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Sunset Beach
North Carolina’s Hidden Gem
By Sheree Nielsen

Sensory overload from the
fresh sea air and the
fragrant smell of magnolia
beckoned my Australian
Shepherd and me to cross
the road lined with rental
properties, to the Fifth
Street Beach Access.
Before I could say
Abracadabra, my curious
canine stepped gingerly in
the sand, sprinted up
several steps and hopped
onto the weathered gray
boardwalk.

A 30-something couple sat
on the lookout point
benches, holding
hands. They told me of
their attraction to Sunset
Beach. No crowds, no
worries – just total
relaxation. After our

conversation drew to a close, my animal child looked at the crashing waves gazing up at me with
approval. The corners of her mouth began to turn up. And if she could’ve talked, I imagined she
would have said, “C’mon Mom, let’s go!”

One look from her and I was racing down the firm-packed shoreline of picturesque Sunset Beach.
Wind blowing through my hair, I felt wispy as a seagull soaring overhead.
The ocean has its mysterious way of drawing you in. With a loving embrace, the sea wraps its
gentle arms around you. I’d only been in town an hour, yet Sunset Beach was tugging on my
soul.

My husband and I rented the “Abide” home, available through Sunset Properties. The
contemporary rental home sprinkled with tasteful beach décor and colorful furniture came
complete with a folder of suggested restaurants. Flipping through the binder’s pages, a menu
caught my eye – Causeway Gourmet in Ocean Isle – offering home delivery for a modest $2. We
tried the delicious CrossFit Salad topped with moist grilled salmon and the super-sized
“Godfather” Philly steak sandwich with melted cheese and onions. No complaints from our pooch,
Sabrina. She gobbled the grilled chicken breast in minutes. The divine peanut butter and
chocolate cream pies were equally satisfying. A tangy lemon bar reminded of lazy nights in the
Keys.
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The next morning day we hopped the Little River courtesy bus to attend the 32nd Annual Blue
Crab Festival. The gathering attracted visitors from all over the country. Local food and multi-
genred artists housed in quaint booths along the riverfront lured passersby. We sampled tropical
Italian ice, cookies and fresh grouper as we perused booths selling homemade baskets and sea
glass jewelry. With scenic views of the Intracoastal Waterway, sit-down dining offered a handful
of restaurants.

The following day I connected with local author and resident
Jacqueline DeGroot and her friend Sandy Payne. Jack
supplied me with a bike for our trek down to Bird Island and
the Kindred Spirit Bench. After walking the bikes to the
Third Street Beach Access boardwalk, we hopped on for a
leisurely ride. As we peddled, we talked. I learned the
history of Bird Island and the legend of the Kindred Spirit
Bench.

Bird Island, a natural reserve, provides a perfect habitat
and nesting for endangered species such as the Kemp’s
ridley and loggerhead sea turtles. Upon our initial approach,
an area designated by yellow caution tape was the location
of a turtle nest, not to be disturbed.

We sighted a mailbox adjacent to a park bench inscribed
with the words “Kindred Spirit.” The box and bench, perched
high atop sand dunes, offered breezy vistas of the cerulean
blue sea and beyond. No one really knows who erected the
Kindred Spirit Bench and mailbox more than 30 years ago.
The bench located about three and ¼ miles from the
Fortieth Street Beach Access, can be accessed by foot or
bike. Heading southwest, our trip took about 20 minutes
each way by bike.

VIDEO TOUR OF BIRD ISLAND AND THE KINDRED SPIRIT MAILBOX
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The inspirational site invites dwellers to pen their thoughts in journals nestled inside the mailbox.
Each Wednesday, Jackie and Sandy make the weekly pilgrimage to retrieve journals filled with
personal notes and prayers which are forwarded to their anonymous originator.

I watched as the two women carefully unfurled and
hoisted an American flag high up the flagpole. A warm
feeling embraced me. I understood why this hallowed
ground, frequented by residents and visitors alike, is so
revered.

Biking farther southwest, salubrious breezes gently
brushed our warm skin as we neared the island’s jetty. A
gray-stacked rock wall painted a dramatic landscape
against the flat hard sand of picturesque Bird Island.
After my enjoyable afternoon there, I visited again the
following morning with hubby, Russell, and our dog.
Roundtrip by foot took about an hour and 10 minutes.

Hours of exposure to the hot Carolina sun wetted our
appetites. The tasty food at Fibber McGee’s, Sunset
Beach, was just what we needed to satisfy our cravings.
The generous grilled scallop special with homemade

green beans was mouthwatering. With reasonable prices, a casual atmosphere and friendly
waitresses, you can’t go wrong. It’s one of the best places in Sunset Beach to grab a bite, and the
outdoor patio is dog friendly.

A charming café for dessert or coffee is Mavericks Java, located under the new Sunset Beach
Bridge for cappuccinos and homemade cookies like Grandma used to bake. Another option is
Sunset Slush on Beach Drive. Savor the yummy combination of coffee-flavored Italian ice and
chocolate ice cream while chilling on their bright yellow porch.

Each evening, hubby, dog and I strolled the beach. We
greeted families and couples, accompanied by their
canine children. All concurred Sunset Beach is a hidden
gem. Two families we connected with during our stay
admitted they rent the same property year after year.
The people we encountered loved the close proximity of
the nearby Calabash and Ocean Isle townships, galleries
supporting local artists and writers, and dog-friendly
beaches.

The following day, hubby fished from the private Sunset
Beach Pier, built in 1960, which costs $1 to access. I
opted for a leisurely drive to nearby towns to collect
souvenirs for the folks at home. Island Arts and Books
Gallery in Ocean Isle is co-op for local artists, photographers and writers. Watercolors, oil
paintings and beach mystery reads fill the cheery shop. For fine handmade jewelry, peruse
Wendy’s Beach House Fine Arts in Calabash.

As our vacation drew to a close, a wonderful photo op presented itself. Overlooking the marsh
along Northshore Drive, just shy of sunset, the sky dripped dreamy oranges and cotton-candy
pinks. A cornflower blue sky framed the silhouette of the new bridge. The serenity of the marsh
hues and sounds of crickets and tree frogs captivated my senses.

Resident and local author Jacqueline DeGroot said it best. “Low-key and with a small-town feel,
it’s upscale in places and cottagey in others. On the impossibly wide beaches of Sunset, you can
avoid the crowds and wander back to an uncomplicated time. From the old-time pier, to the miles
of soft talc sand, Sunset Beach welcomes you with a gazebo by the beach.”

Sunset offers you everything dreams are made of, without the hassles.

AAA MEMBER SAVINGS
AAA members save 10% on Sea Trail Golf Resort & Convention Center in Sunset Beach, NC. For
an expanded story, visit AAA.com/Go.
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