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“Now that I’ve seen a stock car race, I get the allure. I guess.”

“You guess?” Beau had followed Celeste and she could feel him behind her, trapping her between him and the car. Slowly she turned to face him.

With a dangerous smile, he put his hands on her shoulders. Was he going to lay her down on the car? The erotic image quickened her pulse.

“You make a nice hood ornament, babe.”

She hoped he couldn’t feel the blood pounding through her at his touch.

“But Tony’d kill me if we unbalanced his perfect alignment and ruined the ride height.” He pulled her closer, studied her mouth, then slid his attention down to the opening of her thin cotton blouse. He let out a long, deep sigh.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“You.” She heard the raspiness in his voice. “You are the matter.”
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At its heart, Killer Curves is a love story. Not just a story of romantic love, but also of the timeless connection between a father and a daughter. To celebrate that unique relationship and honor the man who taught me life’s most important lessons, this book is dedicated with all of a daughter’s love to my father, Joseph Paul Zink, Jr. He relished every moment of his life, and armed his five children with the only tools necessary to win—confidence and humor.

I miss you every day, Daddy.
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Chapter

One




The weight of her new engagement ring seemed to slow Celeste Bennett’s steps to a rhythmic thud as she crossed Fifth Avenue. En-gaged…en-gaged…a-gain…

a-gain. Why had she accepted the diamond last night? Not wanting to disappoint the people who loved her was a cowardly excuse.

En-gaged. En-gaged. A-gain. A-gain.

As soon as she entered the coffee shop, Jackie Dunedin waved from their usual corner booth. The din of New Yorkers enjoying their Saturday morning coffee and bagels surrounded Celeste as she navigated the crowded tables. Slipping into the booth, she smacked her hand flat on the table and braced herself for the predictable two-word response.

“Holy shit.”

Predictable was comforting. A little crass, but comforting.

“I’m giving it back,” Celeste replied.

Jackie slumped against the vinyl booth and gave her auburn curls a saucy flip. “You know, I feel a little like Suellen O’Hara here.”

“Excuse me?”

“Scarlett’s little sister.” She drawled, “ ‘Scarlett’s had three husbands and I’m gonna be an old maid!’ ”

Straightening her silverware, Celeste smiled. “Three fiancées. Jackie. Huge difference. Anyway, I’m giving this one back before another person ever sees it. I only wore it today because it made me nervous to leave it at home.”

Jackie grabbed her hand for a closer examination. “I don’t blame you. This sucker is at least three carats.”

“Three and a half.”

“And white as snow.”

“Colorless, actually.”

“Harry Winston?”

“Tiffany’s.” Celeste whipped her hand free. “How do you know so much about diamonds, anyway?”

“Certainly not from left-hand-wearing experience.” Jackie sighed. “It’s the curse of all us advertising types. I know a little about every business.”

Celeste flipped her mug right side up, hoping Becca had brewed her incomparable butterscotch mocha blend. But the middle-aged waitress was beaming at a male customer at the counter, and from her look of utter enchantment, Celeste wouldn’t be getting coffee anytime soon.

“So? How did it happen?” Jackie asked. “Mark did the hansom cab thing in Central Park. David popped the question at the top of the Empire State Building. What was left for poor Craig?”

Celeste shook her head. “Exactly what you’d expect. He asked me—no, he informed me—in front of my parents at their country club in Darien.”

“Oh, boy. Elise probably has the wedding planner on her cell phone speed dial.” Jackie held her hand up to her ear and dropped into a dead-on Elise Hamilton Bennett impression. “Raphael, dahling? It’ll be December this time. Put every white poinsettia in the Northeast on order. Book the Plaza. Call Vera Wang.”

“No, Mother was oddly subdued. But not Daddy. He was nearly delirious.”

“Of course. Who wouldn’t love a son-in-law whose lineage can virtually guarantee your father a Senate seat?”

“It goes both ways. Daddy’s promised Craig the moon and the stars if he gets elected.”

“So how did he do it? A ring in the bottom of a champagne glass?”

Celeste shrugged. “He got down on one knee.”

“The better to shine your father’s shoes, I suppose.”

Celeste managed a laugh and toyed with the ring. “You’ve got that right. Craig is just as enamored of marrying into my family as he is with me. But I just couldn’t tell him no. Not with Daddy beaming from the sidelines.”

Before Jackie could launch into her rant against emotionally unavailable fathers, Becca arrived and plunked the coffeepot on the table, splashing the contents over the spout.

“Do you know who is sitting at the counter?” Her blue eyes were enormous circles, a flush deepening the creases on her cheeks. “You’re going to die. Just die.”

Jackie immediately turned toward the counter, but Celeste just held up her coffee mug. “Is it the butterscotch, Becca?”

“No.” Becca raised the pot, rapture radiating from every makeup-encased pore. “It’s Beau Lansing. The race car driver.”

Celeste’s cup hit the floor with a shattering crash.

Becca jumped, and more coffee splashed out, this time on Celeste’s ivory silk pants. Her gasp stuck in her throat.

“Oh, honey, are you burned?” Becca’s voice rose to panic level, and she stuck a napkin in Jackie’s ice water and slapped it on the splotch bleeding across Celeste’s trousers. “It was my fault. I’m so jittery with him here. Are you okay?”

Celeste put her hand over Becca’s and squeezed. “Yes, I’m fine. I…the cup just slipped out of my hands.” Her arms and legs went weak and heavy at the same time, and she felt light-headed. What in God’s name was he doing here?

She stole a glance at the counter, but the restaurant manager, hustling toward her with a broom and dustpan, blocked her view.

“So sorry, Miss Bennett,” he apologized, shooting an accusing glare at Becca. “We’ll take care of that dry cleaning bill for you.”

“No, no,” Celeste insisted. “It was my own clumsiness.”

Becca stared at the register, the dazed expression back on her face. “Look,” she demanded in a breathless voice, unaware of her boss’s displeasure as he swept up around her. “There he is.”

Jackie twisted around toward the cashier. “Holy shit.”

“You can say that again.” Becca sighed.

“Don’t encourage her.” Celeste plucked shreds of wet napkin off her pants, refusing to look.

Becca swayed as though she might actually faint. “He won the NASCAR championship last year. I love him. I love to watch him race.”

Celeste threw a glance at the man opening his wallet. Straight dark hair hung over the collar of his light blue shirt. Wide, solid shoulders. Tall. Much taller than she’d imagined.

Jackie let out a low whistle. “He can fire up my pistons anytime.”

“Oh, please.” Celeste rolled her eyes.

“What? He can’t hear me. Anyway, he’s used to it. He’s world famous.”

“He’s a race car driver. I can’t imagine what all the fuss is about.”

“Look at him.” Becca insisted. “That’s what the fuss is about.”

She’d only draw attention by not looking at him. Celeste’s heart thumped as she regarded his profile. The square cut of his jaw, the errant strands of black hair that fell just above the slash of an eyebrow. It was precisely the angle the camera caught when he sat in his car before a race with his eyes closed. Praying, the media claimed.

She’d seen that face many times during a surreptitious check of the sports section. When she pretended to study the Wimbledon results or see how a friend had fared in a polo match.

“Yes, he’s attractive,” Celeste said, recapturing her normal cool tone. “In a grease monkey sort of way.” Lord, she sounded exactly like Jackie’s imitation of her mother.

“Hey, NASCAR is the fastest growing sport in America,” Jackie said.

“So is bullfighting in Spain.”

Jackie crossed her arms, finally giving up her inspection of Beau Lansing. “You’re right, Emily Post. It’s uncivilized. It’s down and dirty. It’s rednecks and good ol’ boys.”

The words burned her heart as much as the coffee had her leg.

Celeste studied the stain on her pants to avoid having to look at him. “Well, you have to admit that watching souped-up hot rods drive around in circles isn’t exactly a compelling sport.”

Jackie poured cream into the coffee that Becca had finally calmed down enough to serve. “Actually, I’ve watched a few races. We had a client who wanted to be a sponsor last year. It’s fun, and those sponsors pay megamillions for the privilege of seeing their logos splashed on those souped-up hot rods. The sport has some impressive demographics for advertisers.” She sent a glance at the counter. “And some impressive drivers.”

Becca flipped open her order pad, but her attention stayed riveted across the room. “He was so sweet to me. You’d never know he was so famous.”

Celeste checked her bracelet watch and calculated how long it would take to get to the Guggenheim. “I have an appointment, so I’ll just have the coffee, Becca.”

An ear-to-ear grin spread across Becca’s face, and Celeste followed the woman’s delighted gaze across the restaurant, where Beau Lansing was chatting with the cashier. As if on cue, he turned to Becca and winked, then added a nonchalant salute good-bye.

The poor woman grabbed the Formica table for life support and let out a moan that fell dead center between agony and ecstasy.

“My husband’s gonna flip,” Becca said breathlessly. “Even though he thinks the crash that killed Gus Bonnet was all Beau’s fault. I don’t care. I just love to look at him.”

Celeste watched the waitress walk away, waiting for her own pulse to slow down. “Good Lord. She’s got to be closing in on fifty and she’s acting like a groupie at a rock concert.”

Jackie leaned forward, her eyes sparkling. “Let’s go meet him, Celeste.”

The mug wobbled in her grip. “You’re on your own. I have to go.”

“Why on earth do you have to be at the museum on a Saturday? Come on. Don’t you want to just talk to him?”

It was the last thing on earth she wanted to do. “Not one bit. I am needed at the museum.”

“You’re a volunteer, for cryin’ out loud,” Jackie shot back. “You should demand better hours.”

Celeste shrugged and set a five-dollar bill on the table. “Some major art collector scheduled a private tour of the Sugimoto exhibit.”

“And all the other Junior Leaguers are in the Hamptons?”

Celeste ignored the crack. “This collector requested I give him the tour.”

“He requested a specific museum docent?” Jackie raised an eyebrow. “How often does that happen?”

“It never has. Maybe he wants to meet the future senator from Connecticut and figures he can gain entrance through his daughter.” Celeste slid out of the booth. “Since my father’s campaign began, everyone seems to have an agenda. Everyone’s lobbying for something from him.”

She picked up her Louis Vuitton bag then held it against the coffee stain on her cream pants. “At least it matches,” she said with a wry smile.

“You’re crazy to wear white in the city.” Jackie shook her head.

“I’m an optimist.”

Jackie reached over and tapped the diamond on Celeste’s hand. “Yeah? Is that why you took a ring you had no intention of keeping?”

Celeste sighed. “I’m working on that.”

 

Celeste welcomed the air-conditioned chill of the Guggenheim. The walk had warmed her, causing a thin sheen of perspiration on her neck and allowing some unruly strands to escape their barrette. Reaching back to unsnap the clip, she finger-combed the waves over her shoulders.

What a disaster of a morning.

She didn’t even bother to stop and soak up the peace of the white exhibit halls spiraling up to the top floor of the museum. There could be no peace until she knew what Beau Lansing was doing in New York.

Of course, it was a big city with millions of visitors, and he could be there for any number of reasons. A TV interview, a meeting with a sponsor. It was ridiculous to think he was there because of…the connection they shared.

She approached the main desk and smiled at the man behind it, leaning her elbows on the counter with mock annoyance. “How did we manage to land Saturday duty, Sam?”

The old man’s eyes crinkled with his grin. “You’ll be glad you did, little lady. You’ve got yourself a celebrity to take on a tour.” He pointed to the right and she froze, not daring to follow it. “None other than Beau ‘Lightning Bolt’ Lansing.”

Her elbows almost slipped off the marble counter.

“He’s faster than lightning, that’s what they say. Least they used to.”

So much for coincidence.

Slowly, she turned her head. He sat on a bench under a window, his long legs crossed at the ankles, his unwavering gaze locked on her. Celeste felt the foundation of her world crumble and realized it was her legs, threatening to give way.

He stood and ambled toward her. He wore jeans, tight and worn nearly threadbare over his narrow hips, and menacing black boots. As he got closer, she read the tiny insignia stitched into his blue oxford shirt. Chastaine Motorsports.

Don’t say it. Don’t make me say that name.

She could feel his scrutiny, studying every angle of her face. He knows. He knows.

“Are you Celeste Bennett?”

She nodded as she met his semisweet chocolate eyes. She would simply deny it. Deny, deny, deny.

“I’m Beau. I appreciate your coming here on a Saturday and all, ma’am.”

Aw, shucks, you just go ahead and ruin my life any ol’ time, honey.

She tucked her handbag under her elbow, crossing her arms and tamping down the distress inside her. “I understand you are a collector.”

“He’s also one of the best race car drivers that ever lived,” Sam offered.

She managed a surprised look. “Is that so?”

The corner of Beau’s mouth lifted in a cynical smile. “Well, not that ever lived.”

Her gaze dropped back to the tiny checkered flags with a lightning bolt between them over his imposing, masculine chest. Chastaine.

“What kind of art do you collect, Mr. Lansing?”

He shrugged. “All different kinds.”

Black velvet Elvises and rebel flags, no doubt.

“The exhibit is on the fourth floor,” she said, turning toward the curved hall. “We don’t have any elevators in this part of the museum, so you’ll have a chance to peruse some of our magnificent works on the way.”

He stayed in step with her. “Interesting setup, this winding hallway.”

“It was designed by Frank Lloyd Wright to offer visitors an unbroken viewing area for all the art, and a dramatic vista of the entire museum from any point.” Celeste paused and looked up to the top of the atrium. “Did you come to discuss architecture, Mr. Lansing?” As if.

His gaze stayed on her. “How long have you worked here?” he asked.

“I don’t work here. I’m on the board of directors. And I’m a docent.”

“A whatcent?”

“A volunteer who can provide tours. Are you a fan of Sugimoto?”

“Yep.” He turned toward an abstract oil as they rounded the second floor. “Mostly his early stuff.”

“He’s been working on this particular exhibit for twenty years.”

“I just like his paintings.”

She gave him a patronizing smile. “He’s a photographer.”

He tucked his hands into his front jeans pockets. “I meant his pictures.”

Of course he’d be uneducated. Just like…She swallowed. “Then you’ll undoubtedly enjoy this display of his work.”

As they turned the corner to the exhibit, he paused in front of the first work. “Now, how the heck did he get a photograph of Napoleon Bonaparte?”

Maybe she could just bury him in artspeak before he could broach the subject he surely came to discuss. “Hiroshi Sugimoto’s work rekindles the dialogue that has existed between painting and photography ever since the invention of the camera.”

He glanced at her with a questioning look as they moved to a picture of Henry VIII and she continued the spiel. “He isolated wax effigies from the staged vignettes in waxworks museums and photographed them in haunting illuminations, creating Rembrandtesque portraits.”

He ran a hand over his jaw and nodded. “So he took black-and-white pictures of famous people in Madame Toussaud’s and reprinted them.”

Basically, yes. “It’s a little more complicated than that. He traced all the figures back to the paintings on which most of them are based.” She nodded toward the image. “Notice the gemstones on the king’s robe are reminiscent of Hans Holbein’s most famous portrait of the king.”

“Yeah.” He squinted at Henry. “I noticed that.”

If she hadn’t been so bewildered at his unexpected appearance, she might have laughed.

Celeste moved to the next piece, her favorite. In it, Anne Boleyn played a six-string lute. The artist had captured the sense of inevitable doom and surrender in the young woman’s expression. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

“She sure is.” The faint southern tone in his voice played in her ears. Slowly, she turned to see him examining her with the same intensity she’d been giving to Henry’s bride.

This game had to end. She felt her pulse speed up and nearly lost herself in the depths of his eyes. “What exactly do you want from me, Mr. Lansing?”

Go ahead, mister. Say what you came to say. Because she would deny, deny, deny. Then run.







Chapter

Two




Beau mentally reviewed his strategies. Plan A: Charm her. Plan B: Shame her. Plan C: Kidnap her.

He was obviously about to hit the wall on Plan A.

The temptation to blurt out the truth had rolled through him since he’d seen her shaking out her golden hair in the lobby. But in Beau’s world, timing was everything.

Judging by her reaction when she first saw him, his news would be no shocking revelation. A blind man could see his appearance had upset her.

“I don’t want anything, ma’am,” he lied in answer to her pointed question, letting his boyhood Virginia drawl slip in a bit more. “Just lookin’ to add a little urban sophistication to my life.”

He had no doubt he’d found the girl he wanted. One look into those emerald eyes and he was sure. And her hair, honey-colored, thick and wavy, gave him the first real hope he had in days. But the elegant nose, the slender neck, the refined cheekbones were a surprise to him. He hadn’t expected a beauty. He hadn’t anticipated the royal posture or that rich-girl ability to keep her jaw parallel to the ground at all times.

Her expensive musky perfume made him want to lean closer, smell more. Made him wish he had more than an hour or two to get what he wanted out of her.

“Truth be told, ma’am, a friend of mine suggested I look you up.”

She gave him a skeptical look. “Really? Who was that?”

She had to know what was coming next. “Travis Chastaine.”

Her creamy complexion paled as she lifted her chin and gave her head a negative shake. “I don’t remember meeting anyone by that name.”

“He’s my boss.” Beau tapped the logo on his chest. “He owns Chastaine Motorsports, the team I drive for.”

A thousand goose bumps rose on her arms. “I don’t follow racing, Mr. Lansing.”

His gaze dropped over her and stopped on the ugly brown stain on her otherwise impeccable outfit. Suddenly he remembered the crash in the coffee shop. Of course—she’d had an advantage. She’d seen him first. He should have known her in the coffee shop. He should have recognized the eyes.

“I think the waitress let you in on the truth.”

She dropped a hand to her pants, a huge diamond flashing on her finger. He knew she’d gotten engaged. But it had been more than two years ago, and he’d never seen a wedding announcement.

“I have no interest in playing games with you, Mr. Lansing. And you, I believe, have no interest in expanding your knowledge of art.” She held out her arms to the exhibits. “Make yourself at home. You have no need for a private tour. If you need anything, ask at the information desk.”

As she took a step forward, his chest constricted the way it did when someone tried to shoot past him on the inside. He inched to the right, blocking her escape. Not so fast, darlin’. “Do you give all your guests such a warm welcome?”

She narrowed cat green eyes at him. “Only those with ulterior motives.”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Guilty. I thought my amazing knowledge of the arts would impress you enough to agree to have lunch with me today.”

“I don’t think so. Thank you.” She tried to sidestep him again, but he reached out and closed his fingers over her slender forearm.

“Please,” he said. “I have to leave town tonight, and I need to talk to you.”

Defiance darkened her eyes. He had seen that identical expression a hundred times before, he realized with a shock. He had the right girl, for sure.

“If you’ll excuse me…” She gently extricated herself from his grasp and started walking down the gradual incline.

Damn it, woman. This wasn’t how he wanted to do this, but she gave him no chance to use euphemisms and be diplomatic. He had to tell her outright.

“Your father is dying.”

She froze.

“You are his only living blood relative.”

For the first time, he saw her squared shoulders sag.

She slowly turned back to him, pale as a ghost. “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else.”

“No, I haven’t.”

“My father is Gavin Crawford Bennett the third. My two brothers are also blood relatives. As a matter of fact, I had cocktails with my father last night.” Her gaze turned icy, matching her voice. “He’s in perfect health.”

She spun on her heel and continued her descent at a faster clip.

He caught up in three long strides and gripped her elbow, speaking close to her ear so she could feel his breath on her. “I tried charm. I tried guilt. You don’t want to know Plan C.”

Jerking herself free, she faced him. “Try your charm and guilt on someone else. Whoever you’re looking for, you’ve got the wrong person.”

“Aren’t you Celeste Bennett?”

She stared at him.

“Your mother is Elise Hamilton Bennett, and your father…”

She winced before he said the words.

“…is Travis Chastaine.”

The ice and fight disappeared from her eyes, and her teeth seized her lower lip so hard he thought she might draw blood. He stared at the spot, and the idea of kissing her planted itself squarely in his brain. He leaned closer, keeping his voice low. “Did you think you could go your whole life and never have to face this?”

She crossed her arms and looked across the expanse of the museum. “That was the plan.”

“Not anymore.”

She swallowed hard. “What do you want? Why now? He’s never…my mother never…” Her voice caught and she looked at him with a plea in her eyes.

“Let’s go someplace where we can talk.” He glanced at the coffee stain on her pants. “I know this little place down the street.”

“Ten minutes. That’s all.”

The hope he’d felt when he first saw Travis’s daughter sparked again. Maybe she wasn’t thrilled about anyone finding out she had a red neck to go with her blue blood, but it didn’t matter to him. She only needed to have a tender heart and a generous soul.

And if she was anything like her biological father, she had both.

 

Celeste realized before they crossed the lobby of the Guggenheim that the man simply drew too much attention. Heads turned, women’s eyes devoured him, people noticed him. They couldn’t slip into Drake’s for a quiet cup of coffee with Becca drooling all over him. They couldn’t stroll along Fifth Avenue and chance an encounter with someone from her mother’s gardening club or the Junior League or Daddy’s bank or…oh, God, nowhere was safe with him.

When they stepped outside, he reached into his breast pocket and slipped on a pair of black Oakleys, his signature shades. They must pay thousands to have their logo touch those striking brows.

“Let’s just walk through the park,” she suggested, already planning an escape route. She’d cross Central Park with him and slip off to her West Side apartment as soon as she was done with him.

“You seem nervous,” he said as they navigated through the pedestrian traffic. “Do you have a jealous fiancé?” His gaze dropped to her left hand.

Oh, damn. The ring. She stuffed her hand into her pocket and gave him a pointed look. “Do you want money? Is that what this is about?”

He shook his head with a quick laugh. “Nope.”

“Does…he?”

“I’m not here to blackmail you.”

She paused and studied her reflection in his Oakleys, wishing she could rip them off and see the truth in his eyes instead of the discomfort she saw in hers. “Then why are you here?”

A Rollerblader whizzed by, nearly knocking her into him. He guided her off the path to an empty bench that faced away from the foot traffic. She sat at one end, crossed her ankles, and rested her bag on top of the coffee stain.

He took the middle, stretching out his impossibly long legs and spreading his arms along the back of the bench. His fingertips nearly reached her, but if she moved any farther away, she’d fall off.

“I’m here to ask you a question,” he announced.

“About him?”

“His name is Travis Chastaine. You have a hard time saying that, don’t you?”

She set her jaw and looked straight ahead, the beauty of the morning sunlight on the silvery green leaves of the birch trees lost on her at the moment.

“When did your mother tell you?” he asked.

She closed her eyes. Instead of the earthy smells of Central Park, she remembered the musty dampness of the attic of her home in Darien, where she had gone to find one of her mother’s old gowns for her ninth-grade play. While looking for matching shoes, she’d found a metal strongbox with a flimsy lock. With one twist, a curious fourteen-year-old became Pandora.

“My parents have no idea that I know.” At the thought of her parents—of her mother—resentment gripped her. She folded her arms and faced him. “I’m sorry, but you can’t do this. You can’t waltz into my life and demand personal, private information. You can’t just expose…this…to the world. There are legal documents that he signed thirty years ago to prevent this from ever happening.”

“Documents?” He leaned toward her and his fingers grazed her shoulder, warming her skin. “What are you talking about?”

“If you don’t know, then you haven’t done your homework,” she said, leaning away. “He took twenty-five thousand dollars in exchange for signing an agreement never to contact my mother or me.”

Beau took off his sunglasses, his eyes questioning. “I don’t know anything about it.”

If she went strictly by the honest look in his eyes, she would believe him. But how could he know a secret that fewer than five people in the whole world knew and not have all the facts?

“My grandfather took great pains to avoid anyone hunting down my mother or me and demanding increased payoffs. He’s not supposed to even know my name.”

“He doesn’t,” he said quickly. “He has no idea who you are or where you are.”

She whipped her head in his direction and narrowed her eyes at him. “Then how did you find out?”

“One night a long time ago, after a few too many beers, he told me he had a child. We were talking about how few blood relatives either one of us has, and he admitted that he’d had an aff—a relationship with a woman named Elise Hamilton years ago in Palm Beach, Florida, and she got pregnant. He didn’t even know if it was a boy or a girl, but somewhere, he had a child.”

She looked at him questioningly. “So how did you find me?”

“The Internet.” At her frown, he shrugged and twirled his sunglasses like they were cheap drugstore knockoffs. “Your mother uses both her maiden and married name. Finding a child about thirty years old took no effort at all.”

“But you can’t be sure. You don’t have a birth certificate.”

He reached over and lifted a lock of her hair. “Don’t need one. I can see it by looking at you.”

The thought that they looked so much alike twisted her heart. Turning from him, she stood to leave. She’d had enough.

He reached up and clasped her arm, forcing her to look down into his eyes. “Don’t you want to know about your father? Aren’t you curious?”

“Not in the least,” she said, sliding her handbag on her shoulder and once again pulling out of his grasp. “My mother made a difficult decision and I thank her for it. That man…your boss…also made a decision. I’m sorry if he’s in ill health.”

He shot up like a rocket. “It’s a little more than ill health. He’s got about six months to live.”

The words stabbed her. Six months. “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“As a matter of fact, there is.”

Despite the summer heat, a chill ran over her arms and she rubbed them, stepping away from the sheer power of him.

“You can save his life,” Beau said.

She stared at him.

“He needs one of your kidneys to live.”

Stunned, she opened her mouth to speak, but no words came to mind. So she simply turned on her heel and walked away.







Chapter

Three




Beau hadn’t expected it to be easy. Sighing in resignation, he headed straight for the address he had memorized.

It took her an hour to get home. He checked his watch every five minutes, ignoring the stares of neighbors and passersby. He leaned his elbows on his knees as he sat on the top step of her elegant brownstone and waited. Although he would have taken her for the highrise-with-a-doorman type, this was still a majorly upscale neighborhood, he decided, as a poodle sporting a diamond collar and red nails strolled by and barely bothered to sniff. Then a flash of cream-colored silk caught his peripheral vision.

She slowed her step when she spotted him, then she squared her shoulders and marched forward. Ah, the bulldozer gene. No doubt that one passed from generation to generation of Chastaines.

At the bottom of the steps, she placed her hands on narrow hips and glared at him. “I should have expected you would appropriate my address from cyberspace.”

“I tried to do this on neutral ground.” He took the two steps down to join her on the sidewalk. “You won’t stay still long enough to finish the conversation.”

She took off her sunglasses, and Beau sucked in a breath at her red, swollen eyes. “We’re finished.”

He put a hand on the wrought iron handrail and shook his head. “No. I came here with a very clear objective and I don’t intend to leave without—”

“My kidney?” She choked on the word. “Are you planning to drag me over to Mt. Sinai, yank it out of me, and carry it off in a cooler?”

“Actually, you’ll need to come to Florida. The team’s based in Daytona Beach.”

She laughed in disbelief. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You expect me to donate a body part to a man I’ve never met. A man who took money to be rid of me.”

“I came to New York to see if you had a heart—”

“I thought it was a kidney.”

Oh, she was Travis’s daughter all right. “A heart with a soft spot in it for a man who needs your help. He’s your father, whether you like it—”

“Sssshhhh.” She grabbed his arm, her nails digging into the inner flesh of his wrist, her focus beyond him. He heard the click of approaching high heels.

“Good morning, Celeste.”

“Hello, Mrs. Anderson.”

An older woman paused next to them, resplendent in Pepto-Bismol pink and diamond earrings that could light up the night. She assessed him with a dismissive look.

He nodded. “Ma’am.”

She threw a questioning glance at Celeste, then stepped past him with the same expression she might have used avoiding dog droppings on the sidewalk.

Celeste exhaled, her breath blowing a lock of caramel-colored hair over her cheek. “Come on. You can’t stand out here stopping traffic all day.”

She swung around the railing and took a few steps down to a glossy black door with a brass knocker and ornate handle, tucked into a corner between a bay window and the stairs. With a turn of her key, she let him into her world.

He stood in the vestibule, taking in the fresh flowers, swooshy drapes around a curved window, and pastel-toned Oriental carpets on hardwood floors. Everything was silky and soft and beautiful. It matched the owner.

She dropped her handbag on a table by the front door and stepped aside. “Please have a seat. Would you like something to drink?”

He had to hand it to her, nothing could impede her good manners. That would come from the other side of the family.

“I’m fine.” He stepped into the immaculate living room. “Nice crib. Rent controlled?”

“I own it.”

“Docents do well, I see.”

She shot him a look, but “shut up” would have been just as effective. He grinned back at her. “Do you have another day gig, then?”

She sat on the edge of a fancy mint green chair, the color doing amazing things for her eyes, regardless of the disdain in them.

“We’re not here to discuss my career or lifestyle,” she said. “I just didn’t want to argue with you on the street.”

“In a sense, we are discussing your career and lifestyle.” He dropped onto a chair. “Can you take time off? Do docents get vacation?”

“I’m a volunteer at the museum. My time is spent on a number of charitable, social, and philanthropic activities.”

“Yep. I’ve read about them. The Guggenheim, the Junior League, the fund-raisers at Lincoln Center, the silent auction at the Darien Country Club.”

Her jaw fell open, leaving her pretty mouth in an O shape.

“You’ve also apparently found time for love, since I saw not one, but two engagement announcements.” He leaned forward and copped a friendly tone. “All that volunteer stuff can be rescheduled around the operation, I know. But when’s the wedding? I wouldn’t want to interfere with the big day.”

“You are out of your mind,” she said with a quick laugh. “And you know way too much about me.”

“No, that’s all, really. And no Internet search could tell me what I really need to know.”

“Which is?”

“Do you have the courage to save your biological father’s life?”

A flush deepened her creamy skin. “Well, I don’t know.” She leaned back and drummed her fingers on the armrests. “Did he have courage when he abandoned my mother and took thousands of dollars to sever all ties to us?”

He phrased his answer carefully. “Travis is a little rough around the edges and has never been confused with a gentleman, but he’s not a coward.”

“That’s not how it appears to me.”

“Why don’t you get to know him?” he suggested. “Come on down and spend a few weeks with him.” Lord, how would Travis react to this debutante? Surely he’d be on his best behavior to his long-lost daughter who’d come to save his life. Maybe. “He’s really a good guy.”

The ice in her gaze melted a degree, giving him hope. Without a word, she stood and walked into the galley kitchen, opened a cabinet, and set a glass on the counter. She opened the refrigerator door and brought out a cobalt blue bottle of designer water that she held in his direction. “Are you certain you don’t want something?”

“Sure. I’ll have a glass of water.”

She reached for another glass, opened the bottle, and poured. Then she took a lemon out of a fruit basket, sliced it, and placed a slice on the rim of each glass. She set the two glasses on a tiny silver tray, laid two linen napkins on it, carried it into the living room, and set the tray on the coffee table between them.

Without a word, she slid back onto the chair and crossed her ankles in one smooth move, her lovely jaw poised at its practiced, rich-girl angle.

Now why would all that send a shot of pure arousal through his body? “Thanks.” He took the glass from the tray.

“What’s he like?” she asked. “Is he funny? Is he loud? Is he hot-tempered?”

“Travis?” All of the above. “He’s, uh, pretty colorful.”

“Is he in the hospital or…home, or where will he be until…until…”

Now they were getting somewhere. “He’s going to live a perfectly normal life for a few months, except he’ll have to do dialysis. We can work that into his schedule and still race.”

Although Travis’s health was only one of the team’s problems right now. He shifted on the chair and waited for her next question. He had to win this. He only had today.

And then she stood abruptly. “I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

Shit. All that work for a lousy glass of water and she was booting him out before he got to drink it. Before he got to convince her that there was no way she could not do this. “I’m leaving for Florida tonight.”

“Fine.” She walked to the door and opened it wide. “I’m sure you have my phone number.”

He stood and approached her, purposely invading her personal space by getting right in her face. “Exactly what needs to happen for you to make the right decision?”

She didn’t flinch. “I have to face some immediate demons in my life before I can take on any new ones.”

“Then I hope you face them fast, darlin’. A man is dying.”

She just held the door and stared out toward the street.

Okay. She needed time to get used to the idea, and he’d give her a little. But then he’d be back.

 

Jesus, the old man could go at it for hours.

Craig Lang shifted in his office chair, looking out over Manhattan from his office on the twenty-sixth floor of Independence Bank. He glanced at his watch and exhaled a stream of smoke. Three o’clock on a Saturday afternoon. Come on, Gavin. Surely he’d done that girl every way imaginable by now.

At the click of a door opening, he snuffed out his cigarette and peered into the hall, expecting Noelle MacPherson to emerge from the CEO’s office with her lips swollen and her makeup smeared. The up-and-coming speechwriter was certainly doing her part to earn her promotion to assistant campaign manager. And here he was, the executive vice president of the bank and newly engaged to the boss’s daughter, pulling palace guard duty.

But that, he reminded himself, was a privilege, not a chore. As long as Gavin trusted him, and only him, Craig could get what he needed. And what he needed was Bennett money, since banking didn’t pay for the lifestyle he craved, and he couldn’t live off the Lang trust fund anymore. Not after that last market crash.

Gavin’s door was tightly shut, so Craig stood and listened for any other sounds from the hall. Lobby security hadn’t called up to announce any visitors.

“Craig? Are you here?”

Celeste. What the hell was she doing here? He couldn’t let her see Noelle emerge from Gavin’s office.

“Hey.” She tapped on the frame of his office door and sniffed, disappointment registering on her face. “I thought you quit smoking.”

He laughed guiltily and shrugged. “After the election, I promise.” Rounding his massive desk, he reached out to her, surreptitiously glancing over her shoulder at Gavin’s door. He tried to guide her into his office, but she remained planted in the doorway.

“How’d you find me?” He let the note of annoyance come through. He didn’t like the idea that she could just pop in on him. Would she be that kind of wife?

“Daddy mentioned it last night, remember? He said he needed you to work on a speech this afternoon. Where is he?”

Craig cocked his head toward the closed door across the hall. “He and his speechwriter are going over the final draft now.”

He imagined Noelle bent over and Gavin pounding himself into her from behind. The erotic image skittered down to his groin, mixing with a pang of envy. Someday he’d have his own minions who would cover for his appetites.

Celeste crossed her arms. “I need to talk to you.”

At her serious tone he noticed the dark circles under her eyes, which could have been sleep deprivation but looked more like smeared makeup.

“What’s the matter, Celeste?” He resisted the urge to look at Gavin’s door again. The longer she was here, the greater the chance of Noelle appearing. At fifty-five, even the stallion Gavin Bennett couldn’t last too much longer.

“I’ve been really thinking about something.”

“What is it?”

She frowned at his insistent voice. He almost added “dear” but then she uncrossed her arms and started to tug at the thirty-fucking-thousand-dollar gem he’d placed on her finger the night before. “This isn’t a decision I’ve made lightly.” She held the ring toward him in her open palm. “I’m not ready for this. I have a lot of issues I need to work out in my life and I’m not ready for marriage.”

A stab of alarm hit his gut. God damn her! He took a deep breath and remembered the closed door just thirty feet away. Celeste could be very reasonable and agreeable, like her mother. But then, she had that obnoxious, strong-minded streak too. He stared at the ring, trying to form his line of persuasion. “What kind of issues?”

She shook her head, deepening his worry as that despicable willful look began to darken her eyes. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be,” she said. “This happened too suddenly. We’ve only been dating for three months, Craig. I should have told you this last night, but I’m not prepared to accept this ring.”

He stared at her, stunned. “Celeste? What the hell is going on with you?”

“I’m sorry, Craig. This isn’t the right time in my life.”

“The right time in your life?” He choked on the words. “You’re thirty years old, for Christ’s sake. What are you waiting for, Prince Charming?”

He knew from her expression he’d stepped over the line. He reached out to touch her shoulder, but she jerked away. They stared at each other for a long moment, the stubborn burn in her eyes infuriating him.

He forced himself to soften his tone. “I urge you to reconsider.”

She shook her head, squaring her shoulders. “This is my decision.”

“Oh, fuck.”

“Craig.” Her green eyes flared. “We’re talking about marriage. About the rest of our lives.”

“I know that.” And she was the ticket to the life he wanted. He put his hand on her shoulder again, but she literally dodged him. Rage bubbled up in him. “Your father’s right,” he said sharply, wanting to smack the resolute look off her face. “You’re a coward. Weak, just like your mother.”

She closed her eyes at that, and he could have kicked himself. What the hell was the matter with him? The old man might not keep him around without the marriage.

“Celeste.” He looked away, feigning disappointment but really checking Gavin’s door. Any second it would open. “Let’s go somewhere and talk.”

“No. I’m leaving. I have some things I—”

The trill of Noelle’s laughter cut her off, and Celeste looked toward the sound.

“Come here,” Craig demanded, reaching for her again.

But she stepped backward into the hallway, with a clear view of Noelle leaning like a satisfied cat against the doorjamb of Gavin’s office. Gavin came from behind Noelle, snaked his arm around her, and sank his mouth into her neck. His hands roamed the front of her sweater.

Noelle turned into his arms and gave up another sultry laugh. “You fuck like a president, Gavin.”

“Naturally.” Gavin squeezed one of Noelle’s tits and shoved his crotch against her. “I’m a Democrat.”

Craig’s throat constricted to the size of a cinder. He heard the engagement ring clunk to the floor as Celeste turned and ran out of Independence Bank’s executive suites.

Noelle gasped as Gavin shoved her away, and the look the old man shot Craig confirmed his worst fears. Gavin had zero tolerance for mistakes, and the palace guard had just fucked up royally.

 

When the brass knocker tapped on her apartment door at seven-twenty that evening, Celeste had no doubt who it was. She peered through the peephole, straight into the lightning bolt logo on Beau’s chest.

She opened the door and looked up at him. “That didn’t take long.”

“I’m on my way to the airport.” Beau pointed a thumb over his shoulder to a waiting taxicab. “Did you decide?”

She ignored the question. “Were you telling me the truth when you said he didn’t know who I was or where I lived?” she asked.

“Yep.”

She stepped aside to let him in. “Come here for a minute.”

He signaled the cabbie to wait, then she led him to the laptop sitting on her countertop. She clicked to the Chastaine Motorsports site and turned the screen so he could see the listing of crew and staff positions that came up. “I see you have some openings.”

He glanced from the screen to her. “You know any shock specialists or brakemen?”

“What exactly does the sponsor liaison do?”

He stepped back, crossing his arms. “Party planning. Hand holding. Cheek kissing.”

She picked up a single sheet of paper and handed it to him. “I know someone who’s been training for that job her whole life.”

He gave her a dubious look and then studied the résumé she’d just finished. “Who is Cece Benson?”

“Your new sponsor liaison. Me.”

He stared at her.

“He might recognize my name. Even in the circles you, uh, drive in.”

“Why would you want the job?”

“You said he has six months. I need time to make a decision. I want to get to know him, but not as his long-lost illegitimate daughter, not someone he has to impress so he can live. I don’t want him to know who I am, but I need a reason to be around him. Then I’ll decide what to do.”

“It’s an interesting idea,” he said slowly. “But we could come up with a less complicated way of getting you down there. We’re having some real serious problems with our sponsor right now, and it wouldn’t be the easiest job to walk into.”

“You’re having some real serious problems with a lot of things, it seems.” She narrowed her eyes and held up her hand to start counting. “You’ve had two car fires, a broken seat belt, and a deafening roar of approval every time you crashed this year. Which was often. Your biggest sponsor is making threatening noises, your pit crew is young and inexperienced, and you are personally under investigation from NASCAR for your questionable role in the death of another driver last March.”

At his speechless response, she offered up a smug smile. “You’d be amazed at what you can get off the Internet.”

He laughed under his breath. “You’re more Chastaine than Bennett, no doubt about that.”

An image of her father groping the girl in his office doorway flashed in her mind. Maybe Chastaine was better than Bennett, after all. It was time to find that out. She lifted her chin. “Yes or no?”

He glanced at the résumé and back at her. “I don’t know about this.”

But she knew she held the cards. “This is the only way I’ll consider helping you. I don’t want anyone there to know who I am, and I don’t want anyone here to know where I am. I can be there in a few days.”

He shook his head. “Travis won’t like it. He’s looking for a racing expert for this job, a marketing guru. A real player who can handle difficult personalities.”

“I know my way around a fund-raiser. Isn’t that all sponsorship really is?”

“You don’t know about racing.”

“You can give me a crash course. This is the best I can offer. Take it, or get in the cab and forget I exist.”

He rolled her résumé into a tube. “I guess I could get you an interview.”

“Get me the job.”

“You don’t know Travis.”

“But I intend to, before I consider donating body parts to save his life. And if you tell him who I am, I will leave immediately—with all my organs in their proper place.”

He tapped the paper tube on the palm of his hand. “We race the Pepsi 400 in Daytona this Saturday night.”

Victory.

The cabbie honked, and she ushered him back toward the front door. “I’ll be there. Just remember to call me Cece.”

“Right. And you can call me insane.”

She closed the door behind him and dropped her head against it, giving into the burn of tears she’d been fighting all day. She might have something Beau Lansing needed, but he had something she needed too.

A real father.

And maybe, after spending half of her life wondering where she’d come from and where she belonged, maybe Travis Chastaine could give her some answers. Only then would she consider giving him what he needed.
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