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Chapter 1: Introductions
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Sometimes memories drift through my mind like watercolors—soft edges, colors bleeding and fading, bringing a muted smile or even a flicker of regret. My first baseball game, the bicycle my mom gave me for Christmas, my first date, my first heartbreak.

And then there are others—etched so deeply they’ve become part of me. The start of a summer rain—soft at first, then insistent—summons one of those memories. I close my eyes, listen to the melody of raindrops striking the tin porch roof, and see every moment unfold in perfect clarity.

It was my first summer in the Outer Banks. I came for a short visit and had stayed nearly six months so far. Even time seemed to move slower here. The days slipped by with an easy rhythm, not unlike the sea that rolled onto the sandy shores in the tiny coastal Carolina town.

In the few months since my arrival, I had easily slipped into the unhurried pace that permeated the town and its inhabitants. I’d even begun to find a level of comfort in the daily sameness and the feeling that I knew what each day would hold. Life without surprises. Unrushed and leisurely. Calm, quiet, and largely predictable. A place for forgetting. A place for restoration. A place where I was in control. Or so I thought.



Rosalyn Marie Adams was swaying softly in the porch swing of my Uncle Rocky’s rental, which he called The Coral House. She was holding a glass of iced tea in one hand and a book in the other. Her hair was slightly askew, blown about by the same July breeze that made the afternoon temperature almost bearable.

She put her book down on the swing and stood as I approached the porch steps. Her face was soft. Her features were striking even from afar. She gazed down at me appraisingly, as if she were making an evaluation. I wasn’t sure exactly why, but I found myself keenly interested in the result.

The following seconds hung in the air like the morning river mist, and when she finally spoke, I felt the tingle of her voice run through me. Her words flowed like Carolina molasses—warm and sweet, rolling by me slowly. They tickled my ears but pounded in my chest.

“You must be Dalton. Mr. Duke said you’d come by today. The air conditioning just quit working, and this heat is stifling! Out here on the porch is about the only place I can find any relief,” she said, her voice rising slightly on “stifling” and “any,” as if to emphasize her plight.

She descended the steps to introduce herself. She had a smile that washed over her face like a sunrise—spreading easily from her lips to her eyes—the kind that could make you forget what you were saying, or why.

She tilted her head slightly and looked me in the eyes with a strength that was tangible. “Hi. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said sincerely. “I’m Rosalyn, but people call me Rose.”

It occurred to me that this was my cue to speak, and with that sudden realization, I managed to gracelessly utter, “Uh, hi, um, I’m looking for Dr. Adams.”

She smiled sweetly and mercifully restrained her amusement at my schoolboy awkwardness. “Well, that’s good, I guess,” she said, pausing slightly, still smiling and holding me captive with her gaze, “because you found her.”

I was remotely aware of the fact that I’d opened my mouth yet hadn’t managed to form any words in response. As luck would have it, I didn’t get a chance. The silence was abruptly shattered, much like when a waiter unexpectedly drops a tray of drinks.

“Who is that man?” a small voice asked sternly. “I want him to leave,” the voice declared emphatically.

From behind the screen door, a small face slowly emerged from the shadows into the midday sunlight. His black hair lay in curly, sweaty ringlets upon his bronze-toned face, his handsome features slightly disguised behind a scowl cast in my direction. His eyebrows were noticeably drawn down, punctuating his disapproval of my presence. He had his mother’s eyes.

“Jeremy Adams!” Rose said sternly, with her hands on her hips—a slight appearance of exasperation both on her face and in her posture. She shook her head slightly, tried to suppress a grin, then let herself fall into gentle laughter, instantly and effortlessly diffusing the tension.

She turned back toward me, her smile and poise fully restored. Extending one hand toward Jeremy and the other toward me, she said, “Allow me to introduce my son, Jeremy. He’ll be six years old next week, and hopefully his manners will catch up to him soon,” she said, still with a trace of laughter in her voice. “For his birthday present, I brought him here to see the ocean for the first time.”

He walked toward her, his scowling eyes still focused on me, and stopped at her side, her hand falling across his shoulder. She looked down at him, and almost more to herself than to me, added, “Seeing as I haven’t really taken a vacation myself in a dozen years, I thought it wouldn’t hurt me either. I was just out of high school the last time I was here. I came down from Charlotte with some girlfriends right after we graduated.”

“We’re about the same age,” I blurted clumsily.

I realized the instant I said it that my conversational skills had probably deteriorated during my recent months of self-inflicted isolation. I stood there speechless, wishing I had thought it through before letting the words escape my mouth, while simultaneously looking for the proverbial hole in which to hide.

Rose could no longer control her amusement. She laughed delightfully, looked at me, and said, “Well, aren’t you the gentleman for pointing that out?”

Her chiding was good-natured, but regardless, I was mortified by my verbal futility. I could feel the heat spreading across my face—and it was more than just the blazing midday sun. I attempted to find an escape path from my stumbling tongue—some crafty turn of phrase or just a single intelligent thought.

As I searched frantically for my wits and wondered why they’d chosen this particular time to abandon me, our eyes met again and briefly locked together. I felt my voice catch in my throat. For a moment, there was absolute silence—a painfully awkward, instinctively emotional, time-stopping silence.

“I said I want that man to leave!”

The quiet was resoundingly shattered—both to my relief and disappointment—snapping me back into reality and reminding me why I was there.

“Well, big guy,” I managed to mutter, “you might have a point. Maybe I should take a look at that AC and then leave the two of you to enjoy your day.”



Robert Duke, better known as Rocky, sat in his kitchen sipping a cup of coffee when I returned from the Coral House.

“Rocky, you do realize it’s a hundred degrees outside, don’t you?” I asked.

At first, he looked at me quizzically, as if he didn’t get the punchline, but then smiled, looked at the steaming cup in his hand, shrugged his shoulders, and simply said, “Navy habit.”

I could tell he was trying to be casual, waiting to see what I’d say about the events of the day, but I waited for him to start the conversation. I had a feeling he knew more than he was admitting.

“The Coral House?”—one of his three rentals, each named after the unique color of its front door.

“What about it?” I asked.

“Did you make it over to check that AC unit?”

“Yeah,” I replied, and didn’t say anything more. I continued to stir around the kitchen, trying to act natural, and waited for him to ask more questions.

“So, did you talk to Dr. Adams?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“And?”

“And what?” I asked.

He could no longer suppress the devilish smirk on his face. “Quite a handsome gal, isn’t she?”

He was still trying to play it cool. His face was slightly angled downward toward his coffee cup, but his eyes rolled upward toward mine, and a grin slowly crept across his face until it spread from ear to ear. He didn’t say anything else. He waited for my response.

“Yes, I can’t argue with you there,” I said. “I wonder, did it ever occur to you to tell me that Dr. Adams was a young, extremely attractive woman?”

My thoughts drifted back to my earlier encounter with her. I swear I could feel the warmth in my cheeks start to spread all over again. “You set me up, Rocky, didn’t you?”

“Now why would you say that?” he asked in mock defense, but the look on his face betrayed him.

“You should never play poker, Rocky. You can’t bluff—it just isn’t in you,” I laughed. “Also, we’ve been talking for ten minutes, and you haven’t asked me a single question about the AC or if I was able to fix it.”

I paused to see his response, then continued, “Speaking of which, the circuit breaker was tripped, but when I turned it back on, there didn’t seem to be a problem. You wouldn’t have any idea how that could’ve happened, would you?”

“How would I know?” He tried to look puzzled, but it wasn’t working.

I pulled a drink from the refrigerator, sat down at the table across from him, and prepared to swallow my pride. I begrudgingly gave him a look that said, Okay, you win, I’m all ears.

“Charming, isn’t she?” he asked.

“Amazingly,” I sighed, shaking my head slightly.

He grinned at me with an I knew it expression, his eyes literally sparkling as he began to tell me what he knew.

“Of course, you already know she’s a doctor—but not a medical doctor. She’s a professor at a university over in Charlotte. Works in child psychology, I think.”

“Rocky,” I interrupted, “she’s been here all of one whole day. Just how do you know so much about her already?” I asked in disbelief.

“Well,” he said, “she’s the daughter of an old friend of mine. Her family used to come and rent a house from me almost every summer when she was a kid. Haven’t seen her since her parents divorced and they stopped coming.”

“Her dad called me a few weeks back and asked if I had a place he could rent for her for several weeks. He wanted to help give her a little break. Guess with school, work, and being a single mother, she hasn’t had much time.”

“Yeah, I met Jeremy today,” I added. “I think he was very impressed with me. He really warmed right up to me,” I said jokingly, as I mindlessly slid the can of cola back and forth from one hand to the other.

“Oh, that,” he said, looking down as if consulting his cup of coffee for advice on how to form his response. “Well, I wouldn’t think too much about that.”

He paused for a moment, a more serious look now upon his face, and took a deep breath.

“Dalton,” he said soberly, “Jeremy is autistic.”
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Chapter 2: Second Impressions
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Morning broke the next day as it always did. The sun cast a gentle orange glow across the waves just the same as it had the day before. Seabirds drifted on the wind, darting toward the ground, then propelled themselves skyward, squawking and calling as they cycled between soaring and diving. The ocean waves rolled onto the sand, leaving a glistening reflection as they retreated, then repeated the motion seconds later.

The regular early risers walked, jogged, or just strolled along the waterline looking for treasures washed ashore the night before. Rocky sipped coffee. People did what they always do. Today was just the same as every other day for the last few months, yet it was totally different.

There was a tightness in my stomach that I couldn’t quite explain. Was it anticipation? Nervousness? Or could this be excitement? Whatever it was, I hadn’t felt it in years. It wasn’t totally unfamiliar, just long dormant. I recalled the sixth grade, when Angela Smith—my first crush—asked to wear my jacket during recess because she was cold. I didn’t let my mom wash it for a year. Understandable for a schoolboy, but a little unsettling for someone nearly thirty. I couldn’t shake it. The confusing part was that I couldn’t decide if I wanted to shake it or hang on to it just a little longer.

I thought back to the reason I had come to Beaufort the previous winter: quiet, simplicity, solitude. Time to think, and to spend time with the only living family I had. My mother was Rocky’s younger sister. Rocky had been in and out of the picture all my life. He was in the Navy when I was a kid. He would come visit for several days every few years. He was a great storyteller, and I always enjoyed listening to him.

Rocky could never completely leave the water, so after he retired, he settled in Beaufort, North Carolina. He still came to see my mother from time to time, and I would try to see him when he was in town. I still enjoyed both him and his stories, even as an adult.

When I was in my early twenties, my mother was diagnosed with cancer. Rocky was there every time she needed help, had surgery, or we thought her time was over. Somewhere along the way, we became less uncle and nephew and more like brothers—even if two decades apart.

She lived for three very hard years before her frail body could no longer fight. It was a devastating time. When she passed away, my life seemed to tumble into almost constant chaos for the next couple of years. It all culminated with me walking away from my childhood dream and my girlfriend walking away from me. It felt like complete failure. 

With a pickup truck, some duffel bags, and a mutt named Clyde, I made my escape and showed up at Rocky’s door. I was numb—numb from the scars that so many changes had inflicted upon me, and from thinking, analyzing, and fighting the inevitable. I sought a time and a place for cleansing, for release, and for finding the strength to let go of what was already gone.

Then, I thought about the previous day. About the Coral House. Was the AC okay? Should I take a stroll over to see if there were any problems? Was that too obvious?

Clyde and I made our way through the day the same way we had done so many times before that it had become habit. We took a couple of walks, did a project or two on the rental houses, and found our way to the front porch when the work was done. Today, however, we had a new topic of conversation. Clyde tried to play it cool and napped through parts of our conversation, but I was pretty sure he was anxious to meet her. Some things a guy just can’t hide, no matter how hard he tries.



I sat on the porch nursing a beer in the early evening as Rocky’s pickup truck pulled into the driveway. He walked up onto the porch and sat in his rocking chair as I peeled the label from the bottle.

“So, what did it say?” he asked.

I looked up from my serious label-peeling effort and glanced at him. All I could manage to say was a confused, “Huh?”

“The way you were focused on that beer, I thought you must be waiting for an answer, like one of those magic eight balls or something,” he said with a devilish grin.

I rolled my eyes and shook my head, but I couldn’t help but laugh a little. “You’re pretty observant for a worn-out old man,” I said, and returned to my label peeling. When the label was gone, I looked over toward his chair. “I don’t know, Rocky. I think I’ve forgotten how this whole thing works. I mean, if you want to get to know someone, do you even ask for phone numbers anymore, or do you just ask for an email address?” I asked sarcastically.

“Neither,” he said. He pointed down the street to her front porch. “Knock on the door. She’s right there. She’s probably sitting there waiting, wondering if you know how a door-knocker works.”

I laughed. “It’s that easy, huh?”

“Basically, yes,” he said, as if he couldn’t understand what perplexed me so. “I’m going to grab a beer. You need another one to work up your courage, or you want to hide behind that one for a while longer?” He gave me a sideways grin.

We both knew he was right. I was hiding. Afraid of making a fool of myself yet again. Nothing ventured, nothing gained—but no chance of sticking your foot in your mouth either. Tough call, I thought. Tough call indeed.

“No, one beer is enough. I’m awkward enough stone-cold sober. I don’t need alcohol to tongue-tie me even more.”

“Maybe you should ask Clyde for help,” he said.

Clyde? Yes, of course. “Rocky! You’re a genius!”

“Well, hell, I know that,” he paused, “but what exactly did I do?”

“You inspired me,” I said. I reached down and petted Clyde. Faithfully curled up beside my chair, as always, he enjoyed porch sitting as much as I did. “Bring me his leash when you come back out, would ya?”

Clyde and I took a slow stroll toward the front porch of The Coral House—in fact, we took several. We walked past the steps once, couldn’t quite muster the courage to climb them, and kept going, turned around about thirty seconds later, and repeated the process in the other direction.

It was on about the third iteration when I started thinking about how we must look to anyone who might witness this spectacle — which I was sure included Rocky. I imagined it was something akin to one of those old arcade games where the target moves from side to side and changes direction when struck by a BB shot. I was so lost in my shooting gallery visual that I wasn’t watching where I was going.

When I finally looked up, I was startled to see Rose and Jeremy walking toward me from the other direction. The good news was that she wasn’t inside looking out the window thinking I was a stalker. It also meant I didn’t have to knock on the door and have something ready to say if she opened it. Those were both a relief. However, it did mean that in approximately thirty seconds we were going to be face to face, and I had to think of something that actually sounded sensible. Fortunately, I got some help from an unexpected source.

“Mister, is that your dog?” Jeremy asked.

“Yes, Jeremy, it is. His name is Clyde. Do you like dogs?” He nodded yes. “Would you like to pet him? It’s fine if you do. He’s very friendly. He likes meeting new people.”

“He has very big eyes,” Jeremy said.

I laughed a little. “Yes, he does,” I said. “And you know what? That was the very first thing I noticed about him too. I just love his huge brown eyes. Aren’t they sweet looking?”

Again, he nodded yes. I was amazed at how easily Clyde worked his magic. We had been talking several minutes, and Jeremy was totally relaxed and didn’t seem bothered by my presence at all.

“He looks thirsty,” Rose said, her voice wrapping around me like a warm spring breeze cutting through the last days of winter. “Come up on the porch and I’ll get him some water.”

“Thank you. If you’re sure it isn’t too much trouble, that would be great. We, um... well, we’ve been walking for quite a while,” I said, thinking to myself, if she only knew.

We made our way to the porch. She disappeared inside for a moment, then brought Clyde a bowl of water, sat on the porch swing, and placed the bowl at her feet. Jeremy sat beside her, and Clyde followed and began to drink while Jeremy continued to watch every move he made.

“I think he’s very handsome,” Rose said as she smiled sweetly at Clyde and stroked his head. Clyde raised his head from the bowl, dripping water as it flowed from his chin, closed his eyes, and pressed into her hand, savoring the attention. “I can’t say I know much about dogs. I’ve never really had the time to have one. What breed is he?”

“A good ole lovable mutt,” I said. “I think he’s part Boxer and maybe part hound, but I’m not exactly sure. He has the eyes, nose, and square body of a Boxer, yet the long legs, floppy ears, and the distinctive bark of a hound. That’s my guess anyway.”

“Is that how you see him?” she asked.

“I suppose,” I answered. I’d never really thought about it too deeply; I just saw him as, well, Clyde. “Whatever he is, he’s one of a kind,” I continued.

There was something in her question that made me wonder where she was going with her thought, so I curiously asked, “Why? How do you see him?”

She smiled softly. “Hmm. How do I see him? Well, I agree that he’s one of a kind—much like his owner,” she said.

“Owner?” I asked, raising my eyebrows and smiling. “Oh no, I’m not his owner. I think we’re closer to being peers. It’s more like a brother relationship,” I said, with only a hint of sarcasm. “We just hang out together. You know, guy stuff.”

“Ah, guy stuff?” she repeated.

“I talk to him, ask him for advice occasionally—though he doesn’t usually bother to offer an opinion. We watch some baseball—he hates the Yankees, by the way. You know, guy stuff.”

“I see,” she said with a grin and a faint laugh. “Well, personally, I think he’s more than a square build and floppy ears. I think he’s a work of art.”

“Yeah? How so?”

“Well, his eyes are more than just big and brown. They’re kind, but focused. He has a strong, barrel chest and muscular shoulders, and a tall, proud stance. He’s obviously very smart and attentive.”

She paused for a moment. “Brothers, huh?” She stopped petting Clyde and rested her chin on her hand thoughtfully. She looked straight into my eyes as she continued warmly, “I see the resemblance.”

It occurred to me she might have just made a pass at me—assuming I really understood what was happening—and that being equated to a mixed-breed dog was actual flattery. I might have to ponder that later, but in the moment, I was content to take it at face value and roll with it.

I caught my breath and tried to keep my composure. I smiled appreciatively. “Well, I’ve never been compared so favorably to a dog before, but I deeply appreciate it. And I think Clyde would be very flattered.”

She laughed, and inwardly I felt a slowly expanding sense of calm. Maybe I wasn’t a lost cause after all.

Clyde had taken a seat beside me and continued to play up the attention game. Jeremy had walked over and was rubbing his head.

“Do you like to people-watch?” Rose asked, completely out of the blue.

“Well, I guess so. Never really thought about it much.”

“I do,” she said. “I’m good at it.”

“Good at it?” I laughed. “What makes someone good at people-watching?”

“It’s in the details,” she said, leaning forward and resting her elbows on the arms of her chair. “You have to really focus—observe the details.”

“Oh, I see,” I said, nodding. “So, who are we observing, and do I have to sit like that to do it?”

“Well,” she said, “I suppose you don’t have to—but it helps. For instance, see this gentleman here?” She nodded toward an older man casually strolling on the opposite side of the street.

“The guy with the fancy hat?” I asked.

“Yes, that one.”

“What about him?” I asked, unsure where she was leading but definitely sensing she had a purpose.

“His name is Stanley.”

“You know him?” I asked, slightly confused.

“No,” she said slowly, in a serious and thoughtful tone. There was a slight pause before she continued. “But only a man named Stanley would wear a dark fedora in this heat.” She continued to focus on him, then slowly cut her eyes in my direction, a slight smirk spreading across her face.

I shook my head and laughed. “You had me going for a minute. I was wondering how you could’ve possibly known that. I get it now—you were people-watching, but you were watching me.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I like perceptive people.”

“And I like a quirky sense of humor—but I really wasn’t expecting that from you,” I said.

“And why is that?” she asked.

“Well,” I stammered, wondering if I needed to go into damage control. “It’s just... you seem very polished and businesslike,” was the best I could do.

“Businesslike? Hmm.” She paused, letting the silence hang for half a minute—enough to make me wonder if I’d said something insulting. Then she continued. “Well, shows how little you know about me.”

She looked directly at me, her eyes dancing in the fading sunlight. She smiled softly and said, “You just might find a lot in me that you’re not expecting.”

I found myself hoping I’d have that chance.

We sat and talked for another hour. She excused herself to put Jeremy to bed, then came back with a glass of iced tea for each of us.

“It’s sweet and southern—the way tea should be,” she said and laughed.

I smiled in agreement and took a sip. We continued to talk until the drinks were gone. Clyde slept and snored on the porch, and the streets fell silent and empty.

What I remember most from that night was how easy it was to talk to her. She had every reason to be aloof or snobbish—or both—yet she was neither. The girl next door. Too good to be real? Perhaps—except for the fact that she sat in the chair directly beside mine.

I made my way back to Rocky’s with Clyde walking sleepily beside me. As was the case on so many nights, I had a hard time drifting off to sleep—but tonight it was for a different reason. For the first time in months, I looked forward to what a new day, and the changes within it, might bring.
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Chapter 3: Opened Doors
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The first rays of morning light began to filter through the kitchen window as Clyde and I returned home after our requisite morning stroll. I hung up his leash, gave him fresh bowls of food and water, and prepared to grab something to eat.

Rocky sat at the kitchen table as usual, with his morning coffee and newspaper. His daily crossword puzzle lay untouched beside his cup. His eyes were instead focused on the morning news.

“What’s up, Rock? You look a bit tense,” I said as I pulled a glass from the cabinet and opened the fridge.

“Oh, probably nothing. Just the usual weather hype. They’ve got to fill airtime somehow.”

I took a quick glance at the screen as I grabbed a muffin and a glass of orange juice, then plopped down at the table beside him. “Storm coming?” I asked.

“Don’t think so. Just a tropical depression, but I’ll keep a casual watch on it,” he said, without turning his eyes from the screen.

“Whatever you say, boss,” I replied. Then, shifting gears, I added, “The Yellow House is empty today, isn’t it?”

Rocky nodded yes.

“In that case, I’m gonna try to get the front door repainted this morning before it gets too hot. Hopefully I’ll be back for lunch.”

Rocky nodded again without speaking. His coffee sat cooling beside the still blank crossword puzzle. He continued to focus on the television screen.

“Would you mind giving Clyde another quick walk in a couple of hours, old man? I want to get going,” I said, and with that, I was on the road to the paint store, then to the Yellow House.



I tossed a tarp on the front porch to keep paint off the decking and set up sawhorses over it. I popped the door off the hinges and laid it across the sawhorses. The sun was already pretty high in the sky, but at least the porch offered shade. I took a scraper and removed the worst of the peeling paint. I was just about to turn on my sander to smooth the surface when I heard a familiar voice behind me.
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