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Chapter 1

				Asher Lowe lay atop his buttery-soft, Egyptian cotton sheets, sandwiched between two women. The brunette on his right snored delicately into the pillow, exposing a booty so spectacular it was said to be insured by Lloyd’s of London. Last year’s Miss November, a stacked, all-natural blonde, was curled up to his left, hogging the covers.

				Clubbing most of the night and living out every man’s fantasy into the wee hours was easier ten years ago. Well, the recovery from the all-nighters was certainly easier back then. The part in bed was easier then. Getting women into bed? Thanks to money, a wall full of platinum albums, and a couple of Grammys, that part was easier now.

				Asher lifted his head and immediately regretted it. His head throbbed from all the damn Hennessy. Would he ever learn not to drink with rappers?

				He glanced at the clock on the nightstand and did a double take. Eight A.M.? Why on earth was he up so early?

				Bzzz.

				Asher cringed. The headache reached nightmarish proportions and nausea rushed up as he broke out in a cold sweat.

				More buzzing. What was that? Had some device been left on?

				He sat up gingerly, moving to his knees, swallowing back bile, careful not to disturb either of the bed’s occupants. The brunette stirred and he froze. He didn’t have it in him for round three. Hell, he wasn’t sure he had it in him to make it to the bathroom.

				Asher’s gaze swept the floor. Strewn about the plush, cream carpet was an assortment of satin underthings, an empty box of condoms, a pair of black thigh-high boots and a lacy, red thong. La Perla, by the looks of it. No vibrating paraphernalia.

				He frowned. More buzzing. Coming from the corner of the room.

				He inched his way to the bottom of the bed and stood. A wave of dizziness swept through him and he rested his hands on naked thighs, biting back a moan. Things were way worse vertical. Getting back to sleep would be impossible until he turned off whatever it was.

				He spied his phone on the dresser, the telltale light coming on as the insistent noise started again. His brows went up. His phone? Who the hell would be calling at the crack of dawn? Must be a wrong number.

				Only a handful of people even had his private cell number, and not one of them would call before noon.

				The brunette mumbled something. Snagging his phone, he hustled to the bathroom. He put the phone down and rifled through the cabinets in search of some kind of hangover remedy. He tried a sip of water with a pink-stuff chaser. God. He had been here countless times over the years and it was never worth it.

				Examining his reflection in the mirror, he saw the lines that marked years of exposure to the California sun and the inexorable march to forty. Bags and circles highlighted bloodshot eyes. Leaning against the vanity countertop, he cast a glance over his shoulder at the bathroom. Why were there towels all over the floor and a bottle of bubbles overturned, leaking clear goo — ?

				Oh yeah. The two in his bed had wanted to play in his hot-tub sized bathtub.

				His phone vibrated on the counter and he picked it up to stare blearily at the display. Six missed calls and six voice-mail messages from a familiar Vegas number.

				Asher’s mouth twisted. His father knew his cell number? Interesting. Finishing in the bathroom, he stumbled out to the bedroom where he hauled on last night’s jeans. Shutting the door carefully behind him, he padded to the kitchen.

				Dealing with Sterling Lowe would require coffee — in vast quantities.

				He set the phone on the counter and pulled out the beans. The phone vibrated again. With a glare that renewed the throbbing in his head, he picked it up.

				“Yeah?” he drawled.

				“Asher.” His father’s voice was raspy.

				Asher tensed.

				Sterling Lowe drew a ragged breath. “Asher  …  I  …  I don’t know how to tell you this. I  …  I hate to do it on the phone  …  ”

				His hand clenched into a fist, a cold, hard knot formed in his stomach. “Are you sick?”

				“It’s Delilah.”

				Delilah — Dee — Asher’s half-sister.

				His body grew cold. The hair on the back of his neck stood up.

				“What?” he whispered.

				His father choked back tears, voice rough. “She was killed by a drunk driver in a head-on.”

				Asher collapsed onto a barstool.

				“Ella?” he asked.

				“She’s here. I have her this weekend. Dee  …  Dee had a girls’ weekend  …  I  …  haven’t told Ella. I don’t know what to do.”

				Some part of Asher could not believe his father had said that. Sterling Lowe always knew exactly what to do, or at least thought he did.

				His father took a deep breath. “Can you come?”

				“Of course.” He gritted his teeth. He loved Dee. God knows he had been a better brother to her than Sterling had been a father. It was on the tip of his tongue to say something caustic when he heard a muffled sound. Asher pulled the phone from his ear and stared at it. Through all the divorces, the battles, in thirty-seven years, he had never heard his father weep. He put the phone back to his ear. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

				“The jet is fueled up and ready at LAX. I sent a car — ”

				“I’m on my way.”

				“Wait. Asher?”

				“Yes?”

				“What do I tell,” his voice was thick with tears, “Ella?”

				“Can you wait until I get there?” He knew exactly who to call.

				The older man let out a long, relieved sigh. “Okay. Dee wasn’t supposed to pick her up until later today.”

				“I’ll see you soon.”

				Ella. With no father in the picture, what would happen to her?

				His lips tightened and his hands formed fists. He’d be damned if he let his father ruin another childhood.

				Asher hung up the phone and dialed Justin. He had been Asher’s assistant for ten years. Next to Dee, Justin Montoya was the closest thing to family he had.

				“Asher? What the hell? It’s eight — ”

				“I know.” He managed to speak through a throat half closed by unshed tears. “It’s Dee.” He gritted his teeth against a wave of grief, afraid if he said the words they would become true. “She was killed in a car accident in Vegas this morning.”

				“What? Oh God, Asher, not Dee — ”

				“I need to go,” he interrupted before the sympathy in his friend’s voice made him lose the slim bit of control he had left. “The plane is waiting. Do I have a bag packed somewhere?”

				“Hall closet. What about Ella?”

				“She’s okay. She’s with my dad.” A thump from upstairs made him squeeze his eyes shut in frustration. “Listen, there’s a couple of girls here. Can you — ”

				“I got it covered man, you just go.”

				“Thanks,” he said.

				Ten minutes later, the car arrived and Asher’s hands had finally stopped shaking. Memories of his younger sister flashed before him. Ruthlessly, he pushed them away. He sent a group text to a handful of friends.

				Dee killed in car accident. Headed to Vegas.

				Better they hear it from him than from the news.

				He put his bag in the trunk of the long, sleek, black limousine, nodded his thanks to the driver holding the door open and climbed into the rear seat.

				Ella.

				Delilah had become pregnant with Ella in her mid-twenties when she was still thoroughly enmeshed in partying with other children of the ultra-rich. It was a scene Asher avoided. A scene he tried unsuccessfully to extricate his sister from.

				Knowing Dee’s crowd during that time, he was pretty sure the men she hung out with would either be horrified by the idea of becoming a daddy or thrilled for all the wrong reasons. Knocking up the daughter of one of the richest men in America had its advantages.

				Asher had asked once, gently, about the father and Delilah told him she didn’t know. He left it alone. Having a baby changed Dee. She had renewed purpose and vitality; being a mom and a good mom was everything to her.

				He made the call to Kate Sawyer, wife of his best friend, Alec. Kate was a nurse and ran a foundation for terminally ill parents with dependent children. She and her sister had lost their mother at a young age. If anyone could answer questions about how to deal with Ella and grief, it was Kate.

				He filled Kate in on the events of the morning, forcing the words out through numb lips.

				“Oh, no, Asher.” Her breath hitched.

				“I’ve got to get on a plane in a few minutes and when I get there I need to know what to tell Ella.”

				“Oh Asher,” her voice shook, “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

				Asher heard Alec in the background, asking questions.

				Kate shushed him. “What is Ella now? Five? Six?”

				“Five.”

				Kate sighed. “The first thing you need to know is that her understanding of death will be limited.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“Understanding death is a process at that age. She’ll only understand what her mother’s death means as she gets older.”

				“I’m not following you, Kate.” Asher’s control was slipping and he knew he sounded impatient.

				“You need to explain to her in very simple terms that her mother died. She’ll need to be told that death is nothing like sleep, and that her mom is not coming back. She’ll cry and grieve but  …  it’ll take time. Even once you think she understands, she will probably ask for her. Sometimes it takes months or longer for a child that age to grasp that Mom isn’t coming back.”

				Oh God. She was going to be asking when Delilah would be back? He fought another upwelling of grief mixed with acute nausea. “Children can also think something they’ve done or haven’t done may have caused the death  …  ”

				“What?” he ground out through a stiff jaw, “that’s insane.”

				“Asher, they don’t think like we do. They aren’t mini-adults. She’ll need constant, patient reassurance. There are therapists who can help with this. I know a few excellent ones in LA. I’ll call this morning if you like.”

				“God. Yes. Thanks, Kate.”

				There was a long pause.

				“Asher?”

				“Yeah?”

				Kate waded in. “We’re here for you. Anything you need. Anything. Help. Visits. We loved Dee. You know we love you and Ella. And we understand your feelings toward your father.”

				Only a handful of people knew about his conflict-ridden relationship with his father; Sterling and Asher put on a good front in public.

				He loved Ella because she was his sister’s kid, but he had no interest in kids of his own. None at all. Not now at any rate. But Ella? My God. And his dad? No fucking way. He would not have her grow up the way he and Dee had, in a fractured family with a distant, disinterested parent. He would get the best people. He could set her up with a full-time nanny, the best schools. He could figure it out, not his dad.

				Asher swallowed convulsively. “I know, Kate.”

				“We’ll see you in a few hours, we’ll be flying in from Cielito.”

				“See you in Vegas.” Asher disconnected the phone and buried his face in his hands, finally giving in to grief.

	
Chapter 2

				The limo glided through the wrought iron gates and up to Sterling’s estate. Asher’s lip curled into a sneer. The twenty-million-dollar mansion jutted into the cloudless sky like a child’s metal dump truck left upended in a sandbox. The modern exterior was all hard angles and sharp lines.

				He didn’t see the appeal — not in the stark house or the desiccated landscape. As far back as Asher could remember, when his old man wasn’t working, he was either at the country club, the nearest casino, or on vacation with a wife or girlfriend. Anywhere but home with his kids. Sterling could live wherever the hell he wanted, but Ella didn’t belong here. A wide limestone path sliced the yard and ascended to a double-door entry. Terraced retaining walls flanked the steps and outlined shrub-strewn patches of gravel filled with spiky yucca and sharp-edged palms. Hell, a child wouldn’t even be safe here.

				The limo stopped. He grabbed his bag from the seat and got out without waiting for the driver. Asher waved a dismissal, and the driver got back in the car and put it in gear, leaving him standing in the brutal mid-morning sun. He groaned and squeezed his eyes shut, fumbling his sunglasses into place as he tried to blink away the headache that threatened to re-emerge.

				During the hour-long flight to Vegas, his hangover had dissipated enough for him to pull himself together and contact his lawyer. Once things were moving on the legal front, he’d skimmed the information Kate had emailed.

				Jesus, how did anyone tell a five-year-old such devastating news? It was going to be the hardest thing he’d ever done.

				He climbed the steps two at a time and rang the bell. Rubbing a hand over his unshaven jaw, he realized he probably looked as bad as he felt. His jeans had an unidentifiable stain on one knee, and his oldest Metallica tee was wrinkled from spending last night balled up in a corner of his bedroom. The sickly stench of stale booze and sex oozed from his pores in the arid heat. Nothing like living down to the old man’s expectations.

				Sterling answered, eyes red-rimmed from weeping, his face ashen under his golfer’s tan. “Asher.” His father took a half step toward him through the doorway.

				Asher took a step back.

				Sterling Lowe sighed and pushed the door further open behind him. “Come on in.”

				Asher walked into the house, closed the front door and followed his father to the living room.

				“So, what happened?” Asher asked.

				“She was on her way home from a girls’ night, a weekend actually. She had a drink or two early, but her blood alcohol was nil. She rarely drank anymore. No drugs. Nothing. You know she got away from all that before she had Ella.”

				Asher nodded.

				“Some drunk crossed the line and hit her, head-on. They tell me she was killed instantly.” Sterling rubbed his unshaven face.

				“Driver still alive?”

				“Of course and it wasn’t his first offense. He’ll be in prison for a long time.”

				“So, Ella’s been here a few days?”

				“Yeah. I have her here as often as I can, which isn’t often enough. I’ve become really close to both of them,” Sterling said. “You may think it’s too little, too late.”

				Asher shrugged, and crossed the room to the window where he studied the landscape. He gritted his teeth. All the feelings he had ferociously quashed were leaking through.

				“I’m sorry, son. I know I was a lousy — ”

				Nausea rose up, bringing his past with it. He turned away from the window and gave his father a look through narrowed eyes. “Now’s not the time.”

				He was the only child now, the only heir. No matter. He had dashed his father’s dreams for a family succession of the business more than fifteen years ago. About the time Sterling had thrown his considerable weight around, leaning on people to cancel Spade’s early gigs. Luckily, Canadian promoters had balls, or who knows if his band would have ever made it. It had occurred to him on the flight that Sterling might want to mend fences with his sole surviving offspring. His lips twisted. Dear old Dad wouldn’t feel that way for long, not after the lawyers arrived. Asher hadn’t been as close to Dee in the last year or two, and he laid that directly at his father’s door. Dee’s endless efforts to bring about reconciliation between the two had caused a growing rift. His sister was short on memory and long on forgiveness. Asher was hanging on by a thread. He would deal with the yawning pit of howling rage and despair later. After they told Ella.

				Sterling walked over to the far side of the room and poured an amber colored liquid from the crystal decanter on the sideboard. He offered it to Asher. “Hair of the dog?”

				Asher stiffened. So his father had noticed. Not surprising. The hangover had barely ebbed, but he was not a proponent of that remedy. That path led to doom. “God, no.” Asher walked over to the couch while his father settled himself into a straight-backed chair with his drink. “Where’s Ella?”

				“In the pool. The housekeeper is watching her for a bit while we talk.”

				Asher ran a trembling hand through his hair. “So, listen, I talked to my friend, a nurse who deals a lot with grieving families; she’s an expert with this kind of thing. I gotta tell you, Sterling, it’s going to be bad. Real bad.”

				“I could’ve told you that,” his father replied shakily and took a healthy swallow of the Scotch.

				Asher relayed what Kate had told him about the way five-year-olds handle death. Then he dropped his bombshell. “I’m taking Ella back to Los Angeles with me after the funeral.”

				The older man gasped and reared back, stretching out a hand as though to ward him off. “No, Asher, no, she’s all I have.”

				Asher’s mouth tightened. Nice.

				“That came out wrong,” his father’s voice hoarsened, “I didn’t mean that. But you don’t know what she means to me — what I mean to her, and she knows me.”

				“She knows me, too, and it’s what Dee wanted.”

				His father shook his head and put down the drink on the end table. “No. Well, maybe when Ella was first born, before I reconnected with them  …  but not anymore. I know Ella, son, and she knows me. I’ll care for her. You haven’t even been around — ”

				“Thanks to you. Dee may have wanted you in her life. I don’t.

				“But your lifestyle  …  you can’t  …  ” He trailed off as Asher’s brows shot up. “Asher.” Sterling’s voice was stronger now and he leaned forward and stretched out a beseeching hand. “You are not  …  capable of taking care of a five-year-old girl.”

				Asher got to his feet. Heat surged through him as his heart rate kicked up two notches.

				“Fuck you, Sterling. I’m a helluva lot more capable than you. Dee and I had years of your brand of parenting. You think I would subject my sister’s — ” His voice cracked. He took a moment to gather himself and when he spoke again he had himself under control. “If you think I’d give you the opportunity to neglect another child, you are out of your goddamn mind.”

				“Asher, please. It’s not just the life you live. It’s the attention you draw. Do you really think it’s fair to Ella to expose her to that? To the scum that follow you around, taking photos, invading your privacy — the groupies, the hangers-on? Taking her with you will invite all of that into her life and she doesn’t deserve it, Asher.”

				Lips pressed together in an implacable line, Asher turned and strode out of the room. He paused only to grab his bag as he took the stairs two at a time to the upper level. He pushed open a door he thought he remembered led to a guest room and threw his things on the bed.

				Fuck!

				He hadn’t even considered that. The publicity. There was no way he could allow her to be photographed and gossiped about. He paced the room. He’d just have to change things up. Dial down the lifestyle a couple of notches. Part of marketing and promoting Spade was being seen living the life. It had been years since he’d been overly enthused about the trappings. He’d just have to be careful — really careful — to shield Ella from all that. Hell, he wasn’t the only celebrity to ever have a kid.

				Should he go to a hotel? Nah. Ella was here and she needed to get used to him. He could survive the two days in his father’s house. Barely. He’d spend time with Ella and avoid his dad.

				The lawyers would work it out. He was still the legal guardian for Ella and trustee for the estate. If Dee had made changes to the will he urged her to set up when she discovered her pregnancy, he would’ve been notified.

				So Sterling fancied himself a paragon of parenting now? Asher snorted. Screw him. Sure, Dee told him Sterling had changed. Asher was no fool. The old man was getting lonely in his old age. So what? His father had always been a selfish, manipulative bastard.

				An hour later Asher had showered and lay on the bed, unable to sleep.

				There was a rap at the door.

				Sterling’s voice came through. “Asher? The therapist is here. It’s time.”

				Telling Ella was brutal. A dim sense of unreality set in as Asher held a confused, weeping Ella on his lap. The questions from the child came thick and fast. Questions that had no answers.

				“But why can’t she come back?” Ella whispered.

				“I’m sorry, love. There was a car accident and her body stopped working, and she died. She can’t come back,” Sterling said.

				Asher rubbed a hand over his eyes to disperse the moisture gathering.

				“Can’t we visit? I really want to see her.” Ella insisted.

				“Ella, she’s gone, honey. She can’t come back. We can’t visit her. We can only remember her.” Asher looked at the therapist, who gave him a nod.

				Ella shook her head. “Then who is going to take care of me?”

				Asher exchanged a look with his father over her head. Sterling seemed a decade older than his seventy years, his countenance ravaged by grief and sleeplessness.

				“I am,” Asher said. “I’m going to take good care of you, honey.” He held her small, warm body close.

				Ella pulled her thumb out of her mouth. “What about Grandpa?”

				“I’ll see you, sweetie.” Sterling pressed his lips together, then lowered his head and put a hand to his brow, his shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

				Asher tightened his grip.

				The child twisted. “Hey, Uncle Asher.”

				He relaxed his arms. “Oh, sorry Ella.”

				The therapist spoke. “Ella, your uncle and grandpa are sad that your mommy died, too. It’s okay for everyone to feel sad and cry. It doesn’t feel good when someone you love dies.”

				After the woman left, Sterling tried to tempt Ella to eat with an assortment of cheeses, some kind of fish-shaped crackers, and sweets. No dice. His father put in an animated movie and settled Ella on his lap, where she sat with a small, ratty blanket, sucking her thumb, listless.

				When it came time for Ella to go to bed, she begged his old man to lie down with her. Sterling’s accusing expression met Asher’s even gaze. Asher carried her little weeping body to her bedroom and laid her gently on the bed. His father took off his shoes and laid down next to the child, gathering her close.

				Asher switched off the light and pulled the door behind him as he went back downstairs.

				Was he doing the right thing?

				He gave himself a shake. Of course he was.

				• • •

				A quick glance at the clock the next day indicated it was nearly noon. Asher grunted and rolled out of bed, heading for the shower. He considered his father as he studied the Moroccan tile walls of the shower, the hot water pulsing down from some fancy gadget above his head. Hard to believe a man so savvy in his business dealings could be so foolish where women were concerned.

				Asher’s mother Jacqueline — the scion of old Hollywood money — was beautiful and spoiled, manipulative and narcissistic. Sterling’s second, brief union with a much younger woman had produced no offspring, thankfully. Delilah’s mother, Katherine, was arguably the best of the lot. She was a gifted horsewoman; unfortunately, she didn’t have a nurturing bone in her body, at least not for two-legged creatures. She and Dee had a cordial relationship — and that was largely due to Dee’s nature — but there was no way she would want or get custody of Ella. She may have seen her granddaughter once — twice at the most.

				When Asher walked into the living room twenty minutes later, his father eyed him from the recliner, laptop open. Asher greeted Ella where she sat working on a puzzle with a kiss on the top of her head, and gave his father a nod before heading in search of coffee.

				In the kitchen an array of breakfast foods were laid out on the enormous marble island. Ignoring the food, he spied the coffee maker. Full. Good. He needed his wits about him for what was coming. He pulled out his phone. There were a number of missed text messages and voicemails. He ignored them, scrolling through until he found the one that mattered. His lawyer and the other attorney were on their way to the house.

				Moments later, the doorbell rang and Sterling admitted Asher’s legal team.

				The discussion with the two lawyers in the study was brief. One of the men had drawn up Delilah’s will when Ella was born — the terms were inarguable. Sterling was given copies of all the relevant legal documents and the men departed.

				Once they had gone, Sterling pulled Asher aside. “I’ll give you four months. If there are ongoing adjustment problems, if she’s lonely, if you aren’t parenting adequately, I’ll come after you for custody.”

				Asher stood, motionless, his eyes narrowed to slits. “Who do you think you are? That’s not for you to decide — ”

				His father stood his ground. “I’m her grandfather, and I love her. She knows me; she’s comfortable here. Your lifestyle — ”

				“Here we go again. My lifestyle? What about yours, you son of a bitch? Dee and I only had each other growing up. You were completely MIA as a parent. Shipping us off to boarding school and then going on ski vacations while we had to do holidays with strangers?” Asher hissed.

				His father met his eyes. “Yes. And I’m sorry for it. I made amends with Dee. I’ve handed over a lot of my responsibilities with the company. I’m not working as much — ”

				“Good for you,” Asher spat.

				“While you work all the time, and in your business, God know what sort of unsavory characters you have dealings with. I don’t want her exposed to your lifestyle.”

				Asher’s fists clenched. “You know fuck all about me and my life.”

				His father’s demeanor was calm, his tone even. “I made mistakes with you and Dee, Asher, but I’d do anything for Ella. I owe it to her and to Dee. I’ll come after you, and believe me the courts will lean in favor of a man like me over a man like you. I won’t sit idly by. Four months, Asher.” Sterling walked away.

				Asher seethed silently, stomach roiling, and made his way back to the empty living room where he called his assistant. “Where are you?”

				“Ten minutes away.”

				“Okay. I want out of here the day after tomorrow, first flight out after the funeral.”

				Justin sighed. “I thought you’d come later in the week. The jet’s in Mexico, remember? That indie band — ”

				“Can you get it here?”

				“Not that soon. Maybe Sterling — ”

				“Forget it. Book us first-class commercial.”

				“Commercial?”

				“Just do it.”

	
Chapter 3

				Maddy’s layover in Las Vegas on her way to Los Angeles was brief. So brief, she ended up running through the airport like an old-time linebacker in a rental car commercial. She was the last person on the plane before the doors closed; the flight attendant checked her seat assignment and took her to task with a cluck.

				Hip joints that ached from the uncomfortable seats on the first leg of the flight were now screaming in agony after that mad dash through the airport.

				Still, it was impossible to miss the movie-star handsome, vaguely familiar man and the hysterically sobbing, angelic-looking child holding on to him in a mostly empty first-class section she had to pass through to reach her own seat in row 32. The man was obviously trying to get the little girl to buckle up but she was clinging to him like a limpet. He glared at the flight attendant, an older, gray-haired woman, who scowled back.

				“Sir, we’re ready to push back, she needs to be strapped in or you both need to get off.”

				Her words made the child shriek still louder — she was asking for something, but Maddy couldn’t quite make it out.

				Maddy put her carry-on down in the empty seat next to her and knelt next to him, wincing. She met the man’s harried gaze. “What’s her name?”

				“Ella.”

				“Does she have a blanket or a toy or something?” Every child traveling needed an item of comfort. Maddy didn’t have kids, but she’d been around them all her life. Stressful situations required thumbs, stuffed animals, blankets  …  especially at four or five, or whatever age she was.

				The guy gave her a blank look. “A what?”

				Why did he look so familiar?

				Maddy’s brow wrinkled. “A blanket?”

				The child stopped crying and put her thumb in her mouth, staring at Maddy with huge, nut-brown eyes, lashes clumped together with tears.

				He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Mmm  …  I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				Maddy frowned. “Is this your child?”

				“My niece.”

				Ah. That explained it. “Does she have a little blanket?”

				The light dawned in those shockingly brilliant hazel eyes. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Is that what she’s asking for?”

				Maddy nodded.

				The child nodded.

				“Sir,” said the flight attendant.

				He rose, baring his teeth in a facsimile of a grin.

				The flight attendant recoiled from the look, muttering under her breath.

				Maddy bit back a smile and backed up.

				Opening the overhead bin, he felt around in a bag and pulled out a ratty blanket. At one time it may have been pink, but it was now a well-loved, dingy gray.

				The child reached for it, expression rapt.

				“You.” He pointed to Maddy. “Sit there, please.”

				The gray-haired woman in the airline uniform shook her head. “No, sir, she has a coach seat.”

				He gave her that look again. “I’ll pay the difference. She sits here.”

				The woman grumbled but nodded to Maddy to sit in the seat the man had indicated.

				The man reached for her carry-on, and examined the plastic baggage tag containing her identifying information before putting it in the overhead bin. He gave the tag a tug with two fingers. “Madeline?”

				That’s what I get for helping. Now this guy knows my name and address. She examined him for signs that he was a creeper. What she found instead were signs of strain and sleeplessness that should have made him less attractive but didn’t.

				Why do I feel like I’ve seen this guy before? Is he an actor?

				His longish hair was a rich mahogany, and he had the kind of face talent scouts dream about, chiseled perfection marred by a slightly angular, prominent nose and strong chin. By far, his most striking feature was his eyes. Hazel or brown didn’t do them justice. They were golden, almost yellow in the center, edged by a dark brown ring and framed by the thickest eyelashes Maddy had ever seen.

				“Please, sit,” golden-eyes said.

				Maddy settled into the aisle seat across the way from him.

				The flight attendant picked up a phone and mumbled something into the mouthpiece about takeoff, then buckled herself into the jump seat.

				Maddy snuck a look at the man again. The child had curled up against him and was starting to nod off. She was asleep before they reached cruising altitude.

				After declining the flight attendant’s offer for refreshment, Maddy pulled her e-reader from her bag and settled in to read in the awkward silence.

				“Thank you, Madeline,” he said.

				“It’s Maddy.”

				“Thanks, Maddy.”

				“No problem.”

				“As you can see, I’m a little out of my depth here.” His smile was disarming as he reached out to shake her hand. “Asher Lowe.”

				She reached across the aisle, and he stared at her misshapen, too thin hand with its red, swollen joints.

				The corners of his mouth pulled down as he took it carefully in his.

				She freed her hand, and her polite smile faltered as his name registered.

				Asher Lowe?

				The front man for Spade? Rock god, notorious philanderer, and son of Sterling Lowe, one of the richest men in America? She searched her celebrity memory banks — they were rusty from disuse. She didn’t even recognize the reality starlets who graced the covers these days, but once upon a time, she’d read entertainment magazines cover to cover. Wasn’t his mom some Hollywood icon renowned for her unusual eyes? No wonder he looked familiar.

				Good Lord. Was she still staring at him? He lips had quirked into an insincere half-smile. She glanced back toward coach. “Listen, everything seems to be under control here, so I can just mosey on back to my seat — ”

				“No.” He put a hand out to stop her, his tone panicked, his body radiating tension.

				The little girl sighed in her sleep and shifted against him.

				“Please stay,” he whispered. “Please.”

				“Is she nervous about flying?” Maddy asked in a low tone.

				His lips twisted and he examined Maddy through narrowed eyes “Probably. It’s not just that,” he glanced around, “she’s  …  Ella’s  …  coming to live with me. Her mother was killed three days ago in a car accident.”

				Maddy gasped.

				“We’re  …  uh  …  trying to figure this out.”

				“God. I’m so sorry. How awful. Is her dad — ?”

				“Not around. And, as you can probably see, I don’t know much about kids.”
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