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      Tara Lawson was eleven years old and had a heart full of dreams. This morning, she walked along the beach, her eyes searching the sand for sea glass, as she always did. Beside her was Noah, her ever-present best friend and partner in this treasure hunt.

      They each moved along with the same intent to find the best sea glass on the beach that morning. It was something they did as many days of the week as they could. The early morning sun painted the beach in shades of gold and pink, creating a world that felt like it belonged only to them.

      As they walked along, Tara couldn't help but look over at Noah. He had been her friend since third grade, but lately she found herself thinking about him differently. Her grandmother said it was just because she was growing up, and she might be more interested in boys, but she wasn't interested in any boys except for Noah.

      Of course, he had no idea. He was oblivious, like most boys. She wondered if he ever thought about her that way, too. But, in the quiet of the morning with the sound of just the waves and the seagulls, it felt safe to have these personal thoughts that she could keep to herself. They were like whispers lost on the sea breeze.

      They methodically searched the beach, something they had perfected over many countless mornings. Tara loved these moments. The beach was her favorite place. It made her feel safe and secure in a world that wasn't always that way.

      The cool sand was under her feet, and Noah's easy presence was beside her. Seagrove was comforting to her, and it was a place that even in her eleven-year-old little heart she cherished deeply. Suddenly, Noah's voice broke through her daydreaming.

      "Tara, look!” he exclaimed. He held up a shard of green sea glass. Noah's smile was infectious. She couldn't help but smile back and felt her heart flutter a little. Was that normal?

      "You always find the best pieces," she said, admiring him, but feeling jealous at the same time.

      They continued their search as Tara's mind wandered to a future she often thought about. It was unusual for a girl her age. She knew that, but she couldn't help it. She wondered if there would be a day where she and Noah might be more than friends. Maybe they would go to homecoming or prom together, and then maybe one day they would live by this very stretch of beach teaching their own kids about finding sea glass. The thoughts made her heart swell in a way she wasn't familiar with, but she liked it. One time, she’d picked up her teacher’s romance novel that she hid in her desk drawer and read a scene where the hunky man on the cover kissed the woman in the story. That gave her a little tingle, but nothing like thinking about Noah did.

      As they reached their favorite spot on the beach where the waves were gently lapping the shore, Tara saw something half buried near a cluster of rocks. It was a piece of blue sea glass, which was beautiful and rare. She ran over to pick it up, turning it over in her fingers. It felt like a sign, a secret message from the sea only meant for her.

      “Wow, Tara. That one's amazing,” Noah said as he came over to look.

      For a moment, their hands brushed as he took the sea glass from her so he could examine it. She felt a warmth spread through her for a moment, and she wondered if Noah felt it, too. They sat down on the sand and looked at their collection of the day's sea glass spread out before them. It was almost time to get ready for school.

      Most kids were probably still in bed or eating breakfast, but they always figured out how to get to the beach together to look for their beloved sea glass. Tara looked at Noah, his face lit by the soft morning light, and she felt a sense of belonging. She would always have Noah. She was sure of that. This was where she was meant to be - with her best friend sitting beside her, surrounded by an endless ocean. After a few minutes, they packed up their treasures and headed to each of their houses, Tara making a silent promise to herself to always hold on to this feeling and maybe, just maybe, her dreams of a beautiful future by the ocean weren't so farfetched.
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      Tara Lawson had always been successful. Even in school as a kid, she was the teacher’s pet, always striving to do the right things. That extended to college, where she was a member of the journalism club, wrote for the school newspaper, and interned at a local TV news station.

      Sometimes, she thought maybe it was because she lost her parents so young. Her father had died in a motorcycle accident when she was just a toddler, and her mother had passed away from a brain tumor just before she was to start third grade in the south Georgia town where they lived at the time. Her early life had been plagued with death and sadness, and the only thing she’d known to do was work hard and impress the adults around her.

      When she’d gone to live with her grandmother in Seagrove, South Carolina, she’d had a whole new set of teachers to impress, and impress them she did. She even became her high school’s valedictorian before applying to colleges. She got into all of them. In the end, she chose The University of Georgia, where she got her degree in Journalism.

      Now thirty years old, she stood in the office of her boss, Mack Valentine. She’d been working as a producer for a popular TV news show in Atlanta for about three years now. Today was, by far, her worst day on the job. The blunder she’d made was major, and her heart pounded as she waited for Mack to join her in his office.

      She stared at his Emmy awards lining the bookshelf across from his desk. None of them even had so much as a fingerprint on them, and she was sure he shined them regularly. Mack was a stickler for everything. Not a hair out of place. Not a crooked paper on his desk. Not even a piece of trash in his fancy stainless steel garbage can. It was probably just for looks.

      He was a major figure in the TV news industry, and getting this job had been her big dream for so many years. She was sure she could talk her way out of this. Maybe she could explain how her recent shocking breakup with her fiancé of two years had caused her to have a temporary brain hiccup.

      The problem was, she knew Mack Valentine wouldn’t care. He was a harsh man, to say the least. He ran a tight ship; he knew everybody in the news business, and the last time she’d seen him - thirty minutes ago - his face was so red she thought it might explode.

      As she stared out the window over the Atlanta skyline, she heard the door open behind her. Feeling like she was in slow motion, she turned to face him.

      “Mack, I’m so sorry…” she said, holding up her newly manicured hands. Mack said he didn’t want to see any un-manicured hands on his show, and that included the men.

      He held up his hand, which was also quite well kept. “Stop.”

      Tara bit her lip and stood there, her stomach churning. “Okay.”

      He walked around her and sat down at his desk, pointing at one of the plush leather chairs across from him. “Sit.”

      Like a Golden Retriever, she sat on command, staring at her hands in her lap. She saw a spot on her index fingernail where her new pale pink polish was missing, so she hid it under another, better-looking finger.

      Tara was no shrinking violet. She’d interviewed all kinds of people in her career, from politicians to prisoners. She didn’t usually get intimidated by people, except for Mack Valentine.

      “Mack, if you’ll just let me explain how all this happened…”

      “Do you really think that matters, Tara? Because I don’t.”

      “I thought my source was credible. You know I always do good work. But, I wanted to get the story to air as quickly as I could. I know how you hate when WTBZ gets the scoop on us.”

      He shook his head. “Not when the story is fake!” Tara jumped when he yelled, her heart flipping over in her chest. Mack regularly got upset about things, but she’d never seen him like this.

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “Tara, there’s no way you vetted this source enough before going to air. You had our top anchor read a story saying that Dan Altman, one of this state’s most prominent politicians, covered up a contaminated water system in one of our most populated counties!”

      “We both know Dan Altman would do something like that, Mack. He’s corrupt, through and through.”

      “We’re journalists, Tara. We don’t get to make determinations on a person’s character and craft stories around it.”

      “I didn’t craft a story! You know that. I do good work. I just messed up vetting this source. I should’ve done more. I admit that.” She wanted to tell him she’d been up all night crying over her failed engagement, thinking about all her mess ups in the last few years. Missing her mom and dad, even though she didn’t remember her dad. She just missed having a dad. What would it be like right now to call a parent who loved her unconditionally and get advice? She would never know.

      He stared at her. "I don't know how we're going to get out of this mess, but I do know that I can't keep you here, Tara."

      She looked at him, her mouth slightly hanging open. "What are you saying? I've been here for three years. Surely one mistake will not cause you to fire me?"

      He stood up, leaning over the desk. "This wasn't one little mistake. This is something that is going to take weeks to undo, and could cost us all kinds of money to litigate. I know Dan Altman, and he's probably going to sue us for this fake story."

      "Please, Mack, you can't do this to me. I didn't do this intentionally. I'll talk to Dan Altman myself."

      He shook his head. "No, that's not going to work. And you know you've made a series of errors in the last few months. I don't know what's going on with you, but we can't have that here. I just can't allow it anymore. I've tried to give you space to figure out whatever is going on in your life, but it's bleeding over into your work, and now it's potentially going to cost us a lot of money. I can't keep you here. I'm sorry."

      She felt the color draining from her face as she sat frozen in the chair across from him. Surely she was dreaming this. Without him noticing, she reached over and pinched her own arm. Yep, that hurt. All of this hurt.

      "I don't know what I'm going to do,” she said, not really asking a question. It was more of a vocalized existential crisis comment. Mack didn't respond. A few moments of silence passed between them before she stood up slowly. "I want you to know I really appreciate the time that I got to work here. It was a big dream of mine to work with you."

      "Tara, I think you should take some time off from the industry." That was his response? After she gave him that compliment, that was what he said? It made her heart skip a beat. She was surprised her heart wasn’t going into full-blown fibrillation with this stress.

      He didn't tell her she was a talented journalist and she would get through this. He didn't tell her he would hire her back once she got herself together, or that he would give her a reference somewhere else. He told her to take time off. That wasn't what she expected to hear.

      Without saying another word, Tara turned around and walked out of his office, quietly closing the door behind her. She walked toward her cubicle, people speaking to her in the hallway along the way, but she couldn't form any words. That was lovely. A journalist who couldn't form words.

      She sat down at her desk and started opening the drawers, mindlessly taking her personal effects and shoving them into the tote bag she brought with her every day. Thankfully, she didn't have a lot on her desk. She didn't have pictures of a husband and kids. She didn't even have a dog. She just had a couple of little personal effects and a bag of nuts in her drawer. Once she shoved everything into the bag, she got up and walked toward the door. Again, people were talking to her, asking her where she was going, if she was okay. She said nothing, and instead walked silently out onto the streets of Atlanta, staring up at the skyscrapers as she made her way to the parking garage, where she parked her car every day.

      There were so many things she was going to miss about working in the city, and she hoped to get back there soon. She didn't know if she would be able to even get another job. Everybody knew Mack Valentine, and he was sure to pass the word around that she was not somebody to be hired. She passed by her favorite coffee shop and wondered when she would go in there again to get a caramel latte. She passed by the place where she took her dry cleaning and wondered if Bob, the owner, would wonder where she was when she didn’t show up with an arm full of pantsuits next week. And then the cafe where she got her sandwich every day at lunch. Would they wonder why she wasn’t coming in to order her chicken salad croissant with extra chopped up bread and butter pickles? Tara liked the monotony of it all. She enjoyed knowing that she had a place to go, a place where she fit in. Right now, she felt like the entire world was about to hate her, and she had no idea what to do about it.
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        * * *

      

      Julie sat on the front porch of her home staring at the mailbox. She'd been out here for fifteen minutes wondering where her mailman, Peter, was this morning. He always delivered the mail no later than 11:30 AM, and she only had limited time before she had to get to the bookstore. Thankfully, Meg was taking the morning shift, so she had a bit of extra time.

      She was home alone, with Dawson out working on a contracting job and Dylan at school. Of course, she wouldn't want her family to see her doing this, the thing that she did every day now. If they knew what she had been up to, they would have a lot of questions and she had no answers.

      She felt very vulnerable about the whole thing, and she kind of wished she hadn't even started it. She continued staring at the mailbox, willing the mailman to show up. Every day had been the same for the last few weeks - wait for the mail to come, feel disappointed, and then go to work.

      That was pretty much her life now, and she was having a hard time hiding it from Dawson, especially. He was her husband, her biggest supporter, the man she'd loved most in her whole life. And yet she just couldn't tell him about this. It was too embarrassing.

      Finally, she heard the tires of the postal truck coming down the gravel road. She stood up and plodded toward the mailbox, waving her hand and forcing a smile.

      "Hey there, Julie," Peter called, as he usually did. He was a young man, but very much on time, which was something Julie appreciated. It was almost 11:30 after all, and she needed to force down an early lunch before getting to the bookstore.

      "Good morning. Have anything interesting for me today?"

      He walked over and handed her a stack of mail. An Amazon package, a couple of bills, and another envelope she couldn't identify. "Just a few things today."

      "Well, thanks. Hope you have a good rest of your route," she said, waving at him as he climbed back into the truck.

      She walked up to the porch and laid everything beside her, searching through the stack for the envelope she didn't recognize. When she opened it and read it, she felt her stomach churn. It wasn't good news. It was never good news.
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        * * *

      

      Tara sat in her apartment as she had been doing for the last several days. She watched trashy TV, ate bags of chips one after the other, and tried to contemplate what she was going to do with the rest of her life. At thirty years old, it was all over, it seemed. That journalism degree was just as worthless as a coupon that expired yesterday. She hadn't applied for any jobs, and she had thought about dipping into her savings just to pay the rent for a couple of months while she got back on her feet.

      Maybe she would get involved in one of those MLM companies like some of her friends had done. Sell make-up or cooking supplies or essential oils at home parties and try to recruit her friends to do the same. The thought made her laugh. She didn’t have enough friends for that, anyway.

      She had also spent a lot of time trying not to text her ex-fiancé. Not that she was madly in love with him and wanted to hear his voice. It was that she wanted something to ground her, to root her in reality. The only other family member she had living was her grandmother back in Seagrove, South Carolina. She wanted to call her, but she was too embarrassed. She would call her this Sunday, as she always did, just to check on her and make sure she was okay. That was only a couple of days away, and already she was dreading it.

      She adored her grandmother. The woman had raised her and had been the only mother she had really ever known, given that hers had died when she was in elementary school. But she didn't want to disappoint her. She didn't want to tell her how she had screwed up so big that she had lost her entire career in one fell swoop.

      She decided she had to do something productive today. Maybe a little grocery shopping or a little online shopping, anything to get her mind off how her life had gone off the rails. Maybe she’d tackle her junk drawer or clean out her closet. More than likely, she’d pull everything out of her closet and sit in the middle of an unfinished mess in a few hours while she sat on her floor scrolling social media and crying.

      She decided it was good to first take a shower, so she didn't scare anybody in public. As she stood up and headed toward her bedroom to get something to wear, her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. Maybe that was Mack Valentine calling to ask her to come back. He couldn't do the news without her. The station was falling apart. Yeah, that was realistic.

      "Hello?” she said, leaning against her bedroom doorframe.

      "Is this Tara Lawson?" a woman's voice asked on the other end of the phone. She sounded very official. Maybe it was an attorney calling to tell her she was being sued for the fake story that she had inadvertently produced.

      "This is she," Tara said, cautiously.

      "Tara, this is Anita Wilcox. I'm an attorney in Seagrove, South Carolina."

      An attorney in Seagrove? Why would she be calling her? Certainly she wouldn't handle a case for somebody in Atlanta. That would be an awfully coincidental thing to happen.

      "Okay…” Tara said, still not understanding why this woman was calling her.

      "I don't quite know how to say this, but your grandmother passed away this morning, and I'm her attorney."

      "Excuse me, what?" Tara said, as if she didn't understand what was being said.

      "I figured someone would have called you from the funeral home already.”

      "Nobody called me," Tara said, still not believing what this woman was saying. This had to be some kind of prank call. Her grandmother was in great health. "I don't understand…”

      "I know this might be shocking news. I understand your grandmother raised you, because she spoke of you often when we would meet."

      "You're saying that my grandmother died?" Tara asked, confused. It was like her brain couldn't accept the information and just kept spitting it back out.

      "Yes, she passed away peacefully in her sleep."

      Tara leaned harder against the doorframe, willing it to hold her body upright. She felt like her knees were going to give way.

      "But there has to be some mistake," she said, tears welling in her eyes.

      "Honey, I know this has to be a shocking phone call to get, but there is no mistake. I need you to come to Seagrove to help settle your grandmother's estate."

      Tara heard very little else of what the woman said. She gave her other details that were probably important, but she would have to call back to again to get the details because she couldn't think straight. Her life had spiraled, and it seemed like nothing was in her control anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Colleen was dead on her feet. Being a new mother was the hardest job she had ever done. Forget all those crazy jobs she did in high school or the legal work she did before coming to Seagrove. Forget working in the toy business with Tucker. All of that paled in comparison to how hard it was to get anything done with no sleep.

      Of course, if she would ask for help, she would definitely get it. Her family and friends would rally around her which would make her feel like a complete imbecile for not being able to do the thing that nature intended: be a mom. Be a good mom. She wasn't sure she was ever going to be able to do that.

      Sitting at home while Tucker was at work just made her feel even more lonely. She adored her new baby boy. Deacon was a wonderful baby, although she had no one to compare him to. But she was just so tired mentally and physically that she wondered if she would ever climb out of it. She supposed that all new moms probably felt this way, especially when it had only been a few weeks since giving birth.

      Being a new mom had been the hardest thing she'd ever gone through in her life. She had been thrilled to be having a baby with Tucker, of course. She did all the fun things throughout the year - baby showers, shopping for baby clothes, going to birthing classes, everything you were supposed to do.

      But now, as she stood here staring down at baby Deacon's diaper, she found herself assessing what color poop should be. Why was it green? Was he sick with something? Her brain felt like it was a sponge, but not in a good way. Like it was mushy and without any kind of knowledge whatsoever.

      Again, she could ask for help. Her mother had been offering since day one. But she wanted to do this by herself. She wanted to have these bonding moments with her new baby boy. Right now, she felt like she could curl up into the fetal position on her sofa and never wake up again. She needed a nap. She needed a week-long nap. She never got a full night of sleep. Even when Tucker got up with the baby, which was most nights, Colleen woke up, too. She just couldn't help it.

      On top of that, they had gotten a big new account at the toy company and she knew Tucker needed help. Only the two of them worked there. Their last assistant had quit because she was relocating for her husband's job. They needed to hire somebody else. They needed to do a lot of things. There just wasn't enough time in the day.

      She finished changing Deacon's diaper and then went and sat on the sofa, staring at the TV, which wasn't even turned on. She held him close to her and leaned her head back, closing her eyes. She couldn't do that for long, of course, because she didn't want to fall asleep holding him.

      Her pregnancy had been pretty uneventful, and she was thankful for that. She hadn’t had any major issues, and she had gone exactly to her due date before giving birth. Her labor wasn't even that bad. It only lasted eight hours, which she understood was pretty short, especially for a first pregnancy. There were no complications, and baby Deacon had no issues at birth. All in all, it was a lot to be thankful for.

      Even so, she struggled. Sometimes, she wondered if she was suffering from some postpartum baby blues or something like that, or maybe this was just all normal. She tried to read books about it, but she couldn't stay awake long enough to do it. Surely the people around her noticed that she wasn't operating on all cylinders. But every time they offered to help, she refused. It was baffling, even to her.

      As she held her baby close and looked down at his perfect little features, Colleen couldn't help but feel a wave of gratitude wash over her. She had a lot to be thankful for, and she was aware of that. So many women couldn't have babies or had lost babies. She would never take this for granted. But she couldn't help but admit to herself that if she didn't get some rest soon, she might just lose her mind.
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