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Blurb
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Being with him is wrong and I can never let my parents find out.

He’s a gynecologist. 

My dad’s best friend. 

The biggest player alive. 

And my new boss. 

Basically, he’s a double dose of trouble and I should run for my life. 

But instead, I’m crawling into his bed.

I’ve clearly lost my damn mind... and my V-card. 

The only way this will get worse is if I get pregnant. 

And if I do... 

Would he be the one to deliver the baby?
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Valerie

It had been too long since I had last seen Eden, my best friend. With finals and graduation looming over me, I hadn’t had time to come back from the small medical school I was attending to visit home, as I usually had every weekend.

As such, I had a lot I needed to tell her and catch up on.

We planned to meet in one of our favorite bakeries in our hometown, Woodstock, Vermont, run by a family that we had known since kindergarten. We were no longer in strict contact with their children, but we had gone to school with them for a while, and their mother made the best croissants out of anywhere, so it was a favorite spot of ours to meet or hang out.

I arrived at the bakery first, so I ordered myself a croissant and a hot chocolate, and proceeded to wait in one of the cozy padded window seats.

It didn’t take long for her to arrive.

I noticed her as soon as she entered the shop: all bright smiles and shining hair that she tossed over her shoulder. Her denim overalls had new paint spots from her current project, and a few strands of her hair were stuck together with red or blue or gold paint. 

She had never considered herself very pretty, but I had always thought she was stunning.

She ordered her food and a latte, and then turned around, her nose scrunching up as she laid eyes on me. She laughed and came over, sitting down with her legs neatly tucked beneath her.

“I should have known you would be sitting over here. It’s always been your favorite spot.”

I smiled, taking a bite of my croissant. “True. How have you been?”

“Oh, you know, the usual,” she said with a smile. “I’ve gone back to doing some oil painting on the behest of your mother. She’s gotten me into a few more galleries, and I would love it if you could come to some of the openings this weekend.”

“Of course, I’d love to come!” I said, instantly perking up. It had been too long since I’d been with Eden to an art show, and I loved seeing her paintings in person. They really brought the fantastical to life.

It was one of the reasons why my mother, an art lover and owner of several galleries in the town, was sponsoring her. Without her support, Eden might have had to “buckle-down” and get herself a “real job” rather than pursue what she loved.

She smiled at my response, taking a sip of her latte. “I’ll come pick you up then, when it’s time. I don’t reckon you’ll be getting out of the house much.”

I shrugged. My parents tended to be overprotective of me, which was why they had sent me to a nearby medical school to get my nursing degree instead of somewhere more prestigious—which they certainly could have afforded.

On top of that, they had insisted that I come home every weekend, or as often as I could, to make sure that I was safe (and so my mother could continue to feed me her home cooking). It gave me a great many opportunities to stay more in touch with my childhood friend, Eden, but it was also a bit suffocating. Even now, I didn’t know if they saw me as an adult yet.

“Nope! I’m actually getting a job! Or maybe it’s more like an internship.... Either way, it’s not decided yet.”

“What do you mean? And where?” Eden asked, leaning forward expectantly. “Are you finally leaving me?”

“No, no, nothing like that. You know the private women’s clinic in town? I forget what it’s called.”

“Yeah, I think I do.”

“Well, my parents are good friends with Doctor Reed. They figured that I could work under him for a bit. They say it’s because he’s a good doctor and they want me to get experience, but I’m pretty sure it’s just because it’s so close, and because they can trust him to keep an eye on me.”

“You’re definitely right on one point,” Eden said with a sigh. While I was in college, she had proposed that I could move in with her once I was done, but my mother had immediately shot down the idea. She wanted me to “get more comfortable” before I was permanently living on my own. “But I don’t know about the other.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, curious to know anything more about my prospective employer.

“Well, I don’t know if trusting him to keep an eye on you is exactly the right move,” she said. “He’s got a bit of a reputation.”

“Do you mean his parties? We’re actually going to one tonight, so my parents can introduce me.”

Eden shook her head. “No, not that, though that definitely adds to it.” She giggled. “It’s more like how he usually treats women. He’s known to be a bit of a player, and not the most polite man when it comes to breaking things off either.”

I shivered. “Don’t worry, I definitely don’t plan on getting involved with him like that. He’s like, a good bit older than me. I mean, he’s my mom’s doctor.” I lowered my voice to a conspiratorial hush.

“Oooooooh,” Eden said, her eyes glittering. “Do you think he’s flirted with her? He’s definitely seen her, you know.”

I squirmed in my seat. Dr. Reed was one of the most renowned gynecologists in the region, and I knew it was quite rare for guys to be in his position. I couldn’t quite understand how he did it, and so, of course, my first assumption had been that he must be gay. Now I was worried he was a bit of a creep. But he wouldn’t be loved by so many women if he was like that, right?

“No way. She’s so much older than him.” My mother was fifty-four, and Dr. Reed was thirty-six, which meant that the gap between him and her was about the same as the gap between me and him. Besides, she was happily married to my dad, and I couldn’t imagine her flirting with anyone else.

“Yeah,” Eden sighed. “He doesn’t seem to have a thing for older women. So promise me you’ll watch yourself, okay?”

“Of course,” I said with a grin. “You know there’s no way I’m letting him get to me, in any fashion.”

She smiled, squeezing my hand across the table. “As long as you’re aware. I don’t want you to descend into the lion’s den without any warning.”

“Come on, like it’ll be that bad,” I teased.

“Who knows?” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Perhaps he’ll gobble you up on sight.”

I laughed, lightly hitting her shoulder. “Ew, no, like I’ll let that happen.”

“Like I said, as long as you’re aware.” She smiled. “I wish I could be there to protect you, but I have work to do tonight, and those parties are incredibly exclusive.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, reaching for my phone. “If I call my dad, I’m sure he could pull a few strings for you.”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve got plenty to do tonight. Besides, I think I can trust your parents to look after you.” She winked.

“Indeed, they probably won’t even let me out of their sight.” I groaned, slumping in my chair. I adored my parents, yes, but the overprotectiveness got annoying at a point.

“That’s too bad,” she said, taking another sip of her latte. “It would be fun to explore the mansion.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I’ve heard a couple of rumors.” She leaned close, lowering her voice to a whisper. “They say that Dr. Reed comes from old money, but a tragedy happened in the house long ago, and now it’s haunted.” She mimicked a ghost sound, drawing back from me with a large grin on her face.

“You don’t honestly believe that, do you?” I teased, knowing full well that it was all a joke for her.

She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. It makes a fun story, and I bet it would be even more fun to explore, especially when it’s dark.”

I shivered. “Maybe not. But I’ll see.” I did love a good story, especially a ghost story. It would be even better if it was a ghost love story. “Do you think,” I began, “that the tragedy that happened had to do with love? It would explain why Dr. Reed’s so bad at it.”

“Val, I think he’s just bad at love, ghost or not. I wouldn’t suggest digging too deeply.”

“We’ll see.”

I put the thought to the side, but Eden’s story had gotten me thinking. If nothing else, it would be fun to see if I could find any traces of ghosts at the party that night. It might give me some form of entertainment while my parents drank their fill of the social scene.
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Dalton

People milled all around me.

I supposed it was to be expected, given that tonight was a party night, and I had invited all of them, but somehow it still managed to be a bit disconcerting.

No matter how many times I filled the mansion, it always felt more natural empty, as if the space needed to be able to breathe.

But I could deal with these parties, as they were only every other week. I could even enjoy them. It gave me time to mill around the influential people of the town, and not as their doctor. It gave another layer to my personality and another side to theirs.

It was also a prime hunting ground when I needed someone else to fill the void.

I knew that I had a reputation among women. Apparently I cycled through them like laundry or a fashion-conscious woman with trends. I thought I went faster.

I got tired fast, easily, so I was never with one woman for more than a month. Sometimes I would discard them after only a day, and then it would be a week before I was on the hunt for another.

I recognized the urge to appease the primal instincts of my body, but I saw no need for emotional attachment. Why should I? I was handsome, still young, and quite rich. I could have my pick of women, there was no time to have emotions involved.

I had never been a romantic.

In theory, the people who came to these parties at least knew of my reputation. So if they got involved with me, they understood what they were getting into and it was easier to break things off. In theory, of course. In reality, things ended in tears more often than not, but never for me.

I was wandering through the party, pleasantly buzzed, a glass of champagne in my hand, considering my many options when I was approached by an old friend.

“Maverick Gardiner!” I said, my arms opening, my expression immediately changing to welcome him. The older man pulled me into a firm hug, and then released me with several pats on the back.

“It’s been too long, old friend.”

I laughed. “It’s only been what, two weeks? Since I saw you last.”

Maverick shook his head with a smile. “Two weeks still seems like forever, and we did not have our daughter with us last time.”

My eyes traveled, and I noticed that Maverick’s wife, Claire, who was with him, along with a slim beauty that I had never seen before. Their daughter, if I was to take what Maverick said as truth.

She was strikingly beautiful. A round face with brown doe eyes framed by long lashes, and long dark hair that fell in unassuming waves. She was dressed in a thin grey sweater dress that hugged her curves, and wow, did she have lovely curves. She was a petite height and her small waist exaggerated the curve of her breasts and hips.

In short, she was the loveliest thing that I had seen in a while, and with the innocent expression on her face, I couldn’t help but feel like she would be fun to play with.

As long as her parents didn’t find out, there shouldn’t be a problem.

“I’d like to introduce my daughter, Valerie Gardiner,” Maverick said, gesturing for the girl to step forward. She did, smiling pleasantly, but there was something in her eyes that told me she was more knowledgeable than she looked.

“Pleased to meet you, Dr. Reed,” she said, stepping forward, and dropping into a slight curtsy.

I smiled. “Please, you can call me Dalton.”

“Dalton,” Maverick said, cutting in. “Valerie here just graduated nursing school.”

Claire nodded. “She did, at the top of her class too. She’s currently looking for jobs in the area.”

I was a bit curious why Valerie wasn’t speaking for herself, but I took the bait anyway.

“I think we might be looking for a new nurse at the clinic if that’s something you’re interested in.” I addressed this to Valerie, wanting to make sure it really was something that she wanted over anything else. “We could treat it as a trial position, before making it official.”

“Oh, that sounds lovely,” Claire said, clasping her hands together. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have a job at the clinic, Valerie? It’s not too far from home either.”

“Sounds wonderful,” she said, and I could tell from her expression, despite the circumstances, that she really meant it. Perhaps she was looking to get away from her parents.

“Then it’s settled?” Maverick turned to me.

“Come into the office tomorrow,” I said to Valerie. “And we can fill out some paperwork.”

Then I would be able to see if it was something she really was serious about. I didn’t want to give a job in my clinic to just anyone, even if she was as pretty as Valerie. I cared about my clients and the experience that they had, from the receptionist down to the care that each doctor provided.

Even if I wasn’t serious about much else, I was deadly serious about my job.

“Thank you again,” Maverick said, his smile sickly sweet. He squeezed Valerie to his side. “We want to see her succeed.”

“As I imagine all parents do,” I said, turning away from them. I did want to get closer to Valerie, but not while she was with her parents. If I was going to have some fun with her, it needed to be while she was alone, and before she was under my employment.

*
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I COULDN’T FIND ANYONE else that I was interested in at the party, even after several more drinks. It seemed, for the moment at least, that my mind was firmly fixated on Valerie Gardiner.

It wasn’t a bad fixation, I supposed. She would be in my reach soon enough, and even if I didn’t want to overstep boundaries it should only take a couple weeks of working with her to tire of her doe-eyed beauty and innocent expression.

Those things could only remain novel to me for so long, and I doubted she had much else going on that would be attractive to me.

Several women tried to approach me, but I brushed them off one after the other. They weren’t intriguing enough to keep my attention, and after the last fling I had ended so disastrously, I needed something fun.

Growing tired of the people, I excused myself from the throng, taking another glass of wine along with me.

There was plenty of space in the mansion for me to wander, and plenty of halls to get lost in if I needed to escape.

It wasn’t that I hated the company, more that sometimes I needed a moment before I could be fully myself again. Especially when there was something occupying my mind.

I was wandering through the second-floor portrait gallery and past the guest bedrooms when I noticed something peculiar.

There, right at home, was Valerie. Her parents were no longer with her, and she was examining an old painting on the wall as if it held some secret clue.

“Do you make a habit of trespassing during people’s parties?” I asked, leaning against the wall next to her.

She jumped, blinked a few times, and then regained her composure. “Do you always make a habit of sneaking up on your guests so rudely?”

“If anyone’s the rude one here, it’s you,” I said. My eyes roamed up and down her body, examining her better now that her parents weren’t there watching. “You sure your parents aren’t missing you? They seemed awfully attached.”

She sighed. “They had a few drinks, and now they’re talking with friends. I don’t think they’ll notice that I’m gone for a while yet.”

“Is that so? We have some time then.” I advanced a step forward, and she took one back. Normally I would never take things so fast, but the alcohol was getting to my brain.

“What do you mean?” The way she looked up at me with those innocent eyes...it just made me want to slam her against the wall and kiss her senseless. To run my hand up the inside of her thigh, inching the hem of her sweater dress up until she gasped for me to stop lest someone walk in on us.

“Isn’t that why you’re up here?” I looked at her curiously.

“I don’t know what you mean, but probably not,” she said, looking even more confused.

“Then why are you here, examining that dusty old painting as if it’s the most interesting thing in the world?” I could feel my words beginning to slur together, and I took another sip of wine. “I don’t know of any other good reason than pursuing me.”

Her face went bright red almost instantly, and she looked down at her feet, folding her fingers together. Oh, she would definitely be so much fun to play with.

“No, it’s definitely not that.”

“Oh? Then what is it?”

“I was told this place was haunted.” She looked up at me, and the bright curiosity in her eyes was so refreshing, I almost wanted to laugh.

“Haunted? Is that so?”

“My friend heard some rumors,” she said.

“Rumors? Well then, that’s certainly very trustworthy.”

She blew a piece of hair out of her face in annoyance. “Don’t patronize me.”

“What else am I supposed to do in this situation?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Has there been anything strange in this house?”

“What do you mean?” I teased.

She crossed her arms over her chest and stared me down. “You know exactly what I mean.”

“I suppose I do. I haven’t noticed anything particularly akin to a ghost in this house. I think your friend might be taken by the old gothic fantasy of an empty house with ghosts ...and a torn bachelor.” I smiled at her suggestively.

She sighed. “That would be like her. She’s always loved old books, especially Bronte.”

“Unfortunately, there’s no Heathcliff here,” I said. “Sorry to disappoint your friend.”

“She’ll probably go on believing whatever she wants to, especially that there is something bad lurking in this house.”

I smiled, taking another step closer to her. This time she didn’t shrink back, but stood tall in front of me. Her eyes met mine and she looked at me with defiant curiosity. “My dear, the only thing bad in this house is me,” I said. “Though I suppose you’ve figured that out already.”

I pressed her against the wall, kissing her gently on the lips. When she reciprocated —leaning into me with vicious desire—I pushed further. My tongue slid into her mouth, entangling with hers, and my hand trailed up her thigh.

Perhaps it was the alcohol in my system. I knew that this wasn’t right, especially when I would probably be employing her soon. But I couldn’t help it. She was so beautiful, and so right, and so there. When something that I wanted was right in front of me, I tended to take it, no matter what it was.

She groaned beneath my careful fingers as I inched her skirt up, then kissed my way down her jaw to gently bite her neck. As my fingertips met the line of her panties, she gasped and pushed me away.

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” she said.

I smiled at her lazily, sure that I could coax her back into my arms. “Why not? It’s clear you want to.”

Her eyes darted around the room as if she was looking for an excuse to leave. “My parents will be looking for me.”

“There’s a few hours yet before they get tired.”

“No, they get tired pretty quick.” She sidestepped my advance, beginning a backward retreat down the hallway. “Just, forget this ever happened.”

I didn’t know if I could.
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Valerie

I couldn’t bring myself to tell my parents what happened. Not only would they not approve, but I was incredibly embarrassed.

Quite a lot of things had pushed me to kiss Dalton back. I did have a few glasses of champagne, I was feeling particularly rebellious, and the dimly-lit hallways of the mansion had a very gothic quality to them, which was, of course, incredibly romantic.

But I wasn’t about to let it happen ever again.

Dalton might be attractive, with his perfectly coiffed dark brown hair and his deep black eyes, but he was also a good fourteen years older than me, and about to be my new boss if all went to plan.

Besides, Eden had told me exactly what he was like when it came to women, and I wasn’t going to be played by him. I had managed to keep my heart intact for this long, and I wasn’t about to give that up.

The next morning, I prepared myself to meet my fate.

I tied my hair back in a simple updo, clipping my side part up with a little jeweled clip that I had gotten for my birthday last year. I slipped into a pale yellow sheath dress with white accents that looked particularly professional and chose a pair of new white leather flats.

I wouldn’t start work that day so I didn’t need to dress in the scrubs that would be my uniform as a nurse. Part of me wanted to make a good impression on everyone who would be at the clinic, but the selfish part of me wanted to prove something to Dalton. That, yes, I was good-looking and could dress well, but I wasn’t about to swoon all over him just because we had kissed the night before.

My cheeks heated at the thought, and I squeezed my eyes shut, slapping the sides of my face gently to dislodge the memory from its place at the forefront of my mind.

I took one more look at myself in the mirror, slapped on a coat of lip gloss that I would definitely need to reapply, and headed downstairs.

My parents were waiting in the breakfast nook, a stack of pancakes that our chef had made sitting on the table along with bacon and eggs, maple syrup, and an assortment of fresh jams that had been made at local farms.

“You’re eating before you head out, right?” my mom asked with a smile.

“Of course,” I said. “I wouldn’t miss breakfast for the world.”

I slid into my place in the nook and served myself up a few pancakes and a heavy helping of maple syrup.

My dad ran, or at least had a few shares in, most of the maple syrup businesses in Vermont, which was why we were so well off. My mom had come from New York, and had been a premier socialite, but agreed to move to this small town in Vermont provided they could go back to visit and she could invest in the local art scene.

The two of them were important members of the community, and I knew that it implicated me in part. But I would probably never take over the maple syrup side of things. My dad was already looking for a suitable match who might do that for me. And I only had to invest in the art world if I wanted to.

I dug into my breakfast just as my dad set down the paper and piped up. “You do remember that you need to go to the clinic to make things official, right?”

I swallowed my mouthful. “Yeah, I remember. I was going to head there after breakfast.”

“I can come with you if you wish, make sure nothing goes wrong,” my dad suggested.

“No thanks,” I replied, trying to contain my panic at the thought. If last night was brought up while my dad was there, he wouldn’t want me working there at all. And then that piece of independence would be gone. Besides, it was never going to happen again. It wouldn’t be a problem.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” my mom asked. “We can go with you if you need support.”

“No, I’m good,” I said with a smile. “I think I should start doing some things on my own.”

“Of course, but there’s no shame in asking for help, or support,” my mom said.

“I know.” I finished up my breakfast, and then grabbed my purse and my car keys.

“I’ll be heading out then,” I said, waving goodbye to my parents. “I promise I’ll call you if I need anything.”

“Don’t hesitate dear!” my mom said as my dad just waved back.

I shut the front door behind me and heaved a sigh of relief. For a moment there I was certain that my dad, at least, would insist on accompanying me. But it was clear now that they were beginning to trust me with a little more freedom.

I just had to make sure that I didn’t let them down.
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WHEN I GOT TO THE CLINIC, I was surprised to find it relatively empty. There were only a couple of cars in the parking lot besides mine and there didn’t appear to be anyone in the waiting room when I peeked in through the window.

I entered, the bell above the door ringing, but still, no one appeared.

“Hello,” I called. “Is anyone here?”

There was no answer, and for a moment I considered just calling my dad and letting him tell me what I should do in this situation, but then a familiar voice called, “Just a minute.”

It was Dalton.

He appeared only seconds later, in a white doctor’s coat with a serene smile on his face.

“Ah, Ms. Gardiner. I was expecting you, but I didn’t know when you’d arrive.”

“Well, I’m here now,” I said, then looked around once more. “This place looks quite empty!”

“We’ve been having a slow day,” he explained. “There were no appointments scheduled for this morning, so I dismissed the staff on break, and waited behind for you.”

The inflections in his voice made me shiver. It might just be a coincidence, but I was quite sure that Dalton wished to be alone with me. The implications of that were many, but I wasn’t about to let any of them come to fruition.

Still, my hands trembled. I found myself fidgeting with them instead of putting forward the clean figure that I had wanted to show Dalton. I had no doubt that he was picking up on all my body cues and noting them down for future reference. The way that he was looking at me told me that much.

“No need to be so nervous, Ms. Gardiner. Or shall I call you Valerie?”

“Valerie is fine,” I bit out.

“Valerie it is then. Why don’t you follow me to my office? I’ll ask you a few informal questions, fill out some paperwork, and then that’ll be it. It will be a lot more comfortable back there, I promise.”

“Okay,” I said, following him down a hallway to a doorway that led to his office. The whole place was in pristine condition, but especially this room. There didn’t seem to be a piece of decoration or memorabilia anywhere. Just clean shelves with medical books and organized files, a clear desk with two chairs, and a bright window that let in plenty of light. There was a lamp in the corner for when that wasn’t enough, and a few grayscale watercolors of ocean scapes on the walls, but that was it.

As I sat, he leaned forward across the desk with a smirk on his face. “Valerie, are you shaking? There’s no need to worry, I don’t bite. That is, unless you want me too.” He winked, but I ignored him.

“There were some questions you wanted to ask me?” I said, keeping my voice steady. I hoped that the expression I was presenting was one of quiet indifference.

“Ah yes, the questions.” His face and his voice both became deadly serious. “If you are to work here, I want to make sure that you are right for my patients and that you will treat them with the level of care that they expect. In fact, you should be giving them more than that.”

“I can do that,” I said, suddenly eager to please.

“Can you?” He raised his eyebrows in question. “Because though you might claim that now, there is no way of knowing if you will actually hold true to your word.”

“I graduated at the top of my class,” I said. “I’ve done some work before when I was at school, and my patients always talked highly of me. If you want, I’ll give you the numbers of my employers.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “That won’t be necessary. It’s clear that you’re eager, and ready to work. That’s what I need to know, though in these coming weeks you will have to prove yourself.”

“I can, I promise.”

“We’ll see.” He looked me up and down once again. “There are a few other things I am curious about though.”

“What is it?”

“I need to know your motivations, dear. Why did you go into nursing, why do you want to be a nurse, and why do you want to work at this clinic?”

I hesitated. This had always been a difficult question for me. It had been my mom’s suggestion at first, when I told her I wanted to study something. She told me that nursing was a noble pursuit, and it didn’t take too much time to complete. It would also prepare me later in life for kids, or at least that’s what she said.

But that wasn’t why I was here.

And I knew that saying I was pursuing nursing as a way to become more independent from my parents probably wasn’t the answer that he was looking for.

“It didn’t start out like this,” I said, deciding that it was best to just be honest from the beginning, “but as I continued school, and saw the impact that I made on people
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