


Josh lowered the crab gently back onto the sand, the way he’d been shown by
Mummy earlier that morning, and watched it scuttle away. He picked up his plastic
bucket, several seashells and some cool coloured stones (Daddy had told him they
were called ‘sea glass’), rattling around the bottom, and continued onwards, on a
quest for more treasures. He stopped when he reached some rocks. Rock pools had the
best treasures; the ones he’d explored earlier with Mummy and Daddy had limpets,
barnacles (‘barnakeys’ as Josh had pronounced them), mussels, and one had even had
a starfish! Josh eagerly clambered over the rocks, to peer into the still, glassy surface.

“Joshy! Be careful near those rocks!”

Josh looked back at his parents sat on beach towels, his baby sister Rhiannon sat on
his Mummy’s lap. He loved his baby sister very much, but sometimes he would feel
funny and sort of sad when Mummy and Daddy fussed over her lots, and didn’t notice
him so much. His three-year-old mind and vocabulary were not yet developed enough
to identify and name this emotion.

“Okay!” he called back.

He turned back to the water. No starfish this time…lots of seaweed. And more crabs,
little ones this time. And some funny spongy stuff clinging to the sides of the rocks.
After a few more minutes, something caught his eye, a few feet away. It was another
shell, but a big one this time! He got up and staggered over to it, in a clumsy toddler
fashion. This was the best one yet, it was even bigger than his hand! He turned it over,
admiring it, then held it up his ear. Daddy had told him you could hear the sea if you
listened hard enough. He listened. And he could hear the sea! He could hear waves,
and he could hear seagulls crying. He could also hear laughter and…was that…Daddy?
Josh smiled and continued to listen. He heard Daddy talking to someone. Who was he
talking to? A little girl’s voice replied. ”Okay Daddy.” Who was that? It couldn’t be
little Ri-ri. Babies don’t talk!

“Joshy, time for lunch!”

The shell was immediately forgotten. Josh tossed it into the bucket with the others,
and ran over to where a picnic had been laid out on a stripy bright blanket, suddenly
realising how hungry he was, after seeing the sandwiches, sausage rolls, crisps, fruit
and cakes.

The rest of the day had been lots of fun. They’d gone paddling in the sea and then
made sandcastles - even Mummy and Daddy had each had a go at making one, but
Josh’s had been bigger than either! Then they had gone to something called the
arcades. They were bright, noisy and colourful, and Josh had loved every minute. His
favourite game was one where you had to get the little ball into one of the holes, and
each hole gave you different amounts of points. He won enough tickets to buy himself
three packets of sweets. Daddy tried for ages to win a stuffed elephant for Ri-ri with
the claw machine, but it kept dropping it at the last minute. Ri-ri didn’t seem to mind,
unlike Daddy who kept saying it was rigged…whatever that meant. Then they had
chips and ice-creams and drove home. Tired, but happy, Josh had carefully arranged
the contents of his bucket - Mummy had made sure they washed and dried them first -
on the shelf in his bedroom, next to his Hey Duggee stuffed toy. He picked up the



largest of the shells and held it to his ear again. To his disappointment, he could no
longer hear anything. Maybe it only worked at the seaside? He put it with the other
shells, and watched some TV with Mummy and Daddy, until he fell asleep on the sofa,
tired out from the day’s activities. He was carried to bed, waking up long enough to
ask “Can we go again?” with half-closed eyes.

“Sure. We’ll go next summer.”

They didn’t go back next summer. Something happened a few months after that trip,
something called Covid. Josh still wasn’t entirely sure what that was, but he knew it
made people sick and was very easy to catch from from other people who had it. His
Mummy had caught it, and it made him very scared, but she got better. Not everyone
got better though. Old people could get really sick from it, and his nursery friend
Alfie’s Great-Nana had died from it. He remembered all the grown-ups having to
wear masks to go shopping. That had been very strange and a little frightening at first,
but he got used to it. There were also lots of grown-ups who didn’t believe any of it
was real. One lady had got into an argument with Mummy when they were in a
supermarket, and the lady had even tried pulling Mummy’s mask off. Daddy had been
furious when she’d told him that evening, he’d called the lady a funny-sounding word
that Mummy told Josh he was never to use. There was something called a lockdown
that year. That meant everyone had to stay at home, except to go for walks or to buy
food, and the grown-ups worked from home or had some time off work (there was a
funny word for it beginning with ‘f’, but Josh could never say it properly). Except
people like Mummy. She worked at a hospital, so she still had to go to work.

By late Summer, the lockdown was lifted. They could go outside again! To other
places now, not just for walks, or to the park. Josh was particularly excited about this,
as he’d been wanting to go back to the seaside for a whole year. But Mummy and
Daddy said it was too risky, the beaches were all so crowded, and Mummy couldn’t
risk catching Covid again when she worked with sick people. She could pass it on to
them. But they promised him they would go again when it was safe.

The rest of the Summer felt like a lifetime to Josh. He would play in the nearby park
most days with Daddy, or Mummy when she wasn’t at work, and ride his tricycle, but
only when it was quiet. Ri-ri, who was bigger by then, had her own tricycle and
would come as well. Sometimes they would race, but Josh would usually let her win.

Every so often, he would look at his shell and sea glass collection, still sat on his
shelf, picking each one up in turn, and staring at it forlornly, wondering if he’d ever
get to go back; to make sandcastles, explore rock pools and play in the arcades again.
Each time he did this, he would hold the largest shell up to his ear, mildly
disappointed, but not very surprised that he still couldn’t hear anything.

In the Autumn, Josh started school. He was a little nervous about it, especially on his
first day, but his teacher was very nice and he got on with most of the kids. There
were more lockdowns, and soon after Christmas, school had closed, as it wasn’t safe.
He was very bored for those months; now it was cold and often wet, so he couldn’t
even go to the park like he did during the first lockdown, and he missed his
classmates, especially Ethan, his best friend.



At last it was over, for good this time - or so the grown-ups seemed to think - and he
could go back to school. Mummy was a bit nervous about this, but Josh was very
happy to go back and see everyone. The following June he turned five, and had a
birthday party with his friends and family. Some of them he hadn’t seen since before
the first lockdown, and he even met one of his cousins - Anabelle, who was two years
old - for the first time. When he blew out the candles on his cake - he blew out all five
with one breath - he made a silent wish. His Daddy had told him you had to keep it to
yourself, or it wouldn’t come true.

The month after that, Josh got what he’d been wishing for, not just since his birthday,
but for the last two years, when Mummy told him at breakfast one morning that they
would be going back to the seaside the next weekend. He was so excited, he hardly
slept the night before. He played on his tablet and did some colouring during the ride
there, and when they arrived, leapt out of the car excitedly. It was exactly as Josh had
remembered…or almost exactly. There were markers on the ground now outside all
the shops, cafes, and ice cream parlours. They were to make sure people didn’t stand
too close together when they were queuing to go in, although people didn’t pay much
attention to that any more. They bought ice creams (Josh chose a Twister, his
favourite), then walked down a little way, and found a spot on the beach that wasn’t
too busy, close to where they had come to the last time. They collected shells,
explored rock pools, built sandcastles and had a picnic, just like last time, then went
into the sea for a paddle. Ri-ri was big enough this time to go in as well, and loved it,
giggling happily as she splashed and kicked water at her big brother. Daddy had
bought a couple of rubber-rings from the shop they’d got the ice creams from. One for
Josh and a smaller one for Ri. Josh hadn’t yet learnt to swim, but with the brightly
coloured ring, he didn’t need to, he could float around without even having to kick.
The four of them splashed about and floated, and Daddy did a handstand under the
water. Josh didn’t ever want to come out, but after a while, he realised he had to.

“Mummy, Daddy I need to go toilet!” he exclaimed. His parents exchanged a glance.

“It’s okay, champ, you can go in the water, no one will mind.”

Ri-ri giggled. “Ewww! Daddy that’s disgusting!”

Josh frowned. “But I need to go number twooo!”

“It’s okay, I’ll take him. You guys stay here,” Josh’s mum smiled at him. “I could
use the loo too. Let’s go, Joshy.”

---------------------------------------------------------------

Josh didn’t remember much after that. He remembered walking to the toilet with
Mummy, the nearest one was in the car park they had come from. Then he
remembered walking back quickly, eager to get back into his ring and in the sea.
When they reached their spot on the beach, however, no one was in the water.
Everyone had come out, and were standing around, looking scared. One lady was
screaming. There were a couple of orange boats in the sea, and people in yellow suits.



Mummy had asked a man nearby what had happened. There had been a “freak wave”
he said, that had swept away some of the people that had been paddling or swimming.
Someone else, an older lady, had seen Ri dragged by the sudden wave. She said his
Daddy had swum after her, but never came back. She’d told Mummy how sorry she
was, but that maybe the lifeboat crew would find them both, they’d already rescued
another three people; there was still hope. He remembered Mummy crying. And
waiting. Lots of waiting.

He didn’t really remember the drive home…or what had happened when the two of
them got there. He remembered waking in his bed in the dark, wondering if the last
few hours had been some horrible dream, until he heard the muffled sobbing coming
from the room next door. He switched on his bedside light, got up and staggered to
the toilet, then walked back along the hallway in a daze. His shoulders and upper arms
were sunburnt and sore. Back in his room, something caught his eye, something on
his shelf that he hadn’t picked up or paid any attention to since last year, when he’d
been bitterly reminiscing. He picked up the seashell - the size of his hand the first
time he’d held it, but not anymore - and held it to his ear, just as he had before. He
heard the waves, the wind and the cry of seagulls. And he heard Daddy. Just like
before. And Mummy too. She was daring Daddy to do a handstand. Then another
voice. “Mummy, Daddy, I need to go toilet!”

Josh trembled, but didn’t let go of the shell…just kept listening.

“Ewww! Daddy that’s disgusting!”

He heard his own voice, again. Then Mummy’s.

“It’s okay, I’ll take him. You guys stay here.”

He didn’t want to hear any more, yet he couldn’t stop. He was very scared, but also
curious. Maybe he’d find out what had happened to Daddy and Ri-ri. Maybe they
were safe, after all. He heard Daddy and his little sister laughing, joking and talking
about what they were going to do later. Ri wanted to go to the shops and arcades -
Joshy had told her how fun they were. She asked how much longer he and Mummy
would be, Daddy said they wouldn’t be too long. Then Josh heard something else. A
low, rumbling sound, distant at first, then increasingly closer and louder.

“The fuck?” Josh had heard Daddy swear before, but very rarely, especially in front
of Ri.

The rumbling sound was louder still now, as were his sister’s cries.

The shell dropped from his hand, and bounced on the soft carpeted floor, but even as
it fell, Josh could still hear the sound ringing out from its opening.

It was the first time he’d heard his Daddy scream.


