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Ten Years Ago

The memorial service for Lieutenant Sarah Webb had been beautiful in the way that tragedies were always dressed up to be beautiful.

Flowers everywhere. Heartfelt eulogies. The Coast Guard honour guard in their dress uniforms, standing at attention as they presented Marcus Webb with the folded flag that had draped his fiancée's casket.

Chelsea Martinez had watched it all from the back of the church, her heart breaking for the man she'd known since middle school. Marcus had stood through the entire service with his jaw locked and his eyes dry, accepting condolences with the same stoic grace he brought to everything else in his life.

He hadn't cried. Not once.

And that, Chelsea thought, was the most devastating part of all.

Now, three hours after the service ended, she stood outside Marcus's small house with a casserole dish in her hands and absolutely no idea what to say.

What did you say to someone who'd just lost their fiancée in a boating accident? Someone who'd proposed just two months ago, who'd been planning a wedding, who'd been building a future that was now never going to happen?

I'm sorry you felt pathetically inadequate.

'It'll get better' was a lie.

'She's in a better place' was the kind of platitude that made Chelsea want to scream.

So she'd made lasagna instead. Because that's what people did when words failed—they brought food, as if carbs and cheese could somehow fill the gaping hole that grief left behind.

Chelsea raised her hand to knock, then hesitated.

Maybe this was a bad idea. Maybe Marcus wanted to be alone. Maybe the last thing he needed was people showing up uninvited with their sympathy casseroles and their uncomfortable attempts at comfort.

But before she could turn and leave, the door opened.

Marcus stood in the doorway, still wearing his dress uniform from the service, though he'd loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar. His dark eyes were rimmed with red, his face haggard with exhaustion and grief.

He looked like a man barely holding himself together.

"Chelsea," he said, his voice rough. "What are you doing here?"

"I brought lasagna." She held up the dish like an offering. "I know it's stupid. I know food doesn't help. But I didn't know what else to do, and I couldn't just—I couldn't not come."

For a long moment, Marcus just stared at her. Then, to her absolute shock, his face crumpled.

Not dramatically. Not with loud sobs or histrionics.

Just a quiet, devastating collapse of the walls he'd been holding up all day.

"I can't—" His voice broke. " Chelsea, I can't—"

She didn't think. She just moved.

The casserole dish landed on the porch railing, and then Chelsea's arms were around Marcus, pulling him close as he finally, finally let himself break.

He was so much taller than her—had been since they were kids—so she had to stretch up on her toes to properly hold him. But she did it anyway, wrapping her arms around his neck while his came around her waist, gripping her like she was the only thing keeping him upright.

Maybe she was.

"I've got you," Chelsea whispered against his shoulder. "It's okay. Let it out. I've got you."

And Marcus Webb—stoic, controlled, never-show-weakness Marcus—buried his face in her hair and wept.

They stood like that for a long time. Long enough for Chelsea's arms to start aching. Long enough for her shoulder to become damp with his tears. Long enough for the sun to sink lower in the sky, painting everything in shades of orange and gold.

Eventually, Marcus's sobs quieted to shaky breaths. He didn't pull away immediately, though. Just stayed there, holding her, letting her hold him.

"I'm sorry," he said finally, his voice muffled against her hair. "I didn't mean to—"

"Don't apologise." Chelsea's hands moved in soothing circles on his back. "You just lost the woman you loved, Marcus. You're allowed to fall apart."

"I've been holding it together all day. Accepting condolences, thanking people for coming, being strong for Sarah's parents—" His arms tightened around her. "But I don't feel strong. I feel—broken. Like something fundamental inside me just shattered, and I don't know how to put it back together."

"Maybe you don't have to put it back together right now," Chelsea said softly. "Maybe you just have to survive today. And then tomorrow. And the day after that. One day at a time until it gets easier to breathe."

"Does it get easier?" Marcus pulled back slightly, just enough to look at her. His eyes were red and swollen, his face wet with tears. "Or is that just something people say?"

Chelsea thought about her own losses—her father, who'd died when she was twenty-three. Her grandmother, who'd raised her after her mother abandoned them. The various heartbreaks and disappointments that life had handed her.

"It gets different," she said honestly. "Not easier, exactly. But different. The grief becomes something you carry instead of something that's crushing you. And eventually, you remember how to laugh again. How to feel joy. How to live."

"I don't want to feel joy without her." Marcus's voice cracked. "It feels like a betrayal."

"It's not a betrayal. It's survival." Chelsea reached up and wiped the tears from his face with her thumbs, the gesture intimate and tender. "Sarah loved you. She wouldn't want you to spend the rest of your life drowning in grief. She'd want you to live. To be happy. To find joy again, even if it takes a long time."

"How do you know what she'd want?"

"Because I knew her too. Not as well as you did, but well enough to know she was kind and generous and she loved you more than anything." Chelsea's own eyes filled with tears. "And people who love that much don't want the people they leave behind to suffer forever. They want them to keep living. To honour their memory by choosing life."

Marcus stared at her for a long moment, something shifting in his expression.

"Thank you," he whispered. "For coming. For—for this. For not saying all the things everyone else has been saying."

"What have they been saying?"

"That she's in a better place. That it was God's plan. That time heals all wounds." His jaw tightened. "Platitudes that don't mean anything and don't help."

"Then I won't say any of those things." Chelsea took his hand, squeezing gently. "I'll just say that I'm here. Whenever you need someone who won't give you platitudes or expect you to be okay. I'm here."

"You barely know me."

"We went to the same high school. We've been at the same parties and events for twenty years. Our best friends are dating." Chelsea smiled slightly. "I know you better than you think, Marcus Webb. I know you're brave and loyal, and you put everyone else before yourself. I know you take your coffee black, and you hate mornings. I know you have a weird obsession with old westerns, and you can quote The Princess Bride from memory."

Despite everything, Marcus's lips quirked slightly. "How do you know that?"

"I pay attention." Chelsea's voice was soft. "And I know that right now, you need someone who's not going to tell you how to grieve or when to move on. Someone who's just going to stand with you in the mess and not try to fix it."

"And you're volunteering to be that person?"

"I am."

"Why?"

Chelsea hesitated. She could tell him the truth—that she'd had a crush on him since high school, that seeing him with Sarah had been bittersweet, and that some part of her had always wondered what if.

But now wasn't the time for truth like that. Now was the time for simple, uncomplicated friendship.

"Because you need someone," she said instead. "And I'm someone who cares about you and doesn't want you to go through this alone."

Marcus pulled her into another hug, this one gentler than the first. Less desperate. More grateful.

"Thank you, Chelsea Martinez," he said quietly. "I don't know what I did to deserve a friend like you, but I'm grateful for it."

Friend, Chelsea thought, the word settling into her chest with a familiar ache.

That's all she'd ever be to him. The friend who showed up with lasagna. The friend who held him while he cried. The friend who was safe and comfortable and completely, utterly not Sarah.

And that was okay. It had to be okay.

Because Marcus needed a friend right now, not another complication.

So Chelsea pushed down the feelings she'd been harbouring for years and held him close, offering comfort without conditions.

"Come on," she said eventually, pulling back. "Let's get that lasagna inside before it gets cold. And I'm going to make you tea, and we're going to sit on your couch, and you're going to tell me about Sarah. Not the funeral version of her—the real her. The one you loved. Because she deserves to be remembered for who she was, not just how she died."

Something in Marcus's expression softened. "You'd really want to hear about her?"

"Of course I would. Tell me everything."

So they went inside, and Chelsea made tea while Marcus changed out of his uniform. Then they sat on his couch—she curled up on one end, he sprawled on the other—and he told her about Sarah.

About how they'd met. About their first date. About the proposal and the wedding plans and all the dreams they'd had for the future.

And Chelsea listened, her heart breaking and healing simultaneously, knowing that this was what he needed—someone to bear witness to his grief without judgement or platitudes.

What she didn't know, what she couldn't know in that moment, was that this night would become the foundation of something neither of them expected.

A friendship that would deepen over the years.

A connection that would grow slowly, imperceptibly, like roots spreading underground.

A love story that wouldn't begin for ten more years, when both of them had finally healed enough to see what had been there all along.

But that night, it was just grief and comfort and the beginning of something that looked like friendship.

And for now, that was enough.
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CHAPTER ONE

Part 1
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Present Day - October

The Gallery on Main was Chelsea Martinez's pride and joy, her third child (after her two cats), and currently, the source of her rapidly escalating panic attack.

She stood in the middle of her art gallery at seven in the morning, surrounded by paintings that hadn't sold, sculptures gathering dust, and a stack of unpaid bills that seemed to reproduce overnight like particularly malicious rabbits.

The numbers didn't lie. And Chelsea had been staring at them for three hours, hoping that somehow, between her fourth and fifth cup of coffee, they'd magically improve.

They hadn't.

In fact, they'd gotten worse once she'd actually done the math properly instead of relying on her usual optimistic approach of "it'll all work out somehow."

Spoiler alert: it was not working out.

"Okay," Chelsea said out loud to the empty gallery, because talking to herself had become a habit over the years of working alone. "Let's review. Revenue is down forty per cent from last year. Expenses are up because apparently buildings require maintenance and utilities cost money. The autumn art show lost money instead of making it. And the loan payment is due in two weeks."

She picked up her coffee mug—a handmade ceramic piece from a local artist that said "But First, Coffee" in cheerful script—and took a long drink.

"Also, I'm talking to myself. Which is either a sign of creative genius or impending breakdown. Probably both."

The gallery had been her dream for twelve years. She'd opened it at twenty-eight with money inherited from her grandmother, determination, and absolutely no business sense whatsoever. For the first few years, it had thrived. Hatteras Bay might be small, but it attracted tourists, artists, and people who appreciated local art.

But lately—especially since the new gallery opened in Duck, syphoning off the tourists with its slick marketing and social media presence—things had been rough.

Chelsea had tried everything. Social media posts (inconsistent at best). Email newsletters (when she remembered). Special events (that cost more than they brought in). She'd even attempted to understand the gallery's accounting software, which had ended with her crying into a pint of ice cream while her cat, Monet, judged her from atop the filing cabinet.

She was a good artist. A decent curator. An excellent friend.

But a businesswoman? Not so much.

"I should sell," Chelsea said, testing the words out loud. "Someone else could run this place better. Turn it into something profitable. I could go back to just being an artist, not worrying about overhead and quarterly taxes and—"

The thought made her chest tighten with something that felt like grief.

This gallery was hers. She'd built it from nothing. Every painting on these walls, she'd chosen. Every artist she represented, she believed in. This wasn't just a business—it was her heart, made tangible and hung on walls.

But hearts didn't pay bills.

The bell over the door chimed, making Chelsea jump and slosh coffee over the rim of her mug.

"We're not open yet!" she called out, grabbing a napkin to mop up the spill.

"Good, because I'm not here as a customer."

Chelsea's head snapped up.

Marcus Webb stood in the doorway of her gallery, looking unfairly good for seven in the morning. He wore his Coast Guard uniform—the working one, not the dress version—and carried two cups from The Vintage Bean.

"Marcus." Chelsea's heart did its familiar, annoying flutter that it had been doing for approximately twenty years whenever he appeared unexpectedly. "What are you doing here?"

"I saw your light on when I drove past." He crossed the gallery, his boots heavy on the hardwood floor, and held out one of the cups. "Figured you were either opening early or having a crisis. Since you're never here this early, I'm guessing crisis."

"I'm not having a crisis."

"Chelsea. You're wearing two different shoes."

She looked down. Sure enough—one navy blue canvas sneaker, one black. Both on the correct feet, at least, so points for that.

"That's a fashion statement," she said defensively.

"It's a cry for help." Marcus set the coffee cup on her desk and looked around the gallery, his expression shifting to concern. "What's going on? And don't say 'nothing', because I've known you too long to buy that."

Chelsea wanted to brush it off. To smile and make a joke and send him on his way, because that's what she always did. Chelsea Martinez, eternally optimistic, never letting anyone see when she was struggling.

But she was so tired. And the numbers were so bad. And Marcus was looking at her with those dark, serious eyes that saw too much.

"The gallery's failing," she heard herself say. "Like, actually failing. Not just 'things are a little tight' failing. More like 'I might lose everything I've built by failing.'

Marcus went very still. "How bad?"

"It's bad enough that I've been sitting here since four a.m. trying to figure out if there's any way to save it, or if I should just cut my losses and sell before I end up bankrupt." Chelsea's voice cracked slightly. "I'm a terrible businesswoman, Marcus. I'm good at art and colours and finding beauty in things. But numbers? Strategy? Financial planning? I have no idea what I'm doing."

"Have you talked to anyone? An accountant? A financial advisor?"

"I had an accountant. He quit three months ago because I kept ignoring his advice and making emotional decisions instead of practical ones." Chelsea laughed, but it sounded hollow. "He told me I needed to 'diversify revenue streams' and 'reduce overhead', and I nodded along, but I had no idea what he actually meant."

Marcus was quiet for a moment, his jaw working like he was processing information and formulating a plan. Classic Marcus—never speaking until he'd thought through every angle.

"Show me the books," he said finally.

"What?"

"Your financial records. Show me everything—revenue, expenses, debts, projections. Let me see what we're dealing with."

"Marcus, you don't have to—"

"Chelsea." He stepped closer, and suddenly the gallery felt smaller, more intimate. "You're one of my closest friends. You think I'm going to just walk away when you're struggling? Show me the books. Let me help."

"You're not a financial advisor. You're a Coast Guard officer."

"I'm also someone who manages a station budget, oversees equipment purchases, and has to account for every dollar we spend. I might not be an expert, but I know more than you think." His lips quirked slightly. "Plus, I'm dating someone who's best friends with a literal financial consultant. If I get stuck, I can call in reinforcements."

Chelsea's heart squeezed. Of course Marcus would help. That's who he was—reliable, steady, always showing up when people needed him.

It's why she'd been half in love with him for two decades.

It's also why she could never tell him, because Marcus Webb didn't see her as anything but his friend's wife's best friend. The quirky artist who made him laugh. The safe, comfortable presence in his life who would never complicate things by having inconvenient feelings.

"Okay," Chelsea said, making a decision. "Okay. But I'm warning you—it's bad. Like, really bad. You might want to rescind your offer once you see the actual numbers."

"I'm not rescinding anything." Marcus shrugged off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, all business now. "Where's your computer? Let's see what we're working with."

Chelsea led him to her tiny office in the back of the gallery—really just a converted storage closet with a desk, a filing cabinet, and motivational posters that now felt deeply ironic.

"Fair warning," she said, waking up her laptop. "My organisational system is... creative."

"Creative meaning chaotic?"

"Creative meaning I colour-code things by vibe instead of category, and sometimes I just shove receipts in drawers and hope for the best."

Marcus closed his eyes briefly, as if praying for patience. "Okay. We're going to fix that too. But first, let me see your profit and loss statement from this year."

"My what now?"

"The document that shows how much money came in versus how much went out."

"Oh. That." Chelsea clicked through several folders. "I think I have something like that. My old accountant made me one before he quit. It's probably... here? No, that's a grocery list. Here? No, those are photos of Monet. Wait—found it!"

She pulled up a spreadsheet that looked like it had been created by someone who fundamentally didn't understand spreadsheets and was just hoping random numbers in columns would somehow make sense.

Marcus stared at it for a long moment.

"Chelsea," he said carefully. "Is this entire column just labelled 'Stuff'?"

"I told you my organisational system was creative."

"This isn't creative. This is—" He stopped himself, taking a visible breath. " Okay. It's fine. We can work with this. Do you have actual bank statements? Credit card records? Anything that shows real transactions?"

"Yes! I have all of that. I'm very good at keeping receipts." Chelsea started pulling open drawers, revealing a horrifying amount of paper. "See? Super organised."

"You have receipts from 2019 mixed in with ones from last week."

"I said I was good at keeping them. I didn't say I was good at organising them."

Marcus looked at the chaos, then at Chelsea, then back at the chaos.

Then, to her surprise, he laughed.

Not a polite chuckle. A real, genuine laugh that transformed his usually serious face into something younger, lighter.

"What?" Chelsea asked, defensive.

"Nothing. It's just—you're a disaster."

"Thanks. Very helpful feedback."

"An adorable disaster," Marcus amended, still grinning. "But a disaster nonetheless. How have you survived twelve years like this?"

"Optimism, stubbornness, and occasional miracles." Chelsea crossed her arms. "Also, for your information, the chaos is part of my creative process."

"Your creative process is going to lead to bankruptcy."

"Hence the crisis." Chelsea sighed, deflating. "I know I'm a mess, Marcus. You don't have to rub it in."

His expression softened immediately. "Hey. I'm not making fun of you. Well, I am a little. But I'm also genuinely impressed you've made this work for as long as you have. Running a business is hard, especially in a small town. The fact that you've survived twelve years is actually pretty remarkable."

"It won't be remarkable when I have to close my doors and admit defeat."

"You're not closing anything." Marcus's voice held that note of absolute certainty that he brought to everything. "We're going to figure this out. Together. But first, we need to get your financial situation into some semblance of order."

"We?"

"Yes, we." Marcus started gathering receipts into piles. "I'm helping you fix this, Chelsea. Whether you like it or not."

"Why?" The question came out smaller than she intended. "Why would you spend your time doing this? You have your own job. Your own life. You don't owe me anything."

Marcus looked up from the receipts, his dark eyes intense.

"Ten years ago, you showed up at my door with lasagna when I'd just lost everything. You held me while I fell apart. You listened to me talk about Sarah for hours without judgement or platitudes." His voice was quiet but firm. "You've been there for every hard moment since then. Every anniversary of her death, every holiday when I felt like I was drowning in grief—you showed up. So yeah, Chelsea, I'm going to help you save your gallery. Because that's what friends do."

Friends, Chelsea thought, the word settling into her chest with its familiar ache.

That's all she'd ever be to him.

But maybe, for now, having him as a friend was better than not having him at all.

"Okay," she said softly. "Thank you. Really. Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. Wait until you see what kind of slave driver I am about organisation." Marcus was already opening her filing cabinet, his expression shifting to mild horror. "Chelsea. Why do you have cat toys mixed in with your tax documents?"

"Monet likes to hide things in there."

"Your cat has access to your financial records?"

"She's very trustworthy."

Marcus looked at her for a long moment, then shook his head, but he was smiling.

"This is going to be a long process," he said.

"I know."

"We're probably going to spend a lot of time together: late nights going through numbers and early mornings planning strategy."

"I know." Chelsea tried to ignore the way her heart was racing at the thought of spending more time with him.

"Good. Then let's get started. I'll clear my schedule for the next few weeks. We're going to save this gallery, Chelsea Martinez. And we're going to do it right."

He rolled up his sleeves further and dived into the chaos with the focused intensity he brought to everything.

And Chelsea stood there, watching him, and thought:

I am in so much trouble.

Not because of the gallery.

But because spending every day working closely with Marcus Webb, the man she'd been secretly in love with for twenty years, was either going to be the best thing that ever happened to her.

Or it was going to absolutely break her heart.

Possibly both.

Definitely both.
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By nine a.m., Marcus had transformed Chelsea's chaotic office into something resembling actual order.

Receipts were sorted by month and category. Bank statements were stacked chronologically. Tax documents were separated from cat toys (Monet had not been pleased about this development and was currently sulking on top of the filing cabinet).

And Chelsea was having a minor existential crisis watching it happen.

"You know," she said from where she was perched on her desk, "some people might say that rigid organisation stifles creativity."

"Some people might say that chaos stifles profitability." Marcus didn't look up from the spreadsheet he was creating, his fingers flying over her keyboard with surprising speed. "When's the last time you actually reconciled your bank account?"

"Reconciled?"

"Checked that the balance in your records matches what the bank says you have."

Chelsea thought about it. "Never?"

Marcus's hands paused. He looked up at her slowly, his expression hovering somewhere between disbelief and resignation.

"Never," he repeated.

"I check my balance online sometimes? Usually right before I buy something expensive to make sure I'm not about to overdraft."

"Chelsea."

"What? It's worked fine so far!"

"You just told me the gallery is failing."

"Okay, fine, maybe my system has some flaws." Chelsea hopped off the desk and moved to look over his shoulder at the screen. "What are you doing anyway?"

"Creating an actual profit and loss statement with categories that make sense. And numbers that are accurate." Marcus pointed to the screen. "See? Revenue goes here—broken down by type. Painting sales, commission fees, workshop income, et cetera. Then expenses here—rent, utilities, supplies, marketing, and so on. The difference between the two tells us if you're profitable or not."

Chelsea leaned closer to see the screen, which meant she was now close enough to smell his cologne—something woodsy and clean that made her brain short-circuit slightly.

Focus, Chelsea. Numbers. You're looking at numbers, not thinking about how good Marcus smells.

"So what does the difference tell us?" she managed.

"That you're currently operating at a significant loss." Marcus scrolled down. "You're spending about thirty per cent more than you're bringing in. That's not sustainable."

"I know it's not sustainable. That's why I'm panicking."

"Panicking doesn't help. Planning does." Marcus pulled up another window. "Here's what we're going to do. First, we identify your biggest expenses and see what can be reduced without compromising the gallery's integrity. Second, we look at revenue streams—what's working, what's not, and what could be improved. Third, we create a realistic budget and stick to it."

"You make it sound so simple."

"It's not simple. But it's doable." Marcus glanced up at her, and Chelsea realised just how close they were—close enough to see the flecks of amber in his dark eyes, close enough to count his eyelashes if she wanted to.

Which she definitely didn't want to. Definitely not.

"Chelsea?" Marcus's voice was soft. "Are you okay? You look a little flushed."

"Fine! I'm fine. Just warm. Is it warm in here?" Chelsea practically leaped backward, putting necessary distance between them. "I should open a window. Or turn on the AC. Or possibly just stand in the freezer for a minute."

Marcus's lips quirked in amusement. "It's October. It's sixty-five degrees."

"Right. Yes. I knew that." Chelsea fanned herself with a random piece of paper. "I'm just... the stress. Stress makes you warm."

"Or the four cups of coffee you've had since four a.m."

"That too. Definitely the coffee." Chelsea desperately needed to change the subject before she did something stupid like blurt out, 'Actually, I'm flushed because you smell really good and your eyes are doing that intense thing they do when you're focused, and I've been in love with you since high school.' "So! Expenses. What are my biggest ones?"

If Marcus noticed her weird behaviour—and of course he did, because Marcus noticed everything—he was polite enough not to comment.

"Rent is your largest fixed expense," he said, returning his attention to the screen. "Twelve hundred a month for this space. Then utilities, insurance, and the loan payment you mentioned. Those are all non-negotiable in the short term. But these—" He pointed to another section. "Marketing expenses, supplies, special event costs—these are variable. We can adjust them."

"I barely spend anything on marketing."

"Exactly. That's part of the problem." Marcus pulled up her social media profiles. "When's the last time you posted on Instagram?"

Chelsea winced. "Um. Three weeks ago?"

"And before that?"

"Maybe... six weeks?"

"Chelsea. Social media is free marketing. You're leaving money on the table by not using it consistently."

"I know, I know. I just—I get overwhelmed trying to come up with captions and hashtags and figuring out when to post and—" She threw up her hands. "I'm an artist. I want to make beautiful things and share them with people. I don't want to be a content creator."

"You don't have to be a content creator. You just have to show people what you already have." Marcus's voice gentled. "Here's what I'm thinking. We create a simple posting schedule. Three times a week. Feature a different piece each time, and tell a story about the artist or the process. Make it personal. People don't come to a small-town gallery for corporate polish—they come for connection."

Chelsea blinked. "That's... actually brilliant. How do you know about social media marketing?"

"The Coast Guard does recruitment. I've sat through more digital marketing seminars than I care to admit." Marcus started typing notes. "I can help you set up a content calendar if you want. Make it systematic so you're not reinventing the wheel every time."

"You'd do that?"

"Chelsea, I'm already neck-deep in your financial chaos. What's a little social media strategy on top of that?" He glanced at her with a small smile. "Besides, once we get the systems in place, it'll be easy to maintain. You just have to actually maintain it."

"I'm not great at maintaining things."

"I've noticed." Marcus gestured at the office that had, just hours ago, looked like a paper tornado had hit it. "But you're going to learn. Because the alternative is losing the gallery, and I don't think either of us wants that."

The door to the gallery chimed, and Chelsea heard footsteps on the hardwood floor.

"Chelsea? You here?" Natalie's voice called out. "I saw your light on at an ungodly hour and got worried—oh."

Natalie appeared in the office doorway and stopped short, taking in the scene—Marcus at the computer, Chelsea hovering nearby, receipts and paperwork everywhere.

A slow smile spread across Natalie's face.

"Well, well, well," she said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "This is interesting."

"It's not interesting," Chelsea said quickly. "It's business. Boring, practical business."

"Marcus is in your office at nine a.m., looking at your financials. That seems pretty interesting to me."

"The gallery's in trouble," Marcus explained, his tone matter-of-fact. "I'm helping Chelsea restructure her finances so she doesn't lose it."

"How gallant." Natalie leaned against the doorframe, clearly enjoying herself. "And how long have you been here?"

"Since seven," Chelsea admitted.

"And you're planning to...?"

"Spend the next few weeks getting everything organised and creating a sustainable business model," Marcus said. "Why? Is that a problem?"

"Not a problem at all. I think it's wonderful." Natalie's smile widened. "In fact, I'd like to help. I am a financial consultant, after all. This is literally what I do."

Chelsea felt a wave of relief. "Oh my God, yes. Please help. Marcus is doing amazing, but you're an actual professional."

"Hey," Marcus protested mildly.

"You are doing amazing," Chelsea assured him. "But Natalie went to Columbia and worked on Wall Street. She probably knows things about business that neither of us have even thought of."

"Fair point." Marcus gestured to the computer. "Want to take a look at what we've got so far?"

Natalie moved into the small office, and suddenly the space felt very crowded with three adults crammed into what was essentially a large closet.

"Sorry," Natalie said, brushing against Marcus as she leaned over to see the screen. "Tight quarters."

"It's fine," Marcus said, but Chelsea noticed he shifted slightly to give Natalie more room—which meant he was now even closer to Chelsea.

Close enough that their arms were touching.

Close enough that Chelsea could feel the warmth radiating from him.

Close enough that she was definitely going to spontaneously combust if this continued much longer.

"Okay," Natalie said, studying the screen. "This is a good start. Basic P&L, clear categories. But we need to go deeper. Chelsea, do you have your tax returns from the last three years?"

"Somewhere?"

"Bank statements for the business account?"

"Yes. Well, most of them. Some of them."

"Credit card statements?"

"Those I definitely have. They're very persistent about sending them."

Natalie and Marcus exchanged a look—the kind of look that long-suffering friends exchange when dealing with a lovable disaster.

"This is going to be a bigger project than I thought," Natalie said.

"Told you," Marcus replied.

"Hey!" Chelsea protested. "I'm right here. I can hear you talking about me like I'm a hopeless case."

"You're not hopeless," Natalie said kindly. "You're just... financially creative."

"That's a nice way of saying 'disorganised'."

"I prefer to be creatively challenged in the realm of numerical organisation," Marcus offered, and despite herself, Chelsea laughed.

"Okay, fine. I'm a mess. But I'm a mess who's willing to learn. So teach me. Tell me what I need to do to save this place."

Natalie pulled out her phone and started typing. "First, I need to see everything. All records from the past three years minimum. That means bank statements, credit card statements, receipts, tax returns, vendor contracts—everything. Can you get that together?"

"With Marcus's help? Yes."

"Good. Get it to me by the end of the week. I'll do a comprehensive financial analysis over the weekend, and we'll meet Monday to go over my findings." Natalie looked between Chelsea and Marcus. "In the meantime, Marcus's plan is solid. Get organised, establish systems, and start the social media strategy. Those are all good first steps."

"I'll help her with the organising," Marcus said. "Make sure everything's categorised and filed properly."

"Which means you'll be spending a lot of time together." Natalie's tone was innocent, but her eyes were dancing with mischief.

"We're friends," Chelsea said firmly. "Friends help each other."

"Of course. Friends." But Natalie was smiling in that knowing way that made Chelsea want to throw something at her.

Before she could formulate a response, Natalie's phone rang.

"That's Cooper," she said, checking the screen. "I should take this. But Chelsea? Don't panic, okay? We're going to figure this out. Between the three of us, we have the skills to turn this around."

"You really think so?"

"I know so. You just have to trust us. And yourself." Natalie squeezed Chelsea's shoulder as she headed for the door. "Call me if you need anything. And Marcus? Don't let her hide receipts in creative places. I know how she thinks."

"Noted," Marcus said dryly.

After Natalie left, the office felt simultaneously more spacious and more intimate with just the two of them again.

"She's right, you know," Marcus said, returning his attention to the computer. "We can turn this around. But it's going to take work. Real, consistent, possibly boring work."

"I can do boring work."

"Can you?" Marcus raised an eyebrow. "Because I've known you for twenty years, Chelsea Martinez, and boring has never been your strong suit."

"Maybe I'm turning over a new leaf. Becoming responsible and organised and—" She caught sight of Monet, who had somehow gotten into the supply closet and was now batting around a roll of packing tape. "Monet! No! That's not a toy!"

She rushed to rescue the packing tape, which Monet defended with the ferocity of a wild animal protecting its kill.

When Chelsea finally wrestled the tape away and turned back to Marcus, he was watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

"What?" she asked, suddenly self-conscious.

"Nothing. Just—you're going to be a challenge to keep organised."

"Is that a problem?"

"No." Marcus's smile was small but genuine. "Actually, I kind of like a challenge."

Something in the way he said it made Chelsea's heart skip.

But before she could analyse it, Marcus was back to business, pulling up another spreadsheet and diving into the numbers with focused intensity.

And Chelsea stood there, holding a roll of packing tape and watching him work, and thought:

The next few weeks were going to be torture.

Beautiful, wonderful, absolutely devastating torture.

Because spending every day with Marcus Webb, watching him be competent and kind and everything she'd ever wanted, while maintaining the fiction that they were just friends?

That was going to require acting skills she definitely didn't possess.

But for the gallery—for her dream—she'd try.

Even if it killed her.

Which it very well might.
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Part 3
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By noon, Marcus had done what Chelsea would have sworn was impossible: he'd made sense of her financial chaos.

The receipts were sorted and filed. The bank statements were reconciled (a process Chelsea now understood, even if she didn't particularly enjoy it). A proper spreadsheet existed with actual categories and formulas that calculated things automatically.

It was like watching a magician pull order from chaos.

"Okay," Marcus said, pushing back from the desk and stretching his arms over his head. His uniform shirt pulled tight across his shoulders, and Chelsea absolutely did not notice this. Definitely not. "I think we've got everything organised enough that Natalie can do her analysis. How are you feeling?"

"Overwhelmed. Grateful. Slightly nauseated." Chelsea handed him the coffee she'd just made—his fourth cup of the morning. "Also amazed that you did in five hours what I couldn't do in twelve years."

"You could have done it. You just needed a system." Marcus accepted the coffee, their fingers brushing briefly. "And maybe someone standing over you making sure you actually followed through instead of getting distracted by shiny things."

"I don't get distracted by shiny things."

"Chelsea. While I was reconciling your August bank statement, you spent fifteen minutes rearranging the paintings in the main gallery because the 'energy felt off.'"

"The energy DID feel off! And now it's better. You can't tell me you don't feel the difference."

Marcus looked at her for a long moment, then shook his head with a smile. "You're impossible."

"But lovably impossible?"

"Debatable." But his eyes were warm, teasing.

Chelsea's stomach did a little flip. This was the Marcus she remembered from before Sarah died—the one who joked and smiled and let his guard down. He'd been so serious for so long after the funeral, so carefully controlled. It was nice to see glimpses of the lighter version of him emerging.

Even if those glimpses made her heart do inconvenient things.

"So what's next?" Chelsea asked, needing to focus on something other than the way his smile made her feel. "Now that we're organised?"

"Now we figure out your revenue strategy. But first—" Marcus checked his watch. "I need to get back to the station. I've got a meeting at two."

"Oh. Right. Of course." Chelsea tried not to feel disappointed. "Thank you for this morning. Really. I know you didn't have to spend half your day digging through my disaster of a filing system."

"I wanted to." Marcus stood, rolling down his sleeves and reaching for his jacket. "Besides, we're not done yet. This is just the beginning."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, we need to meet regularly. Go over the numbers, track progress, and make sure you're sticking to the systems we're setting up." He pulled on his jacket with practised efficiency. "I was thinking—if you're okay with it—we could meet here after I get off work. Maybe three times a week? Go over everything, and plan the next steps."

Chelsea's heart started racing. Three times a week. Here. Just the two of them.

This was either the best idea or the worst idea, and she genuinely couldn't tell which.

"You don't have to do that," she said, even though every cell in her body was screaming, "Yes, please, absolutely do that." "You have your own life. I can't ask you to dedicate that much time to my problems."

"You're not asking. I'm offering." Marcus held her gaze. "Chelsea, I told you—I want to help. And this is going to take time. Consistent, regular time. So unless you have an objection..."

"No objection," Chelsea said, probably too quickly. "I just—I don't want to be a burden."

"You're not a burden." His voice was firm. "You're a friend who needs help. There's a difference."

There was that word again. Friend.

Chelsea should be grateful for it. She should appreciate that Marcus valued their friendship enough to invest this much time and energy into helping her.

Instead, she felt that familiar ache settle in her chest—the one that had been there for twenty years, the one that whispered 'what if' and 'if only' and 'maybe someday'.

"Okay," she said, forcing a smile. "Then yes. Three times a week. That would be amazing. Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. Wait until I make you sit through a budget planning session. You might change your mind about how amazing it is." Marcus moved toward the door, then paused. "Oh, and Chelsea?"

"Yeah?"

"Start posting on social media today. Feature one piece, tell its story, and use relevant hashtags. We need to rebuild your online presence immediately."

"Today? But I don't know what to post about or how to—"

"Pick your favourite piece in the gallery right now. Take a photo. Write three sentences about why you love it. Post it. That's it. Don't overthink it."

Chelsea bit her lip. "What if it's not good enough? What if people don't engage with it?"

"Then you post again tomorrow and the next day until they do." Marcus's expression softened. "Chelsea, you're an artist. You know how to talk about art. Just be yourself. That's what people will connect with—the real you, not some polished corporate version."

"The real me is kind of a mess."

"I know. That's what makes you interesting." He smiled. "Post something today. Promise me."

"I promise."

"Good. I'll see you Monday evening. Six o'clock work for you?"

"Six is perfect."

Marcus gave her a small salute—a habit from his Coast Guard training—and headed for the door.

Chelsea followed him out into the main gallery, watching as he paused to look at one of the paintings on display. It was a local artist's work—a sunset over the sound, all brilliant oranges and pinks and purples.

"This is new," Marcus said.

"Yeah. Rebecca Chen just finished it last week. It's one of my favourites." Chelsea moved to stand beside him. "She painted it from memory—a sunset she saw the night her husband proposed. She said she wanted to capture not just what it looked like, but what it felt like. That moment of perfect happiness."

Marcus was quiet for a moment, studying the painting with unexpected intensity.

"It's beautiful," he said finally. "You should feature this one on social media."

"You think?"

"I think people will respond to the story. Everyone wants to capture perfect moments. Make them last forever." His voice had gone distant, thoughtful. "Even when you know perfect moments don't actually last."

Chelsea recognised that tone. The one that meant he was thinking about Sarah, about the future they'd planned that had been stolen away.

Without thinking, she touched his arm gently.

"Marcus—"

"I should go." He stepped away from her touch, from the painting, from whatever memories had surfaced. "Meeting at two, remember?"

"Right. Yes. Go."

But he paused at the door one more time, looking back at her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

"You're going to save this place, Chelsea," he said. "I believe in you. Even if you don't believe in yourself yet."

Then he was gone, the door chiming softly behind him, leaving Chelsea standing alone in her gallery with a heart that was beating too fast and eyes that were suspiciously damp.

Marcus Webb believed in her.

That shouldn't mean as much as it did.

But it meant everything.

—-
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The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of activity.

Chelsea photographed Rebecca's sunset painting. Then she photographed it again from a different angle. Then again with better lighting. Then she spent twenty minutes trying to write a caption that didn't sound forced or fake or like she was trying too hard.

Finally, after deleting and rewriting approximately seventeen times, she settled on:

"Sunset over the Sound" by Rebecca Chen. She painted this from memory—the moment her husband proposed. She told me she wanted to capture not just the colours but the feeling. That suspended moment when everything is perfect and you want time to stop. I think she succeeded. 💕

Available now at The Gallery on Main. Come see it in person and feel that moment with us.

She added hashtags (HatterasBayArt LocalArtist SunsetPainting CoastalArt SupportLocalArtists), took a deep breath, and hit post.

Then immediately regretted everything and almost deleted it.

But Marcus's words echoed in her head: Just be yourself. That's what people will connect with.

So she left it up and tried very hard not to obsessively check for likes and comments every thirty seconds.

She lasted approximately three minutes before checking.

Five likes already. And a comment from Natalie: This is gorgeous! I need to come by and see it in person.

Chelsea felt a small flutter of hope. Maybe this social media thing wasn't as terrifying as she'd thought.

Her phone buzzed with a text.

Marcus: Just saw your post. Perfect. Exactly what I meant. Keep it up.

Chelsea stared at the message, her heart doing that annoying flutter thing again.

He'd been following her gallery's Instagram? He'd checked it already?

She typed back: Thank you for pushing me to do it. And thank you for this morning. I don't know what I would have done without your help.

The three dots appeared immediately, showing he was typing.

Marcus: You would have figured it out eventually. You're more capable than you give yourself credit for.

Chelsea: I literally keep my financial records in drawers with cat toys.

Marcus: Okay, fair point. But you built a successful gallery from nothing and kept it running for twelve years. That takes skill, even if organisation isn't your strong suit.

Chelsea: You're very good for my ego.

There was a pause, longer this time. Then:

Marcus: Someone should be. See you Monday. Don't forget to post again Wednesday.

Chelsea: Aye aye, captain.

Marcus: I'm a lieutenant commander, not a captain.

Chelsea: 'Aye aye, Lieutenant Commander' sounds way too formal. You're getting "captain", and you're going to like it.

Marcus: Impossible woman.

Chelsea: But lovably impossible?

Another long pause. Chelsea held her breath, wondering if she'd pushed too far, been too flirty, or crossed some invisible line.

Then:

Marcus: Debatable. 😏

An emoji. Marcus Webb had sent her an emoji.

Chelsea stared at her phone like it had grown a second screen.

Marcus didn't use emojis. Marcus barely used text messaging. He was all formal emails and phone calls and face-to-face conversations.

But he'd just sent her a smirking emoji.

What did that mean? Was he flirting? Was she reading too much into it? Was this just friendly teasing between friends?

Before she could spiral too far into analysis paralysis, another text came through.

Marcus: Get back to work. Those social media posts aren't going to write themselves.

Chelsea: Slave driver.

Marcus: You have no idea. Wait until Monday.

Chelsea set her phone down, a ridiculous smile on her face.

This was dangerous. This warm, teasing back-and-forth. These late-night work sessions they had planned. The way he looked at her sometimes, like he was really seeing her instead of just looking through her.

It was all very, very dangerous.

Because she'd been in love with Marcus Webb for twenty years, and she'd gotten very good at hiding it. At being the supportive friend, the shoulder to cry on, the safe, comfortable presence in his life.
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