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I was eighteen years old when Hurricane Barbara brought our quiet town of Selton to a standstill. To make matters worse, I wasn’t even at home when the news bulletin took charge of every local TV and radio station.

“Tornadoes are likely to hit Selton pretty hard today,” the announcer warned us, his voice bellowing through my best friend’s car stereo. 

Ruby and I spent the next five minutes listening to the police warnings and then we headed to Walmart to grab some water and snacks. We were in the pizza aisle when my phone rang.

“Hey, Mom,” I said.

“Hey, Sara. We just heard the news about Hurricane Barbara. Are you okay?”

I rolled my eyes at Ruby when she grabbed a pepperoni  pizza. “I’m allergic, bitch,” I mimed at her.

Ruby shrugged, her bright white smile clashing with her pale skin and jet black hair. “So die, then?” she teased. 

“Sara?” my nervous mother persisted down the phone. 

“I’m okay, Mom,” I reassured her. “Barbara is only expected to be a cat three. But we’re on lockdown because of the twisters.”

“Sweet lord in heaven above,” my religious mother gasped. “We can’t even come home to you girls because all flights are grounded until this time tomorrow.”

Mine and Ruby’s parents have been friends since we met as kids in kindergarten. They were on vacation down in New York City when Barbara changed her course and decided to pay us a visit. We were both eighteen years old and pretty self-sufficient, so they entrusted us with their big and relatively empty houses to hang out in while they were gone. But Ruby had a swimming pool, so where we were going to stay tonight wasn’t even up for debate.

“Me and Ruby will probably ride the storm out over her place,” I said. “We’ll just hunker down and dodge the twisters there.”

“Shit’s getting real,” Ruby laughed in the background.

Ruby is the daughter of a business man, Jason Maguire, so their place is probably the biggest house in the area. My parents were both teachers. We didn’t struggle, but we didn’t have the kind of excess cash or luxuries that the Maguire’s had. But we did okay and we were happy. That was what I focused on whenever jealousy crept up on me.

“It’s gonna to start any minute!” Ruby shouted to wind up my highly strong mother. “Tell her we gotta go, Sar.”

“Please be careful,” my mom was saying.

The Walmart was quickly thinning out. Frantic customers darted from side to side, throwing their goods into carts.

Five chaotic minutes later, Ruby slung a case of water, five pizzas and a couple liters of milk into the back seat of her mother’s Chrysler and slammed the door closed.

“Get in,” she mouthed at me.

“Love you,” I said down the phone. Yeah. My mom was still yapping in my ear. She wanted me to recite the Lord ’s Prayer with her but I point blank refused. God was sending this damn hurricane in the first place so what good would begging for help do now? “Really got to go now, Mom. Don’t worry about us. Ruby’s driving.”

“What a comforting thought,” my mom answered cynically.

“Your mother dissin’ my driving again?” Ruby mimed at me. I’d love to say my best friend accidentally reversed her mother’s car into a trash can just for shits and giggles, but no. She was just that bad. 

“Don’t drink any alcohol,” my mother warned. “Do you hear me young lady.”

I nudged the hip of Ruby’s jean shorts and winked. Then I stammered, “Ca..n’t... he... ar... you... m... om. Si...g... nal... brea...king...u...p.”

“Very good,” my mother said. “You do know I was also eighteen once, right? I know all the tricks. I had to lie to your grandparents so I could sneak out and meet your father.”

“Noooooo!” Ruby yelled. “Don’t say it, Mrs Finley! She’ll need a hundred years of therapy.”

It was nice to hear my mother giggle. “Just have fun and stay safe, you two. And call us if you need anything. Oh, Ruby. Your dad said don’t play the music too loud. Think of the neighbors.”

And of course Ruby whacked up the volume of the car stereo and shouted, “Tell Dad I can’t hear him! And I hate the neighbors because Mr Johnson is a smelly old pervert who watches me swim!”

“Bye, Mom,” I said, ending the call.

Ruby revved the engine and turned the steering wheel with one hand. She reached over with her other hand and clutched mine, forcing me to stand up and dance with her while the sound of Tim McGraw’s Live Like You Were Dying filled the airwaves. I’ve never had so much fun with anyone than I have with Ruby Maguire. She just point blank refused to take anything seriously. And I literally mean anything. 

Ruby had a cancer diagnosis when she was just six years old. To spare us all the doom and gloom, our parents kept us both pretty sheltered back then, so neither of us actually knew what kind of cancer she had. If it were me, I would have been researching it online day and night, wondering how likely it was that it would come back. Not Ruby. When one of our school teacher’s mentioned it the previous year, Ruby looked blankly at me. Yeah. I had to remind her that she beat cancer. Then she just laughed and said, “The past is dead and buried and the future is just some guesswork. Neither of them are real. But Now is, so I tend to live here. Anyway, she was given the all clear on her eighth birthday and she quite literally never looked back. 

I looked over at her as she danced without a care in the world. We were polar opposites in almost every conceivable way. At five foot seven she was six inches taller than me. She had black hair, mine was naturally golden blonde. She was carefree, I just pretended to be when in reality I worried about everything. I guess the only similarity was our figure, but I had to work hard to stay relatively slim. Ruby just ate whatever she wanted whenever she was hungry. McDonald’s visits at 2am were not unusual, but then again if she didn’t feel hungry, she wouldn’t eat. Like for the whole day. She used to tell me that three meals a day was a gimmick sold to us by Kellogs and bread manufacturers. The more I listened to her reasoning, the more it made sense. Our cave or jungle-dwelling ancestors didn’t eat breakfast, lunch and dinner, she explained. They didn’t know where their next meal was coming from, so they ate as much as they could whenever they could.

“Hang on!” Ruby exclaimed as a sudden wind roared across the supermarket car park. “Thar she blows! Barbara looks like she just started her period!”

I gasped at the sky as an angry gust almost flipped the next car over by the vending machines.

Ruby crunched the gears and almost hit a parked car as she sped us toward the supermarket exit.
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“HOW SEXY IS HE?” RUBY purred, kicking her feet up onto her sofa. I was sat in a huge chair opposite her and we were watching Fight Club. “Brad Pitt is proof there’s a God.” 

I shrugged. “Isn’t he in his fifties now?”

“And?” she said, picking up her ninth slice of pizza. I don’t know where she put it all because I had stopped eating over forty minutes ago. “Guess you prefer Halle Berry, huh? Oooooh. Or Margot Robbie? I would probably think about turning for her. Want to watch the new Barbie movie?”

“What?” I mumbled.

“Barbie. The kid’s doll. Highly disproportionate tits and waist. Any woman that size would just topple over, apparently. Why is your mouth hanging open? Is your jaw hinge busted? Want some face oil?”

I don’t think I had breathed in the previous sixty seconds and I just watched her stuff a worryingly large amount of pizza into her mouth.

“Use words,” she said, spraying her parents’ luxurious sofa in a fine mist of tomato purée. “Jumble them up to make sentences. Make noises. Say things.”

“Halle Robbie?” I said and my best friend’s laughter folded her up like a pretzel.

“Oh, God!” she cackled. “That was worth the wait. Margot Berry’s sister!”

I could help but laugh along with her. I would defy anyone to stay irritated around that girl. “Why did you say it?”

“What?” she snickered, trying to calm herself. 

“That stuff about me preferring Halle Berry or Margot Robbie?”

Ruby sighed and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. No biggie. Fancy a swim?”

“No!” I snapped. “I fancy you answering my question.”

Ruby bit her bottom lip. “Right. Get your phone out.” I begrudgingly did as she asked. “Cool. Now open the group chat. The one with you, me, Leona, Gemma, Gwen and Isla.” Again, I clicked my WhatsApp icon and tapped open the group. “Does aisle six, deli counter mean anything to you?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”

Ruby giggled. “I think that’s a no. Type it into the group chat. Type aisle six, deli counter. Then hit send.”

“Why? The girls will think I’ve lost my mind.”

“Trust me,” she said.

I sighed, typed it into the group chat and within a few seconds, it seemed like everyone was typing a reply.

PING. 

ISLA: ‘‘OMG! Have you seen him today? Jared is getting me through the storm!’

PING. 

GWEN: ‘He can slice my meat any day...’

PING. 

ISLA: ‘That innuendo doesn’t even make any sense.’

PING. 

GWEN: ‘Dnt care. I’ll have his babies before u do.’

More and more messages came through and I lifted my gaze to Ruby. 

“Jared Lewis,” she said. “He works on the deli counter in Walmart.”

“I gathered that,” I said. “But how does some guy I’ve never met, seen or heard of answer my question about why you said that just now?”

Ruby nodded, jumped from the sofa and jogged through her open plan kitchen. 

“You want some Pastrami, Sar?”

“Um... no.”

“How about ham? Turkey? Salami?” Ruby lifted a huge black tray of sliced meat from her fridge. “Plenty to choose from. And you’re welcome to any of it because I can’t stand most of it.”

“So why did you buy it, then? And why won’t you answer my ques–”

“Because!” she interrupted, running back through the lounge. Ruby stopped just a few feet in front of me and I wondered what she would be like on speed. She would probably break records. “I wanted to check out Jared Lewis.” I was still confused, so she pulled out her phone and scrolled through her gallery. “Him!” She turned her screen to show me a tall, blond guy with a handsome smile. I shrugged, so she sighed and tapped her finger on the screen. “He served us today, Sar! Like three hours ago. But... no wonder you didn’t see him. Look!”

This time she spun the screen and showed me a video. She was shamelessly zooming down Jared’s Walmart tee shirt. Then she zoomed out and turned the camera to me. I felt my face flush with heat. I jumped from the chair and ran to her bathroom as fast as my legs could carry me.

“Sar!” Ruby shouted after me. “Sar! Please! Don’t be like that.”

I locked the door and dropped to the floor. I had never felt this embarrassed in all my life. Not when I peed my pants on stage
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