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For Carl,

who convinced me to grow old with him


“To be satisfied with what one has;

that is wealth.”



—MARK TWAIN
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1 

Seated at the mahogany counter on a wobbly barstool, I wait for Mr. Wealthy and Available. As I sip my Diet Pepsi, I run my index finger across the grooves in the wood, pretending that I’m admiring the surface and the way the overhead lights bring out the soft shine. Really, I’m eavesdropping. Other people’s conversations are wonderfully fun—particularly those of Outer Banks tourists.

At a table near me, a father with a Boston accent tells his sons that tomorrow they’re going fishing in Pamlico Sound and then to see the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. One of his sons slurps his drink and then asks when they’re going to see the alligators at the wildlife place. I imagine he must be talking about Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge.

“Dad, you promised,” the boy says eagerly.

Dad agrees, but not without clarifying the rules: “You two need to eat all your chicken tonight. And no texting at the table.”

James Taylor’s melodic “Carolina in My Mind” fills the restaurant, but I tune my ears to other fragments of chatter.

“I know he’s balding and a little round,” I hear a woman confess  to another at the right side of the bar. She sounds like she might be from New York. “But I love the way he treats me.”

“He’s a Red Sox fan,” someone—I presume her friend—says with disdain.

“I know,” comes the reply. “And my team will always be the Orioles.” A sigh follows. “He told me I’m the glittery constellation in his sky. Isn’t that romantic?”

“That is.”

“With true love, baseball shouldn’t matter.”

A giggle forms in my throat, and to squelch it, I quickly lower my head, pick up my pen, and open my notebook. Flipping to a clean page, I draw clusters of miniature globes, add stems to their bases, and place leaves near the petals. After shading them with the tip of my pen, I’m pleased with the garden of geraniums I’ve created.

I’m not as pleased with my reason for being at the Sunnyside Grille tonight. My aunt Sheerly has set me up with yet another man. I hope this one will be all she claims he is. My relatives here in Hatteras have a goal this year—to see a diamond on my finger by December 31. They’re a bunch of sweet folks, worth far more than Blackbeard’s treasures to me, and as hardworking as the summer sun. But lately, I think they’ve gone into overtime trying to find Mr. Right for me. I don’t want to appear finicky; I appreciate their efforts and that’s probably why I’ve been on four blind dates just this spring. Also, I’ll be thirty in August.

The unsuspecting staff of the restaurant thinks I’m here writing up an article for Lighthouse Views, the Nags Head magazine I work for. Betty Lynn, barely twenty-one and dressed in a pair of khakis and a yellow T-shirt—the uniform for the Sunnyside Grille employees— stops beside me on her way to a table of guests. She whispers, “Always busy writing. When are you going to interview me?”

Betty Lynn is the type of girl who thinks her good looks and ability to balance a quarter on her nose while sipping juice through a straw are worthy of a magazine article. Actually, my editor usually assigns me interviews with the owners of Outer Banks businesses for features in the magazine.

“I’ll never get a break tonight,” she tells me, fluffing her blond hair. “The hostess didn’t show, so I have to seat guests and wait tables.”

“Maybe you’ll get twice as many tips,” I offer hopefully.

Her blue eyes hold doubt.

I glance at my cell phone to check the time. He’s late, this wealthy-and-available man. I wonder if he’s doing a million-dollar business transaction with other successful people. Maybe he’s tied up in a board meeting or taking his yacht for a cruise down to Beaufort.

When Betty Lynn leaves, my mind wanders to wondering why we label folks with money as successful. I think about how God must rate our success and decide it has to be on much different terms. Jesus chose twelve disciples to hang out with, and had they lived today, I don’t think any of their names would appear in Fortune 500 magazine.

Buck Griffins, one of the waiters, motions toward my empty mason jar. “Would you like more Pepsi?”

Closing my notebook, I give him a smile I’ve been practicing all afternoon. Each time I get ready for a date, I borrow a pair of my housemate and friend Minnie’s gold hoop earrings and smile into my dresser mirror for a while.

“What time is he supposed to be here?” Buck asks as he refills my drink from the soda fountain.

I watch the bubbles float to the top of the glass. “What do you mean?”

Buck grins. “Your date. You are meeting someone, right?” He  nods toward the neon green fisherman’s hat I’ve placed beside my notebook.

So much for incognito. Buck knows me too well. Of course, I have suggested the Grille for all of my recent blind dates, and Buck was working at least two of those nights when I entered the restaurant with the fisherman’s hat. Carrying the hat is one way I make it easy for my dates to spot me. When they ask what I look like, I briefly describe my looks and then say I’ll have a bright green fisherman’s hat with me.

Tonight will be better than all those other dates, I tell myself when Buck heads to the end of the counter, where a customer orders a burger. Please, God, let this Douglas Cannon be pleasant. Oh, more than that. Let him be interested in me, and me in him. As I finish the silent prayer, my eyes roam around the restaurant.

There’s an assortment of old-fashioned skillets and Pepsi glasses lining the shelves across the back wall behind the bar. Aunt Sheerly told me the owner picked up these pieces at an auction years ago. The Grille’s décor also includes travel posters of New Orleans— masquerade masks, a jazz band, and patrons dining along a busy section of Bourbon Street. I want to be like one of the couples at a corner table on the poster near me. The woman has a contented look on her slender face, and the man is gazing into her eyes over a plate of what looks to be oysters on the half shell. I catch my reflection in a narrow mirror by the sign for the restrooms, smile, and smooth my straight black hair. Maybe tonight I’ll get to dine with a contented look on my face.

Buck saunters back over to me and picks up my hat. He twirls it around with one finger as a whimsical look stretches across his face. This guy hasn’t changed a bit. He’s as silly as he was when he and my younger brother Ron were kids. The two of them once got away  with putting jellyfish into a large pot in the high school cafeteria. I don’t think Mrs. Straybutton ever forgave them for the scare she had when she took the lid off the pot to prepare spaghetti for lunch that day and was greeted by three slimy sea creatures. I overheard her in Principal Miller’s office exclaiming, “Those nasty critters were swimming in filthy water in my kitchen! We must shut the school down and have it cleaned top to bottom! Call the janitor; alert the fire department! Does the mayor know?”

I glance up at Buck and tease, “I just hope you haven’t put any jellyfish in my Pepsi.”

He raises his hands, feigns innocence. “In the whole history of Manteo High, no one has ever proven Ron and I were guilty.”

“You two were lucky.”

Buck’s eyes flicker, and I see that they still hold that childhood mischievousness. He’s had shoulder-length blond hair ever since ninth grade when he and Ron decided to grow their hair out. Watching him place my hat on top of his head, I picture him as he looked at fifteen in swimming trunks—wiry and thin. Now the lines of a muscular chest fill out his yellow Grille T-shirt.

Taking off the hat, he asks, “Do you ever wear these, or just bring them along for show?”

I’m about to tell him how my fishermen’s hat collection started when at my left shoulder I hear a man’s voice. “Excuse me. Are you . . . Jackie Donovan?”
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The first thing I notice is that his voice is deep. When I turn, he’s there in full view. The wondering what he looks like is over. He’s not Johnny Depp, George Clooney, or even my mother’s all-time favorite, Humphrey Bogart, but he’s breathing—and male. In reply to his question, I nod.

“I’m Douglas Cannon.” When he stretches out his arm, it brushes against the woman seated on the stool beside me. He murmurs, “Oh, sorry.”

He’s nervous. It’s not that he’s stuttering, or that his hands are shaking; I just sense that he’s nervous by the way his voice crackles like static in a sound system.

Stepping off the barstool, I steady it as it tilts toward the same woman, then grab my purse. I wait for Buck to hand me my hat. Turning to Douglas, I give him a smile that I hope is kind, happy, and able to set him at ease. “Nice to meet you. I’m Jackie.”

His Adam’s apple moves as he clears his throat. “Shall we get a table?”

As she approaches, Betty Lynn sizes this man up. She glances at  the floor and then at his shoes, the ceiling, and then his face. I follow her and Douglas to a table by a window with a view that overlooks the quiet Albemarle Sound.

Seated across from each other, Douglas and I look at our plastic menus in silence. The menu is like the face of an old friend; I almost have it memorized, and usually I have the chicken salad sandwich with coleslaw on the side. Although my favorite item is the bacon cheeseburger, I think I will avoid that tonight. I enjoy this burger best with lots of mustard and mayo, and by the time I’ve added those condiments, it’s too drippy to eat on a first date. The magazines always warn you to be careful about these kinds of things.

Douglas has brown eyes and a sincere look about him, the kind of man who probably believes in justice, truth, and helping old ladies across busy streets. He asks what I’d like to drink. Suddenly, I’m aware that I left my mason jar of Diet Pepsi at the counter and did not offer to pay Buck for it. I relax; I’ll ask Buck to add it to my tab.

“I’ll have Diet Pepsi.”

“You drink that diet stuff?” When he makes a face similar to the one Minnie’s son, Zane, displays when Minnie insists he try a bite of flounder, I feel my heart slip into my sandals.

“I like the taste.” I try not to sound too defensive.

“I read how they make the diet stuff. Disgusting. I’d never touch it,” he tells me. “That low-calorie soda isn’t good for you, anyway.”

Perhaps I should have asked his approval before ordering my beverage. When Betty Lynn comes by to take our order, I eye Douglas to see if he’ll comment on my choice of the chicken salad sandwich.

He doesn’t have anything to say to that. He orders a Reuben without any mayo and asks if he can have fries instead of coleslaw. He tells me he doesn’t like mayonnaise. And that he doesn’t eat  broccoli. Or artichokes. And on pizza, he prefers just sausage and the best brand is actually made in Bari, Italy, and called Bari Sausage.

I feel like I’m supposed to be taking notes.

He then tells me he would like to be in Asia, and I wonder if he’s saying this for my benefit since I’m half Korean. All my life, people have either tried the affirmative by saying something like, “I really like ramen noodles” or gone to the other extreme and made jokes about slanted eyes. No one has ever told me they would rather be in Asia. 

Through the window, I watch a seagull swoop onto one of the thick posts by the pier. He poses as if waiting for a photographer to snap his portrait for a postcard.

Sometime after Betty Lynn brings our meals, commenting as she always does that “The fries are extremely hot, so be careful,” and Neil Young’s “Heart of Gold” has finished, Douglas tells me he recently spent five weeks in the Philippines. As I try to recall where that country is located on a map, and then am pretty sure it’s south of Mom’s homeland of South Korea, he says, “I fell off a jeepney once.”

He looks at me expectantly. Swallowing a bite of chicken, I wipe my mouth with a napkin. The paper napkins here are large, but stiff. Buck’s told me with a smile that they’re starched at a nearby dry cleaner. “What’s a jeepney?” I ask Douglas.

Leaning across the table, his elbows touching the edges of his plate, he explains. “Jeepneys are old American G. I. jeeps converted into public transportation. They’re open in the back where you enter and exit. Passengers sit on parallel benches. The jeepney drivers are madmen as they skirt around Manila. It can be a harrowing experience.”

I try to picture one of these vehicles as Douglas continues with his story.

“The driver let the six people in front of me off, and they managed to stay safe, but when it was my turn to step out, he just took off. He  didn’t even bother to check his rearview mirror, I guess. I had one foot on the road and one in the back of the jeepney.”

I swallow a mouthful of Diet Pepsi and try to imagine the scene. I’ve spent all my life in North Carolina; I don’t even own a passport.

“But I was only bruised a bit because I fell on my face. I didn’t need stitches or anything.”

“Oh, good,” I say weakly. I stare at the rest of my sandwich and then twirl my fork around in the coleslaw. I know the cook in the kitchen who makes the coleslaw; they call him Dude of Slaw. I’m pretty sure Buck gave him that nickname.

Douglas’s story is like the bunny on the Energizer commercials; it keeps going and going. Around a mouthful of bread and corned beef, he says, “That wasn’t as bad as when I got stung in the South China Sea by something that looked like a baby shark.”

“Really?”

He continues, the food in his mouth packed in each cheek. “We were scuba diving at a coral reef. I felt something tug at my leg and then felt this burning pain.”

“How horrible,” I say when he pauses to take another bite of his sandwich.

“Blood was gushing out, I mean it was gruesome. Then my whole leg began to swell.” He moves his hands across his plate for emphasis. “I managed to get out of the water without too much difficulty. Then I couldn’t move my leg. It was throbbing with this terrible pain.”

“How horrible.” I guess I won’t eat any more of the chicken salad.

“The friends I was with wanted to get me out of the sun, so they found this cave down by some rocks. I could hardly walk but managed to go inside the cave. It was dark and filled with bats and snakes.”

Again I say the only thing that comes to mind: “Horrible.” Suddenly I wish I was home playing my flute, or walking on the beach, or watching the sunset.

“The snakes weren’t poisonous. At least that’s what Sergie told us. However, the bats were swooping low and tugging at our hair.”

I feel claustrophobic, and as he continues on, I try to refrain from saying again how horrible this all sounds. Suddenly, something inside me tells me that I don’t have to stay any longer. My meal is finished—well, almost—and I don’t want, or need, dessert. I recall a sitcom episode I watched with Minnie in which the main character was out with a drastically boring date and pretended she got a text from her mother. She claimed her mother was in jail and she had to go bail her out. Could I pull that off?

I reach into my purse, find my cell phone, and take a breath. I rub my thumb across the front of the phone as Douglas talks about his hospital visit to treat his infected bite. Through the window, the sky’s light has faded, the seagull taken off from its perch on the pier.

Douglas doesn’t seem to mind that I’m more interested in what’s outside. His story is still going. “The doctor spoke with a heavy accent, so I only understood every third word. From what I could tell, he was saying things like needle and injection and I swore he said surgery.” 

When he pauses to take a sip of his non-sugar-free beverage— sweet iced tea—I realize this is an opportunity I can’t miss. Flipping my phone open, I pretend to read a message. I hope I sound truthful as I exclaim, “Minnie needs me!” I can’t say my mother’s in jail; she’d never forgive me if she found out.

Douglas says, “The leg healed and I was back scuba diving a month later in Florida. There’s barely a visible scar now.”

I gulp, hoping he isn’t about to raise his pant leg and show it to me. Gathering courage I repeat, “Minnie needs me.”

He has already started in on another saga about his friend  from Jamaica. Suddenly, something clicks; his mouth stops moving. “Minnie?”

Finally, I have his attention. “Yes, she needs me right now.”

His face holds confusion.

Quickly, I add, “She has a five-year-old.” If that doesn’t work, I can tell him that her husband died and her mother, a stroke victim, sits all day in a wheelchair at Morning Glory Nursing Home. Those are the playing cards I keep in my hand to use when I decide we all need a little sympathy. Although the other night, Minnie didn’t think I should have used them just because the pizza deliveryman brought pineapple pizza instead of extra-cheese. We got two free cheese pizzas and a profound apology; I was grateful, and hungry.

Douglas doesn’t respond, so I say, “Zane is a lot to handle. I have to go now.” I stuff my cell phone back into my purse.

His face looks like a fallen branch after a thunderstorm—twisted, dark, and bent out of shape.

“I’m sorry.” I rise, my purse and the fisherman’s hat in one hand.

Three women seated at a table near us are fixated on me. I think I recognize one; she likes her hair frosted and is always telling Aunt Sheerly that her son is going to be the next president of the United States. Sheerly replies, “Is he single? Because my niece is a lovely girl. She plays the flute, you know.”

I lower my voice. “Really, I need to go.”

As I leave, winding my way through the tables and booths, Buck gives me a quizzical look across the bar. I almost want to let him know why I’m leaving early, but something tells me it’s best to head out the door and fill him in later.
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I drive to the Bailey House. Just like the song about the horse knowing the way through the woods to Grandmother’s house, my truck is familiar with the route to this bed and breakfast by the Albemarle Sound.

The air tingles with the softness of spring, permeated with the scent of sea salt. I roll down my window, and coolness flutters against my bare arms. My fisherman’s hat mocks me as it bounces on the passenger’s seat. I see Aunt Sheerly’s face, her sly smile as she asks me how my date went. “Was he a nice man? He’s wealthy and available, you know.”

I already know that I will reply that yes, he seemed fine, but I don’t think it will work out. That’s what I said last month when she set me up with Cuddy Jones. His real name’s Christopher Cudland Jones the third, but like many kids, he received a nickname from his elementary school peers. Cuddy had a massive beard, and I never knew where his eyes were focused. At least tonight’s Douglas Cannon had warm eyes.

The next voice that comes to me belongs to my mother. “You  not tell truth. You break Ten Commandments.” For someone so well schooled in the rights and wrongs laid out in the family Bible, I should be better at avoiding lies. “Minnie really could need me now,” I say aloud in my defense. “I’m not a big, bad liar. Just a little one.”

As I pull into the slender driveway of 3 Red Pelican Court, my headlights shine against the brick two-story Bailey House Bed and Breakfast. This home’s large front windows have been boarded, dark shutters pulled over them like sleepy eyelids. The front door, a deep scarlet color during my childhood, looks worn and dull now— neglected over time. I inspect the roof, the eaves, the two dormer windows that protrude from the upstairs bedroom known as the Earl Grey Room, the tilted balcony off the English Breakfast Room, the two dirty white columns by the front stoop, and the winding stone walkway leading up to the main door that always opened so comfortably for us.

This house has been a respite for me since my middle school days when Minnie and I first went there with Irvy, Minnie’s mom. After that initial visit, Minnie and I often stopped by the house after school. We’d follow the sidewalk down Juniper Lane, duck under the sloping branches of the mimosa tree, and then make a right onto Red Pelican Court, a short cul-de-sac. Once we were at the Bailey House, we’d hop up the seven brick steps to the front door. I knew to let Minnie be the first inside; even as a child she was opinionated, dramatic, a little bossy—and she liked to be first. But she was a loyal friend.

At a rectangular butcher-block table reserved for Minnie and me inside the Baileys’ forest green sunroom, Mrs. Bailey would greet us with her crooked smile and British accent. “Girls! How delightful to see you. So glad you came round to pay me a visit. Put your book satchels down and have a seat.”

Minnie and I smiled whenever she called our book bags satchels.  We’d slip them against a corner of the dining room, out of the way of the guests who were seated in the parlor reading the daily paper. I always felt Mrs. Bailey had been waiting all day for this moment when we would walk in; she was just so pleased to serve us her renowned lemon cookies on floral-scented paper napkins. Glass tumblers of raspberry cream soda were also brought to us by the home’s loyal handyman, Ogden. I knew that if I said, “Thank you, this is very, very delicious,” with an emphasis on very, Mrs. Bailey would grin and then give a slight nod toward Ogden. Ogden would make his way into the kitchen slowly—he did have a bad leg—and when he entered the sunroom again, new bottles of soda would be in his hands. As he took off their caps and filled my glass, and then Minnie’s, Mrs. Bailey would place one more powdered-sugar-glazed cookie on my napkin. She wouldn’t give Minnie another treat until Minnie agreed that “Um . . . oh yeah, this is all good. Very good.”

Seated in my truck, I reminisce about the night Minnie and I were invited to sleep in the English Breakfast Room. That was the first night we decided that when the Baileys got too old to run the bed and breakfast, we’d take over. We made a pact to be like the Baileys and provide savory and healthy breakfasts, delicious desserts, and a listening ear for all weary travelers. Our plan was sealed when we heard a young tourist from Michigan tell us that she’d been spinning in circles for years, her heart and mind foggy with uncertainty. Thanks to five nights under the Baileys’ hospitality, she now knew exactly what she wanted to do with her life. She would head back home to Ann Arbor, get her degree in oceanography, and wait to marry her boyfriend. She had taken care of her ailing mother for three years until her death, and now it was time to pursue her own dreams.

It’s easy to remember how I felt that night when I realized how helpful Mr. and Mrs. Bailey had been to that young woman. They  were older than my parents, yet they bridged the generations by reaching out to any tourist who came across their home’s threshold. They made every guest feel like someone special. I was proud to know them.

“Minnie,” I’d said later as we sat on the glider under the pergola, swaying lazily beside the Siamese cats, Buoy and Gull, “we can carry on this house’s traditions.” My heart was calm and full at the same time—a feeling you get when you recognize that what you’re called to do is as clear as each star in the Big Dipper on a wintry night.

Suddenly, into my remembrances, lights flash twice.
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The driver’s-side window of the blue car lowers as the vehicle pulls up behind my truck. I hear a male voice call out, “Don’t you know it’s dangerous to be out here all alone?”

Relief washes over me like a foamy wave on a sweltering day. I’m glad that it’s my uncle’s voice that breaks the silence of my own private sanctuary and not the words of the convict from the eleven o’clock news that Minnie’s been telling me about.

“Hi,” I say. I roll down my window, stick my head out, and give Uncle Ropey a smile.

“You do know it’s not safe for you to be out here by yourself?” Ever since Aunt Sheerly’s salon was robbed, Uncle Ropey believes he needs to let us know that these parts aren’t as safe as they once were. Sheerly feels the same way; I know because she wrote a song about it. Some of the lyrics are: “They’re gonna get that bum. His time will come. The jail will hold him tight so that he will be out of sight.” The tune is catchy, and after hearing her sing it one Saturday at The Rose Lattice in Buxton, I found myself humming it at my desk at work.

I get out of my truck. “This place is always safe to me.” Then I look into his round, rosy face. “What are you doing here?” The Bailey House is on a cul-de-sac and not exactly a location you end up unless you’re lost or want to be here.

He avoids my question and leans out of his window as his gaze roams over the large home. “Needs some fixing up, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yeah,” I breathe, looking at the dandelions congregating under a faded birdhouse, yet also noting that the lawn has been recently mowed. “It’s just not what it used to be.” Swiftly, like a torchbearer in the Olympics, I head up the steps toward the front door. “Here, there were two potted plants.” With my hands, I motion to where they once stood. “On both sides of the door. In the spring and summer, they were flowering like geraniums or impatiens. In the winter, they were ivy topiaries.”

“Ivy topiaries,” he says with fingers cupping his chin. “Now that is something I know nothing about.”

Laughing, I add, “And you probably don’t care about them, either.” Mrs. Bailey sure did, though. I remember how she scolded one of her visiting grandsons when he knocked over the right topiary while throwing a football.

A ticking noise stops me from saying any more. There’s a click, and then the electric lantern hung on a black pole to the left of the stairs sprays out a beam of light.

“Must be on a timer,” observes my uncle.

I glance around to see if any other lights have come on and then walk down the steps. “Have you ever been to the garden back here?”

He shakes his head.

“It’s like being in a magical world,” I say, catering to his adventuresome spirit.

He turns off his car and together, under flowering crepe myrtles the color of ripe peaches, we walk to the rear of the house. I unlatch the garden gate, give the handle a tug, and Ropey follows me inside. We make our way over the stone path to the patio, past deteriorating flowerbeds overgrown with fat weeds. A solitary burgundy rose dangles from a thorny stem. Honeysuckle bushes spread out over the backside of the house like octopus tentacles. At the wooden pergola, covered in twisted wisteria vines, Ropey bends down to study a section of cracked stones in the patio. I walk over to the pond.

The crevices in the low retaining wall around it are caked green with algae. A spider crawls along the mermaid-shaped fountain that sits in the middle of the pond. When the fountain is turned on, water bubbles from the mythical creature’s navel, a sight Minnie and I grew to love. Now a feathery web stretches from the mermaid’s left hand to her right.

Standing in the diminishing light, I recall the last time I ventured to the Bailey House, in late winter when a layer of ice coated the pond. The wind blew fall’s leftover leaves around my shoes, and my nose and fingers grew numb from the cold. I asked God to let it happen. “I want this bed and breakfast,” I said, zipping up my fleece jacket to my neck. I could hear the lapping of the Sound’s water over the far fence. Lifting my face toward the stark branches of the lone oak, I took a cleansing breath. “This place just feels like it’s mine already.” 

Uncle Ropey squeezes his body onto the two-person glider, the very glider Minnie and I sat on years ago after our afternoon snack of lemon cookies and soda. Now the wood is chipped and faded—the color of aged newspaper.

He starts to speak, but I interrupt. “Where’s the birdbath?”

Ropey’s head turns to scan the silent fountain and moss-covered patio. “Don’t see it at all.”

“There was a marble birdbath. I could have sworn it was here last time I visited.” I scope out a pair of stones on the retaining wall that look less green than the rest, and sit down to face my uncle. “The birdbath was a clamshell. Well, a large thing made to look like a scalloped shell. Minnie and I said the mermaid left the pond to sit in it and comb her hair while all the guests slept.”

Amused, Uncle Ropey pulls a cigar from his breast pocket. “I thought she would have had a rendezvous with the prince.”

Actually, we’d also thought of that. “She did, after brushing her hair.”

“Where have you been tonight?” he asks.

I’m annoyed that someone would steal a birdbath, but I try to focus on the here and now. “Bad date.”

“You look dressed up.”

For me, dressed up is whenever I wear makeup or jewelry, and my relatives know that is about the extent of getting me to look more presentable. Tonight I did apply mascara, eyeliner, and gold hoop earrings instead of my usual tiny studs, and even a bracelet I found at the back of my dresser in a gift box. I went way beyond my level of comfort and wore a skirt, albeit a denim one.

“So what was wrong with him?”

How to say it without sounding self-centered? “He . . . he never asked anything about me.”

My uncle’s eyes widen under his black-rimmed glasses. “Nothing?” He takes a drag from his cigar.

“Oh, I take that back. He did ask how I drink Diet Pepsi.”

“Did you tell him—with a straw?” My uncle’s eyes twinkle.

I find a small smile. “He didn’t really want to know the answer. He was too preoccupied with all his stories.”

“Guess his mama didn’t teach him no manners.”

I stretch my legs. I’ve always liked my long legs, an attribute I inherited from my dad, who is six-three. I note how tanned they look in the dusk. Then I think that it 	wasn’t a completely horrible date. It could have been worse. At least his name wasn’t Cuddy.

I snicker when I think of the tactic I used to get away.

“What’s so funny?”

“I was just realizing that I left him alone at the Grille. Your niece cut the date short.”

“Think he’s still sitting there? All lonely? Want me to go check?” 

A tinge of guilt enters, and I try to shake it off. “He didn’t seem to care about getting to know me at all.”

“One of Sheerly’s finds?” He exhales as the scent of rich tobacco envelops the entire garden.

“Yeah, she keeps trying.”

“We all want you to find The One.”

I think it might be time to give up. I change the subject. “How about you? What are you up to?”

“Well . . .” Uncle Ropey takes his cigar from his mouth and lets out a yawn. “Bought a few yards of rope that I think will make some great works of art.” My uncle constructs crafts with that white rope used on sailboats, a hot-glue gun, and shells. Tourists pay outrageous prices for his creations at a little shop in Buxton near the lighthouse. He prices them and then the owner of the shop marks them up at least twenty-five percent, so one shelled-rope tied in a fancy knot and framed in a glass case can retail at twenty dollars. Due to this fondness for rope art, he long ago earned the nickname Ropey.

“When I get this place,” I say as I remember how it felt to sit in  the glider with the sun beaming through the gaps of the thick wisteria, “I want to display your nautical pieces in every room.”

“Still have your heart set on owning this place?” He gestures toward the house.

“I do. I just can’t seem to figure out how to make it happen. I’ve called a few Realtors. No one tells me anything I can use.”

Suddenly, Ropey stands, adjusts his pant legs, and announces, “I need a donut.” Crushing the cigar stub with his shoe, he heads toward the gate. I wait as he makes his way around the house. I hear his car door open and close.

When he returns, he has a box of Krispy Kreme donuts. My uncle lived off these donuts until Aunt Beatrice Lou made the doctor tell him to limit his intake to only one per day. She’d read too much about clogged arteries in medical journals at the library where she works. Some are addicted to cigarettes, alcohol, or diet pills; Uncle Ropey’s addiction comes in the form of glazed sugar.

The sky is streaked now with trellises of fading pink and lavender clouds. We eat donuts as we enjoy the view. I stand to peek over the wooden fence that circles the property and take in the quiet Sound, its edges thick with marsh grasses. When my uncle reaches for his third glazed treat, he makes me promise I won’t tell Beatrice Lou.

“I wouldn’t dare.” I note how romantic the sky looks, and as a robin settles on the top of the gate, I imagine what it would be like to sit here holding the hand of a man I’m in love with. This was the garden where Minnie and I talked of boys, and now, suddenly, I’m feeling old and lonely, like I should reside at the Morning Glory Nursing Home.

My uncle rubs his fingers together and then licks the tips. I bet he did that same action as a kid. Like Aunt Sheerly tells her patrons,  “You can’t take the boy out of the man.” I ask him, “Any luck with the speedboat?”

The desire my uncle holds for a fast boat is not met with approval by his wife. Ever since Ropey’s back started bothering him—he seems to knock it out of whack every few months—he’s been told not to overdo it. Ropey doesn’t agree with that. He wants to ride like the wind over the Sound, pretend his mirror lies and feel twenty-five again. Beatrice Lou would rather have him walk along the beach at least a mile each day, eat sunflower seeds and granola, and trim down to two hundred pounds like he weighed when he was twenty-five.

My uncle uses his secretive voice to say, “That’s the reason I came down this way. Casey Luweigneson—he lives about a block away from here. He has an eighteen-footer for sale.”

I’ve heard of Casey Luweigneson. His name is one you can’t forget. Sheerly says he sits on his front porch and drinks Pabst Blue Ribbon while telling tales about schooners that were lost at sea. He boasts of being related, somehow, to every smuggling or looting hooligan who survived each vessel’s wreckage, even claiming that his great-great-great-grandmother was once married to Blackbeard. Sheerly says his stories grow more elaborate after seven beers.

“Are you going to buy it?” I ask as Ropey brushes sugar from his lips.

“I reckon it would be a perfect match for me. Three years old, still in good shape.”

“Did you check to see if any treasure chests are hidden in the bow?”

Ropey laughs at my attempt to be comical.

I offer, “If you kept the boat at his house, then Beatrice Lou would never have to know.”

“Ah,” he says. “There are some things that I can get away with in a marriage. But nothing that large.”

I smile.

“So how’s your bustling household? Zane’s thumb okay?”

My household, as he calls it, consists of Minnie, Zane, and myself; we live together in a duplex in the little town of Waves. Last week Zane got his thumb slammed in a kitchen cabinet when he was trying to shove all his toys into it. Minnie hoped that maybe since the thumb was hurt he’d no longer have the desire to put it in his mouth, but such is not the case. Zane stuck his sore thumb in his mouth and complained that it stung.

“Zane is Zane,” I answer as I think about how he screamed last night because we couldn’t find his stuffed squirrel, Popacorn.

“The kid misses his dad.”

“I miss his dad, too.” My voice is soft, like the breeze surrounding us. When I think of Minnie these days, it’s hard not to hear her sobs, no matter where I am.

“Maybe you and Minnie need to bring Zane over to the house.”

“I can manage the kid most days while Minnie works.” Manage— this is not a word I typically say; I think I might have picked it up from the man who fell off a jeepney.

We’re silent for a moment, breathing in the cool, damp air. I stare up at a window on the second floor and recall another Bailey House memory. All the guests had checked out and the maid was pulling the sheets off one of the king-sized beds. She asked if I wanted to help her, and I did. Later, she complimented my assistance in front of Mrs. Bailey, and lemon cookies and raspberry cream soda were presented to me in the sunroom.

“What’s up with this place?” I ask Ropey. “Do you know anything?” 

“Sheerly says it’s as haunted as the day is long. Spooky, so the owners left. They said Blackbeard’s ghost lives in the basement.” He burps, excuses himself, and burps again.

“There is no basement.” I know the layout as well as I know my own duplex and have memories of so many of the rooms, including the laundry chute we used to throw Minnie’s poodle purse down when no one was looking.

“Sheerly’s got some story about it. I thought I heard her say the basement held a dead body.”

There are times my aunt’s love of a good story overrides her common sense. She makes fun of Casey’s tales, yet expects her own stories to be taken as gospel truth. “Mr. and Mrs. Bailey were too old to run it and went back to live near family in Cincinnati.”

“Then there was another couple,” Ropey says.

“When?”

“Let’s see. About the time Beatrice Lou wanted me to lose weight.” He pats his stomach for emphasis. “I reckon it was about six years ago.”

“What happened then?” It must have been when I was away in Charlotte, working after college at The Daily Pulse. I served as an intern at the weekly paper and then when they offered me a full-time position after graduation, I took it without a second of hesitation. But I do remember Minnie mentioning something about the Bailey House opening under new management. It wasn’t long before I got the job with Selena at Lighthouse Views.

“They got scared by the ghost and left.”

“Really?”

Ropey laughs, long and full, reminding me of my dad’s laughter. The two are brothers, with Sheerly in the middle. “You know Sheerly. She extracts every piece of information she can from her clients as  she does all that stuff with their hair.” We both have learned that Sheerly Cut is more than a salon. It’s a culture, a society of women. “You should dig around a bit and find out more. My guess is that people just aren’t talking.”

His voice sounds funny, so I ask, “What do you mean?”

“Secrets.” My uncle wipes sugar off his cheeks. “This region is full of them.” He lets another donut find its way into his mouth.

I know he’s right; one of the first lessons of being a reporter is that there are two sides to every story, and somewhere in the middle, you’ll find the truth.

I feel satisfied as the moon bobs into the night sky and we return to our vehicles. While the date with Douglas Cannon didn’t go as I’d hoped, the time with Uncle Ropey has been fun. Life is a cornucopia of good and bad, and any time the good outweighs the bad, it’s time to be grateful.

I know exactly what my uncle’s parting words are going to be, and I’m correct. “Be careful driving home. Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t tell Beatrice about the cigar or the donuts.”

I display a thumbs-up signal, which means that I can keep secrets myself. If ever his wife finds out about his smoking or circular nighttime snacks, it won’t be because she heard it from me.

As I get into my truck, Ropey tosses out, “You’ll meet a good man one day, Jackie. Keep your chin up.”

Driving across the Oregon Inlet Bridge toward Waves, a parade of all the dates I’ve had since my return to the Outer Banks to live flashes before my eyes. Not one of them has led to a second date. One did seem promising the first time I met him, but then he never asked me out again. Last I heard from the family grapevine, he moved to Chicago to run a trucking business and married a Turkish belly dancer.

“Is there anyone out there for me?” I ask God in my loud voice, the one that vibrates off the steering wheel, hits the back of the cab, and then clangs back to my ears. As I’ve done before, I remind God that this man can arrive on a horse, a Coast Guard barge, a sailboat, or a ferry. “Whatever you think is best,” I say.

My truck bounces over the narrow strip of Route 12; thin, evenly spaced electrical poles whiz past my peripheral vision. I wait, hoping to hear an audible voice, one like Moses heard coming from the burning bush. But all I hear is the continual sound of ocean waves splashing onto the shore across the blackened dunes. Even Bodie Lighthouse’s beacon seems dismal tonight, as if it can’t find a man suited for me.



5

Monday mornings are reserved for staff meetings from nine until Selena Thomas, our boss at Lighthouse Views, feels we have “sufficient coverage.” This takes hours; one Monday it took four hours and twenty-three minutes according to Bert’s watch. Halfway through, Selena did stop her ranting about dishonest car mechanics—she was particularly fed up with one in Rodanthe—and ordered us lunch from The Happy Fisherman.

These staff meetings aren’t at all like they were when I was at The Daily Pulse. Of course, that paper didn’t have a colorful editor like Selena. We had Jack Brenton, who didn’t believe in talking much—except on the phone to his girlfriend during his lunch in the break room. To his staff he repeatedly said, “Deadlines, deadlines,” as though the most important part of being a journalist was getting the story submitted on time, not whether it was well-written, interesting, or factual.

“I know this is a recession, but tourists still exist!” Today Selena clutches her cell in one hand and a silver Cross pen in the other. The cell does not need to be up to her ear; the caller is on speakerphone  and our entire staff, seated on overstuffed chairs in our small Nags Head office, is listening.

We watch the phone, quietly waiting.

“How about a quarter-page ad, then?” The caller on the other end, Roberta Hakkadok, is the manager of Blackbeard’s Restaurant. I know exactly what she looks like; we were in middle school together. I’ve only been to her restaurant once and that was when Selena took the staff out for lunch after the death of her father. Roberta hasn’t changed much since our youth; her auburn hair is still in a sweeping ponytail and her eye shadow is a pale green.

“A quarter-page ad?” Selena places the phone on an antique coffee table she inherited from her father’s estate. She gives us the thumbs-up signal, a sign that she is certain she’s going to get Roberta to commit to an ad in our magazine.

Roberta’s voice is hesitant. “How much will that cost?”

“Didn’t our advertising department send you an updated price sheet?” Selena looks at Cassidy, the head of our so-called advertising department.

Cassidy, seated beside me, nods as she chews on a granola bar. She usually eats chocolate chip, but I don’t see any chips in today’s variety.

We hear a pause and then Roberta’s voice on the other end of the line. “No.”

As Shakespeare, Selena’s Yorkshire terrier, yaps twice from his perch by the office’s bay window, Selena sucks in air. Her little dog doesn’t bother her; in fact, she lets her pet get away with anything. However, humans, and especially those who she feels need to take out ads in Lighthouse Views and don’t jump at the opportunity, annoy her.

“I did send her a sheet,” Cassidy whispers in her defense as she crumples the Oats ’N Honey wrapper.

Selena cuts off Cassidy with a swing of her pen-holding hand. “Roberta, the ad you need for your business is two hundred dollars. That will run for the next two issues.” Without waiting for an answer, she says in her most authoritative tone, “Bring in the check by Thursday. We’ll run your ad as we have in the past. You’ll see results, results.” In her soothing tone, the one that sounds like a guitar strumming the music for “Edelweiss,” she says, “Customers will flock to you like intoxicated seagulls, you’ll see.”

We wait until we hear a reluctant Roberta say, “Well . . . all right.” 

“All right, then.”

“This Thursday?” asks Roberta.

“Two hundred dollars this Thursday. Just know that you’re getting a bargain!” Closing the sale, Selena adds, “Thanks for your business. Tourists will know where to find you when you advertise with us.” With a swift jab to a button, Selena disconnects Roberta from us.

For a brief moment we all look at each other. Cassidy, Bert, and me—the backbone of the magazine, as Selena calls us. We’re already tired from this staff meeting; our coffee cups are empty, yet no one gets up to make another pot.

This is the way Selena operates—pushy until she gets the commitment. Or as Bert likes to put it: “Bloodsucking until the victim finally gives in. Then it’s a regular ‘Kumbaya’ sing fest.”

Selena walks over to give Shakespeare a treat. The little ball of champagne fur jumps off the sofa, doggie biscuit in his mouth, and scampers under Selena’s desk to enjoy his reward.

In my opinion, her terrier rarely does anything to deserve a treat. It’s when Selena gets a commitment from a client or praise for an article that she rewards her dog. She keeps the colorful treats in a glass  jar marked “Shakespeare’s Treasures.” The jar sits by a framed photo of Shakespeare and her on a Jet Ski. The terrier is in front of her on the seat, wearing a lavender life vest with his name on it. Selena, also in a vest with her name on it, has her fingers on the handles and a sheepish grin, as if she just got out of bed and is still craving sleep.

Whenever people comment that a terrier is pretty small to ride a Jet Ski, and ask how the dog stays on when you speed over the waves, Selena just says, “Oh, Shakespeare loves his life vest,” even though the inquirer mentioned nothing about a vest. The truth is, the moment that photo was snapped, Selena rode slowly for five hundred yards, and Shakespeare’s whimper was so terrifying that the adventure of dog and owner’s first ride together lasted only a few moments. Selena now leaves her pet at home with a dog biscuit and a Lassie DVD playing on TV whenever she takes her Jet Ski around the inlet.

Smiling at us all, Selena reaches for her legal pad. She sits on the top of her desk next to the jar of treats and says, “Now that we’ve got a few more commitments for advertisements, we’re ready to pump this meeting up a notch. We have a lot to do.”

I wish there was more coffee. I try to gauge my boss; would she mind if I excused myself to the kitchen to make some more? One morning I stood to make another pot and she stopped talking until I’d sat back down. The room was quiet, all eyes on me, until I realized what was happening. I scurried back to my armchair, vowing never to embarrass myself like that again.

“Now, kids,” Selena says. To this fifty-year-old, we are all kids. “The June issue comes out in two weeks.” Crossing her stocking-clad legs—legs Bert says could be models in a hose commercial—she chews on the tip of her pen. “I want us to be ready. Are we ready?”

Something makes me want to say with all the pseudo-enthusiasm I can muster, “Yes, Chef,” like on an episode of Hell’s Kitchen, but I  know my boss would not approve. Instead, I nod and pretend to be taking notes. Actually, my mind is on the Bailey House. Who is the current owner? Where can I find out if it’s for sale? Can we afford it? I scribble these questions at the top of the page. My savings account is nothing to be excited about, and Minnie is just able to pay her half of the rent and buy groceries from her earnings at Over the Edge, the surf shop near our house.

I must have missed something because suddenly everyone is looking at me. “Yeah?” I sound clueless, silly. Covering my notebook with my arms, I attempt to be interested in my surroundings.

Selena’s smile dazzles. “Good,” she says. “I’ll need that interview for the July issue.” Then her cell phone rings, and she is talking to her mother in Boston. “Ma, I know, I know!” Her accent goes from southern to northern quicker than it takes her dog to lick his paw. “Yes, it was a great article. I like that line they quoted about me, too.”

As my boss continues in a syrupy voice she never uses around us, I turn to Cassidy. “What is she saying?”

“I don’t know for sure. I think her mom’s congratulating her on that article in the paper about Selena.” That article, praising the work of Lighthouse Views, calling it a “stellar publication,” appeared weeks ago. A copy of it hangs in a frame above our boss’s desk. The photograph of Selena looks as if she was blinded by something because her eyes are wide like her dog’s get when he’s alarmed. I can guarantee that what they say about pet owners beginning to look like their pets is true.

“No, not that.” I stop Cassidy before she enters the restroom. “What is it that Selena asked me to do?”

Cassidy laughs. “Were you bored and not paying attention again?” With her hand on the door to the women’s room, she says, “Selena  wants you to interview the owner of Rexy Properties. I heard he’s single.” She winks.

Sometimes I wonder if there are fliers circulating the Outer Banks, advertising in bold lettering, DESPERATE HALF-KOREAN SINGLE WOMAN DESIRES A MAN! NOW!
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