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          HOLLY - CURRENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      There were few things in life that Holly called perfect. But after a lonely childhood spent hiding from the camera, and an adolescence peppered with failed relationships, she was almost ready to use that word. As she stared at the man sitting across from her, she was filled with hope. Hope that maybe things were finally turning around. That she could close the book on the chapters in her life that hadn’t turned out the way she wanted and rewrite the ending.

      Teddy Douglas, whom everyone just called Dougie, was different from her in a lot of ways, to be sure, but over the last week or so, what they had in common had not only become more evident but more important. He’d been her rock when she’d needed one the most, and they’d fallen into dating almost naturally.

      “I can’t believe Tiffany and Israel get to bring home their son tonight,” Holly said as Dougie signed the receipt for the check and placed the black folder on the table. The restaurant had emptied since they’d finished dining, and only a soft hum filled the air now.

      He stood and offered his hand to her. “It is exciting. He’s been talking about it for weeks, and he had the nursery done months ago. Of course, Chance was the same way with Colin and Eliza.”

      “That’s true.” Holly couldn’t believe how much things had changed in the last few years. Not only had her best friend Merribeth married her old boyfriend Chance, but they’d added two new members to their family bringing the total to five. Her former roommate, Tiffany, who ran the childcare center at the resort, had married Israel and though Tiffany was unable to have children naturally, they were finally getting the child they had long prayed for. Maybe that was another reason Holly and Dougie worked. They were the last two single friends in their small group of six. Well, Holly had been in a short disastrous engagement but she didn’t like to remember it. “Tiffany should be texting any minute now to let me know they’re home. You’re planning on going too, right?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Plus, it means I get to spend more time with you.” He pushed open the door of the restaurant and turned toward the park. Because they both worked in Courage, they’d decided to dine in the nearby town of Graham for a change of scenery and because it had a beautiful park with a fountain that was lit up at night.

      Thankfully, the night was dry though the scent of coming snow hovered in the air. Holly smiled and snuggled closer to Dougie. A part of her wanted to shout from the rooftops, to tell the world that she was pretty sure she’d finally found the most amazing man who treated her well, but after dragging everyone through her last failed relationship, she was being a little more cautious this time.

      She didn’t know how she had gotten so lucky, but she planned to savor every minute she had with Dougie. With their long hours at work, it was challenging for them to get together, and even when Holly did manage to spend time with him, her mind was focused on the restaurant and the recent publicity nightmare — the phone calls, the flyers. Trying to clear her head to focus solely on him was like trying to corral cats. “I definitely enjoy time with you too.”

      When they reached the fountain, he pulled her closer and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m really glad we finally did this. Of course, if I’d had my way, we would have done this over a year ago.”

      She punched him playfully. “Yeah, yeah, rub it in. I’m sorry it took me a little longer to figure it out.”

      “A little longer?” He chuckled, the sound deep and melodious and one that Holly could get used to hearing more often. “A few weeks would have been a little longer. I’ve been waiting for ages.”

      “Well, they do say the best things in life are worth waiting for.” And while Holly believed that, she did wonder how different her life might have been if she’d chosen Dougie that night instead of…Nope, she was not going to think about him. Not tonight of all nights.

      “That they do.” He brushed a strand of hair behind her ears, and the touch of his fingertips sent shivers down her spine. Then his smile faltered, and his concerned expression appeared. “Have the calls stopped?”

      Holly sighed and shivered again, but for a very different reason this time. She liked that he showed concern for her, but she didn’t want to think about the calls. She simply wanted to enjoy this moment with him. “For now. I hope for good. I just don’t understand how people could be so cruel, and I don’t know what they think they’re accomplishing. I’m not going to shut down.” Being from New York, she didn’t back down easily, but she’d be lying if she said the calls didn’t unnerve her a little.

      “I hope so too. At least the record is open, just in case.” The concern had slipped into his voice, making it sound tight and pinched.

      “Yeah, I wish there was more the police could do. I’ve never agreed with harassing but I had no idea how awful it really was.” Harassing calls were generally harmless, which was why the police couldn’t do much about them, but that didn’t make Holly feel any better. She dreaded every ring of the phone now, and that was no way to run a business.

      “I agree, but until then, promise me you’ll be careful. There’s been an increase in crime overall as well — not the same as what you’re dealing with, but still. I know some of this is the current culture, but I sure hope it changes soon.”

      “Me too.” Holly lifted her face to Dougie’s and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I can’t thank you enough for all you’ve done for me. You’re so busy and you still took the time to help me out.”

      His hands moved from her cheeks to cup the back of her head. “I was glad to help, but I do know of one way you could thank me.” Though she knew he still worried about her, she was glad to hear the teasing tone return to his voice.

      “Oh yeah, what’s that?” Her lips pulled into a mischievous grin because she knew exactly what he was going to say and she would be happy to thank him with kisses for the foreseeable future. Though their first kiss would undoubtedly be the best, she had no doubt that every kiss with him would rock her world.

      “Somehow, I think you know.”

      She lifted onto her tiptoes and turned her head slightly to reach his lips. They were soft and perfect, and the feel of them against hers sent tiny pulses zinging through her body. She had not been wrong. This kiss would be one to remember, the best kiss she’d had in her life. Her hands pulled tighter on his neck, and his fingers got lost in her hair. She could feel herself falling for Dougie, really falling for him. And then, her phone began to ring.

      “Mmm, ignore it,” Dougie whispered when she paused. His warm breath tickled her ear, and it took all her resolve to resist the temptation of melting in his arms.

      “I would, but what if it’s Tiffany?” She was excited to meet the new baby, but boy did her friend have horrible timing.

      He let out a soft growl but released his hold on her.

      She smiled as she answered the call, but the smile melted from her face as the voice on the other end was not the excited voice of her friend, but the concerned voice of the woman who owned the shop across from her restaurant. “Holly? Can you hear me? Where are you?”

      “I’m in Graham with Dougie. What’s wrong?”

      Holly’s knees turned to jello as Becca continued to speak on the other end.

      “Are you okay?” Dougie’s hands gripped her arms, and she was thankful for the support. She was finding it hard to stand, to breathe. She’d never had a panic attack before, but she wondered if she was about to now.

      “No, we need to get to the restaurant.” Her voice felt detached, like it floated over her head instead of coming from her lips.

      Dougie’s forehead furrowed. “The restaurant? What’s wrong?”

      She looked at him with wide eyes, unable to even fully process the words coming out of her lips. “Evidently it’s on fire.”

      “What? Let’s go.” With a speed she wouldn’t have thought possible with his large size, he ushered her back to the car, opened the door for her, and then jumped in the driver’s side. “Has the fire department been called?”

      Holly nodded though her head felt heavy and awkward. “Yeah. Becca said she called them as soon as she noticed the fire. Who would do this, Dougie?” But she wondered if she didn’t already know that answer. Could the same people who had been threatening her have started the fire?

      “I don’t know, but we’ll find out.” He threw the car in drive and peeled out of the parking space.

      “What if they’re too late? What if I lose it all?” Holly couldn’t even wrap her head around that thought. Her restaurant was everything. It had been her first job when she’d moved here from New York, and she’d worked her way up till she’d bought the restaurant from the previous owners.

      “Hey, you can’t think like that. It will be okay.” He squeezed her hand and glanced at her quickly before returning his attention to the road.

      “You’re right. I’m going to pray it’s all right.” She closed her eyes to begin praying but as she did, her phone vibrated in her lap. Her eyes snapped open, expecting a text from Becca telling her it was too late, but this time it was Tiffany. “Oh no, it’s Tiffany. She says they’re almost home with the baby and want to know if we’re coming.”

      “Tell her we can’t. It’s an emergency. She’ll understand.”

      “But it’s her baby, Dougie. The one she’s waited so long for.”

      He glanced her way again. “And the restaurant is yours. I’m telling you, she’ll understand.”

      Holly nodded and sent the text back to Tiffany. Then she gripped Dougie’s hand even tighter. She’d been thankful for him being in her life a lot but never more than she was right now. His calm, take-charge presence was the only thing keeping her from crumbling to pieces at the moment, but she wondered if even that would be enough if they got back to Courage and everything was gone. What would she do?
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          DOUGIE

        

      

    

    
      Fat plumes of fluffy black smoke floated in the sky like a candy experiment gone horribly wrong. Dougie’s heart sank as the black billows danced and twisted in the air. If there was this much smoke, then it had to be bad.

      He eased off the gas as they reached downtown. The normally quiet street was packed with people who stood staring at the disaster. Dougie squeezed Holly’s hand, hoping to remind her he was there, that he cared for her, that he would stand beside her no matter what.

      He’d realized he cared for Holly years ago, but their timing had never worked out. About the time he’d gathered the courage to ask her out, Frederick had appeared on the scene, and after Frederick… Well, there’d been a time she had stopped talking to him completely. It was only the threats of the last few weeks that had pushed her back to him, and while it was selfish, he hoped this didn’t make her pull away. He was in love with her, and he didn’t want to lose her again.

      The crowd stopped them well before they reached the store. Dougie put the car in park and helped Holly out. His arm wound around her waist as her knees buckled and threatened to carry her to the ground. “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered, but he knew her restaurant was probably gone.

      “Who would do this?” Her voice was a whisper, but it was a rhetorical question anyway. At this point, they didn’t even know if it was arson, though he felt a tug in his stomach that she was right. But it could have been an accident. It could have been a faulty plug or something. It could have, but it didn’t feel like it. Not with all the negative attention she had received lately.

      The crowd parted for them, whispering soft condolences, as they made their way to the front. Dougie believed their hearts were in the right place, but he also knew this wasn’t helping Holly. What she cared about was that her restaurant was okay, but as they neared the barricade, he could see that was no longer a possibility. Even as far back as they stood, he could feel the heat from the fire, and though the flames hurt his eyes, he could not tear them away from the destruction.

      “Holly, I’m so sorry. I called as soon as I saw the flames, but maybe if I’d seen it sooner.” Becca, the owner of the bakery across the street, addressed Holly, but Holly didn’t answer. Her eyes stared vacantly at the flames licking into the sky.

      “Thanks, Becca. We know you did everything you could and we appreciate it,” Dougie said, speaking for Holly, who seemed incapable of doing anything other than gripping the barricade so tightly that a tendon in her neck pulsed.

      “I’m sorry, no one can go any farther,” a fireman, smudged in black, said as Holly pushed against the barricade.

      “But it’s my restaurant,” Holly said. “My everything.” The agony in her voice pulled at Dougie’s heart.

      “You own this place?” the man asked, and when Holly nodded, he added, “Please come with me. The captain has some questions for you.”

      Dougie wasn’t sure that Holly could have walked on her own accord. She held onto his arm with a grip that would likely leave a bruise. Wrapping his arm around her, he pulled her close, allowing her to lean on his strength as they followed the fireman to the side where the fire chief was talking to a couple of policemen. Though Dougie didn’t know either of the cops well, he recognized their faces from his orientation.

      “Excuse me, sir. This is the woman who owns the restaurant.”

      The fire chief, an older man with graying hair and a weathered face, looked down at the paper in his hands before looking up at Holly. The name Harper was stitched on the badge of his jacket “You’re Ms. Bingman?” Compassion filled his deep voice.

      Holly swallowed and nodded. “I am. Holly Bingman. Do you know what happened?” The tremor in her voice was still there, but she was obviously trying to portray confidence.

      This time it was one of the police officers who spoke up. He was younger than the fire chief, and hard lines stood out on his chiseled features. No sense of compassion emanated from him. “That’s what we’re trying to find out. You weren’t at the restaurant tonight?”

      “No, we were having dinner in Graham,” Dougie spoke up. “We came back as soon as Holly received the call.”

      The officer lifted a brow at Dougie, probably wondering how he fit into the equation and why he was speaking for Holly.

      “Did the employees get out?” Holly asked. “There would have been at least a few cleaning and closing.”

      “Everyone got out fine,” the fire chief assured her. “We’ll have a crew look for any faulty wiring once the fire is out, but it looks like someone might have thrown something in through a window.”

      “Do you know of anyone who could have done this?” the officer asked, pulling Holly’s attention back to him.

      Holly’s mouth opened, but then she hesitated. Why was she hesitating? Even if it wasn't anyone from the group threatening her, she needed to mention them. “I mean, I’ve received some negative attention lately, but I can’t imagine anyone would do this.”

      “Negative attention? What do you mean?”

      “They’ve been threatening her. Calls to her restaurant, tags on social media, they even hung up pictures of her around town,” Dougie added. He didn’t know why Holly wasn’t volunteering this information, but the cops deserved to know.

      “Who’s been doing this?” This time it was the other officer, a woman, who posed the question. Her demeanor was softer than her partner’s, but though she was smaller and feminine, there was an air about her that said she would not accept nonsense.

      Holly flashed Dougie a look. “It’s a small fringe group who was upset about a prayer walk I did, but I really don’t think they could do this.”

      “Why not?” the woman asked. “Have you had other interactions with them?”

      “No, it’s just that… they harass me, sure, but isn’t that a far cry from arson?”

      “Probably, but it’s worth looking into anyway. Can you think of anyone else?”

      Dougie wondered if she would mention Frederick or the woman he’d seen her with, but Holly didn't. It probably wasn’t either of them anyway. Frederick had been out of her life for six months, and he didn’t know if the woman had ever even met Holly.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t, but I’ll let you know if someone comes to mind.”

      “We’ll need a full statement. Normally, we would take it immediately, but since you’re not a suspect, we’ll let you go home tonight if you promise to come in the morning.”

      “I’ll make sure she’s there,” Dougie said.

      “Is there anything else I need to do?” Holly asked, this time addressing the fire chief again.

      “Go home for now. Call the insurance company in the morning.”

      “Right. Thank you.” After a final look at the fire that was now almost out, Holly turned to Dougie and leaned into his shoulder. “Can you take me home?”

      Without a word, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and led her back through the crowd to his silver Camry. He opened the door for her and then wordlessly climbed in the driver’s side door. When they reached her place, he paused before turning off the engine. “Are you going to be okay? Do you want me to come in with you?”

      “Would you?” she asked. “I’m sure it’s silly, but I don’t want to be alone right now. There’s never been any threats to my house, but I never thought someone would torch the restaurant either. I still don’t understand who would do this.”

      “Did you consider Frederick?” he asked as he opened his door.

      “Frederick? I haven’t even seen him in ages. Why would you think he would have anything to do with this?”

      Dougie hesitated. Frederick had been a bone of contention between them and he wasn’t sure he wanted to dig up old wounds. “I just know it didn’t end well, and he seemed like the type who might try for retribution.”

      Holly sighed as they walked to her front door. “I don’t know. I suppose it’s possible. He was upset about the money when he left, but torching the restaurant wouldn’t give him any money, so I don’t know why he’d bother.”

      Revenge came to mind. Dougie had seen people exact revenge for less, but he kept this to himself. He could work through any possible reasons later. Tonight, he was here for Holly and that was all.
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          DOUGIE - TEN MONTHS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      A festive spirit encompassed the room as the music filled the air. Smiles flashed like rays of sunlight and laughter rang out more than once as groups of people found humor in shared stories. It was a perfect night. Chance had decided to celebrate Valentine’s Day a little differently this year, and while Dougie didn’t know how it would end up, it seemed to be a hit so far. He just hoped his name would end up paired with Holly’s, the woman across the room with dark hair and alabaster skin.

      She was a vision, and he could not keep his eyes off her. Holly was Merribeth’s best friend, and though Dougie had met her a few years ago at Chance and Merribeth’s wedding, he didn’t remember her making much of an impression. Tonight, however, she stole the show, as far as he was concerned. The red dress she wore fit like a glove, and her hair, twisted up in an elegant style with just a few tendrils escaping, accentuated her long, slender neck and shoulders.

      “You should go ask her to dance,” Chance said, nodding at Holly. Chance had always been good at discerning people’s thoughts. He wasn’t a mind reader by any means, but he was a master at reading moods. It was just one of the many things that made him an amazing manager.

      Dougie rubbed his hands down his jacket in an effort to wipe the thin sheen of sweat away. “I don’t know. Do you think it’s a good idea? She barely knows me.”

      Chance shook his head and clapped a hand on Dougie’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t have suggested it if I didn’t. Look at this way, it’ll give you a chance to get to know her before the drawing. That way if she gets paired up with someone else, at least you’ve made an impression. Make it memorable. In a good way.”

      Dougie chuckled, but that was actually what he was afraid of. What if he put himself out there but she did get paired up with someone else? And what if she fell for that someone else? It wasn’t like he saw her all the time, but they shared the same friends. It would be hard to avoid her if he had to. Chance was right though. You never land the jump you don’t take. That’s what his Army instructor had drilled into him. He certainly wasn’t going to have a chance if he didn’t take a leap. “Okay, you’re right. Wish me luck.”

      “You don’t need it,” Chance said. “Just go show her the big teddy bear you are.”

      Dougie pulled back his shoulders and made his way over to Holly, trying to calm his racing heart on the way.

      “Hey, Holly, you look beautiful.” He could hear the slight tremor in his normally deep, booming voice, but it was slight. Hopefully, she wouldn’t notice. He was used to presenting the epitome of cool, calm, and collected — it was a necessary part of his job as head of security — but he was not used to the way he was feeling inside right now, jittery and nervous like a teenager with his first crush. In fact, he didn’t think he’d been this nervous with his actual first crush. Holly was by no means the first woman he’d noticed, but it had been quite some time since one had grabbed his attention, and she held his attention like a siren guiding a ship in.

      She smiled up at him. “Thanks, Dougie, you look pretty Gucci yourself.”

      Gucci. The thought made him smile. It was a slang word for handsome that might sound off coming from Merribeth’s mouth, but Holly could pull it off. “Thank you.”

      He was glad he’d worn the full suit because he felt the jacket made him look slimmer, a feat since he was no small man. Most of it was compact muscle that made him look like a tank, and made buying shirts a hassle, but he’d put on a few pounds of fluff as well. The holidays always did that to him as a plethora of delectable treats that he couldn’t say no to would appear in the staff lounge beginning in late November and continuing all through December. Every year he told himself he wouldn’t eat as many and every year he failed, and while his New Year’s Resolution revolved around more exercise, by Valentine’s Day, it had been forgotten too.

      “Would you care to dance?” He held out his hand and relished the tingle that ignited his fingers when she placed her much smaller palm in his.

      “I’d love to.” Her smile was like a ray of sunshine.

      This was where he knew he had an edge. His size did not keep him from moving with grace on the dance floor, and he saw the surprise on Holly’s face when he moved her effortlessly around the room. She fit in his arms perfectly as if she was made to be there. No one had done that for a long time.

      She narrowed her eyes at him and tilted her head, studying him. “You’ve done this before.”

      “Maybe a time or two.” He hoped she couldn’t feel his heart pounding in his chest, and he grappled for a conversation starter. He knew Holly owned a restaurant and catered for many of the events around town, but he didn’t know much else about her. Something he hoped to remedy. “So, are you excited for this Valentine’s Day?”

      Her lips pursed into an adorable pout as she thought. “Well, the restaurant is generally packed on Valentine’s Day, so I don’t have a lot of time to even think about it. Which I guess is good since I haven’t had anyone to celebrate with for a while. Hence why I’m here.” She shrugged a slender shoulder. “Well, actually, I’m here because Merribeth dragged me here, but you know what I mean.” She looked up at him. “What about you?”

      He chuckled at the similarity of their stories. “And here I thought I was the only one arm-twisted into coming here. Can’t really say no to your friend when he’s also your boss, but I used to love Valentine’s Day. Unfortunately, like you, I haven’t had a reason to celebrate it in a while. Maybe that will change tonight.” He held her gaze, hoping she understood he was talking about her.

      “Maybe. Are you hoping to be paired with someone in particular?” Her question held a note of flirtation, and he thought it was mirrored in her gaze, so he decided to take a chance.

      “I wouldn’t mind being paired with you.”

      He waited for any sign that she didn’t feel the same, but she merely winked at him and said, “I guess we’ll soon see.”

      The song ended, and the DJ took over the mic. “All right, ladies and gentlemen. It’s time for the highlight of the evening, but first a little history lesson. Tonight’s festivities were inspired by the original Valentine festival where men were paired up with a woman. However, in those days they were given whips to smack the women with because they believed it made them more fertile. There will be no whips and no smacking with this festival. One date is all that’s required. Should you choose to continue seeing each other after that, you are welcome to and we hope that many of you will, but if both parties don’t agree to another date, there can be no stalking. Right, Officer Brown?”

      Dougie looked toward Micah Brown, one of the cops who had been in Courage for almost as long as he had. Micah smiled and hollered, “That’s right, no restraining orders for Valentine’s Day.”

      The crowd chuckled and the DJ continued. “Now, this is not only a fun new tradition, but we are also raising money for a good cause. Please allow me to introduce Sylvia Mason, who is spearheading this.”

      A curvy woman with long blonde hair joined the DJ and smiled out at the group. “Thank you, and I’m so excited that you signed up for this. All of the money raised from tonight will go to foster kids in the area and those caring for them. We are still looking for foster parents as well, so for you couples out there, let me know if that’s something you might be able to do.” She paused for a minute as she lifted two buckets up. “The blue bucket here holds our gentlemen and the pink one here holds our single ladies. I’ll be drawing one from each bucket.” Her hand disappeared into
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