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A Harbor Falls Romance, Book 5: Sweet Hart Inn

Suzie Hart Matthews is hard at work on her new cookbook, Perfectly Matched, when she asks the local Plain Jane, Mary Lou Picketts, to help her with a project.

While she is well beyond the age of teenage superstar crushes, Mary Lou Pickets still fantasizes about the notion of falling in love with country music star, Nash Rhodes. On the flip side, she contemplates settling for a life of matrimony with safe and predictable Barry Phillips, who lives down the street. After all, Barry has popped the question, even though Mary Lou has not given him a definitive answer—yet. The likelihood that Nash Rhodes ever will make his way into her life is, well, slim-to-none. Nash Rhodes is nothing more than a celebrity crush waiting to never happen.

Still, a girl can dream. Right?

Nash Rhodes enjoys his newfound status in the country music world—after all, it’s what he’s worked toward for years—but he longs for a break in the action to ground himself in home and family after months of touring, night-after-night of concert halls, and sleeping in his travel bus. And while he also enjoys his adoring fans, and knows his career is dependent upon them, he’s grown weary of being followed. Just when he has made plans to head home to Louisiana for a long weekend, the chance to play a benefit concert presents itself and it is not one he can refuse.

When Nash comes to Harbor Falls for the music benefit to support the local children’s hospital, Suzie wonders if she can perfectly match the miss-matched couple of Mary Lou Picketts and Nash Rhodes. After all, what she sees is two people who complement each other with their differences—rather than contrast. Can she work her matchmaking magic?
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The sushi looked fabulous.

Suzie Hart Matthews glanced up at the smiling Japanese girl behind the counter rolling rice, spicy tuna and seaweed, and shrugged. “Who would have thought that Ralph’s Grocery would ever hire a sushi girl?”

The young woman smiled back and said, “See what you want? I make more.”

Shaking her head, Suzie returned, “Oh no. You’ve quite a selection here.” She reminded herself to tell her husband, Brad, about her new discovery. The two of them being chefs, they were always interested in the new food offerings in their small town of Harbor Falls.

Somehow, though, she couldn’t imagine sushi on the menu at Falls Lodge, Brad’s business. Nor could she imagine it Sweet Hart Inn. Even though breakfast was the norm at her inn, occasionally she hosted dinner parties or events. Sushi on the menu in this Blue Ridge mountain town seemed, well, a little out of place. Yet, intriguing.

She picked up a pretty salmon roll—it looked and smelled fresh—and slipped it into her grocery cart.

A deep voice came from behind her. “What do you think of my sushi girl, Suzie?”

Suzie turned to face Ralph Myers, owner of the grocery. Rumor had it he bought out his business partner and was going independent. Recently, he’d been trying a lot of new twists to get Harbor Falls residents to buy their groceries local rather than driving to one of the big box stores in the next county. Keeping business local was of prime concern to the residents and small business owners here.

Hence, the sushi attempt.

Glancing at the display again, she said, “The sushi looks great, Ralph. But whatever possessed you?”

He cut her off with a wave of both hands and leaned her way. “She’s a gem. I stole her from a restaurant in Charlotte temporarily to see how it works out. Just the thing Harbor Falls needs.” Then he proudly stepped back and crossed both arms over his chest while nodding. “We’re uptown now.”

How can you doubt a man who is so pleased with himself? “I hope it works out, Ralph.” She glanced toward the meat counter. “Now, tell me about your beef sale. I need a couple of nice juicy ribeyes.”

He led her to the counter and proceeded to tell Bart Shackler behind it to get her a couple of extra-thick cuts, the best he had.

“Now, Ralph,” she batted her eyes, “y’all don’t have to give me special treatment...”

He bowed and swept a hand in front him. “Ma’am, yes I do. If I keep you buying from me, Ms. Famous Cookbook Author, I can claim you as my own customer. See?” He pointed to the wall beside of the meat case.

Suzie cast her gaze on the wall there. “Well, knock me over with a noodle. Ralph, what in the world have you done?”

A huge poster graced the wall. On it was a picture of her—the same photograph on her just-released cookbook, Best of Sweet Hart Inn—with a tag line that read, Harbor Falls’ Celebrity Chef, Suzie Hart, Shops at Ralph’s!

“Oh my! Ralph, you shouldn’t have done that!” She was embarrassed to say the least, but not one bit surprised that Ralph would try to capitalize on her recent success. At least he got her name right on the poster. She had chosen to stay Suzie Hart professionally, in her cookbook world. Still, she was homegrown Harbor Falls and while she was flattered, it made her uncomfortable. But she guessed it was fine with her—as long as that was as far as it went.

Ralph leaned and winked. “Hope you don’t mind, Suzie. I’ll give you ten percent off your order if you let me keep it up. I’d like to put an ad in the paper, too.”

Now that made her a mite uncomfortable. She smiled sweetly. “Ralph Myers, I’ve shopped your store all my life and I have no intention of shopping anywhere else. I’m honored to have my poster up in your store and you can keep your ten percent, because,” she reached out and grasped his hand and leaned forward herself, “that’s the way we do things here in Harbor Falls.” She smiled and then added, “Oh, but before you put that in the paper, we will need to get permission from the publisher to use that photo.” She bit her lip and gave him a frown. “Sorry to say sometimes these things take time. Let me work on that, okay?”

Ralph’s smile turned frown-like as well. “I didn’t think of that. Do you mind taking care of it?”

She didn’t. Suzie also knew that the likelihood they would agree would be zero-to-none. Her publisher was mighty hands-on and picky with publicity so this could truly take a while—or not happen at all. She didn’t mind the national publicity she’d recently enjoyed for her cookbook, but the local hype was a little embarrassing. In Harbor Falls, she just wanted to be Suzie, detached of the celebrity persona.

He covered her hand with his and nodded—in gratitude, she suspected. Then he left her and headed toward the front of the store, tossing a hand up at another customer coming down the aisle.

Sighing, Suzie looked back at the poster. “Oh boy,” she said under her breath. “Brad will get a kick out of this.” She pulled out her cell phone and snapped a quick picture of the poster.

Movement to her right caught her attention as someone else stepped up to the meat counter. Mary Lou Picketts stood staring at the wall, too. Oh dear, what will the rest of Harbor Falls think of this? Again, she was a tad embarrassed.

She followed Mary Lou’s gape, however, and realized that she wasn’t exactly looking at the Suzie poster, but that something else had caught the young woman’s eye.

A different kind of sigh exited Mary Lou’s lips. Suzie watched as Mary Lou gazed up at another poster of a man, lean, dark and gritty, standing with a guitar slung over his shoulder. Suzie studied her side profile as Mary Lou took in the full-color and full-body likeness of Nash Rhodes, Nashville’s newest and up-and-coming country music star.

Adoration. That was the look on Mary Lou’s face.

No, that wasn’t it.

Adolescent crush-like puppy love?

Good God no. Mary Lou had to be close to thirty and was way past the adolescent crush phase of her life. The look was something else. Like staring at something just out of reach. Perhaps lost and given up on.

Longing?

Love?

Suzie shook her head. Of course not. No one falls in love with a celebrity icon. Oh, they may think they are in love, but how could they truly be? You cannot fall in love with someone by reading their fanzines, watching them on CMT, scouring the Internet for tidbits of information, and going to their concerts.

Longing. Maybe it was more like longing.

Suzie thought about that. Mary Lou lived a quiet and perhaps slightly isolated life here in Harbor Falls. Suzie had known her since grade school, even though Mary Lou was a few years younger. Still, everyone knew everyone in Harbor Falls, pretty much. Mary Lou was the type of girl who never really had a best girlfriend and kept to herself most of the time. Suzie seemed to remember that she did go off to college—but she wasn’t quite certain what Mary Lou had done with her life since then. She’d heard she worked from home, but at what, Suzie didn’t know.

Mary Lou heaved another sigh. Suzie watched her chest rise, her breasts lift, and then fall in a half-defeated motion. She felt a little sorry for her and wasn’t quite sure why.

Suzie took a few steps and leaned Mary Lou’s way. “Hard to believe he’s going to be in Harbor Falls next weekend, isn’t it?” The poster advertised the benefit concert to raise money for the children’s wing of the hospital. Nash was the star attraction but there was a local act opening Nash’s performance. Suzie’s husband, Brad, who was on the hospital board, had a big hand in bringing Nash to their small town, so she had some personal scoop on the musician and his appearance.

The young woman swung her way and jumped back a little. “Oh! Suzie. I didn’t know anyone was there!”

Smiling, Suzie reached out to grasp her elbow. “No problem, honey. Didn’t mean to startle you. Thought I’d say hello. Came in to pick up some meat.”

Mary Lou rotated her gaze back toward the poster. “Yeah. Meat. A hunk of it.”

“Mary Lou!” Suzie chuckled.

Mary Lou’s hands fluttered to her neck. “Oh! Did I say that out loud?”

“Sure enough did, sweetie.” Suzie stepped up beside her and they stood and ogled the poster together. “I do have to agree that the man is definitely one prime choice of—”

“Beefsteak?”

The women rolled their gazes toward the meat case and Bart who was holding out Suzie’s ribeyes.

“Ahem. Yes. Thanks, Bart.”

“No problem, dear.” A sly grin broke his lips and he retreated.

Suzie grabbed her steaks and gave Mary Lou a smile as she turned to set them in her cart. Mary Lou waved as she headed in a brisk walk toward the bakery. 

But Suzie couldn’t stop thinking about the look on Mary Lou’s face and how discontented that sigh sounded earlier that came from her lips. 

Still watching, Suzie took stock. Her clothes were rather baggy, but underneath, her frame was small with rounded hips moving beneath the jogging pants. Mary Lou turned and Suzie caught site of a rounded contour in the chest area.

Mary Lou Picketts was hiding a rack under those old baggy clothes!

Moving to her face, devoid of make-up, Suzie took stock of a smooth, peaches and cream complexion hiding behind a mousy brown ponytail caught high on her head, which hung down to frame part of her face.

An interesting notion was growing in Suzie’s heart and gut. She glanced once more at the poster of Nash Rhodes, and then back to Mary Lou. Nash was doing that big benefit concert at the lodge, and her husband Brad was hosting the thing.

Did she dare?

Yes. Consider it a gift to humanity. Besides, she had managed to hook her sister Shelley, and her high school boyfriend, Matt Branson, back up again, hadn’t she? That was a rematch made in Heaven. Maybe she could work a little matchmaking magic on Mary Lou.

Lord knows, the girl could stand a break.

Determined, she gripped the cart handle and ventured forth.

“Mary Lou? Wait!”

****
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Several hours later, Suzie stood in her kitchen facing her husband. Obviously, he was not drinking the Kool-Aid she was handing him.

“No. Absolutely not,” he told her.

“It’s just dinner, Brad. It’s the least we can do. Besides, it would probably be the one high point in Mary Lou’s life. Can’t we make a dream come true?”

“As much as I would like to, Suzie, it’s impossible.” Her husband stared at her. No, glared was more like it.

“Relax, Brad.” She stepped forward and smoothed her hands over his muscled chest. “This will not be a problem, I promise you. It’s just a quiet dinner here at the inn. No muss no fuss. Please?”

“Out of the question. Nash’s people have spelled out exactly what he will, and what he cannot do, while he is in town.”

Suzie picked at a piece of lint on his shoulder. “Oh pooh. The boy needs a home cooked meal occasionally, right? He’s country through and through and we’re just small town. He’d probably welcome it. Why don’t you reach out and see if you can make it happen. After all,” she sidled in closer and slipped her hands around his waist, “you can be very convincing.”

“As can you.” He frowned. “This is above and beyond the call of husbandly duties, Suzette.”

With a wicked smile, she slipped a couple of fingers under his belt. “I’ll repay you later by going above and beyond the call of wifely duties, husband.”

Brad groaned and grasped her about the waist.

She continued, “All you need to do is wrangle him away from the lodge for a couple of hours, either before or after the show, and I’ll do the rest.”

Brad stopped her hands at his waistband by placing his big paws over hers. Those dark eyes of his, always so mesmerizing, peered down. “Not happening. I have no control over his agenda once he gets here. He’ll be sequestered away in his bus most of the time, whisked in for the concert, and then back out again. It’s a benefit, one that wasn’t on their books and they aren’t making any money on this—Nash Rhodes is not going to be lingering in Harbor Falls long and I’m not asking for special favors. Especially for some lovelorn wallflower.”

Suzie dropped her hands and frowned. “Mary Lou is a very pretty girl under all that hair and fabric. She just lacks confidence and needs a little coaching.”

“Whatever. Still, I can’t do this.”

“He’s not staying at the lodge?”

“No. He’s parking his bus behind it and staying there.”

“Crap. That was my Plan B.” She batted her eyes again. Thinking. “Could you get him here a day early, perhaps? Some sort of pre-concert event?”

He grasped her face in his hands. “You persistent little minx. No. The way his manager talks, he’s practically on 24/7 call.”

“But I bet you could arrange it. Give him the presidential suite and all the amenities you can muster. I’ll bake and have a ton of goodies there. I hear he has a sweet tooth. I can’t work magic in that trailer of his. I need to get him out of it.”

“My dear wife... I love you to pieces, but I am having no part of what you are planning. The man is the current young gun of Nashville. Their shooting star. They’ve got him booked so tight he doesn’t have time to call his mother without being scheduled.”

Leaning up on her tiptoes, Suzie smiled and kissed her husband’s salty lips, not to be discouraged so easily. “I’m counting on you, Brad Matthews,” she whispered. “Did I tell you about the pink furry handcuffs I bought in Asheville the other day? And that strawberry flavored massage gel?”

The groan came from deeper in his chest this time.

“Now go call and see what you can do.”
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If there was one thing Mary Lou Picketts knew for certain, she was not the popular girl on the block. She’d learned that early in life, when she didn’t get picked for sports teams in Physical Education class, or that one year when she tried out for cheerleader—at her mother’s urging—and didn’t even make the first cut. Of course, it didn’t help that her classmates were the voters, despite the fact that she had the best cartwheel of all.

In middle school, she ate lunch alone because she spent most of that time with her nose wedged in a book. She didn’t keep her nose in a book because she lacked friends—she read because she was addicted to reading. Socializing at lunch wasn’t her thing. Her few friends sort of understood but eventually they found other lunch mates. It was okay.

Her time reading at home was limited because of homework and helping her mother around the house. Disabled due to Multiple Sclerosis, her mother was appreciative. Plus, back then her father was a truck driver and often gone. She read at bedtime and early mornings when she could sneak it in.

High school wasn’t much different, although she did manage a date to her senior prom, going with a friend of a friend. College helped her to break out of her shell a bit more, but she had to admit, she was probably the only girl in her dorm to turn down a date because she was in the middle of an epic novel. After college, she realized, finally, that being introverted and a loner was actually an okay thing. It was safe. She was in control of her life. And she didn’t have to deal with a lot of drama from others. She preferred her drama between the pages, or on the movie screen.

Mary Lou loved books. Books took her to places she knew she would never see, and let her experience things she knew she would never experience. She loved story and she loved the written word. Books and reading were pretty much her life. That’s why she turned down the teaching job at Harbor Falls Middle School after graduation, and instead, took her English degree and turned it into a way to make a decent living working at home editing fiction and doing a little book doctoring.

Fiction, fantasy, make believe worlds in her head...well, it was sort of her thing. She supposed that’s why she periodically indulged in fantasy of the love-struck variety, especially when it came to the likes of one country music star, Nash Rhodes. He was a fantasy she found difficult to get out of her head.

She knew it was childish and adolescent. Heck, she was twenty-nine years old. And lately, with Nash actually coming to town, her heart and brain were working overtime in the daydream and fantasy department when it came to the possibility of see Nash in person—on stage, that is, and from a safe distance.

That was why when Suzie Hart made her the offer yesterday—insisting she come to dinner this weekend to meet Nash—Mary Lou’s stomach knotted and her tongue went dry but she found the words to turn Suzie down flat. Suzie appeared surprised but Mary Lou had to follow her gut. Fantasizing about Nash Rhodes was one thing. Meeting him in person was quite another.
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