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			Sometimes things aren’t what they seem, but it seemed to Cordy that indeed, there was a man in a tuxedo riding down the chairlift in Aspen. And he was probably drunk, which meant she wanted nothing to do with him.

			It was exactly six-thirty-two a.m. on May 16, four hours before the lifts opened. She stood there, panting and staring. He was floating toward her, one arm slung along the back of the chair and a foot, also in formal wear, perched on the seat. The bands of his unfurled bow tie fluttered in the breeze.

			My first morning in Aspen and already there’s a guy in a tuxedo. Talk about a town living up to the hype. The app on her phone beeped, telling her she’d logged five miles and could begin her cool-down. After this run, she would officially begin her part-work, part-leisure long weekend. She shook her head and started across the black-diamond run, which without snow was steep but hardly treacherous. As usual, she imagined how Marcas, her horse, would handle it—her dressage horse wasn’t the world’s best trail horse, but she still wished he were here with her. It would be fun to explore the mountains from his back. Maybe she’d have him shipped to Colorado, if she ended up staying longer than a few weeks.

			“Damn!” the man said, bringing Cordy back to the present. What, you just realized you were riding a ski lift the wrong way? Cordy thought as she kept walking. She looked up the hill in time to see a silver cylinder hit the grass. It bounced and tumbled down the ski slope, winking in the sun. Remarkably, it stopped short, wedging itself between two small nearby boulders with a muffled metallic clink.

			“Excuse me, darlin’,” yelled the man.

			Darlin’? Cordy looked up. She was not this man’s darlin’, but she was the only one around.

			“It seems my shaker and I have parted company. Could I trouble you to fetch it for me?”

			He had a Southern accent. “Why do you have a martini shaker?”

			“I was making martinis.”

			Silly me. “On a ski lift?” He was passing overhead so she had to crane her neck to see him.

			“Last evening. If you could just recover it, I’d be eternally grateful.” He half-turned to face her as he glided by.

			“Where were you making martinis?”

			“Top of the mountain.”

			“For mountain goats?”

			She thought he grinned. “Will you please get it for me? It has great sentimental value.”

			She had to yell pretty loud now. “Then why’d you drop it?”

			“Could you bring it to the hotel bar?”

			“When?”

			He shouted something, but she couldn’t make it out. What an idiot, to drop a martini shaker. What an idiot to have a martini shaker on a chair lift. Still, it was an interesting turn of events, and a good omen for this new chapter in her life. Quirky. Not exciting, but unusual. She made her way down the slope and plucked the shaker from the boulders. It was dimpled from its flight, but she could make out the engraved initials JCL.

			Who are you, JCL? “Guess I’ll find out later today,” she muttered. “If he isn’t too drunk to remember.” She looked down the mountain and saw that the man had neglected to jump off the lift and was headed back up.

			Wow. He’s super drunk. She didn’t particularly want to have another shouted conversation, so she jogged into the trees, out of earshot. Still, she heard his voice.

			“Take care of that shaker, darlin’!”
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			Cordy couldn’t remember if she’d ever been to a restaurant bar as it opened. It made her feel so . . . pathetic. Occasionally she’d lingered over a late brunch and been around when the dinner service began. But this? Nah.

			It wasn’t every day you had to return a martini shaker to a man who shouted to you from a ski lift. A handsome man. Scratch that—a handsome drunk. He might not even make it here. She’d have a cocktail and if he didn’t show by the time she’d finished, she’d head back to her room, because she had better things to do—those notes on the Pinnacle Resort weren’t going to write themselves.

			Setting the shaker on the bar, she picked up the cocktail menu. The thirtysomething bartender materialized before her, a dime-sized portion of a dark-green tattoo peeking above his starched white collar. His light-brown hair kept to itself, a disciplined wavy mass Cordy found appealing. He angled his head and indicated the shaker.

			“We’re a full-service resort. We have our own shakers, but if you insist . . .”

			What? She followed his gaze. “Oh! I’m returning that.”

			“So you’re the one.” He raised his chin.

			“I didn’t steal it!” The bartender laughed and after a beat, Cordy felt her cheeks relax. “Oh. You’re kidding.” Lighten up, Cordy! “What I mean is, the owner is coming to get it.”

			“Looks like a nice one. Would you like me to wipe it off for you?”

			“No,” Cordy said quickly and too primly. She didn’t want to do that clumsy drunk guy any favors because she felt put-upon as it was. It was her own fault—no one forced her to retrieve the shaker—but she resented him all the same. “It’s fine as is.” She was waiting for a stranger for whom she’d done a favor. She should feel good; instead, she felt . . . owed. May as well enjoy myself while I wait. And act like a “real” guest. With that in mind, she went for decadent and ordered a champagne cocktail. To counter her immediate guilt, she followed with a respectable and nutritious Cobb salad. She gazed at the entrance to the bar one more time, noting the dark-wood backdrop and the paintings and fabrics in the oranges, reds, and purples of a mountain sunset. Then she pulled out her leather notebook and Cross pen and began to write her initial impressions of the Pinnacle Resort at Aspen.
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			Thirty minutes later, as her cocktail neared its logical conclusion (she was an admittedly slow drinker) and her salad was gone, Cordy had mellowed. A smattering of other customers had come in, which Cordy calculated was average for five o’clock on a Friday in the off-season.

			The off-season. Her favorite phrase because it had given her a dream career that allowed her to make a good living, own and show a horse, and travel around the world. She had become a go-to professional for how to make more money in the off-season. She could look at a resort, no matter where it was, and come up with ways to make hay when the sun didn’t shine, as it were. For Cordy, it was akin to taking a meh horse and making it a wow horse. She used to think anyone could see the off-season potential in a resort, but she accepted that she had a knack, though she was still reluctant to believe the hype heaped on her by happy clients. After working for a company that ran several resorts around the world, she went out on her own. Pinnacle was her first project as an independent contractor, but the winter resort wasn’t her client. A small Aspen ad agency that was trying to impress Pinnacle had hired her to overdeliver and wow them. She was a surprise bonus, and her recommendation could be the tipping point.

			Or that’s what the agency was banking on. She thought they were overly optimistic, but they were paying her well, so she’d give them their money’s worth.

			She had already completed a page of bullet points after being at Pinnacle for less than twenty-four hours. Not bad.

			Was someone playing a piano? As Cordy looked around, a lock of shiny wheat-colored hair fell in front of her face. As she shoved it behind her ear, she saw a fresh champagne cocktail in front of her. “Excuse me,” she called to the bartender, who rushed over. “I didn’t order this.”

			“It’s on the house, madam.” Did management know why she was here and was trying to impress her? As though she were a secret shopper or something?

			“Really? Why?”

			“A gentleman came by and bought you a drink.”

			“That’s impossible. I don’t know anyone here.”

			“Begging your pardon, but that’s what happened.”

			“Who was it?”

			“He didn’t say,” the bartender replied as he wiped the bar.

			“Where is he? I ought to thank him.”

			“He left.”

			“What did he look like?”

			The bartender filled his cheeks with air and puffed it out. “Dark hair. A little taller than me.” He shrugged in defeat.

			That didn’t help. If it was the martini guy, surely he would have taken the shaker.

			The bartender spoke. “I’d say you have a secret admirer.”

			“Right.” She said this merely to confirm she’d heard him because her attention was back on the music. What is that song? I know that song. And where is the piano?

			Oh no. No. No no no no no.

			“Excuse me, again,” Cordy said. “But where’s the piano?” She struggled to sound polite and not distressed.

			“Just behind that tree,” he said, nodding toward an impressively leafy plant in the middle of the room that stretched to the ceiling. Cordy threw back a mouthful of her complimentary drink, dabbed her lips with her napkin, and took a breath before striding to the hidden instrument.

			The man’s hands were sure and efficient as they transformed the keys into a gorgeous melody. Playing was muscle memory for him; that much was obvious. He rocked gently to the rhythm as though in a trance, oblivious to her or even that he was in the middle of a restaurant. If she weren’t in such a strange mood, she would have appreciated his talent and artistry.

			But the only thing she wanted to do was stop him.

			“Excuse me,” she said.

			No response.

			She stared for a moment, willing him to look at her. The mental energy she expended could have bent several spoons, possibly a spatula. Or a shovel. He kept going, damn him. “Excuse me!” she said, louder this time.

			He looked at her. Mildly. And literally didn’t miss a beat.

			She was pretty sure it was the martini shaker guy. Of course. Because this was inconvenient, too. Maybe he didn’t recognize her. After all, he’d been flying overhead and three sheets to the wind when they’d met more than ten hours earlier. She sighed, flicked her hands at him, and said, “Could you maybe skip over this song and play something else?”

			He shook his head and a few strands of pin-straight brown hair flopped into his eyes. “I’m sorry; I can’t hear you. I’m playing the piano.”

			God. She spoke louder. “Yes, I know. I was wondering if you could play a different song?” He continued playing all those damned notes she hated, while conversing—of course he was—he was a professional, what did she expect? It wasn’t even multitasking for him, it was his job to chat up diners while playing.

			“This is a great song. Cole Porter. What do you have against Cole Porter?”

			“Nothing, but—”

			“This is part of my warm-up. I always play ‘So In Love.’ ”

			It seemed he was embellishing the tune just to annoy her. The golden buzz from her vintage cocktail had turned on her and was making her grumpy.

			He continued, “Have you ever heard the words? They’re beautiful.” Then, to add musical insult to emotional injury, he started over and sang softly, so only she could hear. Her own private concert from hell.

			His voice was as smooth as a premium liqueur and his accent—Southern and lyrical—disappeared. Still, hearing a declaration of a searing love come out of this man’s mouth only made her feel terrible. What did Cole Porter know? This kind of love doesn’t exist except in songs. I should know. Her throat ached, her cheeks heated and, lo and behold, she was about to cry. This wasn’t going to happen. She clamped down on her unacceptable emotional response, leaned toward him, and said, “Please.”

			“I’ll finish—”

			She blurted, “I’ll give you a hundred dollars to stop.”

			He kept playing. “You abhor it that much?”

			She rolled her eyes. “A hundred bucks to do less. Come on.”

			“Deal.” He finished with a flourish, held out his hand with its long, strong fingers, and raised his eyebrows at her.

			“I don’t have that much cash on me.” She folded her arms under her breasts.

			“You should have thought of that before you bribed me to stop.”

			“I’ll leave it with the bartender.”

			“George? He’s a confirmed kleptomaniac. I’ll never see a red cent.”

			“I’ll leave you a check, then.”

			“I’m sorry, darlin’, but traditionally speaking, bribes are cash only.” He whispered, “You don’t want it to be traced.”

			“It’s not a bribe. I made it worth your while to stop playing. Think of it as a tip.”

			“Pourboires are usually given as an expression of appreciation.”

			“Pourboires?”

			“Tips. Why did you want me to stop? That was a whole lot of hatred aimed at poor Mr. Porter’s classic.”

			Cordy sniffed and looked at the far wall over Martini Boy’s head. “I’d rather not say.”

			“All that hostility can’t be good for you. Why don’t we discuss it over a . . . champagne cocktail?”

			She knew her face betrayed her—her eyes widened, her eyebrows shot up, and her mouth opened a little more than usual. There was a reason she wasn’t a professional poker player or counterintelligence operative. “No. Thank you. I should go.”

			He tsked and shook his head. “I would’ve never taken you for a welsher.”

			“I’m not—Don’t worry, you’ll get your money.”

			His full lips kicked up at the corners, making him more appealing than she cared to admit. It was the kind of appealing that made her want to stick around.

			“As I see it, you owe me a hundred dollars and my martini shaker. Which I thank you for returning, by the way. It’s another reason I need to buy you a drink. In fact, I hardly think a drink’s enough—after all, that shaker is very important to me. I believe I owe you at least a dinner. Would you do me the honor of having dinner with me this evening, Miss . . . ? It is Miss, correct?”

			He didn’t need to know her name or her marital status. Not with that appealing smile chipping away at her defenses. “That’s very generous of you, but I don’t know you and you don’t know me. We don’t have to be friends. I’m sure you have plenty of friends. I’ll give you your hundred dollars, you can take your shaker—it’s right there on the bar, safe and sound—and we’ll go our separate ways. It’s not necessary to have dinner. It’s not necessary to have drinks or coffee or . . . anything. We had an encounter, then a business transaction, and that’s all. Besides, you can’t leave your shift—as you pointed out, you only just started playing, and the cocktail crowd is going to want their Gershwin as a backdrop for their scintillating conversations.” She looked at the top of the upright. “Hey, where’s your brandy snifter? You’re good. A guy like you could make a lot of . . . pourboires.” She gazed at his face just in time to see it brighten. He didn’t smile, but his lips twitched and his eyes lighted. She was on a roll and it felt good. “After you’re done with your Harry Connick, Jr. stint, surely you have a few martinis to make, don’t you? Or do you only bartend on top of the mountain with your friends the goats?”

			He swiveled on the piano bench to face her. “Honey, your drink’s getting warm, and that’s a tragedy.” He stood. He was taller than she’d predicted. He had six inches on her, easy. She didn’t like that she had to look up to him now, after getting to look down at him this whole time. “Let’s go rescue that drink,” he said, and turned her with a finger on her shoulder. That finger then breezed the small of her back, propelling her toward the bar. “And careful about speaking ill of mountain goats,” he said as they walked. “They’re integral to the ecosystem here, they please the tourists, and they’re remarkably rugged, graceful, nimble creatures.” He pulled out her barstool for her.

			Cordy thought about dismissing his gesture, but decided to finish her cocktail. He amused her, and that was worth a few more minutes of her time. “I didn’t say anything bad about goats. I called them your friends. What does that say about you?”

			Plus he was easy on her eyes. He had great hair—the dark brown of a horse’s deep bay coat, and glossy—with regular features, a nose straight and assertive as a dressage whip, wide, dark eyes, full lips . . . A woman could do worse. He was elegant, yes, but oh-so-unavoidably masculine. A dangerous combination, but perfect for temporary scenery at a bar in a ski resort in Aspen.

			She sat. He stood. He sipped her drink. “Hey!” she said.

			“Just as I feared. Too warm.” He beckoned the bartender. “George, the lady is in dire need of another champagne cocktail, if you will. This one is tepid. And I’ll have one as well.”

			“It was fine,” Cordy said.

			“No, it wasn’t. There’s nothing worse than warm champagne.”

			“I can think of something worse.”

			He sat, then looked at her, and his gaze was so focused, she felt there must be a red laser dot on her nose. Her pulse actually kicked up a notch. “And, pray tell, what would that be?” This had to be what an impala felt like when it knew it couldn’t outrun the lion.

			“Impertinent pianists.”

			“Come now, was I really that bad?”

			“You weren’t exactly cooperative. You could’ve stopped when I asked the first time.”

			“I assure you, under the right circumstances, with the right woman, I can be the very picture of cooperation.”

			Cordy shifted on her barstool. Where was George with her cocktail? And why was Martini Boy with her and not at the piano? Normally she wouldn’t have asked, but her experience with him had been anything but normal. “Don’t you need to get back to the piano? People are starting to fidget.”

			“They’ll manage,” he said, looking around the room. “Would you be so kind as to hand me my shaker? I’d like to inspect it for damage.”

			Cordy handed it to him and noted his clean, flat, broad nails rounding out his capable hands. She also felt their fingers touch for a fraction of a second. “Yeah, so, about that. What was up with that?”

			“What was up with what?”

			“You dropping it. If it means so much to you, shouldn’t you have been more careful?”

			“People drop things all the time,” he said, turning the shaker as he examined it. “It’s an international habit.”

			“Clumsy people drop things. You play the piano like a dream, so I’m guessing you’re not usually clumsy. All that hand-eye coordination and everything.”

			“You give me an immense amount of credit. I hear Van Cliburn had an embarrassing and expensive habit of dropping crystal.”

			Who was this guy who talked like he’d just stepped out of 1920? Cordy was slightly surprised he was in color and not black-and-white like an old movie. Nobody really talked like this. He was putting on an act. He had to be. Well, two could play at this game. She was going to say something out of character.

			Their drinks arrived and Cordy took a good long sip. She furloughed her internal editor, the one who kept her scrupulously polite, then looked at him. “Why were you in a tux riding the ski lift the wrong way and carrying a martini shaker at six thirty in the morning?”

			He grinned and took a few swallows of the water George had given them with the drinks, making her wait. He set the glass down and licked his lips.

			“Earlier in the evening, I attended a party that demanded formal wear.”

			“What kind of party?”

			“A formal one.”

			She beetled her brows at him. “It went on until sunrise? At your age? Were the cops involved? You can tell me. After all, it’s not like we’ll see each other again.”

			“Now that would be a tragedy of epic proportions.”

			“Trust me, it’ll be fine.”

			“Doubtful.”

			“Was it a wedding? Which would be unusual on a Thursday, but not unheard of.”

			“No.”

			“Graduation? Bar mitzvah? Barn raising?”

			“You’re not going to guess the occasion. Have you considered the possibility that I might just enjoy dressing up?”

			“Oh!” Was this code? Was he telling her he was gay? Which would be great, because they could pal around and she wouldn’t have to worry about getting involved. She would never have guessed, but these days, with straight metrosexuals around every corner, her gaydar was unreliable.

			“Oh?” he asked.

			She shrugged. “Oh.”

			“What does ‘oh’ mean?”

			“ ‘Oh’ means ‘oh.’ ” She couldn’t tell him what she was thinking. Even her absent editor returned to keep her silent.

			“ ‘Oh’ means ‘oh,’ huh? All right, then. Since you were so kind as to return my shaker, I’m not going to press you for an answer.”

			“Now we’re even,” Cordy said, feeling positively cocky. “You didn’t answer my question and I didn’t answer yours. Let’s just enjoy our drinks, okay?”

			“Absolutely. Whatever you prefer.” He tipped his flute to clink with hers, sipped, then paused. “Hmm.”

			“What?” she asked.

			“Nothing. Just hmm.”

			“What?”

			“You won’t tell me what ‘oh’ means, but you expect me to tell you what ‘hmm’ means?”

			Cordy went for the chink in his armor. “It would be the gentlemanly thing to do.”

			“If that’s what you think. I was thinking how it’s curious that a woman such as yourself is here alone.”

			“What makes you think I’m alone?”

			“That would be because you are.”

			“Why?”

			“You’re in a resort town, at a resort. Most guests come with at least one other person. In your case, I would expect you to be here with a man. A significant other of some sort. Spouse, boyfriend, fiancé—”

			“Don’t say that word.”

			“Fiancé?”

			“Yes. Just . . . don’t. Or I’ll take that shaker and throw it off a cliff.” Cordy smoothed her hair behind her ear and stared at the bubbles zipping to the surface of her drink. Why did he have to say that?

			“I promise not to say ‘fiancé’ anymore. If you tell me why I can’t.”

			She felt like Martini Boy was squeezing her windpipe. “I can’t. Okay? It’s a . . . thing.” The words choked out. He must’ve noticed because he nodded and didn’t argue. She wished she was one of those people who could laugh and make light of it, but in this case, she couldn’t. “Excuse me for a moment. I’ll be right back.” She reached under the bar to snag her purse from the hook. Purse hooks under bars were a godsend. More points for Pinnacle. Martini Boy stood. More points for Martini Boy.

			“Will you be back?” he asked, and sounded concerned.

			She slid off the stool. “Yes. I need to use the restroom.” By “use” she meant “regain my composure, then figure out what I want to do next and if it involves you.”
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			Restrooms in restaurants are oases when you’ve had a drink and are faced with the possibility of spending an evening with a handsome man who has interesting speech patterns and plays the piano like a child prodigy. There’s nothing to sort out. You stay. It’s a no-brainer.

			Except Cordy had planned on a solitary weekend at the Pinnacle, during which she would note everything she could about the resort, absorb the customer experience, investigate the grounds and facilities as much as possible, and gather the opinions of other guests and Aspen locals. She would stop thinking about her almost-wedding and her ex-fiancé, Trent. She would enjoy herself, but her plans did not include a suspiciously clumsy Old-World Southern gentleman with a penchant for martinis and a surplus of charm. But here he was. She regarded herself in the mirror in the soft, complementary lighting. Her blond hair framed her face perfectly. Her makeup looked great. She reapplied her lipstick for a little boost of self-esteem and said to herself, “What do you think, Cordy? Stay or go?”

			Her phone rang and she dug it out of her bag. Thank God, it was Peyton.

			“How are you?” her favorite cousin said. “Everyone’s been wondering how you’re doing.”

			“I’m great,” Cordy said, “I’m really great.” She knew Peyton would hear right through her faux cheer.

			“Pants. On. Fire.” Sure enough.

			“Not great. But not suicidal, and that’s something, right?”

			“Oh honey. Think about how much worse you’d feel if you had gone through with it. Right now you’d be on your honeymoon.”

			“I still feel awful.”

			“Give yourself time. Where are you, anyway?”

			“Promise you won’t tell any of the villagers who still have torches and pitchforks?”

			Peyton laughed. “You mean your mom and dad?”

			“I’m not even going to ask if they’re still mad. I’m in Aspen. I have a job for the next few weeks.”

			“That’s a good place to forget about the wedding, or as your mom’s calling it, ‘The Debacle.’ Take advantage of this trip. You bought all those great clothes for the honeymoon, put them to good use. I mean the lacy things, too. Let loose, girl! I’m sure you can find some hotties roaming around up there in Colorado. Get yourself a ski bum or, better yet, some rich dude. Or a new rich dude every night.”

			“Eewww.”

			“If a guy did that, he’d be congratulated. I mean it. Have fun. Let your hair down. You’ve been through a lot and you deserve this. Let go. Be a little wild.”

			“Funny you should bring this up now. There’s this guy—”

			“Yes! Do it! Do him! It’s fate, don’t you see? You’re supposed to have a night of wild passionate animal sex. Don’t look this gift horse in the mouth.”

			The word “horse” caused her vacillating mood to dim. “Oh. I miss Marcas. It would be so nice to have him here.”

			“He’s fine. I checked on him today and I’ll ride him tomorrow. He’s happy bossing around the other horses in the pasture. He’ll be here when you get back. Or if you want to have him up there, why don’t you have him shipped? But in the meantime, go straddle some other handsome guy for a change.”

			Cordy laughed and realized this little phone conversation had already invigorated her. She’d follow Peyton’s advice—to an extent. She’d take up Martini Boy on his dinner invitation, and see how she felt after that. If he didn’t pick his teeth or chew with his mouth open or kick her under the table, she’d consider spending more time with him. The thought of letting go after being so tightly wound during the months before her wedding-that-wasn’t was heavenly. She had restrained herself so thoroughly, loosening the reins even a little made her want to weep with relief.
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			Fifteen minutes. She’d been gone for fifteen minutes. All right, thirteen, but it felt like fifteen. Hell, it felt like an hour. Jack knew women needed to perform any number of maintenance chores in a restroom, but what was she doing? Worse, had she ditched him? She hadn’t exactly seemed enamored. Not something he was used to—when he’d been pitching in the majors, he’d had any number of comely young ladies hanging on his every word and his hanging curve ball—but what was life without some challenges to keep you sharp? He needed to take action, so he ordered a charcuterie plate, a hummus plate, and some fried calamari. He was hungry, and maybe she’d be more inclined to stick around if he fed her straight away.

			From his seat, he could watch her approach in the mirror behind the bar. She was dazzling. A classic cool blond, blue-eyed beauty with a killer body, if what he’d been able to see on the ski slope was accurate. Yes, he was physically attracted to her, very much so. But he was Jack Cormier, ex–All-Star relief pitcher, and for him, physically beautiful women were easy to come by. With this woman, conversation was the kicker. She was oceans away from the bubbleheaded stereotype, and in the time they’d known each other, they’d already touched on some dangerous topics. Like, why did she hate that song? Why was she here alone? She intrigued him, and few women—few people—did that.

			“You’re still here,” she said with a faint smile as she sat. It was a statement with a frisson of spunky confidence she must’ve acquired somewhere between here and the ladies’ room. Whereas before she had been frazzled and annoyed, now she was assured. If he’d liked her before, he really liked her now.

			“Disappointed?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Maybe this will change your mind: I ordered appetizers for us. May I get you another champagne cocktail? Or would you like something else?”

			“I’ll finish what I have, thank you. And speaking of finishing . . .” She turned and retrieved a pen from her leather folder that held a notebook. He didn’t like where this was headed—they were starting, not finishing. She took a Pinnacle cocktail napkin and wrote. Jack finished his cocktail as he waited. Without a word, and with an upturned chin, she placed the napkin facedown in front of him. He turned it over.

			I.O.U. $100.00 in U.S. dollars or negotiable trade.

			He grinned, because this was a surprise from the uptight woman. “This is a binding, legal document, do you realize that?”

			“I do.”

			“It opens up a rather tremendous array of possibilities.”

			“Yes, it does.” She held his gaze and her eyes seemed to get bluer.

			“What’s the time frame for payment?”

			“Sunday night at nine.” Oh, he liked the sound of that. “The terms of payment must be agreed upon by both parties.”

			“Naturally.”

			“Would you prefer cash or check, or other?” She said this as though she was a paralegal, which made it all the hotter.

			“For the time being, other,” he said. He wanted to see what other could entail. “Shouldn’t we have names on this document? Signatures to signify acceptance of the terms?”

			She pursed her lips, which was pleasing to watch. “First names only. I’d rather keep information . . . limited.”

			A red flag shaped like a cocktail napkin went up in Jack’s brain. He was going to ask a question that could wreck the promise of a terrific weekend, but standards were standards. “It’s not my intention to ruin the mood, but are you married?”

			Those baby blues of hers went huge. Damn! “No. I am completely un-married.”

			Relief zipped through him, even as he wondered about her reaction. “Good. Me neither. Engaged?”

			“No. Not . . . No.”

			“Me neither. I am not in a committed relationship of any sort. I don’t have so much as a goldfish.”

			“Same for me.” She seemed impatient. “So. Here are my rules. We hang out together as long as it’s enjoyable for both of us. You get bored, I get bored, or for any other reason we want to leave, we leave. No questions asked. We don’t tell each other last names, or what we do for a living, or where we live. We don’t tell each other anything personal.”

			“What happens in Aspen stays in Aspen?”

			“Exactly.” She looked down and away for a moment, then into his eyes. Her shoulders rose and fell under her silk blouse as she took in a lungful of oxygen. “I want to have fun this weekend. I want to relax. If you want to join for part of the time, great. If you don’t, great. No expectations, no pressure, no requirements. We part ways on Sunday and have no further contact, ever. Will you agree to those terms?”

			“They sound to me like a whole lot of nothing. You’re not wanted by the authorities or anything like that, are you?”

			“I promise you I’m not.”

			“All this rigmarole isn’t to keep me from spilling the beans if the feds call me in for questioning?”

			“You watch too much Law & Order.”

			“Are you planning to steal a kidney? If I wake up in a bathtub of ice, I promise you I’ll be very, very discomfited.”

			She smiled, and even though it wasn’t full wattage, it was lovely. “No. I just . . .” She blew out a stream of air and sounded so bone-deep weary, he regretted giving her a hard time about her rules. “I need a fun weekend without any strings, or demands, or anyone telling me what to do. If you want to be a part of it for however much time you want to be a part of it, okay. We both come and go as we please. I swear there’s nothing illegal going on. I’m just . . .  I’m just tired.”

			The food arrived, rather like the cavalry. George arranged it on the bar, Jack thanked him and ordered a pinot he knew would complement the assortment. If she was impressed with his wine prowess, she didn’t show it.

			“You must know the wine list by heart.”

			“And why would that be?”

			“I just thought, since you work here—”

			“Ah,” he said and held up one finger. “No talk about occupations, n’est-ce pas? You’re breaking your own rules.”

			“Technically, you haven’t officially agreed.” She placed her napkin on her lap, smoothing it and tugging the edges, then lined up her fork, knife, and spoon as precisely as a Downton Abbey servant.

			“I propose we get that out of the way. Shall we sign?”

			“That means you agree?”

			“Yes, that means I agree to your specific guidelines of completely consensual noninvolved involvement for a weekend of full nondisclosure and the payment of an IOU.”

			She sighed. “Okay.” She signed and dated the napkin, leaving him room to sign below her name.

			“Cordelia?”

			“I go by Cordy. I obviously signed my full name because this is a legal and binding napkin.” She rounded and lifted one golden eyebrow, and Jack felt his lips curve into an automatic smile.

			He kept smiling as he signed. “Here you are, Cordy. I like that. I believe you are the first Cordy I’ve had the pleasure of meeting. And, coming from the South, I’ve heard all manner of unusual women’s names, often composed of several names, some of them masculine.”

			“Uh-uh.” She tsked. “We don’t talk about where we’re from, remember?”

			He looked at her from under his brows. “Darlin’, I know full well how I sound. Anyone with ears can tell where I’m from, so I did not reveal anything you didn’t already know.”

			She nodded as she looked at the napkin. “Jack, I’m pleased to meet you.” She extended her hand with its precise, pinkish French manicure. She used the perfect amount of pressure to convey unquestioned professionalism.

			“Likewise, Cordy.” He gestured toward the food. “Please.”

			“I’d better put this somewhere I won’t forget it.” With that, she folded the napkin into a small, perfect square and tucked it into her décolletage. Jack felt his mouth gape as he shifted on the barstool. “There,” she said. “Mangia.”

			This woman was as unusual as her name.
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			Cordy was lousy at compartmentalization. Her thoughts milled about together in her brain like critters in a petting zoo. Except not all of her thoughts were tame, soft, and cuddly; frankly, she wished she could sedate some of them, or at least open the gate and shoo them away with a loud slap on the rump.

			Like right now, as she looked across the table at Jack, she wished she wasn’t thinking about Trent. Why couldn’t she immerse herself in the moment and enjoy this evening thoroughly? She was in Aspen, for heaven’s sake! She had escaped Trent and the wedding and a life most women would have adored. Trent would have been a great husband. But not for you! screamed that certain, persistent voice in her head. That renegade, know-it-all goat in the petting zoo.

			The goat was right—Trent wasn’t for her. She thought of the night they’d gotten engaged, how he’d proposed during dinner with his family.

			“You look lovely, Cordy, but don’t you think that dress is too formfitting for a family dinner?”

			She hadn’t; she’d thought it was merely well tailored. “No, Trent, I think it’s fine. I like this dress, don’t you?”

			“Yes, of course; you look terrific. But you know how my mother is. Why don’t you wear that green suit that looks so nice on you?”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, sweetheart. With the gold bracelet I gave you for Christmas?” He’d held her hands and pouted at her. “Please? For me?”

			She smiled. “Sure, if it’s that important to you.”

			She had changed, and hadn’t thought much about it because he had asked her to marry him that night. But it had marked the beginning of his stealth campaign to transform her into his ideal wife. It was subtle, but over the following year, if she knew she’d see Trent, she would choose something he liked instead of what she wanted to wear. Eventually it had become a stifling habit.

			“Cordy?” The way Jack said it, in his soft New Orleans drawl, came out as a gentle Cordeh rather than the sharply articulated Corrdee favored by Trent. Stop comparing. Nothing good comes of it. If she could have, Cordy would’ve slept with Jack’s voice alone, not that the rest of him was anything other than prime hottie material, as Peyton would say. If he ever wanted to, he could lull her to sleep by humming. She wanted to hear that voice with her head on his chest after they’d made love. The pertinent question was, did she want to start down that road tonight?

			The voice spoke. “You look like you’re a million miles away. You’re going to make me think I’m not the accomplished conversationalist I believe myself to be.”

			“Sorry. I’m not very good company. I should’ve told you that before you asked me to dinner.”

			“You’re an excellent dining companion and, rest assured, I am thoroughly enjoying myself.”

			“If you say so. I’m enjoying myself, too. This was better than eating alone in my room.”

			He raised his deep-brown eyebrows at her in mock gratitude. “I surely hope so.”

			“You don’t understand. I don’t do this. I travel for work all the time, and while I enjoy the travel, I don’t . . .”

			“Bribe piano players?”

			She inclined her head. “Yes.”

			“In that case, I’m honored. For the record, I have never in my life dropped a martini shaker from a chair lift.”

			Cordy lifted her glass of wine, which was still almost as full as when the waiter first poured. “To firsts.”

			“And to new friends.”

			Cordy smiled. “To new friends.”

			The server came by and asked if they wanted to see a dessert menu. “Give us a moment, will you?” Jack said. After the waiter left, Jack said to Cordy, “If you’d like dessert or coffee or a cordial, we can stay here. Or I know of a cozy little establishment with a patio that’s not far. Unless you’d prefer to call it a night.”

			She didn’t want to call it a night, not by a long shot. “Let’s go to the patio.”

			Jack’s smile was bright as summer. He stood. “After you.” Then George placed a note on the bar and said, “For you, Mr. Cormier.”

			“Thank you.” He read the note. “Cordy, I am so sorry, I have to step away for a moment. Sit tight; I’ll be right back.

			“George? Take care of my friend, will you?”

			“What is it?” Cordy asked.

			“Work. I’d tell you, but I’m not allowed,” he said, grinning.

			“An emergency request? Someone needs to hear Billy Joel, stat?”

			He grinned harder, squeezed her shoulder, and left the bar.
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			Jack found the Pinnacle’s owner in the hotel’s spacious lobby, standing near the registration desk. Chad Siebert was easily the tallest man in the room, and the best dressed, in one of a battalion of bespoke silk suits he’d bought in Hong Kong. “Jack!”

			They exchanged the briefest of pleasantries and Chad said, in a smooth, modulated voice that was as carefully crafted as his clothing, “Thanks for meeting me—I apologize for interrupting your evening, but I hear you’re doing some recon work?”

			For one crazy millisecond Jack thought Chad was talking about Cordy, but then he recovered. “Yes. Thought I’d get to know the place a little better. You never know where a gem is going to come from that helps with the branding and advertising, so if at all possible, I like to experience our clients’ products or services up close and personal.” This made Jack think of experiencing Cordy up close, and he was newly grateful Chad didn’t usually waste time.

			The man’s tanned, patrician face relaxed and a silver eyebrow lifted, telling Jack he’d just scored a point. In their few meetings, Jack had learned Chad was subtle. It was like when he’d had to read a batter’s stance to choose which pitch to throw. “I’m eager to hear what you think of the place. I’m always looking for ways to improve my properties, and I value insights from accomplished individuals. That’s a compliment, by the way. People think I’m a self-made man, but I make it a point to surround myself with the best and brightest. I’m watching you, Jack. I want to hear what you have to say. When the time is right, let’s have dinner.”

			“Absolutely.”

			Chad nodded his superhero chin. “I’ll be in touch—I’ll ping you or text you or whatever we’re all supposed to be doing nowadays to be relevant. I can’t always count on George to pass you my notes.” He grinned, revealing orthodontist-dream teeth, white and perfectly proportioned. He also revealed his rarely unleashed sense of humor, which Jack was just getting used to. He supposed it was another good sign that Chad had favored him with a jest.

			Under almost any other circumstances, Jack would have been psyched by this brief meeting; it boded well for his ad agency that he’d impressed Ajax Group’s biggest potential client. But at this very moment a beautiful, intriguing young woman was waiting for him, and that trumped a thumbs-up any day, even one from a powerful international hotelier.
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			The new locale proved to be an intimate terrace with twinkle lights crisscrossing overhead, candles on the tables, and a few heat lamps to ward off the evening chill. They sat at a table for two next to a fire pit, and if Jack had been good-looking earlier in the day, by firelight he was devastating.

			Cordy had been monitoring her alcohol intake because she wasn’t about to be a “girl gone wild” when she was easily a decade beyond the stipulated age. She didn’t think Jack was a serial killer or anything, but she’d just met him and he was a perfect stranger. Mmm, perfect, indeed.

			The perfect stranger spoke as he sipped a Hennessy Paradis, which she knew was an expensive cognac. Was he trying to impress her? “With all due respect to your carefully constructed and worded boundaries, what would you like to talk about? I can talk about food and wine until the Herefords come home, but there’s a great deal more to you than that. I know you’ll say we don’t know each other very well and, timewise, that’s true. But there’s something here. No woman like you would waste her precious time with a man unless she felt he was worthwhile.”

			“What if I like getting a free dinner?”

			“You don’t care about that.” He looked at her cup of decaf. “How’s the coffee?”

			“Good. Thank you.”

			“You didn’t want dessert?”

			“No. Not at all.” This was partially true. The flourless chocolate cake had spoken her name, but she had always been caught up in dieting. Better to refuse and be strong than give in to her whims. This weekend, she would eat sensibly. Sexually, she was giving her self-discipline a well-deserved hall pass. She’d been faithful to Trent for two years, and now all bets were off. And she was betting that this obscenely handsome man would help her celebrate her newfound freedom. She poured cream into her decaf and stirred so vigorously, some of the coffee sloshed on to the table. She immediately blotted it with her napkin, then folded it perfectly as Jack spoke.

			“Easy there,” Jack said. “If you don’t want to talk about whatever it is, that’s fine. I am merely offering a sympathetic ear.”

			She put her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her cupped palms. “I know. And that is so sweet of you. I can’t talk about it. It was really screwed up. But it happened and I can’t un-ring that bell. There’s nothing to do now but move forward.” She rotated the folded napkin so that it paralleled the knife on the table, which made her feel a little better.

			“You understand that I will follow your lead. You call the shots unless you want me to.”

			“You’re referring to the IOU?”

			“I’m referring to our conversation. But it also can apply to the IOU, if you like.”

			“You haven’t forgotten about it, have you?”

			“A hundred dollars is a hundred dollars. Who couldn’t use a hundred dollars?” His smile, which quirked up on one side, told her he didn’t care about the money. Maybe he had a trust fund. Maybe he could live in pricey, exclusive Aspen and play piano for mad money. Perhaps he’d spent last summer in Provence and the summer before in Singapore. Or Borneo. Or racing a yacht. He sure was snatching up the checks for their drinks and food tonight. She hated to think he was racking up debt to impress her, but on the other hand, it was his choice. She decided to delve, within reason.

			“How’d you learn to play the piano so well?”

			“Some people would beg to differ on my skill level, but thank you.” He bowed his head. He was so formal, she had to stifle a giggle now and then. He should be wearing a top hat. As nineteenth-century as his word choice could be, she couldn’t deny the blatant sexuality that emanated from the man. It was a fascinating and discombobulating combination that had her thinking about whether he’d hold her head while he kissed her, and press his lips onto hers, or where his fingertips might travel on her body. Her naked body. Because, yes indeed, she wanted to be naked with this man. She wanted to be naked in the midst of all his Cajun/Creole—she wasn’t sure which—charm. She wanted to throw caution to the wind, and to earth, water, and fire, too.

			She was going to start a new chapter in her life, and this piano player or trust funder or yachtsman or whatever he was, was going to help her.

			She needed to give him a sign. I am so not good at this! Steady there, Cordy. He’s ripe for the plucking. He’s been courting you with food, wine, and conversation all night. Now he’s using fire, an element, and he would’ve used that chocolate cake if you’d let him.

			Jack continued to answer her question, unaware of the pep talk Cordy was giving herself. “My mother required my siblings and I to learn to play an instrument. I chose the piano because I didn’t want to have to haul around a horn or cello or—God forbid—a harp. I know a woman who bought a used hearse to transport herself and her harp to engagements. Even as a child, I couldn’t stomach the thought of going to such lengths to learn to play an instrument. I chose the piano because I could only play where there was already a Steinway sitting there waiting for me. And once at a Christmas party—I was about ten years old at the time—my cousin, who was seventeen and a crack pianist, was playing and the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen was sitting there on the bench right next to him. She was enthralled. And I thought, I want that to happen to me. I want to be that guy. I can guarantee you, no pretty girl was going to stand next to me if I played the tuba.”

			“It seemed to work today.”

			“A gorgeous woman came over, but she didn’t sit down.”

			Cordy was just buzzed enough to be pleased at the unabashed compliment. “I stayed, didn’t I?”

			“Only because I annoyed you to distraction.” He looked away for a moment and was uncharacteristically hesitant. “I would like to offer an apology.”

			“What for?”

			“I was not a gentleman back at the bar. A gentleman would’ve stopped playing the instant you asked. I confess, I goaded you because I didn’t want you to leave. I was a schoolboy pulling a little girl’s pigtails, and I apologize. It was decidedly unchivalrous.”

			“A true gentleman would erase the debt.”

			“Not after seeing where you put that napkin to keep it safe. I may be a gentleman, but I’m not dead.”

			Her mind supplied a movie of Jack slipping those long, nimble pianist’s fingers inside her bra to retrieve the cocktail napkin while he kissed her lips and pressed his other hand into her lower back, insisting their bodies have as much contact as possible. Like holding a sheet of silk in front of her in a steady wind. And he’d keep kissing her and his thumb on the bra hand would not-so-subtly brush against her nipple and he’d still be kissing her and she’d forget why she had a cocktail napkin in her dress. She’d also forget her own name. She sat up straight and plowed a hand through her hair. Ah, heck. Why not? Her cousin was right. Why not have some fun? It was just for the weekend. She knew she would eventually have to clean up the rest of the wedding aftermath, but she could relax and enjoy herself for a couple days. When her job started, she wouldn’t have time for fun anyway. It was now or never.

			And she was in the mood.

			And she had a guy nearby.

			A scrumptious guy.

			She needed to fortify herself and would simultaneously give him another chance to be a gentleman. A win/win. She met his eyes and unleashed her bordello-esque thoughts into her gaze. “Would you hand me the wine list, please?” Her voice squeaked. He did, wordlessly, and a little charge passed between them. She wouldn’t have been surprised if the fire in the pit flared from the energy the two of them gave off. She examined the list, and chose a different cognac than his, because she wanted to see if she could taste the difference . . . on his lips.

			“What’s your pleasure?”

			So many answers, and none of them had anything to do with alcohol. “I’d like the Courvoisier.”

			Jack signaled the waiter and ordered for her.

			“Thanks. When I was little, Courvoisier had a contest advertised in one of my horse magazines where you could win a white Arabian, just like the one Napoleon rode. You had to send in postcards, and I had my mother buy me a hundred index cards. I used up all our stamps, and I filled out each and every one and sent them in. I was sure I was going to win. At the time, I thought, how could I not? I didn’t think anyone else would have sent in a hundred postcards, and surely they would pick one of mine.”

			“Let me guess. You didn’t win.”

			She shook her head. “I had a name picked out and everything.”

			“And what was that?”

			“Glacier.”

			Jack laughed, delighted. “That’s sweet. I assume you weren’t planning on him being very fast?”

			“I thought it was a cool name for a gray. Since then, I’ve always had a soft spot for grays.”

			“I thought it was white.”

			“Technically, most white horses are gray. Only a few are born white, and those are albinos. Most of them are born dark, then lighten as they age.”

			“May I ask if you have a horse?”

			“You can ask anything you want. If it’s verboten, I won’t answer.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Gray, I presume?”

			“No. Chestnut. A crazy redhead, except he’s not. He’s a sweetheart, but with some strong opinions.” She smiled. “God, I love that horse. Some people didn’t understand and would resent the time I spent at the barn. When you’re showing, you have to ride five or six days a week, and . . . for some people, that was too much.” She pushed away thoughts of Trent and said brightly, “And now I have to show you a picture.”

			“Naturally.”

			Cordy plucked her cell phone from its pocket in her bag and navigated to the picture of Marcas. It was her favorite: her riding him in a dressage show, in brilliant sun that made his white stockings look especially pristine as he piaffed. She handed her phone to Jack.

			“My goodness. He is a beauty. What’s his name?”

			“Marcas. Short for Marcasite.”

			“Marcasite,” he said, rolling it around in his mouth as though tasting it. “That’s a mineral?”

			“Yes.” She showed him her ring, a swirling, stylized horse head studded with grayish-green marcasite. It was the first gift Trent had given her, and now that she thought about it, the most thoughtful. His consideration had deteriorated with time. It must have almost killed him to commission a piece of jewelry made from a lowly mineral that wouldn’t impress his friends and make their wives and girlfriends drool. These thoughts were pulverized when Jack’s fingers curled lightly around hers as he looked. She could swear she felt a blast of heat from his skin, and was startled by how the soft pads of his fingers sparked against her palm.

			Her cognac arrived, and Jack released her hand and sat back to make room at the small table. Cordy felt her face heat and was glad the light was dim so he’d miss her blush. She took the tulip-shaped glass in both hands to keep them occupied and heat the liquid, then she inhaled the fiery scent. She closed her eyes simply because she needed to focus after his unexpected caress sent her careening. Finally, she took a sip. A big sip, and sputtered like a child who just got swamped by a wave. Eyes watering as though she’d been maced, she waved her hand and reached for her water. Oh yeah, this’ll get him all worked up. Me choking to death. Nothing sexier than that.
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