got over half a tank. That’s hours’ worth—stop worrying, Sam,” Gavin says.


As much as it kills me, I go quiet and let him have the last word. If we keep at each other like this, it’s going to be one very long weekend.


Finally, it’s our turn at the intersection. Stuart twists the wheel right and we blow past the gas station, heading east. Before long, the gas station grows smaller behind us until it’s only a distant haze of light reflected in the rearview mirror.


Deeper into the woods we go, farther and farther away from civilization. Hunter keeps swearing we’re going the right way, but we no longer see signs for lodging or food. The darkness of night surrounds us, our only guide the high beams of the SUV’s headlights. We’re in the heart of the Sierra Nevada mountains now, surrounded by hundreds of miles of national forest.


I chew on the inside of my lip, hypnotized by the view illuminated ahead. Giant trees as tall as any building back home rise along the sides of the empty two-lane road. There are no colors anymore. Only black and gray and white of trunk and branch and snow. It’s all so desolate. So unlike the sunny California coast back home. We might as well be in Antarctica.


“Beautiful, ain’t it?” Hunter asks to no one in particular.


It is beautiful. But it’s creepy, too, being out here in the middle of all this nothing.


My brother turns around in the driver’s seat to say something to Lily. He takes his eyes off the road for only a second, but the car jerks and swerves dangerously close to the edge. He tries to recover by over-correcting too much and my head slams backward against the seat, sending a jolting pain skittering up my spine. Spinning wheels shriek against ice like a thousand nails on a chalkboard. Someone screams high and brittle—Is that me?—as the car heads for the giant snow bed lining the road. I fling my arms up in front of my face, preparing for the crash I know is coming.


Please, God, let Stu be okay, I think.


It’s my last thought before the world goes black.





CHAPTER 2


10:15 p.m. • 13,100 feet
Old Donner Road


I awake to a perfect, dark silence. Hard leather runs along my backside, telling me I’m now horizontal in the SUV. My head angles upward, propped against something stable—a backpack, maybe? There’s no way to confirm this because my eyes refuse to open.


“You have . . .”


“ . . . up!”


“Please, you need . . . right now, Sam!”


Voices break through the eerie quiet, but I can’t make any sense of them. Everything is muffled, like when Stuart and I were little and used to lie at the bottom of the pool to see who could hold their breath the longest even though I always won.


From somewhere in the car, Champion barks at a frenzied pace. The voices get louder. More urgent. Someone shakes my shoulders.


No, not just someone.


Gavin.


He yells my name over and over as though he cares. I open my mouth to tell him I’m okay, except nothing comes out.


My heart races, skittering a million beats per second as panic grips me. What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I talk? Or hear? Or see? I’m not . . . I’m not dead, am I?


Right away, I dismiss the idea. I can’t be dead. Dead people don’t think.


I hold in a deep breath and force myself to count to ten.


Relax, Sam. Just relax.


Slowly, the sounds untangle for me.


“She’s opening her eyes!” cries a voice I recognize as Stu’s.


My vision is blurry at first. I can only make out large shapes. Dark shadows. I stare in confusion as one shadow in particular gets closer and closer until it looms over me. Then I blink again, and Gavin’s face comes into focus.


“Thank God you’re okay,” he says, his blue eyes filled with an emotion it takes me a moment to recognize because I’ve never seen it on him before—fear.


I brace myself and sit up, surprised when my hands connect with Gavin’s hard knees. He’s somehow moved from the middle seat and now sits in the back row in between Lily and me. I realize my head wasn’t resting on a backpack at all but cradled in the center of his lap.


“Stuart?” I turn toward the driver’s seat where Stuart should be sitting and find it empty instead. My breath quickens. “Stu, where are you?”


“I’m right here,” my brother calls back.


“Where?”


“RIGHT HERE,” he repeats, louder.


I spot him a moment later in the middle row, crowded in between Britney and Hunter.


“Are you okay?” I ask, scanning his face critically, looking for any signs of injury. Other than that messy hair of his, I see nothing out of place. Truth is, he probably looks a lot better than I’m guessing I do based on everyone’s expressions and the panicked way Britney clutches at the little cross around her neck.


“Me?” He looks stunned. “You’re the one who passed out.”


“Gàn!” Lily reaches over Gavin and grabs me by the shoulders, her lower lip trembling. “I was so scared! You wouldn’t wake up!”


“I’m fine,” I say.


“She needs to lie back down,” Gavin says, pulling me back into his lap and gently pushing Lily away with his other hand. “That’s what she needs to do.”


“Everyone relax. She said she’s fine,” Britney says sounding bored, but I notice she’s still gripping at her cross.


Gavin pulls off his hooded sweatshirt and balls it up, dabbing at my face with the heavy cotton. I try not to stare at the smooth muscles underneath his thin white T-shirt as he goes to work at my face. Six-packs aren’t important right now. What’s important are the tiny red droplets dripping down the sleeves of his black sweatshirt and onto the ends of his long fingers.


Oh, my. That’s a lot of blood. My blood.


My stomach rolls as I wonder how bad off I am. I run through a symptoms checklist on myself like I’ve been trained to do with new animals at the shelter intake clinic:


Broken bones? No.


Dizziness? No.


Light-headedness? No.


Nausea—real nausea and vomiting, not the kind of nausea caused by seeing too much of your own blood? No.


Besides a tender throbbing in my mouth, I don’t feel seriously injured. I wiggle my tongue around to find my cheek and lips are cut open and raw like hamburger meat, and a metallic taste fills my mouth. First relief and then embarrassment flow through me as I realize what happened. I must’ve passed out from fright during the accident and somehow bit through my skin.


“It’s just a busted lip. I’m okay,” I say, my cheeks hot as I push Gavin’s hand away. It hurts a little to talk, but it’s not unbearable or anything.


“You’re not okay. If you were okay, you wouldn’t be bleeding all over my new sweatshirt,” he says, and tries to go at me again like he’s plunging a toilet. His caretaking, while surprisingly sweet, leaves something to be desired.


I wriggle away before he can do any more damage. “I got it,” I say, grabbing the sweatshirt from him and pressing it against my mouth.


“So ungrateful. Not even a thank-you, huh?” He laughs while I apply firm pressure to my mouth the way the vets at the shelter taught me, tilting my head forward. That’s the right way to drain a muzzle injury; otherwise blood can pool up in the back of the animal’s throat and it can choke to death.


My eyes widen as I look around and take in the car’s state. It’s like a tornado hit us. The insides of our backpacks are everywhere. Chewing gum, headphones, lip balm, and phone chargers litter the bench seats. Lily’s deluge of books and pens sprawl across the floor at our feet. We weren’t going fast enough for the airbags to deploy, but judging by this mess, we must’ve been pretty damn close.


At the front of the car, Champion whines softly for attention. He lies curled up in Hunter’s old spot in the passenger seat. Someone must’ve moved him from the back seat while I was unconscious in order to give me more room. Just past the dog, the SUV’s bumper is buried in between enormous snow ditches. Rows of towering trees surround the front and sides of the car, their thick branches pushing against the windshield while tiny hairline fractures like spiderwebs scatter across the glass. A few more inches and the branches would’ve burst through, skewering one of us sitting inside.


“Holy. Shit,” I say.


“The car spun out of control,” Stuart says, his voice catching. He slumps down in between Hunter and Britney. “I couldn’t stop it.”


“It was black ice,” Hunter explains kindly, patting at Stuart’s shoulder. “Ain’t nothing nobody could do about that.”


“I’m so sorry, Sam,” Stuart says.


I dab at my swollen lip with Gavin’s sweatshirt. “It’s alright. Is everyone else okay?”


Lily rubs at her temples. “Eh, I think I hit my head, but no biggie.”


Champion whimpers again in the front passenger seat. I call his name and pat at my seat, giving him permission to return. His ears twitch with excitement as he hops through the gap between the driver’s seat and the passenger seat before clearing the middle row in one great leap. He smacks Britney in the face with his bushy tail as he goes by and then settles back down at my feet.


“Can we get out of here now?” Britney asks, her voice laced with impatience.


“We gotta check for damage first,” Hunter says, and the three boys slip outside while the rest of us watch through icy windows.


Gavin and Stuart start by examining the rear tires while Hunter gets on his knees and runs his hands over the sides of the car. He disappears underneath only to pop up at the front bumper seconds later. Gavin and Stuart join him there. They move some fallen branches aside and get the dented hood up and back down right away, which the rest of us take as a good sign, until Hunter jerks open the front passenger door.


“We got a problem,” he says, his bushy brows furrowed. “We’re stuck. Real deep—maybe two feet.”


“Uh, can’t we use our hands and dig our way out?” I ask.


“Not exactly.” He grins like I’ve said something stupid. I probably have. I don’t know much about driving in the snow. “But don’t worry, I got a plan.”


“Wonderful. Another plan of yours,” Britney says, her voice thick with sarcasm.


Hunter’s smile grows bigger. “This country boy never runs out of plans,” he says. “Now everyone outside while we try to get loose.”


“Are you crazy?” Britney asks, wrapping her arms around her body like a shield. “It’s freezing out there!”


“Sorry, princess. That’s physics. The less weight inside the car, the easier it’ll move.” He opens her door and offers his hand, but she pushes him away and steps outside on her own.


Lily and I follow, pulling down the lever below Gavin’s seat to lower the bench so we can climb out. Champion comes next, taking off at full gallop and then quickly finding a spot nearby and lifting his leg, turning the snow yellow.


Shielding my eyes against the raging wind, I glance around and suck in a shaky breath. This place looks nothing like the cute little ski villages I’m used to from our family vacations in Colorado. The roads there are groomed daily and the trees have perfect little blue lights wrapped around meticulously pruned branches. Here, the disheveled piles of snow make strange shapes resembling creepy white ghosts and the trees are like skeletons, twisting and grasping in the air, casting shadows. Even the harmless hoot of an owl, a mix between a whooping sound and a small dog’s growl, is enough to make my skin crawl.


And the cold. My God, the air is so cold I can barely breathe. The wind cuts through my down jacket with savage intensity, turning my skin to ice.


Hunter has us start by digging away snow from under the tires while he runs around after us, using a can of Britney’s extra-hold hair spray to break up the remaining ice. Even with gloves on, my fingers turn numb after a few moments. Britney starts to complain, begging to go back inside the car, but the rest of us ignore her.


After we’ve cleared some snow, Hunter places floor mats in front of the tires for traction and gets behind the driver’s seat. He straightens the wheels and presses on the accelerator. We all watch him, holding our breath, but the car doesn’t budge.


Next, he tries letting air out of the tires so they can grab more traction and propel the car forward. When that doesn’t work, he tries using a car jack to shake the car loose. Then he has us rock the car from side to side, but it’s no use. Nothing we do makes any difference.


“Well . . . that didn’t go as expected,” Hunter says, wiping the sweat from his brow as we slog back to the car, defeated, and return to our original seats. He turns the heat up, but it doesn’t stop my teeth from shaking so hard I worry they might shake right out of my head.


“We’re so screwed,” Britney says, glaring at Hunter up front.


“Don’t get your knickers in a knot,” he says, kicking his crazy-looking black cowboy boots onto the dashboard—they actually have red flames running up the sides. “We’ll just call for help. Trust me, you’ll be at the spa right on time for your morning massage.”


He sounds so confident even I feel calmer until we pull our phones out and discover none of us have a signal. Either we’re out of range or the storm is messing things up.


Tense silence envelopes the car.


“So . . . uh . . . anyone up for a romantic late night stroll?” Stuart jokes, flipping around in the driver’s seat to give Lily a suggestive look.


Britney cocks her head to the side as if giving his ridiculous suggestion real thought. “Actually, that’s not the worst idea ever. Maybe you should go see what’s out here.”


“Hell no.” Hunter gives Britney a sharp glare. “Everyone knows you stay in the car until help arrives. That’s Wilderness Survival 101.”


“And I say let him go if he wants to,” Britney says, her mouth pinching up. “My friends got stuck like this last year. They walked up the street and right into someone’s house.”


“It can’t hurt to take a quick look,” Gavin says. “I’ll go with you, Stu.”


Stuart straightens the hood of his jacket, and I can tell my brother is seconds away from barging outside to play superheroes with Gavin. Sometimes I think all those dumb video games he plays go straight to his head, and Gavin’s idiotic encouragement doesn’t help.


“No way. You’re not going out there,” I say. “It isn’t safe.”


Stuart groans. “We’ll be fine.”


“Naw, man. She’s right,” Hunter says. “Didn’t you hear about that dude last winter?”


“What dude?” Stuart asks.


“The UC freshman that got butchered.” Hunter’s voice drops an octave.


“Oh, please.” Britney sounds disgusted. “You’re making this up.”


Hunter raises a hand to silence her. “The way I heard it, this couple turned off the highway for a little sexy time, but then their car wouldn’t start. Dude went searching for a gas station while his girl stayed put, locking the doors and shit. Then right as she’s about to fall asleep, she hears a tapping on the roof.” A wide grin stretches across his brawny face. “Tap. Tap. Tap.”


I hide a smile, pretty sure I’ve heard this story before.


“’Course, she assumes it’s a tree branch scraping against the car until the cops show up,” he continues. “They tell her to get outta the car, but when she looks back, you’ll never guess what she sees.”


“What?” Britney is on the edge of her seat, biting at her French-manicured acrylic nails. “What’d she see?”


“I’m glad you asked, darlin’,” he says, licking his lips with relish. “She saw her boyfriend hanging upside down from a tree. Throat all slit. Blood dripping everywhere!”


Britney looks like she’s about to be sick. “No way . . .”


He pumps a fist in the air. “Hell, yeah!”


Stuart’s shoulders shake up and down in his seat, and then he bursts out laughing. “Nice try, man. But that’s from a movie.”


“No, it ain’t,” Hunter protests.


“You got the ending wrong too,” Stuart goes on. “There wasn’t any tree. He decapitated the guy with an ax.” He turns to face me, his eyes dancing. “Remember?”


Now I know why the story sounded so familiar. Stuart made me watch that stupid horror movie three times last summer. Lots of blood and gore, just how he likes it, and some bimbo with big boobs being chased by an ax murderer—running up the stairs when she should be running down them.


“You asshole,” Britney says, smacking the back of Hunter’s seat. “I can’t believe I fell for that.”


“It ain’t no movie. That’s how it happened,” Hunter says, shaking his head adamantly.


“I heard the same story,” Gavin says. “Except there wasn’t a boyfriend. The girl was at a gas station, and the killer got in her back seat with an ax. People were flashing headlights and stuff to warn her.”


Lily yawns loudly. “Those are silly urban legends.”


“A what?” Gavin asks.


“They’re stories passed down from generation to generation,” Lily explains. “We learned about them in psych class. They’re supposed to stop kids from doing dangerous stuff. You know, like fairy tales. Keep your butt home, or you’ll get eaten by the Big Bad Wolf.”


“It ain’t no urban legend,” Hunter says. “No one is leaving the car—got it?”


I catch his eye in the front passenger seat. I’m still unsure if he’s telling the truth or not, but his story served its purpose. I mouth a thank-you and he nods back with a little smile.


“Great,” he continues. “Now that that’s settled, let’s eat!”


“Is food all you ever think about? You’re such a pig,” Britney says.


“Oink oink, baby.” He laughs as he zips up his orange puffer jacket and hops out the front passenger door to get to the cooler in the cargo area of the SUV. “Thanks a lot, by the way,” he says to Britney, his hand on the car door as the cold air rushes in. “Now I gotta freeze off my tail feathers just to get some dang chips.”


Normally, the cargo area is accessible from the back row, but we packed the space so full of luggage and gear, there’s no way to reach anything unless it’s by going outside and using the rear door. Hunter pleaded to put the cooler in the middle row so he could have some “roadie snacks” on the drive up, but Britney shot him down, saying there wasn’t enough room.


“Like I knew we were going to get stuck,” Britney scoffs. “Besides, it’s not my fault you’re such a fat ass.”


“The ladies like Daddy to have some meat on his bones.” Hunter pats at his belly and laughs. “Oh, well. I guess it gives me an excuse to check the tailpipe.”


“What’s wrong with the tailpipe?” I ask with a small flicker of worry.


“Nothing—I hope,” he says. “But we gotta make sure snow ain’t building up and blocking things. If carbon monoxide gets inside, we’ll be dead long before anyone finds us,” he explains and then closes the door, heading for the rear of the SUV.


His answer makes me wish I hadn’t asked the question. This is just wonderful. As if being stranded in the mountains isn’t bad enough, now I have another thing to worry about—asphyxiation.


Moments later Hunter returns, shaking the snow off his body like a wet dog before sliding back into the front seat. His arms are filled with food. Stuart and I may have gone a little overboard packing this morning. He insisted on buying a six-pack of full-size Hershey chocolate bars and enormous party-size bags of sour gummy worms and honey-roasted peanuts. I crammed in some healthy options like my favorite snack-size pita chips and some string cheeses.


As Hunter distributes snacks around the car, Britney refuses, saying she doesn’t eat “junk food” even though the snacks I brought along are organic. I eye her warily. She got nothing to eat at the rest stop either. Not that I blame her for skipping on gross fast-food burgers, but even I got a grilled cheese. It makes me think of the talk around school. Gossip isn’t something I usually pay attention to, but her behavior makes me wonder. There are rumors that Britney and her friends starve themselves a few days before football games to be as cute as possible in their cheer outfits.
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