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			CHAPTER 1

			The thumbtacked picture showed a weathered, white-shingled house with sea-green shutters and a slate-grey tin roof. Another image showed a comfortably saggy back porch that faced the ocean. There was a porch swing, painted the palest shade of blue, like the sky over the sea on an ordinary day. It wasn’t the piercing cerulean of October skies, just a soft, broken-in color, like old blue jeans. There were some faded ticking-striped pillows tucked in the corner of the swing to soften its edges. Really, it was the porch swing that spoke to Alice. Come sit and rock and read and relax. Watch the waves. Let the sounds of the sea hypnotize you and lull you into actual contentment, it whispered.

			Was it really that simple? Alice wondered. Something about that swing and those pillows comforted her. Reminded her of her grandmother. Her childhood. Even though her grandmother had lived in a regular neighborhood nowhere near the beach. And Alice had never had a house with a porch swing.

			She tore off one of the dangling strips of phone numbers. And six weeks later here she was.

			Alice had led an eventful, if not an extraordinary life. All that was about to change.

			As she gazed out the window of the endearingly shabby beach house, she wondered what was next and whether it was finally her turn. Her turn to star in her own life. She was coming off a disastrous, albeit brief, second marriage to a misogynistic narcissist. She’d been shaken to her very core. Had caved in on herself and crawled back out again. She had raised her beautiful, brilliant, brave boy Scott and seen him fly the nest. Literally. He’d joined the Air Force. She had cared lovingly for her aging parents and dutifully dispatched them to the Pearly Gates. She had worked for 25 years at a series of demanding executive jobs.

			So, she wondered if, in fact, it was her turn.

			Even the thought felt naughty and selfish. You don’t get a turn, Alice. Yours is a life of service and duty and dinner parties and Depends and conference calls and soccer games. Her inner voice taunted her. The very idea. You don’t get to go on a vision quest or have a sweat-lodge epiphany. You’re not going to find yourself. Your Kundalini isn’t going to rise. None of that New Age bullshit. 

			Alice shook the negative self-talky cobwebs away and said out loud, “Why not?”

			After all, she had taken the first step on a journey of self-discovery. She’d sold her comfy cottage in the suburbs, invested prudently, and passed on her family treasures, the few that remained from the ruins of her previous life. Then she’d Googled beach houses, culling through vacation rentals and Airbnbs, not at all sure what she was looking for, but confident she’d know it when she found it. Turns out it wasn’t online but on the community bulletin board at the local Piggly Wiggly where she found her future.

			The place smelled pleasantly musty when she arrived, fresh sheets and towels in Target bags slung over her arms. Everything else was already there. The house was sparsely furnished, but Alice didn’t need much. She was entering a minimalist phase of her life. Stripping away the non-essentials. The hardwood floors were worn but clean and recently refinished. There was a fresh coat of cloud-white paint on all the walls. An old-fashioned claw-footed tub in the single bathroom. And that beguiling porch swing that even now was beckoning Alice, as she scrubbed the sink and mopped the kitchen floor. Not that anything was dirty. It was just her way of feeling at home, making the space her own. The scent of Murphy’s Oil Soap soothed her. 

			Alice paused, with her rubber-gloved hands immersed in hot suds, breathed in the tangy salt air and stared out the window at the sea. It was mesmerizing. Her place was at the end of the beach, away from the hotels and multi-storied high-end rentals on stilts. Her view was of driftwood in peculiar shapes, washed ashore and left to weather and morph with the seasons. If you squinted, it looked like a fanciful collection of writhing beasts, dragons perhaps, or little Loch Ness monsters. Alice approved. She fully supported a deserted beach that wasn’t manicured and swept. That didn’t have wooden lounge chairs with matching umbrellas dotting the sand. Just a sculpture garden of things coughed up by the sea.

			“And now,” cried Max, “let the wild rumpus start.” 

			Alice could close her eyes and populate her driftwood tableau with the boy wearing a crown and a wolf suit, frolicking with his fanciful creatures in Maurice Sendak’s beloved picture book. She’d read it aloud to Scott till the pages wore thin. She’d read it to herself as a child.

			“There should be a place where only the things you want to happen, happen.”

			Summer was officially over. Labor Day Weekend had come and gone. Schools were back in session. Tourists had headed home to their real lives. And jobs. And deadlines. And responsibilities. Sun-kissed and salty, sand still in their shoes. 

			That’s why Alice was so surprised to see a little girl darting among the driftwood dragons.

			Alice blinked and tried to rouse herself from her daydream. 

			She looked over her shoulder to see Tabitha, her feline familiar, tiptoeing gingerly but intentionally across the freshly mopped kitchen floor, leaving little sandy paw prints as she went. Alice smiled and talked in her special cat voice to the yellow-eyed tabby she’d found in a McDonald’s dumpster thirteen years ago. Stray cats were hearty and self-reliant. And street-smart and resilient. Alice knew Tabitha could make the transition from snoozing in suburban sun puddles to chasing sand crabs. She was right on all accounts. Tabitha seemed at home and entirely unfazed by her new surroundings. She didn’t wander far from her food bowl, which sat in the corner of the kitchen near the back door. The screen on the door was conveniently torn so Tabitha had only to pop her head through to get in and out. It fell back in place behind her like a rusty metal curtain.

			When Alice looked back out the window, there was no one there. 
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			Alice’s to-do list was short and sweet: visit the local bookstore and find a good yoga studio. She hadn’t thought beyond that. She had signed a six-month lease with an option to renew. The property was owned by a couple back in Alice’s hometown. Their kids were grown, and they now preferred the mountains to the ocean. Didn’t want to sell the place just yet and were happy to have a responsible, reliable adult keeping an eye on things. Particularly in the off-season. Single-family rentals weren’t in great demand, at least not ones this small. The trend was toward big houses where extended families and wedding parties could gather barefoot, in matching white outfits for sunset pictures that would later become Christmas cards. That was all on the other end of the island.

			Alice wasn’t worried about being bored. Or getting lonely. In fact, she craved the solitude and the quiet after her hectic and harried life back home. She planned to read and cook and write letters. She envisioned meandering walkabouts on the beach followed by catnaps and long floaty baths. There was no TV in the cottage, and the wi-fi was abysmal. Alice was giddily off the grid.

			She loved the unhurried pace of island life. Perpetual vacation mode. Now that the summer crowds had dwindled, it was easy to get around. She could ride her bicycle to the cluster of shops and restaurants in the center of town. There was no need to drive unless she wanted more groceries than she could fit in the rickety wicker basket attached to the rusty bike she had bought from the island rental shop. They had been only too happy to give her a good price on the beaten-up cruiser and free up some space for next season’s newer models. Alice thought the battered bike had charm and sort of went with the cottage like a vintage handbag with a favorite pair of red tag Levi’s. The bell on the handlebar made a satisfyingly scritchy clang-clang.

			So, it came to be that Alice found herself on a Tuesday morning in The Beachcomber, the only grocery store on the island, which was a delightful mix of locally grown produce and suntan lotions, freshly caught seafood and tacky T-shirts. She was happily lost in the tomatoes, the last of the season, still warm from the sun. Plump, straining against their skins. There was a wonderful selection of heirlooms—yellow tomatoes and green ones with names like Sunny Boy and Green Zebra and an unusual purple variety Alice had never seen before. “Purple Skye” said the little hand-written sign by the crate. 

			“Those taste like sunshine,” offered a pleasant baritone voice over Alice’s shoulder as she gently touched the gorgeous purplish-brown tomatoes. “With plummy overtones.”

			The voice was Sam Elliott-esque, gravelly and sonorous. But also, slightly Southern.

			“You make it sound like wine,” Alice mused. “Wonder if they have tomato tastings and pairings here.”

			“They’re perfect in a salad with olive oil and rosemary-infused vinegar,” said the man of indeterminate age. He had nice crow’s feet and laugh lines and dimples. Was tall with salt and pepper in his dark blonde hair and chocolate eyes. Tanned but not like he’d been trying.

			“I’m Finn, by the way. And I grow these little beauties.”

			Alice looked from Finn to the tomatoes and back again. He looked like that Danish actor who played Jaime Lannister on “Game of Thrones.” Nikolaj something. She bet people told him that all the time and resolved on the spot not to. She didn’t trust handsome men.

			She had a momentary flashback to watching all eight seasons of GoT with Scott before he shipped out. It was their thing, and he humored her instinctive reactions to the sword fights and sudden, gory deaths, the court drama and intrigue told against a sweeping backdrop of fire and ice. Even the theme song brought tears to her eyes. She gasped involuntarily remembering when Jaime sank into the watery depths at the end of the fourth episode of the seventh season.

			Openly weeping into her generous pour of Pinot Grigio as she sat on the sofa, Alice had blubbered, “You know I’ve always had a secret crush on Jaime.”

			“I know, and it’s not much of a secret,” Scott had replied from across the living room where he was multi-screening, laptop and phone balanced on his knees like cyborg extensions of his arms. “Now, shush!” 

			Alice’s history with men was complicated. She was planning a man-free getaway, and here was a hot guy already chatting her up in The Beachcomber. She glanced at his left hand. No ring, but that didn’t mean anything. Finn wore a disarmingly bemused expression, as if Alice had just said something clever, and he was in on the joke.

			“Hmm …” said Alice, noncommittally. She longed to turn back to the tomatoes and ignore him. But thinking she needed to befriend the locals, she smiled instead and said, “I’m Alice.”

			They small-talked about the weather and tomatoes. Then Finn cocked his head to one side and grinned crookedly as though he knew more about Alice than he should. Like he wanted to say something else but didn’t. He tossed a tomato and caught it overhanded like a baseball snatched in midair. With his left hand. Alice had a soft spot for lefties. Finn dropped the tomato gently back in the crate and ambled away, leaving Alice where he’d found her.

			“See you around, Alice.”

			Back at the cottage, Alice opened a bottle of grocery-store Sau Blanc, the label had seashells on it, so it seemed appropriate. She sipped as she stirred extra-virgin olive oil and balsamic vinegar with a dollop of Dijon mustard in the bottom of a cracked wooden bowl. She ground fresh peppercorns on top, enjoying the satisfying crackle the pepper grinder made with each emphatic twist. Alice washed and sliced one perfectly ripe purple tomato and tossed it with field greens and shitake mushrooms. Crumbled some lovely Roquefort cheese on top and took her salad and wine out to the porch swing. Almost as an afterthought she grabbed a sprig of rosemary from the sunbaked clay container on the porch and sheared the fragrant needles with her fingers directly onto her salad. Absentmindedly, Alice ran her herb-seasoned hands through her tousled honey-blonde hair as she settled into the swing and tucked into her salad.

			She savored the pungent taste of the tomatoes as the flavors burst in her mouth. “Purple Skye,” Alice said aloud to herself, rocking back and forth with her bare feet scooting against the faded barn-red floorboards of the porch. A windchime made of sea glass clattered softly in the breeze that blew in from the ocean, carrying with it the familiar smells of salt and sunshine, promise and possibility.

			As she watched the sun set over the ocean, slipping into the sea like a giant orange lollipop, Alice was reminded of another sunset over 3,000 miles away.

			She had always been charmed by the legend of the Faerie Flag that hung over Dunvegan Castle in ancient times on the Isle of Skye. Now a framed faded shred of silk, the banner, likely made in Syria and brought back during the Crusades, had never burned even when the castle caught fire. 

			Alice and Scott visited the fabled fortress, the MacLeod family seat for over 800 years, and her ancestral home on her mother’s side. It’s the oldest continuously inhabited castle in Scotland, never conquered, never breached. Still holding fast, as per the family motto.

			They’d been to Skye, off the west coast of Scotland, to scatter her mother’s ashes. It had been an adventure, driving across the country in a tiny motorcoach and then taking a ferry to the island with a bunch of strangers, who became fast friends. McClures, of Clan MacLeod, liked to point out that they were islanders not highlanders. 

			She and Scott had not ventured down to Loch Dunvegan to visit the famous seal colony, but she imagined selkies, “selkie fowk” in Scots, shedding their seal skins and taking human form to dance on the shore before returning to the icy, black waters.

			Alice could still close her eyes and conjure up that magical sunset over Skye, as a lone bagpiper played near the base of Neist Point Lighthouse. Bagpipes had always pulled Alice’s heart into her throat. The mournful, proud notes, wrestled from the sheepskin into the pipes. Such a visceral sound, plaintive and clear and physically wrought. It took powerful lungs and lots of effort to coax the tune out of the strange-looking instrument and release it on the wind. She had hired a bagpiper to play “Amazing Grace” at her mother’s funeral back in Georgia the year before. And here a world away, the Scottish piper was playing the same hymn as the sun sank low in the sky, through tiers of burnt orange, deep rose, and finally, purple.
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			That night after meeting Finn at the grocery store, Alice slept under patchwork quilts she’d found in the linen closet with crumbling sprigs of dried lavender tucked between them. They were well worn, even threadbare in places—reminiscent of Dunvegan’s Faerie Flag—and Alice had aired them out all day on the clothesline. The weight of the quilts was comforting. The bed was heaven. She both heard and felt Tabitha’s purring presence, a reminder of home, wherever home was now. It was more of a concept than an actual place for Alice. She closed her eyes and counted the places she’d lived, the different stages of her life from kissing prom dates under the front porch light of her childhood home to her single-girl apartment with the radiators that hissed and moaned. There was her happily married house with Scott’s dad, where she’d watched her toddler son hunt Easter eggs in the front yard. Alice had thought she’d watch her grandchildren do the same. Leaving that house had wrecked her in a way she’d never fully recovered from. It was the ending of everything she’d thought she was supposed to do and be. The death of a dream.

			Twenty years later, Alice listened to the tinny vibrations of rain pattering on the roof as she fell asleep in her cozy bed in the little cottage by the sea. Alice dreamed all kinds of things she couldn’t remember. She slept hard and awoke with a start, sunlight already streaming through the window, Tabitha mewing impatiently for food and swatting Alice not so gently on the face with her big soft paw. Alice lay still for a moment trying to recapture the wisp of her dreams as they slipped away.

			“Ok, kitty britches, Iet’s get you fed,” she said at last, scooping up the cat as she climbed out of bed, putting Tabitha over her shoulder like a long-tailed toddler. Alice padded into the kitchen and bustled about, making tea and feeding the cat and doing the multi-tasking morning dance we all do in the privacy of our own kitchens. 

			“Hello,” came a small voice, interrupting Alice’s vitamin-teabag-orange-juice shuffle. Alice looked up with a start, to see a little girl sitting at her breakfast table, coltish brown legs dangling not quite to the floor. Dirty bare feet swinging back and forth, a bracelet of woven seaweed around one delicate ankle.

			Alice was speechless. She didn’t feel threatened by the child, who couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old. But there was something about the girl—besides the fact that she had let herself in and made herself at home in Alice’s kitchen. She was tiny and fragile looking but also fierce and confident. Something in her eyes, those exotic eyes, made her seem wise beyond her years. An old soul inhabiting a youthful body. Her hair was wild and wavy and windblown. The color of dune grass bleached by the sun and impossibly tangled in places. She had a feral look about her. Was wearing only faded khaki shorts and a turquoise bikini top, both of which had seen better days. Her clothes were worn but not dirty, Alice noticed, with the trained eye of a mother, who inadvertently scans for skinned knees and missing buttons.

			Transfixed, bewitched, Alice was lost in the girl’s eyes, which seemed to change colors from sea green to dark navy to the softest shade of blue, the very color of the porch swing and the beach sky. She had ocean eyes.

			Tabitha wound herself around the legs of the little girl’s chair, undisturbed by the alien being perched above. After making several figure eights, the cat sat serenely on her haunches, licking her paw and washing her face, bending her ear back in the process, so it lay flat against her head, like a crushed pink flower.

			“What’s your name, sweetie?” Alice managed at last.

			“Skye,” said the girl.

			As improbably as this sounded, Alice accepted Skye’s answer, noticing the brown paper bag of tomatoes half spilled out onto the scarred white surface of the round wooden table. The name and price per pound of the luscious love apples written in Sharpie on the outside of the bag. 

			Alice bustled into mom-mode which meant feeding people, especially children.

			“Hmm. Are you hungry, err, Skye?” Alice asked as she uncovered the steel-cut oats that had been cooking overnight on the stovetop. Warm waves of breakfast smells wafted up from the pot. Without waiting for a reply, she scooped a generous portion into one of the mismatched chipped bowls from the cupboard and tossed a handful of blueberries on top for good measure. 

			Antioxidants, she thought to herself automatically, as she always did with food, mentally chronicling the benefits, as if to justify their consumption. A habit left over from decades of counting calories and rationalizing food choices.

			The tiny girl attacked the oatmeal with untamed intensity, holding her spoon caveman style. 

			Alice sipped her herbal tea and chatted nervously about nothing. She didn’t want to spook Skye or scare her somehow. Though the child’s physical stature was slight, her presence was powerful. Alice noticed the fine blonde fur on her caramel arms, the delicate sculpted biceps and triceps of a budding ballerina.

			Under the table, Tabitha complacently cleaned her claws.

			When the bowl was empty, the little girl looked up and stared right into Alice’s eyes. They held each other’s gaze for a longish moment. There was something familiar about Skye, something Alice couldn’t quite place. “Thank you,” Skye said softly as she slipped from the chair and darted out the screen door, which slap-slapped gently behind her. Tabitha dashed after her, as though chasing a chipmunk, through the screen and off the porch—bounding silently on velvet paws behind the girl’s bare feet. 
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