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The story itself is based on something I’ve thought about for years, but I can’t describe it here without giving too much away – best just to say it’s about memories, and guilt, and a very particular kind of mistreatment …’
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To L. J.


ONE

Like all their kind, the dusty shells, standing in a line on a shelf, held the sounds of the sea.

The sight of them evoked memories, too, but not every memory – only the happy ones, of the child crouching on the beach, stirring through the pebbles, intent on the hunt.

And the sounds they held weren’t all the sounds they had heard. The larger shells, the ones big enough to press to the ear and listen to, seemed full of the sigh and rush of the water, the rattling drag as it pulled back through the shingle, the crash of the waves falling on the shore – even the wild roaring and surging of a storm …

… But not the screaming. Somehow they hadn’t recorded the screaming.


TWO

Where does a story begin? Where does this one begin? Does it begin with the screaming, or with the accident, or with that earlier event which – directly or indirectly – caused both?

Or does it begin even further back, when two people met, and married, and had a daughter …

Perhaps it begins with something very minor, like a simple refusal to go on holiday.



Katie knew she wasn’t taking the refusal well, but she couldn’t help it. Every spring half-term and every autumn half-term the two families went away together for a week. They had done this for as long as she could remember.

Sometimes they camped. More often they rented a simple house somewhere. It was always too small, and occasionally something vital broke down – the cooker or the hot water – but none of that ever mattered. They took turns to sleep in beds or on inflatable mattresses on the floor. Often two or three of them had to spread out their bedding in the living room. Once Ben had to make himself a nest in a tiny hallway, with his socks jammed under the front door to keep out the draught. In fact, renting a house was very like camping, except the tent was made of stone or brick and didn’t have to be put up and then taken down again.

She and Amy were best friends – so much so that once, when they were both six, and there had been some talk of Amy’s parents emigrating to Canada, they had tied themselves together with bungee ropes and insisted they must never be parted. The plans to emigrate had been cancelled. This was not, in fact, because of the disturbing sight of a two-headed four-legged child cocooned in blue and black elasticated string. It was because Amy’s parents got cold feet about leaving family and friends to start again among strangers. Even so, it made the friendship seem extremely powerful.

Even though Amy’s family hadn’t left the UK, they had moved. They were now too far away for Amy and Katie to go to the same school – and too far to visit unless they stayed overnight – all of which made the half-term get-together even more important.

Not that she and Amy were the only ones who’d have a good time. Everyone else would as well. Ben enjoyed hanging out with Amy’s brother Sam. Amy’s parents were good fun. And her own parents seemed to lighten up when they were all together. There was always a lot of laughing.

Katie spelt all this out in a voice that sounded horribly whiney, even to her own ears.

‘I know,’ said her mother. ‘But I’m not going this time and that’s it. I’ll go at autumn half-term.’

‘I should hope so,’ said Katie. ‘I wouldn’t want to think we were going to miss two trips in a year.’

‘Come on, Katie,’ said her father. ‘Ben’s OK about it and he’s younger than you.’

‘Well, but that’s Ben, isn’t it?’ said Katie. ‘He’s always OK about everything. He just goes with the flow. Anyway, Ben doesn’t really think about things till they happen. I do! I look forward to things, and I’ve been looking forward to this ever since we got back last October.’

‘I keep saying …’ said her mother, ‘… none of you has to miss out. I’ll enjoy having the house to myself for a while.’

Katie looked at her father. ‘So can we go without her, then?’ she asked.

He was walking out of the room as she spoke, heading for the garage for some reason.

‘Can we go?’ she said, following.

‘I didn’t think you’d expect me to answer that,’ he said. He held the door between the house and garage open for her, and then lifted Ben’s bike down from the wall hooks that supported it.

‘It was a question,’ said Katie. ‘Why wouldn’t I want an answer?’

‘You really think we’re going to go away for a week and leave your mother on her own?’ He didn’t look at her. He was pushing the bike to and fro, testing the brakes.

Katie didn’t like the road she was going down, but she didn’t know how to find a way off it. It was a strange feeling, like free-falling.

‘Mum doesn’t mind,’ she persisted.

‘You believe that?’

Katie frowned, suddenly distracted by the sight of the brake-blocks on Ben’s bike being carefully adjusted. ‘When are you going to check my bike?’ she said.

‘After this one.’

‘Why are you doing Ben’s first?’

‘It was nearer.’

There was no arguing with that, it was so obviously true. Katie abandoned the lesser annoyance for the greater, the one that was filling her mind.

‘So what are we going to tell the others?’ she said.

‘That we’ve got stuff we have to do that week.’

‘But the house is booked already, isn’t it?’

‘We’ll still pay our whack. They’ll have more space than usual, that’s all.’

However relaxed and easy-going a family is, there are still invisible lines that shouldn’t be crossed. Katie knew she was moving steadily up towards one of them, but she couldn’t stop herself. She took a deep breath and crossed it.

‘Why don’t we tell them the real reason?’ she asked.

Her father didn’t answer. He had prodded each tyre thoughtfully and now he was attaching the pump to the rear one.

All that was needed to step back over the line was to keep quiet, but Katie found she couldn’t even do that. ‘Why don’t we tell them the truth?’ she said loudly.

‘There’s no need,’ said her father, pumping air into the tyre and then pinching it again.

‘There is. They’re our friends. Why do we have to pretend?’

No answer. He just screwed the cap back on the valve in silence.

‘If you won’t tell them, I will.’

She turned to go, but he was faster. Standing between her and the door, still holding the pump in one hand, he said, very quietly, ‘You need to learn something about family loyalty.’

Katie pushed past him. She didn’t like the expression on his face, but she knew, even without thinking about it, that he would never hit her. Just perhaps despise her a little, which was more painful.

‘Well I think it’s stupid,’ she said.

He turned back to the bike. ‘You think everything’s stupid that doesn’t have you centre-stage,’ he said.

It was a few days later that Amy rang. She didn’t get to the point right away, she talked about TV soaps for at least five minutes, then she lowered her voice slightly and said, ‘Can anyone your end hear this conversation?’

‘No,’ said Katie. She was lying on her bed with the cordless telephone, and though her door was open she was sure there was no one else upstairs.

‘OK,’ said Amy, ‘listen … I don’t think I’m meant to tell you this, but my mum’s worried that she’s upset your mum.’

‘Why would she think that?’

‘Because you’re not coming away with us. Has she upset your mum, do you know?’ When there was no immediate answer, she went on, ‘Because if she has she doesn’t know what she’s done, so she can’t sort it out. But if you tell me what it is I can tell her and we can get it all OK again.’

Katie picked up a cushion with her free hand and began to stroke the fringe. She gave an enormous, exaggerated sigh. ‘It’s not your mum’s fault,’ she said. ‘It’s not anything any of you have done. All the problems are this end, believe me.’

‘So what is it?’ said Amy. Her voice was concerned, not curious, and for a moment Katie almost told her. But only almost.

‘Is it really that she’s got so much stuff to do?’ Amy persisted.

‘So she says.’

‘The other thing Mum thought,’ said Amy, ‘was that it might be because of the accident. Like – maybe she’s lost her nerve for going in the car?’

‘No, she goes in the car,’ said Katie. ‘And she wasn’t even in the car when she had the accident.’

‘I know that. I know she was just crossing the road. But it must have given her a real shock, Katie. And it must have hurt a lot.’

Katie remained silent.

‘Are you sure it isn’t to do with that?’ Amy persisted. ‘Because it has to be something. I don’t buy all this “stuff to do” thing. Stuff to do’s never stopped her before. Maybe she really isn’t over the accident yet.’

‘She is,’ said Katie. ‘Course she is.’ Believe it to be true, she thought, and it will be true. ‘She’s fine. Her arm mended really well. They took the plaster off really quickly. And she’s nearly through with the physio sessions. She has the last one on Friday – just before we were supposed to leave.’ She wound the cushion fringe so tightly round her finger that it hurt. They didn’t want her to tell the real reason? They wanted her to pretend things were normal? All right, then, she would. ‘She’s perfectly fine,’ she said, ‘absolutely, totally fine. She’s just being a major pain in the neck, that’s all.’

She shook the fringe free and the cushion fell off the bed. As it bounced in the direction of the door, her eyes followed it, and she saw her mother, framed in the doorway. She had a mug of tea in one hand, and a look of hurt on her face such as Katie had never seen before.

‘I have to go,’ said Katie. She switched off the phone and sat up.

‘I brought you some tea,’ said her mother unnecessarily. She walked in and put the mug on the bedside table, shoving some bracelets out of the way with her other hand. The look had left her face, which was now completely blank.

I’m so sorry, thought Katie, I am so very sorry. But she couldn’t say it. Her mother picked up the cushion, put it back on the bed, and went out of the room. Katie could hear her walking downstairs.

She grabbed the cushion and hugged it, her knees drawn up to her chest, her eyes tightly shut to stop the tears. What can they expect, she thought. I’m supposed to act as if nothing’s wrong – they’re asking too much – I have to be allowed to talk to someone, don’t I? I have to be allowed to talk to my best friend.

She looked across at the rabbit-faced clock on the wall. It had hung there since she was very small, and it had always seemed to her to wear a friendly, kindly expression. Not now, though. Now it looked coldly down at her as if it didn’t like her much. She tried to think it was only because the time was twenty to five and so the hands were the shape of a down-turned mouth. But it had been twenty to five many times before – and anyway it wasn’t the mouth that seemed to dislike her, it was the eyes.

Despite the disapproving clock she stayed in her room for a couple of hours. No one called her until Ben got back from football practice.

Then she walked downstairs extremely casually and sat at the table. Ben was in a particularly good mood, and talked almost non-stop about strategies and positions. No one else would have had a chance to say anything anyway, so the fact that Katie and her mother were very quiet wasn’t noticed.

That night the scream didn’t come until about half-past four, but it was as loud and anguished as ever, ending on a long drawn out note, like the desperate cry of an animal in a trap.

Katie sat up in bed, her heart thumping, her hands over her ears, tears running down her face. ‘I’m telling Amy the truth tomorrow,’ she whispered to herself. ‘I have to…I have to…I have to…’


THREE

This time Katie was more careful. She avoided the house phone and made the call on her mobile, sitting on the low wall outside the library on her way home from school.

‘I can’t talk long,’ she said, when Amy answered. ‘My battery’s low. Sam took ages to find you.’

‘Sorry – I was putting out the rubbish. You OK?’

‘Yes, but … look, I’m not meant to tell you the real reason we’re not coming, but I have to. It’s driving me crazy. And it’s not fair that your mum thinks it’s her fault. You can tell them all, but none of you must ever let on that you know. Yes?’

‘What is it?’ said Amy, sounding alarmed.

‘Mum has nightmares and she wakes herself up screaming. And she wakes the rest of us as well. And she won’t come away because she’d be embarrassed if it happened when you’re in the same house with us. And it might. In fact it probably would. It happens at least two or three times a week.’

‘Is that it?’ said Amy. ‘But if you guys can go back to sleep again afterwards, I’m sure we can.’

Katie gave a dry little laugh. ‘You haven’t heard the screams,’ she said. ‘Honestly, I don’t know why the neighbours haven’t called the police … or the RSPCA. She sounds more like an animal being tortured than anything else.’

‘That’s awful,’ said Amy.

The sympathy in her voice made Katie almost tearful. ‘It is,’ she said. ‘It really is. Even though I know it’s nothing it still gives me a horrible fright and often I lie there shaking for ages afterwards.’

‘Oh yes.’ Amy’s voice was crisp. ‘It must be nasty for you as well, but I meant it must be awful for your poor mum.’

‘Oh,’ said Katie. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ Then the irritation came back. ‘But she won’t do anything about it, or see anyone about it. And my dad just says it’ll wear off. But I’m not convinced. It started a week after the accident, and it doesn’t seem to be getting any less. It happened again last night.’

‘She dreams the accident again, does she?’ said Amy, her voice a little fainter. ‘Crossing the road … the car hitting her … ?’

‘I expect so.’

‘Can’t she even bear to tell you that?’

Katie hesitated. She found she didn’t want to admit that she’d never asked. Her mobile gave a plaintive little bleep. ‘It’s going to cut us off in a minute,’ she said.

‘Listen,’ said Amy urgently, ‘if she won’t do anything, and your father isn’t doing anything, and Ben …’ Somehow the mobile phone managed to communicate Amy’s shrug. ‘You’re the one who has to help her,’ she said firmly.

‘What am I supposed to do?’ said Katie, startled.

‘I’m not sure … But your
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