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“Greatest Hits
1996-2011” celebrates fifteen years of Lise Lyng Falkenberg’s short
stories. It offers her ten most beloved stories published in the
ebook format for the very first time. Prepare to come face to face
with prejudice, love, death and magic realism in this literary Top
10, where the stories have been selected based on sales figures
like in any other chart. We hope you’ll enjoy the countdown from
number 10 to number 1.

 


 


 


10. The
Downside of Social Media

First published
in 2011

 


It had been a
long, boring spring. Augusta had lost her job by the end of March –
recession they said – and although she had written exactly 147
applications since then, she hadn’t managed to get something
new.

Augusta lived
in Copenhagen. It was the capital of Denmark and the Danish
politicians used to say that the international recession hadn’t hit
Denmark as hard as the rest of Europe. Augusta was sure that they
were lying. If they hadn’t been hit that hard, how come there were
no jobs to get? How come everything got more and more expensive?
How come life was drab and poor and empty? At least that was how it
felt. As if nothing exciting had ever happened or ever would.
Everything was just plain boring.

 


In June the
sequel to “Scare” premiered in Copenhagen. “Scare” had been a
mediocre British horror film that told the tale of six guys setting
out to find the killer of the main protagonist’s kid sister,
warding off demons and evil spirits along the way. Nothing that
hadn’t been seen before and the new one didn’t sound any better.
“Scare 2” it was called. Very intelligent, Augusta thought
sarcastically. The recession seemed to have hit the ones who came
up with film titles as well, but Augusta went to see “Scare 2”
anyway, as she had already seen “Scare”. In fact she had even
reviewed it when it came out last year as she had worked as a
culture journalist back then. She had given it two out of five
stars, she recalled.

Watching “Scare
2” at the cinema, the plot was as flimsy and boring as the one in
“Scare”, but this time Augusta noticed the British actor Jack
Evander. He played Frank, the dry-witted, mature one of the six
main guys, and Augusta wondered how she had managed to overlook him
in the first film. He was without doubt the hottest guy she had
ever seen; tall, lean, with dark scruffy hair and the warmest brown
eyes that promised both passion and compassion. God, where had HE
been all her life? Just watching him on the big screen made her
heart go thump-thump-thump, her palms got sweaty, her stomach
filled with butterflies and she couldn’t help giggling
ridiculously, “tee-hee-hee!” With horror she realised that she was
in love.

The next couple
of weeks she spent obsessing over Jack Evander. She felt like a
fourteen year old, thinking of him 24/7, buying “Scare” on DVD even
though she didn’t really like it and going to the cinema to see
“Scare 2” five more times. She googled Jack on the internet and
found loads of articles and photos of him and she went to online
fan forums and fan galleries and signed up in order to get the
latest news on him. She even befriended the administrator of an
American online “Scare” fan magazine and promised to write for them
for free just to do something that related to Jack.

 


Two weeks after
she had fallen for Jack Evander, Augusta got her big break. She
read on the internet that Jack would be at the London Film &
Comic Con on July 18 and 19. He would sign autographs there and
have his picture taken with fans. Augusta couldn’t believe her
luck. She would be able to meet him! Without thinking, she booked a
flight to London and a cheap hotel room for two nights. She
couldn’t afford it, of course, as she was on unemployment benefits,
but she just had to go.

She flew in
Friday evening and spent a troubled night at the hotel in Penywern
Road near Earls Court. She was much too excited about meeting Jack
the next day to get any real sleep. Early Saturday morning she was
one of the first to queue up outside Earls Court 2 in order to see
Jack and she almost passed out when she spotted him even before he
entered the venue. She couldn’t believe it, but he walked right
past her with his assistant - a guy named Vincent White who Augusta
had heard of on the fan forums. They were both very tall and they
looked a bit like opposite chess pieces. Jack was dressed all in
black and he carried a rather chi-chi men’s shoulder bag, whereas
Vincent White was in white, obviously, sporting a huge pair of
sunglasses with polarised lenses, although it was raining. The two
of them went back and forth next to the waiting crowd no less than
three times, probably searching for the right entrance, but no one
as much as looked at them. No one except Augusta.

 


When Augusta
got into Earls Court 2, she immediately queued up to see Jack. She
had to walk past a table with 8x10 pics of him, picking one for him
to sign, and she chose a still from “Scare 2” where he was standing
all alone in a forest, looking strong, suave and sexy as Frank. She
loved that photo.

There were only
four people in front of her in the queue and when Jack arrived a
little later and sat down at the table where he was to sign
autographs, he was grinning from ear to ear. Augusta gave her photo
and her money - £15 – as well as a piece of paper with her name on
to a convention volunteer and then it was almost her turn to talk
to Jack. Oh God, her heart beat so fast, that it threatened to
burst out of her bosom.

Jack was
wonderful. When Augusta reached him, he shook her hand and smiled
at her, both with his mouth and his eyes. He had the most amazing
brown eyes, warm and intelligent and ever so intense. It felt as if
he could see right through her and they wormed their way into her
heart and soul.

At first
Augusta got flustered, but Jack was so kind and down-to-earth that
she forgot about her anxiety. Instead she brought out the cookbook
that she had bought for him. She knew that he liked to cook, so she
got him a Danish cookbook in English, which she presented to him.
He was delighted to get it. “Brilliant, just brilliant,” he kept
saying. Then he grabbed the photo and the piece of paper that the
volunteer handed him. He looked at her name on the paper, then at
her and asked, “Is it for you?”

When she said
yes, he smiled and wrote: “To Augusta. Thanks for the cookbook. I
look forward to giving it a go. Best wishes Jack Evander” on the
photo. Then he proceeded to talk to her about Denmark, recipes and
his work in “Scare”. He was very intense to talk to. He really
bowled her over with his warmth, wit and attention and he just kept
on talking and asking questions, but Augusta felt the annoyed looks
from the rest of the queue on her back, so eventually she had to
stop him talking. She did so by asking him for a photo and he posed
for her willingly. Then he shook her hand again and said, “It was
nice to meet you.”

Her audience
was over.

 


When Augusta
left Jack’s table, it gradually sank into her consciousness that
she had just met Jack Evander. The realisation almost made her
faint from happiness. He had smiled at her and talked to her, he
had shaken her hand and looked at her with such passion in his
brown eyes that it made her blush even now. It was too overwhelming
and she had to leave Earls Court 2 for a while, as she was afraid
of passing out if she stayed in the same building as him. Quickly
she went back to her hotel and in her room she put the signed photo
in her suitcase and locked it away. In order to feel less dizzy,
she had a sandwich before she returned to Earls Court 2 in order to
queue up again for the photo shoot.

Jack was having
his picture taken with his fans at the convention. For £20 you’d
get a professional photo of him and you together, and tons of
people had lined up to be photographed with him. They marched in
one by one to a room where Jack stood in front of a backdrop and
when it was Augusta’s turn, Jack said, “Hello again,” and put an
arm around her. She realised that she was shivering from the
tenderness with which he placed his hand on her shoulder. Then
there was a quick flash and the photographer went, “It’s good” and
before Augusta knew it, she was out of the room again. All in all
it took less than twenty seconds.

 


Augusta waited
around in Earls Court 2 for a couple of hours in order to get her
photo. She would have loved to queue up in front of Jack’s table
again, but she couldn’t afford to pay another £15 to talk to him,
so she had to watch him from a distance. She noticed that he got up
from the table several times to hug and kiss some of his female
fans and she just wished that he had kissed her as well. Oh God,
she would have done anything to get a kiss from Jack Evander!

In the end her
photo was ready and when she had picked it up, she waited outside
Earls Court 2 until the convention closed for the evening. Jack
turned up half an hour later in the company of Vincent White and
Augusta walked behind the two of them at a safe distance. She
didn’t want to come across as a stalker, but she wanted to know
where they were going and she could see that other fans had waited
outside Earls Court 2 as well and was following Jack the same way
as she did. She noticed that Jack was carrying her cookbook in his
hand and that made her heart race. He didn’t seem to carry any
other presents from fans except for what he may have hidden in his
chi-chi shoulder bag.

Jack and
Vincent White walked down Warwick Street where they turned off into
a parking lot. The fans couldn’t get in there, so Augusta waited
for a car to leave the parking lot, but no one did. Too late she
realised that the parking lot had several exits and that Jack and
Vincent White had probably left another way. It was devastating.
She just wished she could afford to go back to the LFCC the day
after and see Jack again, but she couldn’t. Her plane left early
the next morning anyway and she had to come to terms with the fact
that Jack was gone and she would not see him again.

When she got
home to Denmark, she had the picture of Jack and her framed and put
on the wall in her living room next to the one he had signed. She
loved to look at them both; the one where he had written her name
and the one where he had his arm around her shoulder. She couldn’t
stop thinking of him and when she wrote about him and the
convention for the American fan mag, she didn’t mind the least bit
that she wasn’t getting paid. It was a labour of love.

 


In August,
Augusta read in the paper that many celebrities had Twitter
accounts. She had always found social media pretty boring, but now
she looked Jack up on Twitter and lo and behold; he had an account.
Quickly she signed up to Twitter herself in order to follow him and
as he was on almost every day, it soon became an obsession for her
to be on Twitter all the time to read his tweets as soon as he
wrote them. She could see that not only did he update his followers
on what he was doing day to day, he also answered questions from
fans. You could actually write him and ask him questions! It was
amazing.

Reading back on
his tweets, Augusta realised that although Jack answered questions
from as many different fans as possible, there was one, a girl
named Emma, who always got an answer. In fact Jack wrote her every
day. God, that made Augusta envious! Jack didn’t seem to know this
Emma, not in person, but he had obviously taken a liking to her and
answered whatever she asked him and she asked him a lot. Twenty
questions a day at least. Augusta wrote Jack as well, but he never
answered any of her questions. Not until October, anyway.

On October 4th
Jack wrote; “Just washed Bea. Another nice day here.” Augusta knew
that Bea was his car, but she didn’t know what kind of car it was,
so she wrote to him: “@JackEvander I meant to ask: what kind of car
is Bea?” To her surprise he wrote back within six minutes:
“@AugustaJuel Bea is my BMW M6 convertible. I know it’s a little
silly naming my car but never mind.” Oh, my God, he had written to
her! Her heart pounded furiously when she wrote back, “@JackEvander
I think it’s cute. Thanks for answering. It was nice meeting you at
the LFCC in July.” He didn’t write back. In fact he didn’t answer
any of Augusta’s questions the following weeks, but he answered all
of Emma’s, she noticed. He answered questions from a lot of other
fans as well, but not Augusta’s. It was devastating.

 


In November
Augusta had finally figured out how to upload photos to Twitter and
the first one she uploaded was the one she had taken of Jack at the
London Film & Comic Con. She wrote a text to accompany it and
it said, “The delightful @JackEvander at London Film & Comic
Con in July”. She hoped that he would see it and he did. Within
half an hour he wrote to her, “@AugustaJuel Would it be ok if I
used that as my profile pic?”

Whoa! He wanted
to use her photo as his profile pic! Then all of his fans and
followers on Twitter would see it. He had almost 100,000
followers.


“@JackEvander Yes, of course you can use it. :-)” she wrote
to him and she had to help him crop the photo to fit the square
area for profile pics. When everything was in order he wrote, “A
big thanks to @AugustaJuel for the profile pic. Now to
dinner.”

The next day
she had gained 100 new followers on Twitter, all fans of Jack’s.
Augusta was ecstatic.

 


From then on
Jack wrote Augusta on Twitter every single day. He dumped Emma just
like that and never wrote her again, instead he spent time writing
to Augusta. He didn’t seem to remember her from the LFCC, but
Augusta forgave him for that, as there had been so many other
people there, but at least now he came to know who she was.

At first Jack
just answered the questions that Augusta asked him, but eventually
he started writing her without her having asked him first. Soon
they built up an on-line friendship in which they could talk about
everything - films, photography, music, sports, cooking, TV
programmes, travel, holidays, religion and politics - nothing was
too big or too small.

In December he
asked if she was looking forward to Christmas and he wished her a
Merry Christmas on Christmas Eve. When she showed him a photo of
the dress she had bought for New Year’s Eve he wrote, “Niiiiiice!”
and on January 1st, he asked if she had had a good time the night
before. He sent her a “Get well soon” greeting when she had the flu
in January and when in February she sent off her job application
number 200, he wrote, “Wow! Good luck!” She wished him a happy
birthday when he turned 25 in March and he wrote back, “Thanks a
lot” and returned the wish on her birthday in May. It was the stuff
that friends did and Augusta came to look upon him as a real friend
and not only that. For every single tweet Augusta fell more and
more in love with him and she had the feeling that he was in love
with her, too. He flirted with her and called her his tweetheart
like in a sweetheart found on Twitter and he knew of course that
she was single, there for the taking. There was other stuff that
she didn’t tell him, though, just like he kept things from her. He
never mentioned his girlfriend, for instance. Augusta knew that he
had a girlfriend, at least that was what it said on some of the fan
forums, but on Twitter he came across as single. She never asked
him why, but she guessed it had to do with his image.

As time went by
Augusta came to realise that Jack was quite different from his
public image. His fans believed him to be a nice, polite, chaste
and clean-cut Christian, but in fact he was a total playboy. The
Jack that Augusta got to know was a hedonistic heavy drinker, a sex
addict and bisexual too, if Augusta wasn’t mistaken. It didn’t
bother her much, though, as he was always warm, kind and caring
towards her, but she wondered how he managed to keep his dark side
hidden from his fans, when he so willingly shared it with her.

 


Within a year
Jack had become Augusta’s closest friend. No matter what he was
doing, if he was filming “Scare 3”, travelling or doing charity
work, he wrote her every single day. He had so many friends that he
probably didn’t know how much he had come to mean to Augusta, but
it didn’t matter, as she was just grateful that he kept writing her
every day despite his busy schedule.

In November – a
year after Jack had first started writing Augusta on Twitter – he
sent her a tweet saying, “@AugustaJuel Gonna be in Copenhagen for
the Scare 3 prem. Where’s good to go in Copenhagen?”

Oh, God, he was
coming! He was really coming to Copenhagen! Augusta couldn’t
believe it. Of course Jack had to go to film premieres wherever the
company sent him, but Augusta knew that he had some say about which
countries he would be visiting. She wondered if he had chosen
Copenhagen in order to meet her? She thought that he had. She wrote
back to him, “@JackEvander The world’s oldest theme park TIVOLI is
a must (open until 11 pm) or try the music venue Vega (open until 5
am).”

She then wrote
the administrator of the American “Scare” fan mag and offered to
cover Jack’s visit and the next day she was able to write to Jack,
“@JackEvander I’ve been hired to cover the red carpet btw, so I’ll
give you a wave. I’m the one with the stupid camera!”


”Awesome,” he wrote back. “I’ll see you there!” God, she was
really going to see him again! She quickly hunted down her Nikon
F65 35mm SLR camera that she had put away in the attic. It wasn’t
quite professional, but it had served her more than once in her
days as a hack when she had been sent out to do interviews without
a photojournalist by her side.

 


Using the name
of the American fan mag, Augusta managed to go to the red carpet
event of the Danish premiere of “Scare 3” as a reporter. She wasn’t
allowed to greet Jack in the airport or to interview him, heck, she
wasn’t even allowed to see the film at the premiere, but it didn’t
spoil her good mood. At 6 p.m. she was standing next to the rest of
the Danish journalists inside the entrance hall of the cinema where
the red carpet ended in a cardboard cut out of the six guys from
the “Scare” trilogy.

The red carpet
began outside in front of the cinema where hundreds of fans –
mostly screaming teenage girls – had queued up hours in advance in
order to get a glimpse of Jack and his fellow actor Anthony Bailey,
who played the cheeky Egan in the “Scare” films. She could hear
when they arrived, as all the girls outside started screaming even
louder and within minutes Vincent White hurried down the red carpet
with Anthony Bailey’s stunt double Walt in his wake. Nobody took
any notice of them and Augusta was sure that she was the only one
who knew who they were. She took some photos of them and the rest
of the journalists looked at her as if she was crazy. They were
pretty annoyed in the first place that she was there. They knew of
course that she was unemployed – after all they were all former
colleagues – so they hated the fact that she had made it to the red
carpet after all. They didn’t talk to her, but were busy
interviewing the Danish celebrities who had been invited to the
premiere.

 


After half an
hour Jack and Anthony Bailey entered the hall. They had been
signing autographs for the fangirls out front and that was why it
had taken them so long to get inside. Walking the red carpet, they
were being both photographed and bombarded with questions from the
other journalists, but when they reached the spot where Augusta was
standing, her former colleagues pushed and shoved her around so she
wasn’t able to get any good pictures. Besides, Jack didn’t look her
way at all and Augusta realised that he didn’t recognise her even
though he knew what she looked like from her 2 x 2 cm Twitter
profile pic.

When the red
carpet session was over, Jack and Anthony were supposed to walk
from the entrance hall to the cinema itself in order to introduce
“Scare 3”, but as Jack passed Augusta, she couldn’t help herself
and yelled out loudly, “Jack! Hey, Jack!!”



Jack turned his
head and looked at her. At first he looked disorientated, but then
the familiar warmth and intensity entered his eyes and his entire
face lit up in a smile.

“It’s
you!” he burst out and from then on everything went so quickly.
Jack dragged her on to the red carpet, kissing and hugging her in
front of the gaping journalists, Augusta's mind was spinning from
the kiss, Jack's soft moist lips, his strong arms, his scent of
Lancôme Hypnôse Homme. Oh God, she was about to faint!

“You want
a picture?” he asked and she stuttered, “Yes,” and he pulled out
his iPhone from the breast pocket in his sand coloured suit and
handed it to the Danish press co-ordinator, asking him to take
their photo. The press co-ordinator did, but he was not happy as
they were behind schedule. In fact Jack and Anthony Bailey had
missed a scheduled press conference, so instead they were to give
an impromptu interview in the entrance hall. As the only
unauthorised journalist Augusta was allowed to stay and listen in
as the press co-ordinator obviously thought that she was Jack’s
local mistress. She even got to take the photos that she had been
deprived of when Jack had walked the red carpet.

Augusta noticed
the look on Jack’s face, a bit surprised perhaps, but then he
concentrated on the interview and afterwards the press co-ordinator
took another photo of him and her with Augusta’s camera. Then Jack
had to go inside the cinema with Anthony Bailey and the premiere
guests.

“See
you,” Augusta called out after him and he grinned rather sheepishly
and said, “Yeah.”

 


While Jack and
Anthony Bailey introduced “Scare 3” in the cinema, Augusta went
home to drop off the camera. Her heart was beating with joy. Jack
Evander had kissed her! He had kissed her on the red carpet in
front of all her mean and jealous former colleagues and he had had
the press co-ordinator take their picture in front of them all. Oh
God, how she loved him! She loved him, she loved him, she loved
him, and she decided to change her clothes as Jack had looked so
smart in his suit and tie and she wanted to match that look.

At 9 p.m. she
went over to TIVOLI, the beautiful old amusement park. It was open
during the early winter months where it functioned as a Christmas
market and it was breathtaking with all its lights in the dark
November night.

It took a while
before Augusta spotted Jack – after all the park was pretty big –
but finally she found him queuing up at “The Demon” – the wildest
roller coaster in the entire park. He was with Anthony Bailey,
Vincent White and the stuntman Walt, but it was impossible for
Augusta to get to him due to some rather brutal security
guards.

When Jack and
his mates got off the roller coaster the guards kept the fans at
bay, Augusta too, and in the end she had to give up on getting near
him. Instead she took a taxi to the Vega music venue to wait for
him there and as usual it was difficult to get in. You had to look
and act a certain way and Augusta was sure she wouldn’t have made
it, had she not been wearing high heels and a very skimpy dress
underneath her coat. Still she had to pay almost £20 just to get
inside as the music venue hosted a Tommy Hilfiger “Loud” party that
night, complete with live music and DJs.

 


Jack turned up
just after midnight with his posse. Augusta saw him pass the
downstairs bar where she was sitting, but he didn’t see her so she
hurried to finish her drink and follow him. Vega was really big and
she went to the huge concert halls first to look for him, but he
wasn’t there. Eventually she found him on one of the sofas in the
lounge on the upper floor. The lounge was bursting with people so
Augusta had to stand at the counter. From there she had a good view
of Jack and she could see that he was drunk. High and drunk. And he
was making out on the sofa with a girl pretty enough to be a model.
Augusta felt her heart sink. She couldn’t approach him now, could
she?

Augusta didn’t
know what to do: She had thought that Jack had come to Copenhagen
to see her and now he was making out with some stranger in front of
her. He wasn’t interested in her after all, was he? But what about
their friendship on Twitter? What about all the nice things he had
said to her? His constant flirting with her? Was she no longer his
tweetheart? Augusta was totally confused. She wanted to leave Vega,
as it hurt to watch Jack with the girl, but she couldn’t bring
herself to do it, as she didn’t know if she would ever see him
again if she did and she couldn’t bear that thought, either. In the
end she just stood at the counter all night, sipping drinks and
crying inside.

At one point
Jack went to the counter to get more drinks for himself and that
model-girl, and he smiled vaguely at Augusta, as if he remembered
who she was, but then he was gone again. Augusta’s heart was
bleeding.

 


The music venue
closed at five o'clock in the morning, but just before closing time
Jack’s assistant, Vincent White, came up to Augusta at the counter.
He looked as drunk as Jack, when he said, “Would you please follow
me? Jack wants to see you,” but she followed him anyway. She was
pretty drunk herself.

Outside Vega
they took a taxi, Augusta riding up front and Jack and Vincent
White on the backseat with the model-girl. Augusta had no idea what
she was getting herself into, but the model-girl on the backseat
had her top off and both Jack and Vincent White were groping her
fake silicone breasts and laughing. She was laughing, too, but
Augusta felt like puking.

The taxi took
them to the expensive St. Petri Hotel in the city centre and
Augusta followed Jack and the others inside. They took the lift to
the top floor of the building and here Vincent White disappeared
into a suite with the girl whereas Jack dragged Augusta into his
own suite. It was extremely luxurious with an amazing view of
Copenhagen’s skyline, but Augusta didn’t get to see much as Jack
started kissing her as soon as he had closed the door behind them.
The smell of booze and joints mingled with his scent of Lancôme
Hypnôse Homme, but Augusta didn’t mind as Jack was kissing her.
Jack Evander was kissing her for the second time that night and
that was all that mattered.

 


Jack dragged
Augusta to the bedroom where he undressed her with a speed that she
didn’t think possible considering his drunkenness. He took off his
own clothes pretty fast, too, and naked Jack was lean and almost
hollow-chested, but he had broad shoulders, big biceps and muscular
calves. Augusta noticed that he was well hung.

He proceeded to
push her down on the bed where he made love to her for hours, hard
and fast, slow and gentle, sweet, sordid, strange, the whole time
not speaking to her, but moaning and sighing, purring and laughing.
Augusta kept up with him and did everything to please him in every
possible way. She let him do whatever he wanted to her and she was
willing to do whatever he wanted to him. She was in seventh heaven.
She loved him so much.

Around eight in
the morning Jack was exhausted. He gave her a kiss and said, “That
was definitely the best sex I have ever had.” Then he asked her to
leave. Augusta was disappointed, but she obeyed and got dressed.
When she left his suite, he was already snoring and she walked all
the way home.

The next day
Jack left Denmark and Augusta wrote him on Twitter to thank him for
their night together, but he didn’t answer. She wrote an article
about meeting him on the red carpet and sent it off to the American
mag and the next day she wrote Jack again, asking him to send the
pic of him and her that the press co-ordinator had taken with
Jack’s iPhone. Still no answer. She then wrote him every single day
for a month, but he didn’t reply. To Augusta it felt like losing
her best friend. It hurt so much that she just wanted to die.

 


Augusta never
heard from Jack again. Three months later he had found a new
tweetheart, a girl from Wales who he wrote every day. She had
replaced Augusta the same way as Augusta had replaced Emma. Augusta
wondered if that was what had happened with Emma, too? Had Jack
slept with her and then dumped her? But was that why he had dumped
Augusta in the first place? Because he had had his way with her? Or
was it for the one thing that she had never told him, but that he
had seen for himself when they met in Copenhagen? Augusta looked at
the photo that the press co-ordinator had taken of her and Jack
with her camera. Jack looked so happy, young and handsome in the
pic, whereas she looked worldly, wise and a bit weary of life.
Maybe Jack had dumped her because she was twenty years his senior
and old enough to be his mother. She would never know for sure.

 


 


 


9. Memories of
Summer

First published
in 2001

 


The phone rang
precisely at eight o’clock. It did that every evening and as usual
it was Mum.

“Hi,
Mum!”

“Hello,
Louise.”

Every evening
we chatted for about fifteen minutes. Mum would tell me about the
garden and the greenhouse, her pride and joy to which she devoted
all her time when the household chores allowed it. She told me
about Dad’s day at the office and I told her about my day at the
university where I had worked for a couple of years. The
conversation was quite ordinary until Mum said, “I promised to say
hello to you from Shirley Harris. She called today.”

“Shirley
Harris?” I searched my memory but no matter how hard I tried, I
couldn’t remember having ever known a Shirley Harris. “I don’t know
any Shirley Harris.”

“Yes, you
do, Louise. Don’t you remember Shirley? Surly from the
foot?”

“Surly?
But…” I felt quite strange, “But what did she want after so many
years?”

“You’ll
find out soon.”

I was really
curious, but no matter how much I begged, Mum wouldn't tell me and
I had to end the conversation without having had my curiosity
satisfied.

 


When I had put
down the receiver, I sat for a long time letting the memories sweep
me away. Shirley. Surly from the foot. She belonged to my
childhood. I got to know her when I was only three. Mum and Dad had
rented a holiday cottage in Harbour Bay and now we were to spend
summer there in idyllic surroundings with woods, beaches and a
harbour. Harbour Bay was a cosy little port with a small number of
inhabitants that doubled its number each summer when all the
tourists moved into Summer Town. Summer Town was situated in the
northern part of Harbour Bay and it was made up completely of
holiday cottages. We also lived in Summer Town, on Sunflower Road
to be exact. There were many children on Sunflower Road, but most
of them were older than me, so during the first few days I didn’t
have anyone to play with. But then one day a black-haired girl my
own age stood out in the road looking at me through the gate.

“Do you
live here?” she asked and I nodded. The girl kept standing there,
staring, so I said, “Where do you live?”

She pointed to
the end of the road and said, “All the way down there.”

“At the
foot?”

She nodded
gravely. Then she asked, “What's your name?”


“Louise.”

"My name is
Shirley.”


“Surly?”

Once again she
nodded gravely. And that’s how Surly from the foot got her
nickname. She became a permanent ingredient of my childhood
summers, because in the summers to come Mum and Dad always rented
the same cottage in Harbour Bay.

 


Harbour Bay.
The memories crawled over me like the black slugs had been crawling
over the steps at the railway track. We had become a little older,
Surly and me. Six or seven years. We were always together and
sometimes Barry and Michael came along. Barry was a chubby redhead,
who lived in the cottage next to ours. He had a sister named Emily
and a brother named John whereas Michael was an only child like me.
Michael was the son of a doctor who lived in the cottage across the
road.

Barry and
Michael tagged along when we explored the old railway track up in
the woods. It was a bit scary to be there on your own. Nobody ever
came there. First you had to force your way through the thick brush
from which steep embankments suddenly appeared. To get to the
track, you then had to use some old wooden steps that had been
built into the embankments. The steps were overgrown with hawthorn
and blackberry vine and there were stinging nettles and dandelions
everywhere. Fat black slugs always crawled on the steps and Michael
said that the slugs tasted like liquorice. I wasn’t sure about that
and I had no intention of finding out, either. Surly found the
slugs gross and was scared of them. I was more afraid that we would
step on them by accident, especially Barry who was not only fat and
ginger, but a bit clumsy, too.

When you stood
at the bottom of the embankments and looked at the overgrown
railway track it felt like being in a whole different world.
Everything was quiet. And hot.

“This is
scary,” Surly said. “Do you think a train will come?”

“No,”
said Barry. “There haven’t been trains here for ages.”

“You
really think so?” Michael asked. His brown eyes danced as he
started to tell a story about a train that passed this track every
midnight with all the lost souls from Hell. He told it so vividly
that I could see the train. I was thrilled.

 


The memories
rolled over me like the fantasy train on the closed railway track.
Like the waves underneath the wooden pier. I was eight or nine and
we were crab fishing from the pier. The harbour smelled of seaweed
and fish and tar. A strong smell. Safe. Michael said that if you
took a stone with a hole in the middle, put some salami in the hole
and lowered it into the water, then the crabs would come to get the
salami and you could hoist the stone with both salami and crab. We
had lain on the pier all day, Barry, Surly, Michael and me, and
fished for crabs, but we hadn’t caught any. Finally Michael hoisted
his stone. He ate the wet salami and placed the stone on my little
finger.

“Now
we’re engaged,” he said. His brown hair fluttered in the summer
breeze and I inhaled the good smell of harbour. Ages ago Surly and
I had agreed that when we grew up Surly would marry Barry and I
would marry Michael, but we hadn't told the boys. Maybe they knew
anyway? I had kept the stone ever since. I always carried it with
me in my purse like a sort of amulet.

 


The memories
fluttered around me like hair in the summer breeze. Like the bats
in Surly’s garden during night time. Our parents had allowed us to
sleep over at Surly’s because her parents were invited to a
barbecue at Barry’s parents and wouldn’t be home until late. Surly
didn’t like to be home alone during the night because sometimes
there were bats in the garden and Surly was scared of bats.

“Don’t be
scared,” Michael said. “Do you have a cardboard box and some
handkerchiefs? Then I’ll show you how to scare bats
away.”

Surly gave him
what he wanted and then he asked Barry to shine his torch into the
garden. Moments later we saw Michael running around in the garden
with the cardboard box over his head and a handkerchief in each
hand while making weird noises.

“Does
that really scare bats away?” Surely asked.

“No. It’s
just Mike being crazy,” Barry said. I was rolling with laughter. I
had never seen anything as funny as Michael in his pyjamas and the
cardboard box, waving the handkerchiefs and yelling at the
bats.

"She’s crazy,
too,” Barry stated. Maybe that was why people often thought that
Michael and I were brother and sister. Not only did we look very
much alike, we also shared the same kind of humour. And although I
was only ten that night when Michael chased the bats in the garden,
I knew that the image of him with the cardboard box and the
handkerchiefs would be one that I would always treasure and never
ever forget.

 


The memories
beat against me like the handkerchiefs against the bats. Like the
waves against the deserted north beach in the evening. We had
become teenagers, Michael, Barry, Surly and me. Surly didn’t want
to be called Surly anymore. Now her name was Shirley and she got
cross if we called her anything else. We used to go down to the
north beach late every evening to swim in the twilight before we
had to go to bed. Sometimes we skinny-dipped. We had been bathing
nude since we were kids, but it didn’t come as naturally anymore.
It felt wrong. Maybe because we weren’t kids anymore.

One evening
when we had been skinny-dipping and were drying ourselves in the
fading light on the deserted beach, Michael looked at me for a long
time with his lively brown eyes. And then he kissed me. Not for
long and not passionately or anything. He just kissed me. My whole
body shook and it wasn’t from the cool night air.

I shook off the
memories. It had been my last summer in Harbour Bay. The owner of
the holiday cottage died during winter and the new owner didn’t
want to rent out the cottage. Mum and Dad and I had to go on
holiday somewhere else. At home I was busy with school, boys and
later my further education. What happened to Michael, Barry and
Surly, no Shirley, I didn’t know.

 


A few days
later there came a letter from Shirley. It was a sweet letter in
which she explained that after a bit of detective work she had
found the phone number of Mum and Dad. Actually it was me she
wanted to contact, but as she didn’t know if I was married and had
a new surname, she had phoned my parents to get my address and to
find out what had become of me. The letter also included an
invitation to the wedding of Miss Shirley Harris and Mr. Barry
Baker. The wedding was to take place in the Harbour Bay church, on
Saturday the 26th of July. I couldn’t help smiling. Shirley and
Barry were actually going to get married.

Of course I
wanted to go to the wedding and I was lucky to get a room at the
Tower Hotel in Harbour Bay. The hotel was very elegant and had a
red tower with a view over the old pier where we used to fish for
crabs, and as a child I had never been to the hotel because it was
way too fancy and too expensive. Nowadays it was a bit run-down
which I found out when I checked in at noon on the day of the
wedding.

It was a
beautiful wedding. The small church of Harbour Bay was gaily
decorated with flowers and Shirley was an enchanting bride with her
long black hair and long white dress. Barry, the groom, had become
a handsome man. He was still a redhead, but he wasn’t fat or clumsy
anymore. During the ceremony I looked around to see if I could spot
Michael among the guests, but the church was so full of people that
it was impossible to single out anyone in the crowd. Furthermore I
wasn’t sure that I would be able to recognise him after all these
years.

When the
ceremony was over, Shirley and Barry held a reception at Harbour
Bay’s assembly hall. There were people everywhere, and I wondered
if Shirley and Barry had invited the whole town and half of the
neighbouring town as well. I kept to myself, sipped my wine and
nibbled at the food from the buffet. If only Michael had been
there, but I didn’t even know if he had been invited and I couldn’t
ask Shirley, as the bride and groom were busy unwrapping their
gifts.

In the evening
people started to dance, but no one danced with me so I sneaked a
peek at the presents. There were silverware and tablecloths, dishes
and candlesticks, ceramic figurines and kitchen appliances. And in
the middle of all this were two handkerchiefs and a cardboard box
with the inscription “Bat scarer”. I had to get hold of
Shirley!

 


I caught
Shirley between two dances and we sat down at a table with a glass
of wine. She seemed glad to see me.

“How nice
of you to come,” she said. “As you can see, Barry and I have tried
to get all our friends together, both the ones from the present and
the past.” She nodded at the many people. Yes, I could see
that.

“It’s a
wonderful wedding,” I said, “and you look lovely.”

“Thank
you.”

Now Barry came
to sit by his bride. We talked about the old days and about what
had happened since. Shirley had become a nurse and Barry worked at
a market garden. They had really changed since our childhood.
Shirley seemed much more open and less anxious and Barry had become
calm and sure of himself. But he was still as down-to-earth as he
had been when we were next door neighbours in Summer Town.

“Why did
you have the wedding here at Harbour Bay?” I asked. “None of you
live here permanently, do you?”

“My
parents gave us their holiday cottage. At the foot,” Shirley
giggled. Then she said, “We live here now, throughout the year.
Many people do that in Summer Town. Your old cottage has also been
made into an all year residence.”
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