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      Wrong Wedding Right Guy

      “My first karaoke trophy,” Ella said. “I’ll have to clear a spot on the mantel.”

      “Right next to your Grammy?” he teased.

      “Exactly.” She hugged the trophy to her chest.

      “Consider it a souvenir of your first trip to Bluestem,” he said. “Something to remember us by when you’re back in Lincoln.”

      The way he said “us” made her heart flutter. She met his gaze, her smile softening.

      “I don’t think I’ll need a trophy to remember tonight.”

      His throat bobbed with a swallow. “No?”

      “No.” She turned the trophy slightly so its painted gold caught the light. “Some memories just stick with you.”
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      For Larry, who always supports my dreams,

      and for Mom and Dad, Always!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Bluestem!
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      So glad you are here. Do you want to know how you can return to Bluestem, for free?

      Join my Dream Team at The Story Behind the Story, and learn more about the places and people that call this Nebraska small town home. Plus, you will be the first to know when I launch a new book and have made it available, for free, in the Kindle Unlimited store.

      Sign up now at: Joanncharles.substack.com.
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      Ella Rose steered her Honda Civic down Bluestem’s Main Street, windows cracked to let in the summer air. She’d seen photos online when she’d booked her room at the Whitemore Hotel, but they hadn’t quite captured the town’s simple charm: brick streets, flower boxes brimming with color, hand-painted signs above tidy storefronts.

      She pulled into the small parking lot of the Whitemore, cut the engine, and just sat for a moment, admiring the obvious care someone had lavished on the old two-story brick hotel.

      The garden that lined the walkway was a riot of color, and the air was thick with the scent of petunias and some other flowers she couldn’t name. Laughter drifted through an open window. Wind chimes tinkled softly on the porch.

      Inside, the lobby was a blend of old-world charm and modern comfort, with its gleaming hardwood floor and pressed tin ceiling. The air smelled of coffee and freshly baked goodies. To her right, wingback chairs flanked a fireplace with an ornate mantel adorned with fresh wildflowers. An antique desk served as the check-in counter, brass keys gleaming in orderly rows behind it.

      Ella Rose set her overnight bag and guitar case down with a sigh of relief and rang the bell on the counter.

      “Be right there!” called a voice from the back.

      A woman appeared, petite and smiling, with auburn hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, balancing a plate of chocolate chip cookies. She offered one with a smile, then set the plate on the counter. “Welcome to the Whitemore! I’m LeAnne Hudson. How can I help you?”

      “I have a reservation—Ella Tate,” she replied, using the name she always listed for work. Years of singing at weddings had taught her to keep things simple and professional.

      LeAnne scanned the computer, fingers quick and practiced. “There you are. Arriving today, leaving Sunday. You’re in the Jeri Southern room. She was a jazz singer from Royal, Nebraska. Did you know that when you booked?”

      “I did,” Ella Rose said, smiling. “My dad is a big fan.”

      “Wonderful view of the rose garden from that room,” LeAnne said, sliding a registration card and pen across the polished desk. “What brings you to Bluestem?”

      Ella Rose hesitated. She could say she was in town to sing at a wedding—that was the truth—but she’d come a day early for a reason. A little solitude before the usual performance-day scramble. “I’m here for work and a bit of rest,” she said, keeping her tone light. “Just a quick weekend trip.”

      LeAnne accepted that with a nod. “Well, we’re happy to have you.”

      Ella Rose signed her name and returned the card.

      “Have you eaten supper yet?” LeAnne asked. “We only serve breakfast here, but the Rusty Spur has a wonderful grilled chicken salad. Plus their Rusty burger and fries are legendary in this part of Nebraska.”

      Ella Rose’s stomach rumbled in reply. “Thank you. I’ll probably head over after I get settled.”

      “Room 7 is up the stairs, end of the hall, to the right.” LeAnne slid over a big brass key and a small card. “Breakfast is from seven to nine. WiFi password is on the card, along with my cell number, in case you need anything—night or day.”

      The Jeri Southern room was even better than the website had promised. A queen-sized four-poster bed took up most of the space, dressed in a deep navy comforter that made her think of a midnight jazz club—smoky, secret, and a little glamorous.

      A vintage phonograph sat perched on a cabinet, flanked by a trio of Southern’s albums. Velvet curtains framed a view of the rose garden, and a tufted armchair practically begged her to curl up with a book. Even the bathroom, with all its retro tile and modern fixtures, felt like an invitation to relax and unwind, and not an afterthought.

      Ella Rose hung her dress in the wardrobe, checked it for wrinkles, and set her guitar gently on the bed. Unpacking her toiletries, she randomly hummed the half-written melody that had been haunting her since spring. The chorus felt right, but the verses still needed work.

      She splashed water on her face, freshened her lipstick, and headed back downstairs, letting herself savor the quiet of the empty lobby. Stained glass above the front door cast a mosaic of light across the wood floor.

      Drawn toward an archway to the left of the grand staircase, Ella Rose found herself in a room that appeared to be an old-fashioned parlor.

      This room clearly served as the heart of the old hotel. Larger than the lobby sitting area, it featured several seating arrangements: sofas around a coffee table, a cushioned window seat, and a game table in one corner. A grand piano stood in another corner, its dark wood gleaming despite its age. Bookshelves lined one wall, filled with classics, local history books, and board games.

      Ella Rose stepped into the room and let out a small, contented sigh. This wasn’t the cold, impersonal neatness of the chain hotels she usually found herself in. Here, every scuff on the floor and furniture seemed to tell a story. It was a place with roots, with character.

      A man sat on one sofa, newspaper in hand, sleeves rolled up to reveal tanned forearms. He looked so at ease, Ella Rose hesitated, not wanting to intrude. But before she could back out, her phone rang, shattering the quiet. The man’s head snapped up, startled, as she fumbled to answer.

      “Rosie, here,” she said, cheeks flushing at her own clumsiness.

      “Just checking to make sure you’re all set for tomorrow,” her boss’s voice barked in her ear. No pleasantries, just the business at hand.

      “Yes. I have the list of songs they requested on my phone.” She pressed the phone close, aware of every word echoing in the near-silence. “This place is amazing. You should see it.”

      “Fantastic. I can’t wait to hear all about it when you get home. Call me if you need anything. Good luck at the wedding tomorrow.”

      The line went dead before she could respond. Typical Dave. Ella Rose tucked her phone away and risked a look at the stranger. He met her gaze, eyes quietly amused.

      “Sorry,” she said, letting a rueful smile show. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I’m just exploring.”

      The man lowered his paper, his smile broadening into something that transformed his already handsome features into something truly striking. He had the kind of face that seemed designed to smile, deep creases forming around warm brown eyes that crinkled at the corners.

      “Not disturbing me at all,” he said. “I’m just taking a breather. Plenty of room to share, if you’d like.” He gestured casually toward the armchair across from him.

      Ella Rose hesitated, then stepped fully into the parlor. Something about both the room and the stranger softened her usual professional reserve. “Thanks. I think I will. I’ve only just arrived and I’m exhausted.”

      The man folded his newspaper and set it aside.

      “Long trip?” he asked.

      “About five hours,” Ella Rose said, sinking into the chair. “I could have been here sooner but I took the scenic route. Interstate 80 gets so monotonous.”

      He nodded, as if approving her choice. “Back roads are always better. You’re Rosie, right? Here for a wedding?”

      She blinked, caught off guard. “Word travels fast here! I only just checked in.”

      He grinned, a little sheepishly. “I overheard your call. Plus, I’m here for a wedding, too. My brother’s, actually. Since there’s only one wedding at the Whitemore this weekend, I figured we’re here for the same one.”

      He offered his hand. “Sawyer Jennings. Best man at my brother Caleb’s wedding tomorrow.”

      She took it, feeling the calluses and the warmth of his grip. “Nice to meet you, Sawyer. I’m Rosie, as you know, and I’m going to sing at a wedding tomorrow. Apparently, your brother’s wedding.”

      Sawyer laughed, the sound deep and genuine. “My brother will be glad to know the entertainment has arrived. One less thing for his bride to worry about tonight.”

      Ella Rose nodded sympathetically. “Weddings can turn stressful in a hurry!”

      “Tell me about it! Especially when your future sister-in-law gets it in her head you need a date, and is determined to set you up with her maid of honor.”

      Ella Rose winced. “Is that why you’re hiding here with a newspaper instead of celebrating somewhere with the wedding party?”

      “Absolutely!” Sawyer ran a hand through his hair, which looked like it was used to being ruffled. “But enough about me. How does someone become Rosie, the wedding singer?”

      Ella Rose laughed. “My family is musical. My granddad played banjo and guitar in a bluegrass band, my dad’s a jazz pianist, and my mom sings alto. It was inescapable.”

      She gestured toward the ceiling. “I have a guitar upstairs that was my grandfather’s. He gave it to me when I started writing my own songs.”

      “You write music, too?” Sawyer leaned forward.

      Ella Rose nodded, feeling that familiar mixture of pride and vulnerability.

      “I’d love to hear one of your songs sometime,” Sawyer said, the sincerity in his voice making Ella Rose’s cheeks warm slightly.

      “Maybe,” she replied, surprised to find she meant it. She rarely shared her original music with anyone. “Your turn. What’s your story, Sawyer Jennings?”

      “Much less interesting,” Sawyer said with a wry smile. “Born and raised about fifteen minutes from here. Went away to college. Tried out corporate life in Omaha—banks, neckties, all of it. Hated every second.”

      “So what do you love?” Ella Rose asked.

      Sawyer didn’t hesitate. “Landscaping. Growing things, getting the dirt under my nails all day. I own a small design company now.” He gave a little shrug, as if to apologize for how simple it sounded.

      A sudden, unmistakable growl interrupted them. Sawyer’s eyebrows shot up. “Was that an actual stomach growl, or did I miss spotting a small wolf in here?” he teased, scanning the room in mock alarm.

      Ella Rose pressed a hand to her middle, laughing. “Sorry! I skipped lunch to get on the road, and I’m paying for it now.”

      “When was the last time you ate?” Sawyer’s tone was all concern.

      “Around eight this morning,” she said. “Coffee and a muffin.”

      “That’s not breakfast. That’s survival rations,” Sawyer said. “No wonder your stomach is angry. It’s almost six.”

      His concern made Ella Rose smile. “I was planning to grab dinner after getting settled. The innkeeper recommended a place called the Rusty Spur.”

      “LeAnne has excellent taste,” Sawyer said. “The Rusty Spur has the best burgers in three counties. And the fries! They give you so many, they have to serve them in a separate basket!”

      He hesitated, then said, “I was just about to walk down there for supper myself. Would you like to join me?”

      Ella Rose felt a flicker of surprise, followed by a pleasant warmth. She rarely socialized while working, preferring to keep things professional. But Sawyer wasn’t her client; his future sister-in-law was. And there was something about his straightforward manner that made dinner with him seem more like a treat than a risk.

      Still, caution made her pause. “I wouldn’t want to take you away from your best man duties. Aren’t you supposed to be at a rehearsal dinner or something?”

      Sawyer laughed, the sound rich and full. “Trust me, no one is going to miss me at that dinner, including the maid of honor. After three days of wedding chaos, I think I’ve earned a meal with someone who isn’t obsessed with seating charts or flower arrangements.” His voice softened. “No pressure, though. If you want a quiet night in before tomorrow, I get it.”

      His consideration sealed it for Ella Rose. “Company sounds nice,” she said, and stood. Sawyer unfolded himself from the sofa, and she realized just how tall he was—at least eight inches taller than her.

      Sawyer nodded for her to go first, and together they stepped out onto the porch. The heat had mellowed, settling into a golden warmth that softened the edges of the evening. Ella Rose breathed it in, letting herself enjoy the unfamiliar quiet of a new town with nothing on her schedule but supper with a friend.

      Sawyer fell into step beside her, hands tucked in his pockets, matching her pace as they set off down the sidewalk. “What kind of music do you usually sing?” Sawyer asked.

      “For weddings, it depends on the couple. Everything from classical to country to pop. For my own songs, I’m drawn to country and folk music. Songs that tell a story about the quiet moments that make up our everyday lives.”

      They turned onto Main Street. The Rusty Spur’s wooden sign creaked in the breeze. Laughter and conversation spilled from the open doorway, mingling with the smell of grilled burgers and french fries.

      As they reached the entrance, Sawyer’s hand brushed the small of her back; a brief, respectful touch that sent a pleasant shiver through her.

      Inside, the place was alive with Friday night energy, but Ella Rose felt oddly calm. Maybe it
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