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      A metallic clang caught her attention. Then a shattering crash and a muffled curse echoed through the closed door separating the kitchen from the wine bar. Melinda York cringed. Another champagne flute lost to the carelessness of the packing crew.

      Why again was she spending her life’s savings on remodeling her beloved business? She glanced at the chips on the edges of the long, black granite countertop bar that stretched for eight feet from the front window. Her eyes knew where to look for every ding on a chair back, each scratch on the display shelving, and the scattered worn spots on the aged oak floors. She loved the White Rose Champagne and Wine Bar. It filled her every waking moment. It was her pride and joy, but it was in need of a renovation.

      The shop looked well-tended, if a bit tired. If she wanted to take the wine bar to the next level, it needed to look the part. She’d already given it a Colorado casual vibe when she’d first opened the shop last year, but she knew it needed more. She wanted to add posh details and a trendy gloss to its appearance. It was Vail after all, and a vacation destination with its luxury resorts, world-class skiing, and epic mountain scenery.

      The kitchen door flew open. A buzz of voices and the screechy, sticky sound of tape sealing up boxes assaulted her ears. Esme stood in the doorway with her fists jammed into her hips. Melinda’s store manager, and today’s packing supervisor, scowled with a surprising ferocity for the normally cheerful young woman.

      “I've counted twice.” Esme flicked her long, brown braid off her shoulder. “I'm sure they didn't bring enough of the boxes for the wineglasses. We're going to need at least four more. Unless, of course, they keep breaking wineglasses at their current rate.”

      Melinda nodded and maintained a serene expression. “I'll call and make sure⁠—”

      “Don’t worry. You stay here with the customers. I’ll make sure we get more boxes.” Esme planted a determined smile on her lips and charged back to the kitchen.

      A flutter of nerves rustled in the pit of Melinda’s stomach. It’s all going to be fine. Everything is unfolding exactly as it’s meant. It’s all going to be fine. She rattled the words off like a mantra to ward off her worry and anxiety. She might have grown up a simple island girl from the Caribbean, but she was a businesswoman now. She had this. It was a piece of cake. She had a plan. She and her designer and the contractor…they had come up with a plan.

      They’d keep half the store open during the six weeks of construction and limit store sales to wine tasting and bottle sales. The kitchen would be used for storing a slimmed-down array of their inventory, and they’d rented storage space for the few large orders she had coming for two weddings and a couple of parties.

      Melinda let out a long breath. She was counting on the continued cash flow from daily sales, and she didn’t want to lose out on future bookings. She had a bit of cushion in her budget for mishaps and cost overruns, but not a lot. She’d saved carefully and avoided applying for a business loan. She’d been through too much setting up her business to want to be beholden to anyone. Including a bank. She was independent and strong.

      Or at least she was trying her hardest to be. Now, if she could only get those butterflies in her belly to quiet down. Melinda held her breath and placed the palm of her hand across her waist. She could do this. One step at a time.

      The front door bells jingled, and a pair of women strolled into the wine bar. The lovely redheaded Krissa Olin and her sister-in-law, Dana Anderson, with her sleek, brown hair in a chin-length bob. Both women carried shopping bags and had clearly hit several of Vail’s shops and boutiques.

      “Krissa! Dana! Darlings, what can I do for you today?” Melinda said.

      “Oh my goodness, the renovations are getting started. I’m so excited for you.” Krissa’s gaze took in the partially empty shelves and the tower of wine boxes stacked against the back wall.

      “It’s a bit of a hot mess right now, but we’re still up and running.” Melinda waved airily at the mess. “What are you two doing in Vail today?”

      “Business and pleasure,” Dana said. “We’re here to invite you to a brunch, and we want you to pick out whatever sparkling wines you think would make the best mimosas,” Dana said.

      “Brunch sounds divine. When’s the party?” Melinda asked.

      “The Sunday of Labor Day weekend.” Krissa set her bags on a tall bistro table and gratefully seated herself as if she were worn out from shopping all morning.

      “I’m hosting, but it’s a team effort between the two of us,” added Dana.

      Melinda did a quick mental calculation and guessed that she’d be about halfway into the renovations if her designer, Jill Devlin, and her contractor, Steve Bodecker, were correct in their estimates.  She drummed her fingertips on the bar top. She didn’t usually work on Sundays, and she sent a silent prayer that everything for the renovation would be smooth sailing and that Esme and the staff would be able to handle all the disruptions.

      “I’m all in.” Melinda set a smile on her lips and trusted that everything was going to work out.

      “I’ll be sending out the invites in a few days,” Krissa said. “It’s going to be a ‘Tour de Brunch.’”

      “Which is?”

      “It’s like a grand tour of the world. You pick a dish from your favorite country to make.”

      “That’s adorable.”

      “Not that I’m telling you what to bring,” Dana said. “But I’d love it if you brought something Caribbean. I haven’t been to the British Virgin Islands, but you can bring a little bit of it to me.”

      “Something classic like johnnycake or maybe savory empanadas?”

      “Johnnycake is sweet fried bread, right?”

      “It’s a breakfast must. I even know how to make it. My mother made sure I learned how.”

      “It sounds delish,” said Krissa.

      “Is it girls only?”

      “Not this time since it’s Labor Day,” Dana said. “It’s going to be all the family and all the friends.” With all of Dana’s social connections and her husband, Brett’s, construction business network, Melinda was pretty sure that most of Wescott Springs must be invited to the party. A twinge of regret hit her, and she wished that her designer worked with Brett Anderson. He was trustworthy and did amazing work. Oh well, she’d have to trust that Jill’s contractor was up to snuff.

      “I think we’re expecting about thirty adults.” Krissa smiled and added, “Of course, everyone is bringing their kids, so that’s probably another twenty.”

      “Where are your adorable twins?” Melinda asked.

      “Nick’s in meetings at the resort all day, so Sofie and Rafe are with the babysitter.” Krissa’s husband, Nick Olin, owned the elegant lake resort over in Wescott Springs, and the couple lived in a gorgeous log cabin on the lake. Krissa had been a schoolteacher, but she’d stepped away to focus on her twins and creating a kids' program at the resort.

      “I dropped off Lily and Tanner, too,” Dana said. “The older kids are at day camp, but we⁠—”

      “We needed some adult time.” Krissa finished Dana’s sentence with an airy wave of her hand.

      “Babies and toddlers are exhausting, aren’t they?” Melinda wondered how Dana managed to look so cool and collected as the mother of five children, and two of them still in diapers.

      “Would you believe that Sofie and Rafe are both walking already?”

      “It seems like we just had the baby shower for you.”

      “It’s going by so fast, well, most days.” Krissa grimaced. “They’re barely one, and I think the terrible twos have already begun. They’re into everything.”

      “It’s normal,” Dana said. “Lily’s two now, and that little miss is very independent and full of herself.”

      “She’s adorable and looks like your mini-me with her dark hair and no-nonsense air.” Melinda grinned at her friend, and Dana laughed, too. It was no secret that Dana had her finger in almost every pie in Wescott Springs and managed her family and half of the social affairs of the town with grace, charm, and a firm hand.

      “Oh, before I forget,” Dana said. “I meant to see if you wanted to take part in the final Saturday Market in Wescott Springs. We’ve had a cancellation, and I thought maybe you’d want to take part.”

      “I did one at the end of May, and it was a success,” Melinda said. “I’m not sure the timing is right. We’ll be smack dab in the middle of the renovation.” The weekly street fair had been fun, and she’d gained a lot of attention and new clientele for the wine bar. She wished she could do it, but she’d better not overload her schedule. Besides, half of her stock was going to be in a warehouse.

      “No worries. Let me know if you change your mind.”

      The women chatted as they picked out wine and bubbly selections for the upcoming brunch, and within a short time, they’d tasted two sparkling wines and were giggling on the way out of the shop.

      Esme popped her head past the doorway to the kitchen and gave herr a thumbs-up and a smile. Melinda assumed the box situation was under control, and since there hadn’t been any more crashes, the packers must be fine with packing half of the glasses and flutes. Once again, she sent a silent prayer that she was estimating the right amount of wines, stemware, and the like for the next six weeks of construction. With only two tables and the wine bar itself, there wouldn’t be much room for a lot of customers, and with no food pairings on offer, she knew the customer count would be way down.

      She pressed her lips together. It was too late for second thoughts. She was fully committed.

      The bells on the front door jangled again, and a delivery guy strolled in with a two-wheel dolly stacked high with cases of wine.

      “Bother. I didn't cancel today's order.” Melinda's forehead scrunched up. What else had she forgotten in the mayhem of getting ready for this remodel?

      “Sorry I didn’t use the back door,” the delivery guy said with a shrug, “but it’s jammed in the alley, so I came in the front door.”

      “Oh right! It must be the trucks for the movers.”

      “Are you moving or something?”

      “We’re getting ready for a renovation of the space, and so we’re packing up a lot of stuff.”

      “Cool.” His voice was completely disinterested, and he made a few marks on his paperwork and handed the clipboard to Melinda.

      She scanned the manifest, checked the box labels, and signed her name while the delivery guy scrolled on his phone. He was about to tilt the stack of boxes back on the dolly and dump them in the middle of the room.

      “Please, would you mind moving them against the back wall?” She motioned toward the stack of unassembled boxes leaning against the wall and two huge bags of packing peanuts.

      “Sure.” He blinked and then, without another word, wheeled the wine to the back wall. He grunted and left.

      Melinda suppressed her laughter. The delivery dude was simply another element of renovation chaos. She’d be happy if that was all she had to deal with.

      With no customers in sight, she grabbed an empty box, taped it together, and poured a layer of white packing peanuts into it. One by one, she took decorative décor off the walls, from candle wall sconces, the faux candles, baskets, to various other tchotchkes and trinkets.

      She hummed under her breath and let her imagination soar with thoughts of the new built-in shelving and cabinets, and dreaming of the perfect shades of cream, forest, and pecan. She hoped Jill could pull off their vision of glam, cowboy, and European après-ski. She had done her best on her own when she’d bought the business, but it had been hard to overcome the previous owner’s Bavarian theme that matched much of the old Vail style.

      She pried the last sconce off the wall and nestled it into a fresh layer of packing. As she rose, a gold streak glittered and then disappeared into the pile of whitish-beige foam nuggets. Drat. She ran her finger over her ear. She’d lost an earring.

      She fished around in the foam pellets. She spotted it, grabbed it, but it sank deeper. She stuck her head in the box and patted around. Nothing.

      The front door jangled once again. A new customer.

      “Just a minute! I’ll be right with you.” She must look ridiculous with her head buried in the box and her backside pointing toward the front door. She straightened up immediately and abandoned any idea of retrieving her earring. She picked a stray white nugget off her arm and looked up.

      “Hello and—” Her welcome died on her lips. No. Not today. She tamped down the groan that wanted to escape.

      It was McGrumpy in all his gorgeous glory.

      The man who stood by the counter was six foot something with a dark, short-trimmed beard and broad, hunky shoulders. He studied her with those penetrating green eyes of his, and a slight smirk played at the corners of his mouth.

      That full lower lip of his made her breath catch.

      Why did her archenemy have to be so deliciously attractive? Was it too late to lock the door on Sean McMallory?
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      “Did I catch you at a bad time?” McGrumpy’s voice held a hint of laughter as he raked his gaze from the top of her head down to her black high heels.

      “Of course not.” She shot him a cool smile and wondered what was making him look smug.

      She noticed a packing peanut sticking to her blouse. Right on her breast. No. She wouldn’t groan. She surreptitiously flicked it away, but his eyes followed the flying white nugget as it sailed across the room, heat crept into her cheeks and up the back of her neck.

      She looked him square in the eye as if she dared him to say a word. Fine. This round went to McGrumpy, but the day’s battle wasn’t over. She was rattled, but not defeated.

      Somehow, she was never quite prepared for McGrumpy, even though he came to the shop, like clockwork, every other week. He bought the exact same thing each time. She didn’t like him, but he was totally gorgeous, and it was totally unfair.

      She didn’t usually carry grudges, but Sean McMallory was a jerk. He’d humiliated her in public and didn’t seem to care one little bit. He’d beaten her in a public debate at a city hall meeting over a proposed tourist tax. He’d made her sound foolish and inexperienced. It had taken all her courage to speak up at the meeting, and he’d blown away her arguments like they were tissue paper in a tornado.

      She supposed she should let it go. It wasn’t like it had been personal. Clearly, it hadn’t meant a thing to him because he had no qualms about coming to her shop and buying truffles. Or did he do it simply to torment her? Well, she’d show McGrumpy. She wouldn’t let him get to her. Perhaps it was time she turned the tables on him.

      “You timed it right, Mr. McMallory.” She hoped she sounded as sweet as the truffles he was about to purchase. “We'll be closing early today.”

      He glanced around the bar and seemed to take in the empty boxes and half-filled wine racks, but he didn't ask any questions. Why was he so difficult to talk to? What an oaf. Melinda rubbed the tips of her fingers together. Game on.

      “We missed you last week, Mr. McMallory.” She repeated his last name with a lazy smile.

      “Out of town.” He pulled out his wallet. No change in his neutral expression.

      “On business or pleasure?” she said with a Scarlett O’Hara-worthy flutter of her eyelashes.

      The corners of his mouth tightened, and Melinda knew she’d scored a point.  Her customers ate it up, but clearly, it irritated Sean McMallory.

      “Some of both.” His tone was clipped. “Do you have any of those pink-sugared truffles available today?”

      “You mean the Rose de Champagne truffle chocolat?” Melinda assumed her best French accent and decided she had perfectly imitated the twin Parisienne models she’d known back in her party days.

      “Yes, the ones I normally buy.”

      “Always! It's one of our best sellers...thanks to you. I love the rosy-colored sugar crystals over the white chocolate. It's a delight for the eyes and the taste buds.” She almost laughed out loud. She was pouring it on thick.

      McGrumpy pulled out his debit card and stared at a point slightly above her shoulder, but his gaze did flicker up to the top of her head once or twice. What was with him? Was he trying to unsettle her on purpose?

      “May we tempt you with a tasting today?” Melinda wasn’t going to let him off the hook yet. “The kitchen is closed, but we still have a nice selection of wines to taste. I have Italian pinot grigio and a Napa Valley cabernet open if you’d like.”

      “No, I'm on a schedule.”

      “Are you sure? We have some new sparkling wines that we've never carried before. A delicious one from Oregon's Willamette Valley and a citrusy cava from Spain that has a surprisingly low price point.”

      He stared at her with those uncanny emerald eyes, and Melinda's voice petered to a stop. There was a small furrow between his eyebrows as if he was curiously studying a new breed of beetle or a peculiar specimen of noxious weed.

      Melinda gurgled a nervous laugh. So much for unnerving him with a bout of pushy flirtation. She went for broke. “One of these days, we're going to convince you to sample our wares.”

      Sean's gaze whisked from her face to her chest and then down to her hips before returning to her eyes. Melinda flushed. That backfired.

      “No thanks. I'm a beer kind of guy.” His voice was dismissive, but his eyes widened as if he noticed the disparity in his choice of words. “I only need the chocolates.”

      Melinda blinked and refused to smile, but she had gotten under his skin…at least a smidge. She was no quitter, so she pressed on.

      “You might be surprised. Many of our goods are most approachable to any type of customer. You only have to be open-minded to new things.”

      A flicker of a grin played at the corner of his lips, and a glimmer of triumph streaked through her veins. Ha! She'd scored a hit. She’d gotten him to react. But just as quickly, his expression darkened. He glanced at the ornate clock hanging on the wall.

      “I'm running late,” McGrumpy said. “I'll stick with the usual.”

      “Of course,” Melinda replied and was careful to keep her fingers from touching his as she took the card and ran his payment.

      He signed the receipt and picked up the white and gold bag with its fancy white truffles.  He cleared his throat and seemed to hesitate.

      “Anything else for you?”

      “Your hair. You’ve got a packing peanut stuck in it.” His words were delivered in an even voice, but his eyes crinkled with laughter.

      “What?” Heat rushed back to her cheeks.

      “Next to your ear.” McGrumpy pointed to his own ear as if he were being helpful.

      Melinda patted her right ear, but there was nothing.

      “No, there.” McGrumpy leaned across the counter and plucked the white nugget from above her left ear, nestled in a wave of her hair. His fingertips brushed the edge of her ear.

      “Oh!” She tingled with awareness and sniffed an enticing hint of cedar and something she couldn’t quite place. For a moment, he was so close that she could feel the heat from his body. She swayed toward him, but stopped herself short.

      McGrumpy stepped back and waved the pesky packing pellet in front of her.

      “I didn’t think you wanted to wear this all day.” He tossed it on the counter and gave her a nod, and exited the shop.

      No retort came to her lips. Her mind was blank. She could only hope that he hadn’t noticed her reaction to his touch. She glared at his retreating back and wished for the hundredth time that he would move to a new town.

      Melinda scrunched her nose and then stuck out her tongue. He’d won that round, and she’d been beaten by stupid ol’ packing pellets.

      Why did McGrumpy rile her up so much? He'd given her a tongue-lashing in public, and he was a coldhearted jerk, yet why did he make her tummy flip-flop when he walked through her front door?

      Each time, she was sure she would treat him like any other paying customer, but it never worked. That challenging stare of his made her take the bait. What on earth had possessed her to flirt with him today? With her body and hair polka-dotted in foam popcorn, her shoulders sagged.

      He'd certainly looked surprised when she'd batted her eyelashes, and then he'd been annoyed. As if he didn't trust her motivations. Well, he was right about that.

      She was getting the distinct impression that he might almost dread coming into the store. Did he dislike her as much as his attitude annoyed her? Sheesh. McGrumpy had been coming to the wine bar every two weeks without fail to pick up a small box of very expensive sweets.

      Who was getting those truffles? Did he have some girlfriend with a chocolate fetish? Or did he take truffles and flowers to his girl of the week? Not that she cared, or that Esme and she had speculated endlessly on the lucky recipient.

      She wasn't going to think about Sean McMallory anymore. It wasn't like she was mooning after some construction bloke. It didn't matter that his eyes seemed to look into her soul and that his shoulders made her want to snuggle into his safe embrace. No. Not at all.

      She was an independent woman. She needed no man. Especially not some fellow who was probably all about beer, football, and whatever else gorgeous guys who always wore flannel, jeans, and work boots were into.

      Indeed!

      Sean was simply another customer. If all he chose to buy were chocolates for some girlfriend of the week or if he had some peculiar cacao fetish, well, who was she to judge?

      She was a businesswoman. Right? Perhaps it was time to convince him to double his order. She was here to make a profit after all.

      “Did I hear you with McGrumpy himself?” Esme pushed through the doorway from the back kitchen with a tray full of sparkling clear wineglasses.

      “Yes, he was as cheerful as ever.”

      “You sound like something happened?” Esme set the rack on the counter and began tucking wineglasses on the shelves under the bar top.

      “Nothing happened. He bought his truffles and left.” She wasn’t going to admit that she’d made a fool of herself. Again.

      “Hey, you’ve got a packing pellet stuck on your pants.”

      “Ugh. Not another one?”

      “Right on your derriere.” Esme giggled and pulled it off. “Did McGrumpy catch you covered in them or something?”

      “Maybe.” Melinda pretended to sulk, but Esme knew better.

      “You know he’s crushing hard on you?” Esme grinned.

      “Don't be silly,” Melinda’s tone was lofty. “McGrumpy only comes for those dratted truffles. You know we're the only place in town he can find this brand.”

      “There's zillions of delicious imported chocolates, but he only gets the Rose de Champagne truffles from here.” Esme winked and put her hands together in a heart shape. “I think it's you he comes to see. It's your British Island accent.”

      “Nonsense.” Melinda faked silent gagging noises. “He spends more time talking to you than he ever does with me. Besides, I know he hasn't forgotten our battle at the town council meeting. I'm sure he’s stuck on himself that he trounced my arguments. He’s insufferable.” Even if his opinion had carried the vote, he was sadly mistaken.

      “So did he finally ask you out?” Esme arched her eyebrow suggestively.

      “As if I’m interested,” Melinda said loftily.

      “Maybe we should add a beer growler station to appeal to his market demographic.”

      “Ugh. That's the last thing I want. We're a specialty shop, not Joe's Bar and Grill. You can get beer at any old place.”

      “Got ya!” Esme snickered.

      Melinda shook off her instant irritation. “Lord, I bite at that one every time, don't I?”

      Esme gave her a knowing look, and Melinda was sure that her frustration was with McGrumpy rather than some silliness about what she sold at the wine bar. She was done thinking about him. In less than two hours, the movers would be here, and she needed to finish prepping for the renovation to start tomorrow.

      Her heart ticked a beat faster as excitement built in her belly. She'd bought the store two years earlier and had finally saved up enough money to redecorate and redesign the wine bar. She might be eating toast and beans for a few months, but it was going to be worth it.

      Esme hummed a tune as she wiped down the counter, and Melinda felt a surge of gratitude that she was blessed with such a helpful employee and friend.

      “Are you sure you're okay with working overtime tonight?” Melinda asked.

      “Of course I am,” Esme said. “As if I'd leave you in the lurch to supervise all of the moving.”

      Melinda hugged Esme gratefully. “I'm so wound up about the changes. I'm still not convinced that we can run a mini-version of the wine bar in the middle of a remodel.”

      “It'll work. You and that designer figured out all the details.”

      “What sounds good in theory so often gets bollixed up in practice.”

      “You’ve got this,” Esme said. “You always do. You’re so confident and pulled together.”

      “I wish,” Melinda said. “I’m more like a quivering bowl of jelly on the inside. I’ve got so much tied up into this renovation. I’m terrified I’m going to lose my ass.”

      “From my point of view, it looks like you’ve done your homework, made plans, and backup plans. You’ve got this.”

      “You sure know how to cheer a girl up. Thank you.” Melinda blinked back tears. In her heart, she still felt like the simple island girl splashing in the ocean waves and chasing her brothers and sisters between the palms and frangipani trees. She’d been
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