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      The long road stretched out before Luna Mason. It was flanked by the lush greenery that only the South could provide. Giant live oak trees draped with Spanish moss arched over the roadway, creating a tunnel effect of quiet beauty. She rolled her window down, allowing the salty breeze to tease her hair and fill the car with the ocean scent. The air seemed lighter here as if it carried whispers of possibility and new beginnings.

      Her hands tightened on the steering wheel as the miles to Seagrove dwindled. She had waited so long for this moment, imagining it repeatedly in her mind. It was a daily visualization she had done for so many years that she couldn't even remember how many it was. But now that she was here, her excitement was tangled up with nervousness, leaving her stomach fluttering with anxiety.

      She could still picture herself here as a wide-eyed ten-year-old running along Seagrove's sandy shores during the one and only vacation her family took when she was a child. Her parents hadn't had much, and they had saved a long time to take that one beach vacation. It had been magical, not the kind conjured up by fancy hotels or big amusement parks, but the quieter kind, with bonfires on the beach, looking for perfect pieces of sea glass, with the warm embrace of an island that felt like home from the very moment she had stepped onto it.

      Nothing else held her there - no family members, no history. Just that one vacation to Seagrove had been enough to make her long for it for the rest of her life. Her grandmother had loved hearing her childhood stories about Seagrove.

      “If it made you that happy, darling, it must be a special place,” she had said more than once.

      Now, thanks to an unexpected inheritance her grandmother had left her, Luna had finally been able to take the leap that she would have never dared to take otherwise.

      Serenity at Seagrove. The name alone filled her with excitement and hope and a healthy dose of apprehension. What if her new business didn't work? What if the dream that she had focused on so carefully, all the way from Austin, Texas, crumbled the moment she saw it in person? Her holistic health center had been designed and built while she had managed everything remotely, balancing blueprints and contracts from all the way in Texas. She had poured every ounce of energy into this venture, leaving her whole life behind because it felt like it no longer fit her.

      A psychotherapist in the bustling city, she'd spent her days helping others untangle their lives while quietly mourning her own. When the pieces of her life had fallen apart—her marriage, her plans for a family, her own sense of belonging—she decided it was time to start over completely.

      She had adored her grandmother. She was her father's mother, and she had seen her so much throughout her life that she felt like she was a second parent. Losing her had been hard, but her grandmother had given her that one final gift of an inheritance large enough to make her dream come true. Luna had been blessed by wonderful grandmothers on both sides of her family, and she considered herself so lucky because of it. So much wisdom had been passed to her over the years she spent with both of them, and she prayed that wisdom served her well now.

      Now here she was, following that faint childhood memory of happiness back to Seagrove. The GPS chirped, pulling her from her thoughts. She looked at the screen—only five miles to go. Her heart rate sped up, a mixture of anticipation and doubt.

      Would Serenity be everything she'd imagined? She had chosen every detail with care. The soft coastal hues of the rooms, the deck to do yoga overlooking the ocean, the small garden that she'd dreamed of planting with herbs for teas and tinctures—but she'd yet to see all of it with her own eyes.

      She thought of SuAnn from Hotcakes, who'd been a lifeline in the planning of this opening. "You're going to love it here, honey," SuAnn had said in one of their many calls. "Seagrove has a way of welcoming folks just like you."

      She'd met SuAnn after calling the local chamber of commerce to get some help with planning. SuAnn had jumped right in, even though she owned a bakery and had no experience with a holistic retreat. She hoped to find more friends like her. The last thing she wanted to feel was like an outsider, like the new girl with big dreams and not enough roots. She needed this place to feel like home to her. She needed the center to be more than just a business, but be a haven for others to heal—and maybe a way to heal herself too.

      The first sign for Seagrove appeared, the words painted against a weathered blue background. Her chest tightened. She was almost there.

      She slowed as the trees thinned, revealing glimpses of the ocean shimmering off in the distance. A smile broke across her face. She couldn't remember the last time she'd felt this way—hopeful, alive, and ready to embrace whatever came next.

      "Well, this is it. No turning back now," Luna whispered to herself. "It's time to live my dream."
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      The tires of Luna's compact car crunched softly against the gravel driveway as she came to a stop in front of her new home. Her breath caught at the sight before her. Serenity at Seagrove stood proudly in front of the ocean in the midday sunlight. This was a vision that had once only existed in her dreams. All of her sketches and visualizations were brought to life right in front of her. Her chest tightened as a surge of emotion flooded her body—pride, disbelief, and the faintest little bit of fear.

      She had painted the house a soft and welcoming shade of pale pink. It looked like it belonged right there on the beach and had been there forever. It was framed by swaying sea oats and dunes that were kissed by the ocean breeze. The outside exuded such charm and warmth, and it was exactly what she wanted her clients to see when they arrived looking for a break from their lives.

      White trim outlined the windows, and there was a wide, inviting front porch that wrapped around the front and the sides, complete with rocking chairs that seemed to call to anyone passing by to sit, relax, and lose themselves in the rhythm of the ocean waves. There were some strategically placed potted ferns and blooming flowers brightening up the already sunny facade.

      She turned off the engine and sat for a moment, taking it all in. Her hands trembled slightly on the steering wheel, so she pressed her palms flat against her lap to steady herself. After all, she would teach people about stress reduction and how to be healthier in mind, body, and spirit. She had to take her own advice.

      “This place is really mine,” she whispered to an empty car.

      She had poured herself into the design, managing every detail between therapy clients from her small apartment in Austin, Texas. And now here it was, not just an idea in her mind, but something solid and tangible. Finding a lot on the beach in Seagrove was rare, so she was thankful when this one came onto the market. She snatched it up within days of it going up for sale and never looked back.

      She pushed open the car door and stepped out into the warm, salty air. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, remembering that childhood vacation like it was yesterday. Her sandals crunched against the gravel as she moved toward the house, her heart beating faster with each step.

      A sign near the entrance read “Serenity at Seagrove.” The words were etched in an elegant script on a wooden plaque that she had painted to match the pale pink of the house. Her grandmother's words echoed in her mind.

      “If it made you that happy, darling, it must be a special place.”

      She reached the front porch, placed her hand on the smooth white railing, and ran her fingers along the wood. The porch stretched wide and had plenty of space for morning coffee and afternoon chats. Her gaze shifted to the double front doors, which were flanked by tall windows that allowed sunlight to stream into the house. The soft breeze carried the scent of the ocean, mingling with the faint aroma of the freshly cut wood and paint. The house had just been completed a week or so ago, and she'd made it just in time.

      Luna reached into her bag for the key and hesitated momentarily. What if it wasn't everything she'd hoped for? What if the inside didn't match the image she had carefully curated in her mind? She shook her head, shaking away the thoughts. This place was hers, perfect or not, and it was the start of something new.

      The key turned quickly in the brand-new lock, and the door swung open with a gentle creak. Cool air greeted her as she stepped inside, and it had the unmistakable smell of a new house. It was one of the reasons why she loved going to home improvement stores—the smell of wood and paint just did something to her, like perfume did for other people.

      The space was bright and open, just as she'd imagined. Large windows framed a view of the beach and ocean beyond. The walls were painted a soft cream color, a neutral backdrop that allowed the natural light and the coastal scenery to take center stage.

      To the left was a cozy seating area featuring a pale blue sectional and a few accent chairs arranged around a coffee table made of reclaimed driftwood. A bookshelf sat snugly in one corner, stocked with titles that Luna had carefully chosen for her guests—books about mindfulness, healing, and finding balance. The floors were wide planks of light oak that gleamed underneath her feet.

      To the right was an open kitchen with white cabinets and quartz countertops with a backsplash of soft green tiles that brought in the ocean beyond. They looked like pieces of sea glass gleaming in the sunlight. A large farmhouse sink sat underneath the window that overlooked the dunes. Luna imagined herself standing there preparing meals for guests or washing dishes while watching the waves roll in. The island in the center of the kitchen featured seating for three—a place where guests could gather for tea or quiet conversation.

      She walked deeper into the house, her sandals silent against the oak floors. The three guest rooms lined the hall to the left, each with its own ensuite bathroom. Luna peeked in the first room, smiling at her chosen touches. It was painted a pale aqua, the color of the sea on a sunny day. A queen-sized bed with a white linen duvet and a woven throw blanket sat beneath the window that framed the dunes. A small desk and chair and a vase of fresh flowers completed the space.

      The other two rooms followed a similar design, each with its own subtle theme inspired by the beach. One was a coral-accented room, while the other featured sandy tones with pops of navy blue. Each room felt like a haven—a place where someone could find rest and renewal—which was precisely what Luna had intended. She would be able to house three guests at a time, and she hoped to be full as much as possible so that people could help each other while she was helping all of them.

      A set of double doors opened to the yoga deck at the end of the hall. The view here took her breath away. It stretched toward the dunes with enough space for small classes to practice while listening to the soothing sound of the waves. There was a pergola to provide shade, and fairy lights were strung along the beams. She couldn't wait to see it at nighttime.

      Her personal quarters were tucked in the back of the house and offered her a private retreat. She loved to help people, but at the end of the day, she needed her own time and space. The small but functional living space included a bedroom, a compact kitchen, and a cozy sitting area that opened onto her own private deck. It was more than she'd ever allowed herself to dream of—a home and a sanctuary all in one.

      She stepped out onto her deck and leaned against the railing, her eyes scanning the horizon where the sky met the sea. A flock of seagulls flew overhead, their cries mixing with the sound of the surf. The breeze pulled at her long dark hair, and Luna felt a sense of rightness settle over her for the first time in a long time.

      This was where she was meant to be.

      "Welcome home," she whispered to herself, her voice carried away by the wind. Serenity at Seagrove wasn't just a dream anymore—it was hers.
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        * * *

      

      Archer Hawk drove his beat-up black truck down the winding road leading to his friend Dawson's inn, a low hum emanating from his engine against the backdrop of the crashing waves. The sight of Seagrove's familiar streets stirred something inside him—not quite nostalgia, but maybe the ghost of it. The town had hardly changed in the years since he'd left. The same pastel storefronts lined the main street and stretched around the square, their awnings fluttering in the Lowcountry breeze. The same clusters of locals lingered on porches or beneath shade trees, talking like time wasn't chasing them down.

      Even though he'd been there for much of his life, Archer suddenly felt like a stranger. As he passed the old diner on the corner, a memory surfaced. He and Dawson, scrawny teenage boys at the time, had spent so many summer afternoons here, splitting greasy hamburgers and plotting their next grand adventure or talking about the prettiest girl at school. Dawson had always been the dreamer, talking about the business he'd someday build. At the same time, Archer had been more focused—laser-focused, actually—on getting out of Seagrove and making something of himself. Back then, it all had seemed so simple.

      The basketball court by the park came into view, and another flash of his past tugged at him. He could almost hear the echo of the ball against the asphalt. Dawson's trash talk as Archer inevitably dominated every single game. They'd been competitive with each other, but inseparable—two kids with different visions of the future, but an unbreakable bond.

      The sight of the inn up ahead brought him back to the present. It had cheerful blue shutters and neatly trimmed hedges that looked just like he remembered. Dawson had always been meticulous, just like his grandmother, whether it was his work as a contractor or running the inn. The home had been in their family for generations, and it sat right on the beach with a beautiful view. Archer had to admit, begrudgingly, that his childhood friend had built something special here, and as much as he had tried to avoid this visit, it wasn't like he had anywhere else to go.

      He parked his truck and climbed out, stretching his legs and wincing as his shoulder protested any movement. The injury had been months ago, but the dull ache always served as a constant reminder of what he'd lost. Golfing had been his life—no, it had been his identity—and without it, who was he? Before he could spiral too far into self-pity, which was where he regularly hung out, the inn’s front door swung open. Dawson stepped out, his grin as wide as a summer day. He looked much the same, with his dirty blonde hair sprinkled with bits of gold, and always a little too long for Archer's liking.

      "Well, look what the tide dragged in," Dawson called, striding down the porch steps. Dawson had a particular walk, more of a swagger. He’d walked that way as long as Archer had known him, and the girls adored him in school because of it.

      Archer managed a half-smile, shoving his hands into his jean pockets. "Figured you need somebody to keep you humble, so here I am. You're still way too good-looking, by the way. It’s kind of sickening.”

      Dawson laughed and pulled him into a quick firm hug that Archer tolerated with a grunt. "You've been missed, man. Come on in. This town hasn't been the same without you."

      "Oh, don't go getting too sentimental on me," Archer said, as he followed Dawson up the steps.

      Inside, the inn smelled like fresh flowers and lemon polish. It reminded him of Dawson's grandmother. She was such a wonderful woman and always provided Sunday dinner when Archer visited their house. He remembered when Lucy would cook her famous pot roast and when Dawson’s granny would make her famous chicken pot pie. His mouth watered thinking about it. The wide foyer opened into a sitting area where a couple of guests sat chatting over glasses of iced sweet tea.

      Dawson's wife, Julie, appeared in the hallway, her arms full of towels. "Archer," she said, her face lighting up. "It's so good to finally meet you. Dawson has told me so much about you."

      Archer tipped his head in her direction. "Hey, Julie. Looks like you've been keeping Dawson out of trouble."

      "Well, that's a full-time job," she said, winking as she disappeared toward the laundry room.

      Dawson motioned Archer toward the check-in counter, where a set of keys waited. “Your room’s upstairs, the same one you used to crash in during summer. I figured you'd like something familiar."

      Archer hesitated, looking around. The inn was warm and inviting, the kind of place that should make someone feel at ease, but he couldn't shake the tension that always stayed coiled in his chest like a rattlesnake ready to strike. His shoulders hadn’t descended from his ears since his injury.

      "Thanks, I appreciate it," he said.

      Dawson studied him for a moment. "You doing okay?"

      "Yeah, I'm fine," Archer said, taking the keys and heading to the stairs before Dawson could press any further. Fine. That word had become his shield, a way to deflect everybody's concern and keep people at arm's length.

      The room was exactly how he remembered it, down to the worn patch on the braided rug near the window. He set his bag on the bed and moved toward that window, pushing it open to let in the ocean breeze. He'd been back in Seagrove for about twenty minutes, but he already felt the weight of everyone's expectations pressing on him. Hometown hero, the guy who'd gone out and made it big. People loved a success story, but what about when that story fell apart?

      He could hear voices on the porch below as he leaned against the window frame. He watched Dawson chat with a couple of guests. He'd always been the friendly one, the guy who could talk to anybody and make them feel like they mattered. Archer had a sharper personality with edges that were hard rather than smooth. It wasn't that he was unkind, at least he hoped people didn't feel that way, but he'd never been the life of the party or the easygoing one. And now with his career gone and nothing to show for it, he felt even more out of place.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out and looked at the screen. Another message from his agent asking when he was coming back. He ignored it, tossing the phone face down on the bed. He didn't have an answer. Atlanta didn't feel like a home anymore, but neither did anywhere else. Home had been his golf bag. Home had been the green, any green. It didn't matter where it was, but today he was here in his hometown and that had to be good enough for now.

      He straightened, rolling his shoulders as he moved toward the door. If Dawson and Julie were nice enough to open their home to him, the least he could do was make an effort to be pleasant. He wasn't here to wallow like he'd been doing for months—well, not entirely anyway. Maybe if he played his cards right, he could figure out his next step, and he didn't have much choice but to try.
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      Luna stepped out onto the wide porch at Serenity at Seagrove, the early morning sun beating down on her as she stared out over the beautiful South Carolina coastline. This moment was pure bliss. It was everything she’d dreamed about since she was a little girl, and the only thing that would’ve made it better was having both of her grandmothers there to share in it. Today was a huge day. After months of phone calls, meticulous planning, and emails back and forth, she was finally meeting Janine in person.

      Luna had spoken to Janine several times while organizing the wellness center’s grand opening, and the yoga instructor’s warmth and energy had been infectious. If her phone conversations were anything to go by, Janine being involved with Serenity would be a perfect fit.

      The sound of sandals clicking against the steps caught Luna's attention. She turned to see Janine approaching, her curly hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a yoga mat tucked under her arm. She was dressed in a breezy white tank top and pink leggings with a subtle floral pattern, radiating confidence and ease.

      "Luna!" Janine called out with a bright smile.

      "That's me," Luna said, stepping forward to greet her. "It's so great to finally meet you in person, Janine," she said, shaking her hand.

      "Same here. I've been looking forward to this so much. It's not often that I find people in this town who care as much about holistic health as I do, and this place is absolutely stunning. I've so enjoyed watching it be built from the ground up. The pink color is so charming." Janine looked over the house and then back at Luna. "You know, it's got such a welcoming vibe. I can already tell this will be a great place for your guests."

      "Thank you," Luna said. Compliments about Serenity felt deeply personal. "And I appreciate all your help watching over the project until I could get here. Come on inside. I'll give you a grand tour."

      Inside, Luna led Janine through the main living area, pointing out the seating arrangements, the small but well-stocked library, and the kitchen with the ocean-facing window. Janine took it all in with a mix of admiration and excitement.

      "This is perfect," Janine said. She looked out over the yoga deck that opened onto the dunes. "You know, I can already imagine morning classes out here with the sound of the waves as our soundtrack, and evening sessions with those lights. It's just going to feel like another world," Janine said.

      "That's exactly what I was going for," Luna said. "You know, a place where people can escape and feel whole again."

      Janine nodded. "It's a beautiful goal, and it's so needed today. Some people just need to breathe, you know. This is the perfect place for that. Seagrove itself is the perfect place for that, but this takes it to the next level."

      They walked outside and settled onto the deck chairs to go over logistics. Janine opened a neatly organized folder filled with laminated schedules and notes.

      "So I thought we could start with three weekly sessions just to get things rolling. Morning yoga at sunrise, an evening wind-down class twice a week. Does that align with your vision?"

      "That sounds perfect," Luna agreed. "I want to ease into things, and once we see how the first classes go and how many guests I get, we can build from there."

      They discussed themes for the classes, ideas for meditation add-ons, and a way to incorporate the natural beauty of Seagrove into their practices. The conversation with Janine flowed so easily, and Luna felt like they'd known each other for years instead of just weeks.

      When they wrapped up the meeting, a voice called from the front of the house.

      "Janine, I thought I'd find you here."

      Luna looked up to see a woman with wavy blonde hair and a welcoming smile walking toward them. She wore a simple sundress and carried a canvas tote bag that read Down Yonder Bookstore. The resemblance to Janine was subtle but unmistakable.

      "Julie," Janine said, standing up. "You're just in time to meet my new friend, Luna. This is her amazing place that will change lives in Seagrove."

      Julie turned her smile to Luna and reached out a hand. "Hey, I'm Julie, Janine's sister. I own the bookstore in town."

      “Don’t let her fool you. Julie is also a famous romance author.”

      Julie waved her hand and laughed. “My sister is overstating that a bit. I am an author, but famous I am not.”

      "Oh wow, it's so nice to meet you," Luna said, shaking her hand. "I've heard great things about your bookstore. SuAnn mentioned it when we were planning the grand opening."

      "Oh, SuAnn," Julie said with a laugh. "She's our local networker. I think she might be responsible for half the friendships in this town."

      Janine laughed. "Yeah, she's also responsible for all of the dessert orders at Hotcakes. She owns the bakery, as you know, but she's also our mother."

      Luna stared at them. "SuAnn's your mother? How did I not know that?"

      Julie chuckled. "Well, it's probably because she didn't tell you. Sometimes I wonder if we embarrass her or something."

      Julie looked at the house. "I love what you've done here. Dawson and I own the inn just up the road, so if you ever need a good recommendation for something or a place to put overflow guests, just let us know. We're always happy to help. Dawson also does some contracting work and can build anything, so if you need that kind of help just reach out.”

      "That's very kind of you," Luna said. "Thank you. It's been a bit overwhelming moving here. I only visited here once as a kid, though I'd always dreamed of coming back. Everybody has been very welcoming so far.”

      "Well, that's Seagrove for you," Julie said. "Once you're here, you're family."

      They chatted for a while longer, and Luna felt increasingly at ease. Julie talked about the inn, some funny mishaps with guests, and heartfelt moments that had made the business more than just a job.

      When Janine and Julie left, promising to return soon, Luna lingered on the yoga deck for a moment, the sound of the waves filling the silence. Meeting Janine had been such a gift, and now she also knew Julie. For the first time since stepping foot in Seagrove, she felt the hope that this new chapter of her life might be everything she had ever dreamed it could be.
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        * * *

      

      The hum of the lunchtime crowd at the local café buzzed pleasantly in the background as Luna stepped onto the outdoor patio, the scent of coffee and fresh pastries mingling with the salty air from the nearby ocean. Small black wrought iron tables dotted the space, shaded by large umbrellas that swayed gently in the breeze. She was about to settle into a table in the corner when she spotted a familiar face waving her over.

      Julie, with her blonde hair pulled back, sat at a table near the edge of the patio, a canvas tote bag from Down Yonder Bookstore propped up beside her chair. She had a half-eaten sandwich and a glass of sweet tea in front of her.

      "Luna!" Julie called, motioning to the empty chair across from her. "Please join me. You're just in time for some Lowcountry sunshine and good company, I hope."

      Luna smiled and made her way over. She'd met Julie just days ago, but her warmth and friendliness had made a big impression. It had been a long time since she’d had friends. Back in Austin, she was consumed with her work and taking on everyone else’s problems. Being alone in the world was hard. Luna had lost both of her parents before she graduated from high school. Her father died in a work accident when she was thirteen, and her mother of cancer when she was three months shy of graduating from high school.

      "Are you sure? I don't want to interrupt your break."

      "Oh, not at all," Julie said, waving her hand. "I was just thinking how lunch always tastes better with company. Please, sit."

      Luna smiled and pulled out her chair, setting her bag beside her. "Thanks. This is a great spot for people-watching. The view of the square is amazing. I love all the moss on the trees."

      "One of my favorite places to sit in town," Julie said. "Have you been over to the marsh yet? It's especially beautiful this time of year."

      "I'm going to go over there today. I want to take some photos, maybe have them printed to hang on the walls of Serenity."

      "How is Serenity coming along? Are you settling in okay?"

      "I'm getting there," Luna said. "It just still feels so surreal sometimes. But I'm starting to get my footing. I can't wait to officially open. Janine has been so much help, and I think the yoga classes are really going to help my clients so much.”

      "That's wonderful to hear. I'm not surprised about Janine. She's just got that gift for connecting with people. Your center is going to be the talk of Seagrove and probably the whole Southeast before long."

      Luna chuckled. "Well, let's hope so."

      The door to the café opened, and a tall, broad-shouldered man stepped out, his dark brown hair ruffled by the breeze. Luna immediately noticed how he favored his left shoulder, his movements deliberate but careful. He looked around the patio area, his eyes narrowing slightly when he spotted Julie.
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