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  Chapter 1

Hanna

[image: image-placeholder]

My hand goes to my mouth as I gasp in horror.  The words, ‘The wedding is off.  I’m sorry.  Liam.’ stare back at me, making my heart pound.  At first, I think it’s a joke, but then, as I look around, noticing that all of Liam’s stuff is gone, I know it’s the truth.  The man I’ve loved since high school, my best friend, the man who I’m supposed to marry in nine days, is gone.  No notice, no reason, nothing. He’s just…disappeared.  The tears start, and I can’t stop them.  It’s just me, in our mansion, bought as a wedding present by our folks, sobbing uncontrollably, for what seems like hours. 
I don’t even know who to call, I’m so embarrassed.  My folks have shelled out so much money for this wedding, it’s almost unfathomable.  Our wedding planner, Becky, has worked so hard with us, putting in days and days of thought into every tiny detail.  And I can’t believe that it’s not going to happen now.  I can’t believe that the man I love more than life itself has left me.  I don’t even know where to go to find him.  I can go to his office, but that will be a moot point.  He’s probably arranged to have me shut out of his life.  I will myself to try, but I feel paralyzed.  Blind sighted.  Helpless.  
Then I start to feel pissed right off. I mean, nothing?  Not a reason, not even a warning conversation?  Am I not worth more to him than that? I’ve put just as much into this relationship and into this wedding as he has. If I was thinking about leaving, I would at least talk to him about it. Everyone feels a little trepidation before a wedding. Everyone. But especially us, since most of our wedding consists of my folks’ choice of guests. And it’s been so rushed.
Then it dawns on me. Maybe this isn’t even about me. Maybe this is about the fact that this wedding doesn’t even feel like it’s about us anymore. To be fair, our folks have paid for everything down to the wedding favors that are to be placed at each setting, but still, this is our wedding. And we’re entitled to call it that. And maybe all this is just too much for Liam. 
But if that’s the case, why is he shutting me out?  I have so many questions and no answers. The first thing I do after wiping my face, is pick up the phone and try calling him. Sure enough, he’s blocked my number. That’s too easy. I try to call his office, but he’s in a meeting. Fine. I consider calling his folks, but what if they don’t know that he’s left me, and I get into even more trouble with Liam, for letting the cat out of the bag. 
I figure the safest thing for me to do is to call my folks. Better yet, I’ll just go over there. Daddy’s at the track. Don’t worry, he owns it. And mama’s just home grabbing something to eat from the look of it, as I pull into the driveway, past the gates.  “Hey, sugar. Long day?” Mama asks, stuffing what looks like leftovers into a bag.
“You heading back, mama?”
“Yeah. Your daddy wanted some supper and he’s tired of takeout. We’re working late tonight.”
Mama works at the track, too, in case you’re wondering. That’s how they met. 
“Can I talk to you for a minute, mama?”
She sits on the breakfast bar stool in front of her. “Sure, Hanna. What’s going on?”
I show her the note. She looks at it and her brows furrow. 
“You know anything about this, mama?”
“Heavens, no.” She hands it back to me. “Did y’all try calling him?”
“I did, mama. His things are gone from the house, and he’s blocked me from calling him. I tried calling his office but got snubbed.”
“Y’all want me to try, doll?”
My brows knit together. “Mama, I’ve been going through in my mind what to think here.  Don’t y’all think I deserve some sort of explanation for this?”
“Darlin’, y’all are gonna drive yourself nuts trying to figure it out. Call him. Talk to him.  Maybe he’s just got cold feet, Hanna. Y’all put so much pressure on yourselves over this.”
My eyes widen.  “Mama, you and daddy were the ones pushing us to get married so fast!”
“Oh, Hanna, y’all know we could’ve waited until next Christmas. But you two were so excited to do it now, we didn’t want y’all to think you had to wait.”
I’m deflated. She’s right. It was half us half them at the end of the day. It was a whirlwind decision made after Liam proposed in front of my folks, further padding his impression on them, as if it needed more padding. I sigh.  “Oh, mama, what have I done?”
“Now, Hanna, don’t panic. Until you find out what’s going on, don’t draw your own conclusions.”
“But, mama, he moved out. This isn’t about a note. This is about him ending things with me forever.”
“You don’t know that, Hanna.  Men lose their heads before getting married all the time.” She waves dismissively.
“How can you be so cavalier about this, mama?  The wedding is in nine days!”
She sets the bag that she was filling down and sighs, resting her chin on her hand.  “Hanna, your daddy flipped out the day before our wedding.  You know that.”
“That was different, mama.  It’s because peepaw scared the shit out of him.”
“He still left like a flash, darlin’.  No explanation. No nothing.  Hell, I didn’t even get a note.”
I give her a look.  “Daddy didn’t say anything to Liam, did he?”
“Heavens, no!  Your daddy loves Liam as much as I do!” she tuts.
“Are you sure, mama?  Maybe daddy didn’t tell you or something.  Maybe daddy and Liam had a fight.”
She looks down her nose at me, grinning. “Hanna, you know that if daddy and Liam had words, that your father would be the first to tell you that.”
“But what if daddy hasn’t had the chance?  You know how busy he is.  You said so yourself.  I mean, look at you.  You’re busy packing away leftovers so you and daddy can have a decent meal tonight.”
“Oh, Hanna, come now.  You’re being ridiculous.” Mama says, frustrated, getting down off the seat.  “Stop panicking and call Liam.  That’s the only way you’re going to figure this out.  You’re just driving yourself crazy, darlin’.”
“But don’t y’all think he owes me an explanation, mama?  I mean…a note?” I squeak.  “How sad is that?”
“Hanna, sometimes things are better left unsaid when we’re upset.” Mama states soberly, as if she has all the answers.
I hesitate, searching her eyes.  “Mama, are you sure y’all don’t know anything?  You’ve got that look in your eyes.”
“What look, sugar?” Mama scoffs-good-naturedly. 
“That look of wisdom.”
“I’m flattered, love, but I’ve never kept a thing from you your entire life.  Now’s not the time to start.”
Half convinced, I stand up with her, walking her to the door.  “Maybe I should call Marshall.”
Marshall is my sister Cher’s ex-husband.  
“Why on earth don’t you just call Liam, dear?  Stop spreading the news all over, if there’s a chance y’all can nip this in the bud.”
“Mama, he left me!” I shout.  “He didn’t just leave a note!  His clothes are gone, his books, everything!  He moved out, mama!  He left me for good!”
Mama places her hands on my upper arms and looks me straight in the eye.  “Okay, Hanna, calm down.  Now, there’s no sense getting all upset over this.  It’s not going to do you any good.  You go traipsing around, asking people if they’ve seen your fiancé, and it’ll get people talking.  Now, do you think that’s going to help you?  Have some sense, Hanna!  Call Liam, goddammit!  Go to his office!  Stop playing the fool here, Hanna, and take the bull by the horns, darlin’!” Mama’s face is set, her eyes are full of determination, irritation, and she’s not taking no for an answer.
I swallow, brows furrowed, eyes shaped like dinner plates. “Mama, I’m scared.” I gasp.
Her grip on my arms softens, and she pulls the stool back, taking a seat again.  “What exactly are y’all afraid of, Hanna?  For all you know, this is a simple fix.  Sure, he might have taken all of his things, but if he took them that fast, he can sure replace them as quickly.”
I sniff, feeling my eyes well up.  “Mama, I’m afraid that maybe he’s right.  Maybe you’re right.  Maybe this whole thing was a mistake.”
“What are you talking about, darlin’?”
“The wedding. The rushed wedding.  All these people coming that we don’t even know.” I sniffle again.  “The only thing about it is that it’s a Christmas theme, mama.  Everything else is about you and daddy, and me and Liam’s business contacts.  It almost feels like we’re getting married so y’all can network.”
Mama’s head tilts.  She purses her lips but her eyes are soft.  “Hanna, you wanted a big wedding, darlin’, but y’all don’t know that many people. We could have done what Laura Thomas over at Kelsey Ranch does for all of her gatherings, and invite everyone in town, but y’all didn’t want to do that.  Not that I blame you.  That was the next best thing, Hanna.”
“I understand, mama.  But all the same, it makes it feel like this wedding isn’t about us.”
Mama lets out a breath.  “Well, darlin’, why didn’t y’all say something?”
I shrug.  “We know that you and daddy are paying for it all.”
“So, you thought that y’all didn’t have a say?” 
I nod, reluctantly.
Mama shakes her head, looking away.  “Well, no wonder poor Liam’s flown the coop then, darlin’.  It makes sense now.”
“How does it make sense, mama?  If he was upset about that, why did he leave me?  We could have…eloped or something.  No, mama, this is personal.  This isn’t about the wedding.”
Mama throws her hands up in the air, shouting.  “Oh, Hanna, don’t be a fool, now!”
I’m sobbing, volume raised to match hers.  “What do you mean, mama!”
“Oh, Hanna, of course he’s not going to tell you if he’s upset about that, darlin’!  He doesn’t want to cause problems between you and daddy and me, honey!  He’s trying to do the right thing, even though it doesn’t seem that way!”
“So, by leaving me, that helps?!” I counter, lifting my hands into the air, mirroring mama.  “So that he doesn’t cause a rift between us!”  I gesture to us both.  “Well, that worked out well, mama!”
She swallows, and then she scratches her head, calming down.  She looks at me and I see her face soften, and then she blurts out a laugh.  I snort one a moment later, catching on.  Before I know it, we’re both belly laughing, wiping laughter tears from our eyes.  “Oh, gosh, Hanna.  You’re right, darlin’.” Mama mewls.  “The only way to sort this out is to talk to him, honey.”
“I know it, mama.” I say, wiping the tears from my eyes with the palms of my hands.  “I’m sorry for starting a fight.”
Mama holds me to her.  “It’s okay, darlin’.  I started a fight with my mama, when your daddy left me, too.  It’s a safe place, Hanna.  And I’m glad y’all came to me first.”
“Thanks, mama.” I lift my head, so we’re eye to eye.  “Mama, can I ask y’all something?”
“Sure, baby.” She answers, draping a loose strand of hair over my ear.
“What do we do…you know…if Liam isn’t coming back?  I mean, all this money that y’all have spent on the wedding, mama.”
“Darlin’, we haven’t spent that much.  Laura is practically letting us use the ranch for free, and Becky and Greg’s fee is very reasonable.  Your dress and all the fixings aren’t bad, since you’re not having a wedding in the prime season, doll.  So, it’s really not going to be so bad, Hanna.  Y’all don’t need to worry about that.”
“Thanks, mama.” I say, grimacing.  “I suppose what I really should be worrying about is what word is going to be around town.”
Mama waves.  “Oh, darlin’, with Christmas coming around, that’s going to be the buzz, not you.  You just get yourself fixed on that business of yours and it’ll all fall into place.  I promise.”
I own a beauty supplies shop in town.  I’m pairing with another beauty shop, it’s actually owned by one of Laura’s sister-in-laws, Cassie, who’s married to Clint, one of the doctors that runs the local clinic in town, with Laura’s husband, Grayson.  We’re doing a Christmas bundle special, where I have some of her products in a value pack with mine, and vice versa.  Her products are more for people with specific medical conditions, whereas mine are just strictly all-natural, organic-based things.  But, together, we make a great team.
“I still feel like I should call up Darryl and ask if he’s spoken to Liam.  I mean, mama, he’s got to be staying somewhere.”
Darryl is Liam’s brother.  They’re the closest out of all of Liam’s siblings.
Mama shrugs, defeated.  “Darlin’, you do what you think is best.  But I still think that the first person you should call is Liam.  So, don’t say I didn’t tell you so.”
“Fine, mama.” 
“Okay, love.  I’ve got to get going.” She kisses me on the cheek.  “Call me later if you need me, or stop by.”
“I will, mama.” 
I follow behind her, hopping into my car, knowing that Darryl should be at work.  He runs a local bar in town, and it’s after six o’clock, so all the local drunks will be on the prowl.  His truck is parked out back, in his spot, and I park next to him, in the spot where deliveries are made, but he always tells me to park there, since his deliveries go to the gate, and that spot was made for people like me, so no dumbasses will park there by accident.
Darryl is behind the bar, restocking the fridge with beer bottles.  They have draught here, too, but he likes to keep a decent variety, on the off chance that someone famous might show up in the only bar in town some day.  He sees me come in the back, like he always tells me to do, since he doesn’t want me coming in the front, and getting ogled by passersby.  Darryl’s gaze meets mine when I walk in.  “Hey, hey, hey.  There’s my favorite girl.” He says, lying through his fucking teeth, as usual, but I love him, so I go easy on him.
Working in a bar, Darryl’s quite the ladies’ man.  He’s also sinfully handsome and built from years of hauling boxes of beer and going to the gym every morning.  “You stinkin’ liar.” I snuffle, giving him a hug.
“Aw, shut up.  I try.” He winks.  
I see a very hot blonde, waiting by the bar, checking him out.  “You ought to try harder, or y’all won’t get laid tonight.”
His glance goes to her quickly, but then it comes back to me.  “You want a beer?” he asks me.
“No, thanks.” I pull up a stool from under the bar, and sit, helping him hand-balm items into the refrigerator.  “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.” He grunts, getting down on his knees, grabbing a wine cooler, and handing it to the blonde.  
“Have you heard anything from Liam today?”
He frowns.  “This morning.  He’s coming by here after work.  Why?”
My heart skips a beat.  “Oh, shit.” I mutter.
He hears it.  His brows furrow.  “Did you say, ‘oh, shit’?”
“No.” I lie.  “Yes.” I admit, sighing.
He rises.  “What’s going on?”
I rake a hand through my hair, as a waitress comes and delivers a drink order to Darryl.  He takes it from her, not taking his eyes off me.  
“So, you don’t know then.” I say, almost to myself.
“Don’t know what?”
“Honey, this is flat.” The blonde complains, but she does it in such a way that says she full of shit, and just looking for attention.  Her jaw is working on a piece of gum like it’s for sport.  
Darryl takes the bottle from her, leaves it off to the side, and hands her another one, without even looking at her.  She gives him an eye roll and walks away, losing interest.  
“Darryl, this better not be just you playing dumb, so you can fuck around with me.” I warn, half joking.  He is a joker by nature, and loves to find the easiest way to make someone laugh, regardless of whether or not it’s at someone else’s expense, sometimes your own.
“I’m serious, Hanna.” He scoffs, but his eyes tell the truth.  He doesn’t know anything.  “What’s going on?  Are you planning something for Liam that y’all don’t want him to find out about?  Is that why you said, ‘oh, shit’, when I told you he’s coming here?” his eyes brighten and he gasps.  “Oh, fuck me, are you pregnant?”
“No.” I shriek.  “I’m not!”
“Okay, okay.” He chuckles, good-naturedly.  “Then what’s wrong?”
“Has Liam said anything to you about being unhappy?  About the wedding?  About me?”
He frowns, shaking his head. “Not to me.  Why?”
I start to think that maybe my mama was right.  Maybe me spreading this to anyone isn’t such a hot idea.  I could be making this a lot worse than it needs to be.  But I don’t know how it could be any worse, considering that Liam moved out.  And just as I’m about to make up my mind whether or not to tell him or to make up a lie, like I’m just messing with him or something, my eye catches something coming from the front of the bar.
…Liam.






  
  Chapter 2

Liam

[image: image-placeholder]

It’s been one hell of a day, that I can tell you.  I did something smart, but it’s wrapped in something stupid, if that makes sense.  You ever start thinking too much, and then fall down a rabbit hole?  That’s me.  It all started when I had this crazy dream, and I read way more into it than I should have.  Could have been the block of cheese I ate right before bed, when I couldn’t sleep, or what, I don’t know.  But it happened all the same.  Now I can’t undo it.  Coupled with the damn cheese and taking a stroll down memory lane, looking at the picture on my desktop computer, it all melted together, and I let the shit sink in. 
Truth is, I’d been thinking about it a while.  The whole situation, when Eddie, my work buddy, went with me to Europe, on a work trip.  Hanna and I had gone on a few dates, but we weren’t anything serious yet.  I was in a weird place, just promoted to CEO of my daddy’s IT company, and, I don’t know, it just…happened…

      [image: image-placeholder]Three Years Ago

This is, hands down, the most boring conference ever. Even with the free drinks being served, it’s still a snooze fest. The real fun, ladies and gentlemen, will be tomorrow, when we get right down to business with this new software. Talk is cheap. That’s what I believe.  I’d much rather sink my teeth into what this new inventory software can do for my clients. The company has been raving about it for the last two years, teasing what it’s capable of, and now it’s here. Instead of showing us its chops, we’re talking about it. 
We’ve already bought it out of the box, and I can’t wait to pull it apart and learn how to customize it, so that I can wow my clients, both current and future.  The slides are okay, but I really want to get my hands dirty and use the trainer database option they provide, to see what this baby can do. 
“Can you believe this is how we get to spend the next three days?” Eddie mutters to me, sitting next to me, in the conference room.  I can smell the scotch on his breath, but he’s as impressed as I am.
“Just be thankful that we’re in Vegas, man.”
“A lot of good it’s doing us here.” Eddie comments.
“Just wait until later.  Who knows what shit they’ve got in store for us.  They didn’t just choose Vegas for nothing, you know.”
“I hope not.  This sucks worse than sitting through my niece’s school play.  And my mama had to wake me up after that was over.”
“I’ll nudge you, man.” I joke.  “Just put your chin down and catch a few winks, because I’m next.”
“Sleep in shifts.” Eddie nods.  “Sounds genius to me.”
I elbow him, as I see a girl from the corner of my eye, catching my gaze.  She gives me a little smile, as if embarrassed that I caught her looking at me.  I look away, but not before Eddie catches the look, too.  “Hot little number, ain’t she?”
“I don’t know.  I didn’t notice.” I lie.  She is very pretty.  Almost as pretty as this girl I went out on a date with recently.
“Liar.  Don’t tell me you’re still all bent out of shape about that Hanna girl.”
“I’m not bent out of shape about anything, man. I just had a really good time with her.”
He lifts a brow. “Did you get laid?”
I give him a look.  “Like I’m gonna tell you.”
He smiles, scoffing.  “You got laid.”
I nudge him with my elbow.  “Hey, take it easy, man.”
Eddie looks over at the woman.  “She’s hot.  And she’s eying you like you’re her next meal.”
I don’t look.  “She is not.” I growl softly, like it’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard.  “She’s probably looking at you, cowboy.” I say, poking at the fact that he’s the least cowboy out of both of us.  Eddie couldn’t mount a horse if he tried.  A hundred pounds, soaking wet, and glasses as thick as Coke bottles, Eddie’s a real catch.  Sarcastically speaking.  
“Please.” He snorts.  He does okay with the ladies, at any rate.  He’s as smart as a whip, and richer than anyone I know.  He works with me, in fact, Eddie’s one of my staff.  But he comes from a wealthy family, even wealthier than mine.  Sometimes I wonder why Eddie even works, but then I figure it out fast enough.  It’s because the kid’s a goddamn genius.  Which is why he’s on my payroll.  He doesn’t like all the responsibility that comes with being higher up in a company.  No, ma’am, he likes to get his hands dirty, and let the bean counters do all the other work.  
For all intents and purposes, I am his boss, but the relationship that we have, he might as well not be.  We’re too close of friends for me to boss him around.  Plus, Eddie works on his own, and he doesn’t need a department to hold him up.  He’s the guy everyone goes to when they need something impossible to be done with a software program.  Sure, I can create all these different functions and come up with major plans to make a company double, triple, or even quadruple its profits, based on efficiency and mind blowing task capability, but Eddie is the dude that goes a step further, every time.
“I dare you to look at her again.” Eddie says, trying to egg me on, clearly as bored as me.
“I’m not going to look at her again, loser.  She’s just going to think that I like her.  Why don’t you look at her, since it seems like you’re the one that likes her.”
He shrugs.  “She’s not my type.”
“What, beautiful and smart isn’t your type?  Get real.”
“So you admit that she’s beautiful.”
I ignore his question.  “Well, she’s clearly smart, otherwise, why is she here, right?”
“Exactly.  And smart girls really yank your chain.”
“Yours, too.  And she’s looking at you, man.  I swear it.”
We’re sitting in the front.  My daddy made special arrangements for us to.  The speaker has been giving us the evil eye since we started muttering to each other, but now he’s shooshing us, so we shut the hell up, before he embarrasses the shit out of us, and daddy finds out about it.  My daddy is nobody to mess with.  He is soft on the inside, but when it comes to business, he's as hard as they come, and that’s why he’s a billionaire, so I don’t argue with the man.  We have offices all across the states, but our flagship branch is right here in Dallas.  I live in a little town called Huttonville, and my folks live about a five minute drive from me.
“No, she’s not, man.” Eddie says, ever so softly, with one eye watching the speaker.
“Look, just shut up, man.” I hiss under my breath.
He shuts up.  I nudge him about twenty minutes later, when his shpeel is over with, and we get to get up and stretch. Eddie looks around and sees that the woman is gone.  “Disappointed?” I ask.
“No.” He guffaws, unconvincingly.
I look at my watch.  “Alright.  We’re out of here until six o’clock.  Do you want to hit the craps table or get something to eat?”
“I wanna go find that blonde.” He chuckles.
I look around.  “Fuck, I don’t know, man.  Are you serious?”
He smirks, defeated.  “No.  Let’s go get something to eat.  If I’ve got to do any more drinking to get through the six o’clock seminar, I better eat something.”
“Good idea.”
Turns out, the six o’clock seminar isn’t so bad, and we actually end up staying behind with the speaker, who shows us some nifty stuff about the trainer or sandbox feature that the software has.  “Hey, do you guys feel like hitting the Blackjack tables?” Randy, the speaker, asks.  “Prow set me up with a bunch of chips.  I’ve never played but I always wanted to try.  You up for that?”  Prow Electronics is the company hosting the conference, the same company offering this wicked new software, and it seems like they’re not half bad, since they’ve given some staff gambling chips to start off their fun on the right foot.
“Sure, I’m up for that
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