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Prologue

 


“We have a Weston in town.” The voice on the
other end of the line held a strong note of authority.

“What? Who?”

“Carl’s granddaughter—Marissa’s daughter, if
my guess is right.”

“What makes you think she’s her
daughter?”

“Because I saw her. She looks just like her
mother.” The caller sounded angrier by the minute.

“Why would she come here?”

“That’s what I want to know. She’s going by
the name of Gina West and staying at Marie’s Bed and Breakfast.”
Every word was uttered with expectation inherent.

Resigned to a repeat of past events, the
next question was asked just to make things perfectly clear. “What
do you want me to do?”

“Find out why she’s here, then get rid of
her. That woman means trouble…for all of us.” The caller’s words
were spoken with conviction.

“Okay. I’m on it.”

The line went dead and the receiver was
replaced by a shaky hand.

“Damn!”

 


 



Chapter One

 


What the hell?

Blake Bennett noticed what appeared to be a
riot in progress as he rode into town on his vintage Harley. When
he spotted the town’s Mayor, Roger Dunfield, in the middle of the
crowded sidewalk arguing with a beautiful redhead, he had to pull
in closer and check things out.

He parked the bike a safe distance away from
the agitated crowd. The noise level could almost outdo the sound of
his chopper. He turned off the engine, removed his helmet and
listened…or tried to. Everyone seemed to be talking at once. He’d
have to cross Main Street and join the crowd, if for no other
reason than to get a better look at Roger’s adversary. Anyone with
enough balls to stand up to one of the Dunfields was all right in
his book. The cream of the crop in Westonvale, or so they believed,
Blake thought it high time someone told them different.

His eyes on the redhead, Blake sauntered up
behind the spectators. Her ‘in your face’ confrontation had her
emerald eyes flashing fire as her voice raised in fury.

“You’re the one who approved my business and
registered it with the county. Why should it make a difference what
type of dance I teach?”

“That’s not dancing. You’re corrupting the
women of this town, and I won’t have it. Your lease is
cancelled and your business is closed as of now.”

A chorus of ‘Yays!’ and ‘Nays!’ rose from
the crowd until someone spotted Blake and yelled out, “Blake’s
here. He’ll settle this. Sheriff, what do you think?”

He stepped forward into the fray. “I think
someone should tell me what’s going on.”

Everyone resumed talking at the same time
and he held up his hand for silence.

“Ladies first.” When all had quieted, he
asked, “What seems to be the problem, Miss…?”

“West, Gina West. I have a license to
operate a dance class on these premises,” she said, jerking a thumb
toward the building behind her. “It just opened today and he,” she
poked a hard finger in Roger’s chest, “is trying to shut me
down.”

“With good reason.” Roger huffed, hands
fisted at his sides. “She’ll be corrupting our womenfolk with the
type of dancing going on here today. Just look at the way
she’s dressed.”

Impressed that this woman had gotten such a
rise out of the staid politician, Blake turned a questioning eye
toward the redhead. She wore a short, flared skirt over a
body-hugging leotard, her cleavage definitely on display in a
mid-riff cut tank top. “What type of dancing do you teach?”

“My first classes are for Ballroom Dance and
Pole dancing.” At his raised eyebrow, she continued, “Pole Pilates
is the actual name of the dance program.”

“It’s stripper training, plain and simple,”
said Roger. “And having that pole in full view of Main Street
caused a major traffic jam earlier today. It’s a wonder there
weren’t a few fender benders along with it.”

Blake turned back to the Mayor, amused that
he’d allow himself to vent in public. “Roger, is Miss West’s
business licensed and registered with the county?”

“Of course. She presented me with her
business proposal when she first came to town. I made certain she
had the proper papers filed and leased her this building.”

“Isn’t that a conflict of interest?
Capitalizing on the investments of newcomers to town? Did our town
council have any say in the matter of granting a license?” asked
Blake.

“Yes. We put her proposal to a vote and it
was accepted. She signed a five-year lease.”

“On a building that you own. I don’t see any
reason to close down the studio. Everything appears to be on the up
and up from her end.”

“You don’t see…?” Roger huffed. “You don’t
see any reason because you haven’t seen her dance. And this happens
to be the best location for what she intended to do.”

“Miss West, would you be agreeable to
performing this dance for me? I’m curious to know what all the fuss
is about.”

Clearly agitated, it showed in her defensive
posturing as she turned her head to ask questions of her own.
“Dance for you? Why? Exactly who are you to be nosing into the
discussion concerning my business?”

“The crowd was rather noisy when I arrived,
but I thought you’d heard. I’m Blake Bennett, Sheriff of Westonvale
and the surrounding district. If you could give me a tour of the
premises and a brief demonstration of the type of dancing that has
Roger here all excited…”

“Excited? I’m not excited. The emotion is
called righteous anger on behalf of the womenfolk in this
town.”

“We get your point, Roger,” Blake said.
“Miss West?”

“All right. Follow me.” She turned
gracefully on her high heels to enter the building, but when she
caught sight of Roger moving to follow, she stopped and said, “I
don’t want him in my studio.”

Roger started to rage but Blake cut him off.
“She has that right. You can wait here or go to your office. I’ll
notify you of my decision in due course.”

“Your decision? I’m the Mayor in this
town.”

“She has a lease and a license. If she has a
legitimate business and is not breaking any laws, there’s nothing
you or anyone else can do about it.”

“Don’t bet on it,” he said, as he lasered
one last, angry glare at Gina. Then, with fists clenched at his
sides, Roger took off toward his office, two blocks over.

Blake had never heard Roger threaten
anybody, but his words just now carried sinister meaning. He
watched him stride angrily down the sidewalk, then turned back to
the crowd.

“Okay, people. Go about your business.
Show’s over.”

Blake waited while the crowd dispersed, then
went inside to find Miss West doing warm-up exercises with her half
dozen students. The women performed a sensual series of stretching
exercises like none he’d ever seen before. Entranced, he hovered
just inside the door, not wanting to move and disturb their
concentration.

The music, slow and rhythmic, totally
matched the exercises, but his heart raced double time as he
focused on the dance instructor. Her dance costume pulled tighter
as she stretched, streamlining her body and making his fingers itch
to reach for the sexy curves on display.

If this was a warm-up, could he continue to
observe when she actually started her routine? Aware of his
southern regions gearing up to join in the debate, he gathered a
measure of control by focusing on the décor of the dance studio
instead of its proprietress. He really didn’t need to watch her
dance to approve or disapprove her business. As he’d told Roger, if
the paperwork was in order, her business would remain a viable
enterprise. But he remained curious because Roger had been so
irate.

Black velvet curtains, interspersed with
floor to ceiling mirrors, gave the room a serviceable, yet rich
feel. The floors were smooth and shiny with poles anchored every
ten feet or so, to allow room for movement around them. Overall,
the design was simple yet elegant, but the pole taking up pride of
place in the center front window was probably what had Roger up in
arms.

Suddenly, the music stopped, drawing his
attention back to the redhead.

“Okay, girls, keep practicing the stretches
and steps you’ve learned while I show the Sheriff what our dancing
is all about.”

The girls giggled in response as their eyes
turned his way. He nodded in their direction, acknowledging
recognition. He knew them all: four were happily married, the other
two were single and worked at Mumbley’s Bar.

A slow, sexy beat started playing and Gina
sashayed to the center pole in the room where she went into action.
Ten seconds later, he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Her legs,
wrapped securely around the pole, held her in place as she paused,
stretched out above him and motioned him closer. His body moved, as
if in a trance, to follow that index finger. His feet crossed the
room of their own volition, but as he neared, she curled backwards
to hold onto the pole and kick the air around her in graceful
spirals as she twirled, seductively, around it.

Ten minutes later, the dance ended and he
had a raging hard-on he was fighting to control. He wondered if she
used that flexibility of motion when she made love. No wonder Roger
was apoplectic.

Still wearing a stubborn yet defensive look,
she stood her ground and asked, “Well? What do you think?”

“If Roger saw you dance, I think it’s a
miracle he didn’t have a heart attack on the spot.”

She smiled at him then, a beautiful smile
that reached her green eyes and had the corners crinkling in mirth.
“Am I breaking any laws, Sheriff? Does he have legitimate reason to
shut me down?”

His arm swung wide to encompass her
students. “How did you get a class together so fast?”

“I left a poster on the door with my phone
number for anyone wanting more information or to sign up.”

“Good idea. So, these women signed up of
their own free will? They weren’t coerced or bribed into
joining?”

Gina smiled at his questions. “Not at all.
Ask them if you want.”

“No need. I can’t see where you’re doing any
harm or breaking any laws, but I would advise you to close the
front drapes when a class is in session.”

“I intend to, but I figured it would be good
publicity today.”

Blake chuckled. “If that was your aim, it
succeeded. The entire town will know what you teach here by
nightfall. Maybe a few of the neighboring towns as well.”

“Great!”

“Not everyone will approve.”

“I teach other kinds of dance, too.”

“Glad to hear it. Our local newspaper will
probably show up sometime today wanting an interview.”

“Good. I’ll take all the free publicity I
can get, Sheriff.”

“I’m curious. Where did you learn to dance
like that?”

“In Vegas. Hey, aren’t you supposed to be in
uniform?”

He smiled. “Since it’s officially my day
off, no. You’re a long way from home, Miss West.”

“Not really. My family used to live in Ohio
but moved west before I was born.” Then quickly asked, “Have you
always lived here?”

He registered the question for what it was,
a means to deflect personal questions. Interesting. “Yes. My
family owns the chocolate factory east of town.”

“Oh… Chocolates are like poison to a dancer.
One taste seems to equal an extra ten pounds on the body. So, what
do you think of my studio?”

His words rife with innuendo, he answered.
“The studio is remarkable, and so is the dance.”

She smiled. “Will there be anything else? I
need to finish my class.”

“No, but…” He reached into his hind pocket
and pulled out his wallet.

“I’m not wearing a garter belt and we’re not
in Vegas. You don’t have to pay for the dance.”

Her eyes shot sparks of fire at him when he
looked up. Trying his best to keep from laughing out loud, he
simply answered, “I’m aware of that.” He retrieved a business card,
jotted his cell number on the back, and passed it to her. “If
anyone gives you any more trouble, call me.”

“Oh.” Chagrined and feeling a hot, red tide
wash over her face, she said, “Thank you.”

“No problem. Now I must go calm Roger
down.”

“Will that be possible?”

Blake found himself chuckling again. “Roger
is normally the epitome of cool, calm and collected. You certainly
got his ire up in a hurry.”

“I’m not one for public displays, but I can
give as good as I get.”

“Yeah, I noticed.” He lowered his voice and
moved closer. “And, between you and me…well done.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.”

“Blake.”

“I’m Gina.”

“I’ll check on you tomorrow, but if you need
me before then, call.”

“Will do, and thanks again.”

Blake found it difficult to walk away, but
he had to settle Roger down before he got some kind of petition
going to have Gina run out of town.

Gina…even the name sounded sexy to his
love-starved mind. Huh. Love had nothing to do with his
thoughts concerning the curvaceous redhead, especially when she’d
danced for him. One part of his brain hoped she’d be all right, the
other hoped she’d have reason to call him…tonight.

****

Her class finished for the day, Gina locked
up and retired to her office where she sat thinking about the day’s
events. She’d gotten the impression the Sheriff had butted heads
with the Mayor a time or two in the past. He might even enjoy the
skirmishes.

Roger Dunfield had always been nice to her
before today. He’d personally welcomed her to town, invited her to
a couple of ‘business’ dinners and made certain she joined the
Chamber of Commerce to help promote her business. He was gorgeous,
well liked, charming, and single, but today’s spectacle assured her
he wasn’t the man for her.

She had thought investigating the Dunfields
would be easier if she befriended one of them. Who better than the
town Mayor? Surely, he’d be above reproach, wouldn’t he? Maybe that
hadn’t been one of her better ideas since her secret agenda
included ruining the reputation of his family. They were the people
responsible for usurping the Weston’s status in town years before
due to shady dealings and well-kept secrets. She needed to prove
the accusations false and restore her grandfather’s good name.

On her deathbed, Gina’s mother confided that
her biological father also resided in Westonvale, which gave her a
second reason to take up residence. Who was he and why hadn’t he
gone with them? Did he even know she existed? She’d wanted to ask
her grandparents, but the time never seemed right to bring it up.
So here she was, ensconced in the town her family had founded
decades before, about to embark on a mission that would change many
lives…if she could prove her grandfather’s innocence.

Blake Bennett was another matter. She’d been
attracted to him from first sight. His dark hair, slightly mussed,
was the perfect complement to dark eyes that at first appeared
black, but were actually a rich, dark chocolate. Big and broad, he
stood about six feet, four inches to her six feet, one inch in
heels. In tight jeans and black leather jacket, she found him
rugged and handsome with a charm all his own, his bad-boy image and
relaxed smile a real turn-on.

When he’d asked her to dance for him, his
voice tingled along her spine as if nimble fingers were at work.
With her insides quaking in reaction, she’d agreed to the dance.
Her choice of music hadn’t been deliberate, but even knowing others
were in the room observing her routine, she’d danced for him,
surprised to find herself sexually aroused and wanting him to feel
the intensity of her need.

She giggled to herself. If the bulge in the
front of his jeans was any indication, she’d reached her objective.
Her reasons for coming to this town didn’t include finding a man or
becoming involved, but what would it hurt? Especially with a
specimen as fine as Blake.

From what she’d seen so far, he was the best
this town had to offer. As Sheriff, and a Bennett at that, he could
prove to be a fount of information in her quest. Already, she’d
discovered his family had purchased controlling interest in her
family’s factory. Although they may have had something to do with
the theft, the thought didn’t stop the sexual chemistry from
zinging through her veins.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Her reverie interrupted by the sing-song
melody of the doorbell, she crossed the studio to the front door,
half expecting Roger and an angry mob ready to ambush her. Instead,
a prim and proper young woman stood on the sidewalk. Gina opened
the door.

“May I help you?”

“Hello. I’m Cynthia Evans with the
Westonvale Gazette. Are you Gina, the owner of the dance
studio?”

Blake certainly had predicted this one
right. “Yes, I’m Gina. What can I do for you?”

“I realize this is short notice, but would
you be willing to do an interview for tomorrow’s paper?”

“Did the Mayor send you?” she asked
suspiciously.

“No, but I heard about the ruckus. Mayor
Dunfield is making his views known to anyone who will listen and I
thought it only fair that you have a chance to do the same.”

“Thank you, Miss Evans. Please, come in.”
Gina opened the door wider for her guest to enter, then closed and
locked it again for safety’s sake. “My office is at the back.
Follow me.”

The office was small, but appeared much
larger due to a wall of mirrors. Dance posters adorned the other
walls and magnificent potted palms gave it an outdoorsy feel. Her
desk, strewn with papers, coffee cups, bits of materials, and
sewing supplies, spoke of a busy workday.

“Have a seat,” Gina said, alluding to the
sofa and chairs. “Sorry about the mess. I wasn’t expecting company
back here other than my students.”

“That’s all right. Please, call me Cyndi. Do
you make your own costumes?”

“Yes. I also make them for the students who
don’t sew…for a price, of course.”

“Of course.” She smiled nervously. “How many
students do you have so far?”

“Six in the Pole Pilates class and four
couples signed up for ballroom dancing.”

“Are those the only types of dancing you’ll
be teaching?”

“Heavens, no! I’ll teach whatever people
want to learn, as long as there’s a good number signed up for each
class.”

“What are your hours of operation?” she
asked as she made notes of the conversation.

“I’ll be open most days and some evenings to
accommodate my students, so the hours will vary.”

“How did you become a dance instructor?”

Cyndi appeared to be sincere in her
interest, her gaze now fastened on Gina’s.

“I was living in Vegas with all that glitz
and glamour, living it up and dancing into the wee hours of the
morning. A choreographer for the casino I was in one night chatted
me up and inspired me to try out for the stage. He taught me a lot
and I loved every minute of it.”

“This is a far cry from show business. Why
here and why now?”

“Let’s just say I needed a change, a slower
pace, if you will. In Vegas, the majority of showgirls are in their
late teens, early twenties. At twenty-nine, it gets difficult to
compete.”

“Have you had formal training in dance
instruction?”

“I learned from the best Vegas had to offer
and became a certified dance instructor six years ago.” Gina was
proud of her accomplishments. Did it show? Had she sounded
confident?

Cyndi leaned forward, her expression avid.
“What is Pole Pilates?”

“Pilates is a well-known and accepted form
of exercise. Pole Pilates is that and more. It teaches grace and
fluidity of movement, strengthens muscles we don’t normally use,
and leaves a woman feeling sexy and desirable.”

“Can you show me the dance that has the
Mayor so agitated?”

Cyndi’s voice was hesitant, but Gina smiled
and agreed. “Certainly. Let’s go back into the studio.”

Gina selected her music and performed her
warm-up routine, but as she started to position herself for the
dance, Cyndi took out her camera. “You intend taking pictures?”

Cyndi looked up like a scared rabbit ready
to bolt. “For the paper, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t have any objections, but the
general public might.” Looking down at herself, Gina realized she
was wearing one of her more modest costumes and figured, what
the heck? Without further thought, she allowed herself to feel
the music, getting into the rhythm of the beat before beginning her
dance.

She finished to thunderous applause and
catcalls, belatedly realizing the overhead lights were on and the
front drapes still open. “Blake is going to kill me.”

“Were you talking to me?” asked Cyndi.

“No, but what do you think of Pole Pilates?”
she asked as she casually walked to the window, waved to her
admiring fans, and closed the drapes.

“Your dancing seems so effortless, but I
know it can’t be. I couldn’t imagine being in the kind of shape
necessary to do what you do.”

“Thanks. Pole Dancing does require quite a
strenuous workout. You’re using muscles in a different way than
they’re used to and the proper strength training is important.”

“Could someone like me eventually dance like
you just did?”

“You’ve got the height and build for it.
With a stringent training routine, you’d pick it up in no
time.”

“Really? I’ve never danced in my life. To be
honest, I wanted to see what all the fuss was about. That’s why I
came to interview you. I’m glad I did.”

“I am, too. Any more questions?”

“No, but would you like to see the
pictures?”

“Sure.” Gina moved to stand beside her as
the digital camera displayed one clear photo after another. Then
Cyndi paged through to the one she liked best. Gina stared straight
at the camera as she paused in midair, her legs wrapped around the
pole, holding her in place.

“This one, I think, plus the one of you
holding onto the pole when you started.”

“Yes, you have a good eye. One gives the
starting position and a good shot of the studio, the other shows
what a student can accomplish in a few lessons. Good job,
Cyndi.”

The girl actually blushed.

“Would you like to join the class tomorrow?
Learn a few basic movements?”

“Oh, I couldn’t. My father would kill
me.”

“Your father?” Just how old was this
girl?

“My father is minister of the local church a
couple blocks from here.”

“Oh. Sorry. I don’t want you to get into
trouble, but you seemed so interested.”

“I am, but…”

Gina saw the avid look on Cyndi’s face and
made an impulsive offer. “Look, say no if you want, but I have
spare costumes here. If you’d like to, we could run through a few
basics now so you can get the feel of things.”

“But so many people know I’m here,” she said
as she gestured toward the front window.

“Call it research for your article,” Gina
replied, smiling gently at the girl in front of her.

Suddenly, she stiffened her shoulders and
decided. “Yes. In the name of research, I’ll take you up on your
offer. Where’s that costume?”

Laughing, the two walked toward the changing
rooms at the rear of the studio. Gina pulled open a locker and
rifled through her collection of dance outfits from Vegas shows,
selecting a couple that weren’t too risqué for a preacher’s
daughter. “Take your pick. I’ll be out front when you’re
ready.”

When Cyndi emerged, Gina’s jaw dropped to
floor level. “Wow!”

Standing shyly before her, Cyndi spoke. “I
hope you don’t mind, but I figured if I was only going to do this
once, I may as well make the most of it.”

The scarlet-colored halter outfit looked
fantastic with her blond hair. The sequins hanging from the fringed
skirt drawing attention to her long, shapely legs.

“Not at all. I admire your attitude. Let’s
dance.”

By the time the lesson was over, Cyndi was
drenched in perspiration and her face glowed with excitement.

“That was fantastic. You were right––it’s
great exercise.”

“Told you.”

“Thanks, Gina. I’d better go change. Can’t
be seen out in public dressed like this.”

She giggled happily on her way to the change
room, returning a few minutes later in her prim and proper business
suit.

“I need to write up the article so it makes
the morning paper. Thanks again for the lesson.”

“Anytime. And thank you for the free
publicity.”

Gina watched her leave with a smile on her
face. She sure had let loose on that dance floor. They’d covered
three basic lessons in the space of an hour. The best and most
eager student she’d ever had. And she’d been right. Cyndi was a
natural, bursting with avid curiosity yet full of grace and style
in her movements. For someone who’d never danced, she hadn’t
stumbled once.

A dark, rugged face looking in from the
other side of the windowpane suddenly blocked her vision. Jumping
back in alarm, her pulse beating double time, Gina registered the
features as those belonging to the Sheriff.

She stepped forward, unlocked the door, and
yanked it open. “You scared me half to death.”

“Sorry. How was I to know you’d be standing
right there? Thought you’d be closed by now, but I saw the lights
on and wanted to make certain the premises were secure.”

“Thanks, and yes, the studio is closed. I
just finished up an interview for tomorrow’s paper.”

“Ahhh…so I was right.”

“Yes, you were. Thanks for the heads-up. Was
there anything else? I’m ready to lock up and go home.”

“Have you had dinner yet?”

“No. I’ll grab a bite when I get to my
place.”

The Sheriff seemed to consider his words
before speaking. “I’m still off duty and ready to grab a bite
myself. How about we head on up to the truck stop on the highway?
Not very glamorous, but the food’s good.”

“Why, Sheriff, that’s the best offer I’ve
had all day.” Swinging her arm out to indicate a stool behind the
stereo system, she said, “Have a seat. I’ll change and be right
out.”

****

Dinner was fantastic. The Sheriff was well
liked and as soon as they were seated, their table was bombarded
with locals wanting to meet his lady friend. A couple of the more
brazen ones pulled up chairs and sat
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