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      Welcome to Magnolia Beach

      When Hazel's new husband abandons her in a Cracker Barrel parking lot with nothing but cruel words and scattered dreams, she has one impossible choice to make.

      She could take the safe route back to her old life, her old job, her old self. Or she could do something that terrifies and thrills her in equal measure... continue to Magnolia Beach alone, with nothing but hope and the clothes on her back.

      In a charming coastal town where everyone seems to have a story, Hazel discovers that sometimes the best thing that can happen to you is the worst thing that can happen to you. Between working at the quirky Sip and Shop, rescuing a shaggy stray dog named Chance, and letting the kindness of strangers slowly heal her broken heart, she begins to understand a truth she never expected.

      Home isn't where someone takes you. It's where you choose to stay.

      Sign up for my newsletter, find out about all the books, and more!
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      Where the Waves Break

      This novel is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. All rights to reproduction of this work are reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the copyright owner. Thank you for respecting the copyright.
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      The pager clipped to Brad’s belt started beeping just as Hazel bit into her second biscuit at the Cracker Barrel off I-95. She watched his face change, the easy smile she’d fallen for in Professor Mitchell’s economics class at the University of Maryland, vanishing like someone had flipped a switch.

      “Work calling?” she asked, though they both knew he’d quit his insurance job two weeks ago. Everything they owned was crammed into their beat-up red Honda Civic outside, ready for their new life at Magnolia Beach. Two duffel bags, a box of still unused wedding gifts after a year, and dreams bigger than their bank account.

      Brad glanced at the tiny screen, his sandy blond hair falling across his forehead. “I need to make a call.”

      Something twisted in her stomach as she watched him slide out of the vinyl booth. The way he wouldn’t meet her eyes. The nervous habit of running his hands through his hair.

      She’d seen that exact look before. Last Christmas at the mall when they’d bumped into Tiffany What’s-Her-Face from high school. The girl with the expensive blonde highlights and the laugh that made Brad forget Hazel existed for about five minutes.

      The sweet tea suddenly tasted too sugary. Hazel fidgeted with her charm bracelet, the tiny lighthouse and seashell Brad had given her for their six-month anniversary catching the fluorescent light. Mrs. Morrison. She’d been practicing the name, writing it on napkins and grocery lists.

      God, what if this was about money? What if someone from the college was calling about their student loans? They’d been so careful with their planning, but maybe⁠—

      “Excuse me, honey, y’all ready to order?” The waitress appeared, pen poised over her pad, pink lipstick bright against her teeth.

      “Could you give us a few more minutes? My husband’s making a call.” Husband. The word still gave her butterflies.

      But when Brad came back from the payphone near the restrooms, he looked like he’d been hit by a truck. His face had gone white, and he sat down without looking at her.

      “Brad?” Hazel reached across the table. “What’s wrong? Is it the loans?” She couldn’t breathe. “Your parents?”

      He stared at his hands, twisting his class ring around his finger. He still had his football jacket from high school, insisted on wearing it to the home games when they visited. It was embarrassing, him trying to relive the glory days, especially since he didn’t make the college team, but she kept those thoughts to herself, deciding no marriage was perfect.

      “We need to talk.”

      The restaurant noise, the clinking silverware, a baby crying, some trucker laughing too loud, all seemed to fade to nothing. We need to talk. In her twenty-three years, Hazel had learned those four words never led anywhere good.

      “About what?” But she already knew. The knot in her stomach had been there since Christmas, growing tighter every time he got that distant look.

      “About us. About what we’re doing.” He finally looked up, and she saw it in his green eyes. The end of everything.

      “What about us?” Her voice came out smaller than she wanted.

      “Tiffany called.”

      Of course, she did. Hazel’s charm bracelet felt suddenly heavy on her wrist. “Your ex-girlfriend Tiffany.”

      “She broke up with her boyfriend.” The words tumbled out like he’d been practicing them during his phone call. “She’s been thinking about us, about what we had in high school. She said—” He stopped, swallowed hard. “She said she never stopped loving me. That I was the one who got away.”

      Hazel stared at him, waiting for the part where he told Tiffany to take a long walk off a short pier. Where he reminded this girl that he was married now, that he’d chosen Hazel, that high school was five years behind them.

      Instead, Brad kept talking.

      “Hearing her voice brought it all back. How right we were together. How I felt when I was with her.” He reached across the table like he might take her hand, then pulled back. “I think I made a mistake, Hazel. I think we made a mistake.”

      The biscuit turned to sawdust in her mouth. “A mistake.”

      “You’re amazing. You deserve someone who’s completely sure about you. Someone who doesn’t have doubts.”

      “You had doubts?” The question came out as a whisper. “During our wedding? When you promised to love me forever? When I didn’t take that job with the great benefits? When we loaded up everything we owned to start fresh together?”

      “I thought I was sure. But sometimes you don’t know what you really want until⁠—”

      “Until your high school girlfriend calls crying about her own failed relationship?” Hazel’s voice was getting louder. The elderly couple in the next booth glanced over. “Until some girl who dumped you for college decides she’s ready to play house again?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Then what is it like, Brad?” She could hear the edge in her voice, the sharp tone her mother always said would get her in trouble someday. “Because from where I’m sitting, it looks like you’re throwing away our marriage for someone who couldn’t be bothered to fight for you five years ago.”

      Brad flinched. “I’m trying to be honest with you.”

      “Honest.” Hazel laughed, but there was no humor in it. “You want honest? Here’s honest. You’re a coward. You married me because I was safe and available, and now that your dream girl wants you back, you’re going to run to her like some lovesick teenager.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Fair?” She slid out of the booth, legs shaking. “You want to talk about fair? I gave up my apartment. I turned down a great job. I told my family we were starting fresh, building something beautiful together. And you’re sitting here telling me it was all a mistake because some girl from your past snapped her fingers.”

      “Hazel, please. I’ll drive you back to Maryland. Help you get settled. We can get this annulled quietly⁠—”

      “No.” The word came out stronger than she felt.

      “Be reasonable. You can’t stay here by yourself. You don’t know anyone, you don’t have a job, you’ve got maybe two hundred dollars⁠—”

      “I said no.” Hazel grabbed her canvas tote bag from the booth. “If you want to go chase your high school fantasy, fine. But I’m not going back to Maryland with my tail between my legs so everyone can pat my head and tell me they saw this coming.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’ve never been more serious about anything.” She started walking toward the door, her charm bracelet jingling with each step.

      “Hazel, wait!”

      But she was already outside, the late March air hitting her face. It was so much warmer here than it had been in Maryland, and she caught a hint of something on the breeze. Salt air, maybe. The ocean calling.

      She walked to their Honda Civic, his Honda Civic, and started pulling her stuff from the back seat. The purple duffel bag with her clothes, her grandmother’s quilt, the cardboard box with her books, and the bronze dog that looked like its legs were hanging over the edge of books, her college roommate had given it to her as a wedding gift.

      “What are you doing?” Brad appeared beside the car, looking panicked.

      “Getting my things.” She heaved the duffel bag over her shoulder.

      “Where are you going to go?”

      Good question. Hazel looked around the parking lot at the families loading up their cars, at the truckers stretching before getting back on the road. She had no plan, no contacts, no safety net. Just a marriage certificate that apparently meant nothing and the clothes on her back.

      But she also had something else. Something that surprised her in its strength.

      Fury. Pure, righteous anger that felt cleaner than the hurt.

      “I don’t know,” she told him, balancing the box on her hip. “But I’ll figure it out. I’m good at that, remember? Figuring things out, making plans, building a life. Too bad you’re not interested in the life we were building together.”

      She turned and walked away, her sneakers crunching on the gravel. Behind her, she heard Brad calling her name, but she didn’t look back.

      Her charm bracelet jingled with each step, and somewhere in the distance, carried on the warm Southern wind, she swore she could smell the ocean.
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      Hazel hefted her duffel bag higher on her shoulder and started walking, the tote bag on her other shoulder banging against her back. She had no destination, just the burning need to put distance between herself and the Cracker Barrel where her marriage had died over sweet tea and biscuits.

      The cardboard box tucked under her other arm was already cutting into her ribs, but she’d be damned if she’d sit on that curb like some abandoned puppy waiting for Brad to change his mind.

      The parking lot stretched endlessly and hot under the late March sun. Eighteen-wheelers idled near the truck stop, their diesel engines rumbling like mechanical thunder. She passed a family loading beach chairs and coolers into their minivan, the kids bouncing with excitement about their vacation. A week ago, that had been her and Brad. Planning their new life, marking places on the map with a red pen, dreaming out loud about morning walks on the beach.

      Now the salt-tinged breeze that had seemed so promising just taunted her with its freedom.

      He’d lied about everything. There was no waiting apartment, or job. It seemed her husband thought they’d live in their tiny car until they both found jobs and could afford a place. A sigh escaped. She should have known better than to leave things up to him, especially since he was the kind of guy who always believed everything would work out. The carefree attitude was one of the things that had attracted her to him... but now? Now, she knew, he was lazy and expected his parents to help out or for her to take care of everything once they were at the beach. Typical Brad.

      The sound of a horn startled her, pulling her out of her thoughts.

      “Honey, are you planning on walking to the ocean?”

      Hazel turned to find a woman standing beside a powder blue Buick, car keys dangling from her fingers. She was maybe sixty-five, with silver hair permed into soft waves and kind brown eyes that crinkled at the corners. Her floral shirtwaist dress looked like something from a Sears catalog, and her white Keds were so spotless they practically gleamed.

      “Maybe,” Hazel said, shifting the box to her hip. “Is it far?”

      The woman smiled, and something about it reminded Hazel of her grandmother’s Sunday school teacher. Warm, but knowing. “About sixty miles. That’s quite a hike in those sneakers.”

      Hazel looked down at her canvas shoes, already dusty from her march across the parking lot. The woman had a point, but admitting it felt like giving up.

      “I’ll manage.”

      “I’m sure you would.” The woman stepped closer, and Hazel caught a whiff of Chanel No. 5 mixed with peppermints. “But you don’t have to. I’m Margaret, and it just so happens I’m headed to the coast myself.”

      “I don’t take rides from strangers.”

      “Smart policy. Your mama raised you right.” Margaret leaned against her car, apparently in no hurry. “But sometimes life puts you in situations where all the rules go out the window. And sometimes a stranger is exactly what you need.”

      Hazel’s arms were starting to ache from the weight of her belongings. Everything she owned, reduced to three pieces of luggage she could barely carry. The thought made her throat tight again.

      “What makes you think I need anything?”

      Margaret tilted her head, studying Hazel with the practiced eye of someone who’d seen plenty of heartbreak. “Well, you’re walking away from a restaurant with luggage, you’ve got mascara streaks on your cheeks, and that wedding ring you keep twisting looks about ready to leave a permanent groove in your finger.”

      Heat crawled up Hazel’s neck. She hadn’t realized she was being so obvious.

      “My husband decided he wanted someone else,” she said, the words bitter on her tongue. “Left me at lunch to go chase his high school girlfriend.”

      “What an utter fool.”

      The matter-of-fact way Margaret said it, like it was the most obvious thing in the world, made something tight in her chest loosen just a fraction.

      “So where were you two headed before he lost his mind?” Margaret asked.

      “Magnolia Beach.” The name still hurt to say. All those hours they’d spent planning, looking at rental listings, imagining their fresh start. “We were going to open a little business, maybe a beach umbrella rental shack or something. Build a life together.”

      Margaret’s eyebrows shot up. “Magnolia Beach? Well, I’ll be. That’s exactly where I’m going.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Born and raised. Just spent a week with my sister up in Raleigh, listening to her complain about her bridge club and her neighbor’s dog. I’m more than ready to get back to the salt air and the sound of the waves.” Margaret opened her passenger door and gestured inside. “What do you say? I’ve got air conditioning, good music, and a thermos of sweet tea that’ll put that restaurant stuff to shame.”

      Hazel stared at the car interior. Clean blue upholstery, a University of North Carolina sticker on the dashboard, rosary beads hanging from the rearview mirror. It looked safe. Normal. Like the kind of car that belonged to someone who made casseroles for church suppers and never missed sending birthday cards.

      But safe and normal were what had gotten her into this mess in the first place.

      “I don’t know you,” Hazel said. “You could be anyone.”

      “True. Though I’d argue the bigger risk is standing in a truck stop parking lot with everything you own, hoping the next ride that comes along is friendlier than the last one.” Margaret’s voice stayed gentle, but her point hit home. “Besides, what’s the worst that could happen? I turn out to be a serial killer with excellent taste in upholstery?”

      Despite everything, Hazel almost smiled. “When you put it that way...”
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