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AGED EIGHT, ALICE ON THE SHORE
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Prologue
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The mosaic was being created in twelve separate panels. A maritime scene, the surface of the sea two thirds of the way up the picture. Above it, waves crashed, the clouds were dark, a fishing vessel pitched on white horses, angry men shouted. Beneath the waves, a sea of calm in glorious colour, at the heart of it a giant squid, long and slender, eight arms, two tentacles thrust forward.

Eleven of the panels had been completed. As there was only space on the workbench for a single panel, the others were stacked, in four bundles, against the workshop wall. Assembled, the mosaic would be twelve feet by six. 

She had sketched the entire piece, then split it into manageable sections. She had completed each panel in turn; drawing the precise outline of the design, cutting the ceramic tiles and fixing them into place, then grouting the section when she was happy with the image.

Alice Hawkins had been working on the mosaic for twelve years. She was almost done.

The phone rang.
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They ate in silence. The rhythm of the dinner table had changed as their children had grown. The rambunctiousness of toddlers to the questions of the under-tens, the arguments of early teens to the sullen, quickly-eaten dinners of youth, and now, now that they were gone, the heart of the dinner table had been ripped out, and there was nothing left to say.

They listened to film music during dinner. Every night. Michael’s choice, of course. Alice liked the tunes well enough, but she would happily never listen to the theme to Out of Africa again.

When he wasn’t there she sat in silence, listening to the sea, the occasional clang of the bell on the boat that was tied up and rarely used.

‘How was your day?’ he asked.

Water and wine, dinner was done, plates pushed aside. The music ended, and she could hear the waves on the rocks outside, the flutter of the breeze through the open window.

‘A journalist called.’

That was her news. She hadn’t waited with any anticipation to deliver it. He wouldn’t be interested.

‘Looking for me?’

‘Asking about the mosaic.’

‘Why?’

Silence, followed by the shimmering, urgent strings of The Big Country.

When she didn’t immediately answer he followed with, ‘Wasn’t there a thing in the Journal already?’

He knew there’d been a thing in the local newspaper. He wasn’t trying to hurt. He genuinely didn’t understand why anyone cared.

‘He’s from the Times. He saw the Journal, thought it was worth a piece in one of the nationals. He’s coming up on Thursday.’

‘From London?’

Incredulity. She supposed it was something.

‘Yes. I suggested he stay at the Highland.’

Michael had nowhere else to go with his surprise, so he simply said, ‘I’m going the other way.’

He smirked oddly, as though this was ironic.

‘London?’

‘Kent.’

‘Writers’ retreat?’

‘Yes.’

They held the gaze for a moment, and then withdrew behind their wine glasses at the same time, self-consciousness about neither of them.

There was a conversation to be had, but it was too late; his heyday as a screenwriter, three hit television shows, followed by failure, and the waning of the muse, given way to speaking engagements and living off the past. He didn’t need the money, but he did need the something-to-do of it.

They’d never talked about it. The rise and fall, like all great empires. The time when his phone hadn’t stopped ringing, to now, this age, when the phone was something on which he read the news.

That evening he did the washing up, which only ever happened when he was feeling guilty. She wondered what he’d be doing in Kent, but didn’t imagine it would involve intimacy with another woman. He’d seemed so disinterested in sex their entire married life, she could hardly imagine him pursuing anyone else.
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Aged eight, Alice on the shore. Far south of where they lived now, the Fife coast, a small, sandy beach, framed by rocks.

Mist had rolled in from the sea, low and dense. The morning was still, bar the sound of the waves. Visibility no more than twenty or thirty yards. The only other sound came from a boat, tied to a jetty a short distance away, lost in the fog. Moving in the swell, the bell on the boat intermittently clanging. The sound of it anchored the scene in her memory. 

The boy seemed to come from nowhere. In her later imagination he was conjured by the sea, but at the time he was just a boy playing on the beach.

She saw him standing by the water line, where the waves touched the shore, something at his feet, neither flotsam nor jetsam nor seaweed. She felt comfortable approaching, but when it came to it, she found herself simply staring at the thing washing in the waves. He didn’t look at her.

After they had stood side by side for several minutes she said, ‘Your shoes are soaking. Won’t your mum be annoyed?’

‘I’ll leave them on the porch to dry.’

‘Is it an octopus?’ quickly followed, now that the conversational barrier had been broken.

‘A squid. The body’s a different shape. Longer and thinner.’

‘Is it still alive?’

‘I don’t know.’

The body was two feet long, the arms trailed further ahead.

‘It’s young,’ said the boy. ‘The adults are bigger. Giant. It’s a giant squid.’

He threw his arms out wide to indicate the prodigious size. She still remembered the thrill of it.

‘Maybe we should push it back into the water,’ she said, in thrall to the moment.

‘It has nasty suckers on its arms,’ said the boy. ‘Even at this size, they’d hurt if they wrapped themselves around your hand.’

She took a small step backwards, hoped he wouldn’t notice.

‘But I think it might be dead, so you don’t have to be afraid.’

‘I’m not afraid.’

She retraced her short step so that she was standing beside him, the squid’s inert arms next to her red shoes.

Eventually they plucked up the courage to move the squid back out into open water. Alice kicked off her shoes. They held it gingerly, taking one side of the mantel each, and slowly moved it away from the sand, back into the waves.

When they were in shallow water, the squid now floating free, they let go and took a step away. The squid lay for a moment, and then suddenly, with a pulsing movement of its body, it moved smoothly off, away from the shore.

Alice squealed and splashed backwards. The boy stood still. Together they watched the squid on its way, until it had disappeared into grey water.

Time had been lost, and after a while she realised she was late for lunch, and that her mother, the worrier, would be nervous by the kitchen fireplace.

‘Will you be here later?’ she asked.

‘Maybe.’

She left the beach, red shoes in her hand. She knew she wouldn’t see him again, but later that afternoon she waited for him nevertheless.

* * *
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ALICE DREAMED ALL HER life of searching for the giant squid. Any giant squid that she could imagine was the one she’d helped from shore. But it was never about the giant squid.
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‘Wow, that is amazing!’

Not many people had seen Alice’s work. Michael had, of course, in his stoic, genuine disinterest. Her mother, concerned that Alice had wasted so much time on such pointless frippery. A few family friends, not entirely sure what to make of it. One work colleague of Michael’s had seemed enthralled, until Michael had intervened to let him know better. Alice was to the Roman mosaicists of Cirencester what the self-published author was to Margaret Atwood.

The journalist had arrived fifteen minutes earlier. They’d chatted in the kitchen while the old whistling kettle boiled. His name was Beckett. A few years younger than her. Slim, eyes the colour of a hazy summer blue sky, something of the Paul Newman about him, she thought. Perhaps she was reaching. Either way, she felt the connection as they stood in the kitchen, smiled their way through the introductions, conventional talk of travel and writing and living by the sea.

Now he stood over the mosaic, which Alice had laid out on the floor of the workshop, the workbench pushed back, the last panel – a few small tiles and grouting short of being completed – inserted into place. Coffee mug in his left hand, he knelt down beside the mosaic and ran his fingers softly over the small pieces of tile.

Michael had never touched the mosaic. For some reason it reminded her of the way he had never touched her stomach when she’d been pregnant.

‘The age-old conflict between light and dark,’ he said. ‘Yet you subvert the convention and the darkness of the ocean, by having the sea so full of colour and life. Above the waves, though...’

He let the sentence go, aware he was narrating the picture to its creator. Instead he indicated the top third of the mosaic; the grey sky, the dark world inhabited, and brought to ruin, by the human race.

‘I like that you show the sea at its best. The beauty of it. The life, the colour, the diversity. No plastic bottles, no fishing lines, no chemical waste. And it’s so intricate. The work that’s gone into this, the skill...’

His fingers traced over the coral at the bottom of the sea, across the cluster of anemones, the riot of colourful fish, the ray, the eels, until he came to the giant squid. His fingers paused, his eyes ran the length of the beast, from the long, extended arms, down along the mantle to the two, small fins of the tail.

She watched his hands. She imagined his touch.

‘Aristotle wrote of the giant squid,’ he said.

‘The teuthus,’ said Alice.

He turned and smiled.

‘You know your legends.’

She couldn’t remember anyone looking at her like that before, and for a moment it rendered her speechless.

‘Tell me about the mosaic,’ he said, quickly filling the gap, completely in tune with the rhythm of the conversation. Then, ‘This is an amazing place to work. I mean, what a view! Oh my God.’

He rose, looked out to sea, and she followed his gaze. The studio had been built as an extension at the rear of the house, windows on all sides. The house was set back from the rocky beach, looking out on the headland stretching to the north, and to the low, straight coast to the south.

There was a jetty down to their right. Tied up was a thirty-foot convertible with a light blue fibreglass hull, a cover tightly drawn over the cockpit and seating area. It rocked on the swell, a bell on the small aft mast clanging intermittently. Out to sea there was a lone yacht, puttering on engine power, a tanker, low in the water, in the far distance.

‘I don’t think I’d be able to write a word if I sat here all day,’ he said, then he shook his head. ‘Sorry, there I go, doing that man thing. Making it about me. Tell me about the mosaic.’

She indicated the two wicker armchairs by the window, they sat down, their knees close together, and placed their mugs on the small wooden table.
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The giant squid became her fascination. From 20,000 Leagues Under The Sea, to articles in National Geographic, she read everything she could find. She studied biology in school, she studied marine zoology at university. It was there, sadly, she discovered that not only did she not have sea legs, but that the sea terrified her. Those long-held fantasies of her as Ahab, searching the seven seas, the career path she had thought of as genuinely plausible, vanished over a long weekend on a small research vessel out of Falmouth. Sunday night, and dry land, could not come quickly enough for her, the last day having been spent curled in a terrified, nauseous ball beneath deck.

* * *
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‘SO THE KIDS STARTED school and I was a bit lost. Michael was away a lot, and I had days when I’d sit at the window back there, before this was built, looking out to sea. Whole days.’

‘I’ll bet.’

‘One day I forced myself out the door. A mosaic class. Just happened to be what was on at the arts centre that week. If it’d been a week later, I don’t know, maybe I’d’ve been quilting a giant squid for the past twelve years, or making Harry Potter figures out of marzipan.’

He laughed, and the sound of it wrapped around her.

‘Anyway, for whatever reason, mosaicking clicked.’

‘It’s absorbing.’

‘Yes! I used to do jigsaws when the kids were small.’ She smiled at the thought, was going to continue, then shook her head. No one was interested in the inconsequentialities of her parenting life.

‘Jigsaws?’

‘Will this go in your story? Me and my kids doing jigsaws?’

‘Deep background,’ he said, smiling.

‘You have kids?’ she asked.

He held her gaze, and she recognised the defensiveness of the blank stare. He was here to ask the questions.

‘The kids and I would do those twenty-piece Winnie-The-Pooh things with chunky wooden blocks,’ she said, before they could slip into awkward silence, ‘and then we’d do a fifty-piece, then a hundred. And, of course, it’s not rocket science, it’s not Mozart composing a symphony, but your kid can do a jigsaw, and you think, wow, you’re good at this. Look at the skills!’ They both laughed. ‘Then suddenly, out of nowhere, you’re buying a fifteen-hundred-piece jigsaw of a steam engine, and your kid is excited for two minutes, then frustrated, then bored, and before you know it you’re doing it yourself while the kid watches Thomas. And I realised one day just how absorbing it was. It stops you thinking. That’s the beauty of it. An hour goes by...’ and she snapped her fingers. ‘But you do a jigsaw and what have you got? Someone else’s picture you break up at the end. Then I did the mosaic course, and... there it was, the same feeling of absorption, but at the end of it there was this thing. This thing I’d created. I was hooked. The older the children got, the more time I had.’

‘Your husband was supportive?’

A moment, then she looked away, out over the waves. The ever-changing seascape, at once unique and familiar. How did she usually answer that question? With the platitude. With the obvious. He’d paid to have the studio built, so that must mean he’d been supportive.

Except, Michael couldn’t have cared less. He had money, too much of it. He had his home by the sea, and his fifteenth floor apartment overlooking the Thames, and his Aston Martin, and his TV legacy cheques, and if she’d asked for ten thousand pounds to fly business to Singapore for a haircut, he’d have obliged. Always happy to substitute money for affection. Or, to equate the two.

‘Not really,’ she said, the words softly spoken. The truth for once, quickly followed by the realisation she was telling this to a journalist.

‘Sorry, I shouldn’t say that,’ she said. ‘Please don’t run that.’

‘Don’t worry. I love the mosaic. This isn’t going to be Husband’s Outrage At Triumph of Hero Mosaic Artist,’ making the banner headline as he said it.

She smiled. She felt guilty talking about Michael, yet it was coupled with the sad reflection that it would likely be impossible for her to inspire outrage in him.

‘So, what other mosaics have you done? Have you sold at all?’

The straightforward, saving, comfortable question.

She couldn’t look at him.
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At university she met Bryce. Bryce was from Halifax, Nova Scotia, come to Europe to study. 

His life goal was to find the giant squid. He would be the first to film an adult, fully healthy, fully grown, giant squid, and it was going to be bigger than anyone imagined. That the natural habitat of such a creature was in the ocean depths was no deterrent. He had his goal, and one day, somewhere in the world, he would achieve it.

That was what brought them together. One day in class, when the squid had been the topic of discussion, they’d more or less taken over, both far more knowledgeable on the subject than the tutor. They had flirted in their competitiveness, and that night they’d gone out, then gone home, and gone to bed.

Bryce had a girlfriend in Halifax, but at first it didn’t matter. Not to Alice. She had someone who shared her passion, the relationship was an added bonus.

Then Bryce’s aunt in Halifax died, and he had to go home for the funeral. When he returned, having seen the girlfriend and felt the guilt, he broke off with Alice. It was then, when it had been taken away, that she decided she was in love with him.

Yet Bryce and Alice were tied together, and soon enough they were working on a project, and then they were drunkenly making love, then spending weekends down by the sea, or lying in bed, pizza and beer and TV and sex.

All the time, however, the unseen presence of the girlfriend back home. She called three times a week. She wrote love letters. Once the letter included naked pictures. Bryce showed them to Alice.

On and off they went, round and round through three years of university, never ending, never committing. And then university was over. Bryce returned to Halifax and Alice got a job for the summer working as a researcher on a TV production based in Cornwall. A week after he left, Bryce turned up unexpectedly, knocking on Alice’s hotel room door at one a.m.

‘I’ve done what I should’ve done three years ago. Gina and I are through. Come to Halifax with me, babe.’

She said yes. She would move to Canada at the end of the summer when the TV production was finished.

The following week she met Michael. He had stories to tell, and he was interested in different things. He seemed safe and reliable and when they ended up in bed one night he told her he’d already fallen in love with her. She recognised that there wasn’t the same spark she had with Bryce, but that had been a three-year rollercoaster ride, more pain than pleasure, and how could she know he would not now be as capricious with Gina?

She never went to Halifax. She never saw Bryce again. She married Michael.

We live, she’d had many occasions to think, by the choices we make. That was all.

Sometimes she looked for Bryce on the Internet. He was living in Monterey, working for the Bay Aquarium Research Institute, searching for his giant squid in the Monterey Canyon. Married with two children. She contacted him once on Facebook. He never replied.
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An unplanned dinner at the kitchen table. Quickly thrown-together pasta, a bottle of New Zealand sauvignon blanc.

‘What’s going to happen to it?’ asked Beckett.

He’d spent the hours before asking about every aspect of the mosaic. The symbolism and colours, the sea creatures and the giant squid at the centre of it all. He was more interested in Alice’s work, and in Alice herself, than anyone she’d ever met.

All the while, lurking in the shadows, was the thought that she could read nothing into it. He was a journalist. He was literally being paid to be interested.

‘I’m not sure. I might try to sell it, maybe give it to a maritime museum.’

‘I know some people in Falmouth, at the National. D’you have contacts there?’

‘I don’t have contacts anywhere.’

‘Maybe something’ll happen once you’ve appeared in the paper. You’ll get offers.’

You’ll get offers.

She closed her eyes on the thought.

‘D’you need to earn money from it?’

‘No,’ she said, ‘not really.’

Wouldn’t financial independence be nice? To not have to rely, for the rest of her life, on her husband and his disregard?

‘If someone buys it,’ he said, ‘then it disappears, never to be seen in public. If you could come to an arrangement with Falmouth, or County Hall, or North Queensferry perhaps, get the mosaic placed on the ground outside, that would be amazing. It’s OK to walk across it?’

She’d spent so many years sitting there, working on the mosaic, that she’d barely thought about what came next. What her life would be once it had been completed. Where the giant squid would go. The achievement, the treasure, was in the journey, not in its completion.

Occasionally she was asked what would happen to it, but the question always seemed framed as a pejorative. A short step from what are you doing that for?

‘Yes, I guess,’ she said. ‘If that’d been the intent all along I’d’ve likely used a different technique, but this can be adapted. You know, if it’s fitted onto a concrete base, tile sealant placed on top. It should be fine.’

‘You didn’t have a plan when you started?’

He lifted his glass, took a sip. Wine on his moist lips.

Alice, unused to talking about herself, lost in the moment, forcing caution, had no answer other than the truth.

‘I couldn’t go to sea to search for the squid, so I thought I’d make my own.’

‘And why couldn’t you search for the squid? If you were a man, you’d think you could rule the world.’

‘The sea terrifies me. A small research vessel on a big ocean? The thought of being pitched into the sea, of being beneath the waves...’

‘The unknown depths...’

‘Exactly. The deep, and what’s lurking down there. That’s the fascination of the squid, but the thought of diving, or being on the bottom of the ocean in a research submarine, and then coming across one? Oh my goodness.’

She shivered, laughed on the other side.

‘That I understand,’ he said.

She took a drink, aware that she was drinking faster than him, hoping the flush wouldn’t show in her face.

‘Regardless, my sea legs are hopeless,’ and she giggled. Giggled?

He laughed with her. She had begun to allow the thought he was enjoying himself.

‘So, even if I wanted to get out there and sail the oceans, my breakfast and I wouldn’t be able to leave the port together.’

‘You’re funny,’ he said. ‘The boat that’s tied down at the jetty there, that’s your husband’s?’

No one had ever told her she was funny. She held on to that for a moment, then looked at the window. She saw the reflection of the two of them at the table, little more than the rumour of the night outside.

‘I love the sound of the bell,’ he said. ‘It’s hypnotic.’

‘Yes.’

She’d never talked about the boat. She’d never opened up to anyone. A few hours with Beckett, and he was quickly peeling away the layers of reserve with which she protected herself.

‘Michael thought he was being kind. He bought the boat for me, so I could face my fear. Get out there, learn to love being on the water. But it’s not a challenge I have any desire to meet. My relationship with the sea will be what it always has been. I’m here, on the shore. It’s there, a vast holder of secrets.’

‘You never went out on the boat?’

‘You know how it is,’ she said. ‘One must play the part to appease the husband who completely misunderstands you.’ Too much, Alice! ‘I’ll go out in a flat calm. And I mean, a flat calm. It’s not like I have to worry too much about that happening in Caithness.’

He smiled. His eyes flashed understanding, compassion.

She looked away, looked at her plate, wondered if she could drag her fork one last time through the remnants of the sauce. A distraction, cover, to hide the fact she loved the way he made her feel, and the awfulness of the thought that in a day he would be gone, the day after that Michael would return, and two nights from now she’d be sitting in the same position, dinner finished, second glass of wine almost done, the music from Dances With Wolves in the background, a deeper silence lingering in the room.
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She worked on the mosaic late that evening beneath the solitary crane lamp. The head of the squid, the final few pieces to be fitted. Suddenly she wanted to finish it overnight. She wanted Beckett to see it complete when he came back the following day. She wanted to impress him. This thing she had languidly been doing for twelve years, no rush, no commotion, no hurry, no stress, she was now finishing in quixotic fury.

She’d thought of saying he could return when it was done, but it would’ve been in a few days, and wouldn’t that have been absurd? Anyway, Michael would be here, and it would be awkward, and she didn’t know how she wouldn’t give herself away. Maybe she and Michael had nothing in common. Maybe their relationship was so unromantic it bordered on the formal. But he’d lived with her long enough to see through her, just as she saw through him.

Wheeled nippers in hand, she intricately worked the last few small pieces of tile, cutting them in quarters, shaping them into intricate patterns. The squid flowed, from its arms to its tail, in red and white and pink waves. In the middle of the squid, iridescent jellyfish rose through the water, the rich colours of the squid picked out through the translucent jellyfish shoal.

She placed the last piece of tile not long after midnight. Normally the glue must be left to set, but tonight the wind was at her back, and there was no time. She mixed the grout, applied it to this final panel, a long, slow, patient process, and finished grouting at nine minutes past three.

Just like that, the work of twelve years was over. Not at a canter, but in a foolish, romantic flush. She knelt in the darkness of the night, the light of the lamp trained on the mosaic, laid out as before on the floor, the sound of the waves washing in through the open window, and looked at the giant sea creature she’d brought into creation.

Sadness welled inside her.

* * *
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SHE WENT TO BED AT three forty-one. Wide awake, unable to get Beckett out of her head, she stared at the ceiling, listening to the sound of the sea, as the wind rose and the waves bounced off the rocks.

She could ask him to stay another night. They could have dinner the following evening, they could get gloriously drunk together, then they could fall into bed. It had been so long since she’d had sex, she could barely remember. Over ten years, and then more upon that. Since she’d had sex that made her feel alive, that had inflamed her, had been years beyond counting.

She let her doubts about Beckett float away in the night. Perhaps he showed her the attention because he was being paid to. Perhaps that was his style. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps. She dismissed it. She was lying alone in
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