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        Book Two in the Doctors of Silver Valley Series

      

      

      

      
        
        He practices medicine by the book. She’s an alternative healer. But they have more in common than meets the eye, especially behind closed doors…

      

        

      
        Jordyn is a big-city practitioner reeling from devastating personal loss. When she takes a temporary job in the small town of Silver Valley, it’s only to find a place to hide and heal.

      

        

      
        Gabe has spent the last decade atoning for a fatal car accident. Working as a Silver Valley paramedic has brought him some peace, but giving his heart to someone new is a risk he’s not willing to take.

      

        

      
        Until now.

      

        

      
        The passion that ignites between Gabe and Jordyn is off the charts, but both carry deep scars and lasting guilt about the loved ones they’ve lost. When a tragedy strikes Silver Valley and puts their medical opinions at odds, it threatens to tear apart everything they’ve built together.

      

        

      
        Can two broken souls save a town and make each other whole again?
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        GABE

      

      

      

      “Is it true?” Katie joined Gabe in the break room of the Silver Valley EMS Station and propped her feet on his chair.

      “Is what true?” Gabe stole a look at the clock. Three in the morning. Quiet night. Not a single call other than Mrs. Kittlebaum’s cat up a tree on the other side of town.

      “You and the new night doc,” Sammy said from across the room. He cracked open a bottle of water and stretched out his long legs.

      “Jordyn?” Gabe grinned before he could help himself.

      “Of course Jordyn,” Katie said. “Shit, look at you. Things are goin’ that good, huh? You look like you’re halfway to buying a ring.”

      “Wouldn’t go that far.”

      “How long’s it been? Couple weeks?”

      “Something like that.” Sometimes it felt longer. Sometimes it felt as though Gabe Roberts had been waiting his whole life for Jordyn Braxton to come into it. Other times it felt like lightning had struck him just a moment before. Miracles like Jordyn didn’t come into Silver Valley that often. Or ever.

      But as luck would have it, one Tuesday night he and his buddies had gone to their usual bar for wings and a game of pool and there she’d been. Sitting at a booth by herself. Nursing Jack and Coke and giving off so much attitude he’d been momentarily stunned into silence. His life hadn’t been the same since.

      “She’s temporary at the Med Center, right?” Katie pressed.

      “Here for six months.” Gabe didn’t like to think about it.

      “Then what?”

      He shrugged and got up under the pretense of checking supplies. Hell, he and Jordyn had just started dating. He’d lost too many people along the way to trust that friends and lovers and family stuck around. As much as he’d like to, he didn’t want to predict the future for fear of jinxing it. He walked into the supply closet and stared at the boxes of bandages and syringes.

      “Whatever happens, I’m still glad for you.” Katie stuck her head into the closet. “You’ve been alone for too long.”

      “Thanks.” Gabe stuck his hands into his back pockets and was about to ask if the shipment of trauma kits was on the way when a call came in.

      “Unit Sixty-Three, we have a report of a possible pedestrian strike at the corner of Main and First Streets. Victim is down and unconscious. No sign of a vehicle.”

      “Shit.” Sammy cursed from the break room, and just like that they were piling into the ambulance and pulling out.

      So much for a quiet night, Gabe thought as he steered the rig downtown. A pedestrian strike? He braced himself for the scene. The Silver Valley ambulance corps was tiny and rarely saw much serious action. Sure, in winter they responded to their share of car accidents, especially on the mountain, and like most small towns they had the occasional bar fight, domestic abuse, or drug overdose, but a hit-and-run was a rare occurrence.

      “There.” Katie pointed, and as they neared the intersection they could see a body lying under the streetlights. Police hadn’t arrived yet, but that wasn’t a surprise. Silver Valley wasn’t big enough to have officers on duty around the clock. The state police would have to respond from Whispering Pines, and that could take anywhere from ten minutes to a half-hour.

      Gabe jumped from the ambulance and began to assess the scene. No cars. Two young women on the sidewalk clutching each other’s arms and staring at the man in the street. No other bystanders. Gabe walked closer to the unmoving body. No blood. No obvious injury. No skid marks, either. For a moment he thought the man might be dead, but then he saw the faint rise and fall of the man’s chest. Regular respirations. That’s good.

      “Excuse me?” Katie approached the two women. “Did you call this in?”

      One waved her cell phone and nodded.

      “Did you see what happened?”

      Sammy walked into the street as Katie began to collect information.

      “Oh, hell,” Sammy said as he knelt beside the man. “Take a look at this.”

      Gabe joined his partner at the exact moment the man snored and rolled over. Alcohol wafted off him, and he curled one fist under his cheek as he slept. Sammy began to chuckle.

      “Drunk and passed out. In the middle of Main Street.” Gabe rocked back on his heels as Sammy shook the man’s shoulder.

      “Hey, buddy.”

      “Did you see a car hit him?” Katie asked the women.

      “Well, no,” said one. “We were just walking home and we saw him lying there so we assumed…”

      “It’s okay,” Gabe said as Sammy started checking the man’s vitals. “Better to err on the side of caution. If you hadn’t called, someone might’ve run him over.” He squinted at the man, who was barely conscious. “Sammy? What do you think? Beer, liquor, or something else?”

      Sammy managed to get the man to his feet and led him to the back of the ambulance. “Not sure. We’ll take ‘im to the Med Center to dry out. They can run blood work there.” He shined a light into the man’s eyes. “Could be something in addition to the booze.”

      Katie took down the women’s information and then joined her partners at the back of the rig. “I’ll call it in,” she said and gave Gabe a teasing look. “You want to stay and process the paperwork once we get him there? You can take your time getting back.”

      “I’m not gonna hang out at the Med Center just because…” He didn’t finish.

      “Just because your girlfriend works there?” Katie smiled as they helped Sammy load the man into the ambulance.

      “She’s not my girlfriend.” That made it sound like they were kids in high school, not two adults with complicated pasts. But if Jordyn wasn’t Gabe’s girlfriend, then what was she? The woman he couldn’t stop thinking about? Who made him feel like he’d finally rejoined the land of the living? Who understood the depths of his past because she’d experienced loss the same way he had?

      “Sure she’s not,” Katie said with a wink.

      Gabe didn’t bother answering. Instead he climbed behind the wheel of the ambulance, doing his best not to think about Jordyn until they pulled into the Med Center and she met them at the door.

      

      
        
        JORDYN

      

      

      

      Jordyn Braxton stood in the semi-circular driveway outside the Silver Valley Medical Center and waited for the ambulance. Hands in her pockets, eyes slitted against the bright overhead lights, her pulse skipped as the vehicle pulled in. Five days. Just five short days since the night Gabe had kissed her — right here, downstairs in the cafeteria as they shared bad coffee and talked about all the reasons getting involved was a risky idea.

      She hadn’t come here looking for romance. In fact, just the opposite. She’d picked Silver Valley because it was far from home. Far from painful memories. She’d thought six months of anonymity in a mountainside town would help her heal.

      She hadn’t bargained on Gabe.

      Now he smiled at her through the windshield before helping his partners bring in their John Doe. She smiled too, before getting down to business.

      “He’s stable,” Katie said. “Last BP was one hundred over sixty-five. Pulse ox ninety-three.”

      “That’s a little low.” Jordyn bent over the man as they brought him inside. She lifted an eyelid, watched the pupils contract in the light. “Put him in Room One.”

      “Smells like alcohol, but I’m guessing there’s more in his system than booze,” Sammy said.

      “Let’s draw some blood.” Jordyn had seen more than her share of overdoses, having worked overnight shifts in Chicago for years. City hospitals and small town medical centers didn’t have a lot in common, but drugs and addiction existed everywhere. “Do we have a name? Any ID on him?”

      “No wallet and nothing in his pockets,” Gabe said.

      Jordyn nodded as she pulled on a mask, gloves, and goggles. “Then we’ve got our work cut out for us.”

      

      Fifteen minutes later, with blood sent to the lab and her preliminary findings written on the man’s chart, Jordyn headed for the break room. Through the windows the sun was beginning to rise, sending its first sparks of light over the mountain. She poured a cup of coffee and rubbed the back of her neck, where the tension always gathered in thick, painful knots.

      Aaran, the tall, lanky medical assistant, stuck his head in the door. “Coffee any good?”

      She took a long sip and grimaced. “Is it ever?”

      He grinned. “When I make it, yes. When we let Bella make it at the end of the day shift, no.”

      Jordyn looked at the cup in her hand. “I’m drinking coffee from the day shift?”

      “Possibly. Want me to make a new pot?”

      “Don’t bother. I’m leaving in a few hours.”

      Aaran nodded and let the door close, but just as she sank onto the couch and closed her eyes, she heard it open again. “I’m fine,” she said without looking. “But thanks again for offering.”

      “I know you’re fine. But I thought you might like something other than coffee.”

      The voice rolled over her like chocolate, warm and comforting and delicious. Gabe. She opened her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m about to head back to the station. Just wanted to say hi.” He dropped onto the couch beside her. “And bye.” He laced the fingers of his right hand through hers. “How’s your night been?”

      “Pretty quiet. Other than your guy, one case of food poisoning around ten and a guy who stapled his hand to his desk around midnight.”

      “Seriously?”

      She nodded. “I’m not sure how he managed it. Industrial-sized stapler, I guess.”

      “Did he bring the whole desk in here with him?”

      She laughed and curled into Gabe’s chest. “Yes. His buddies carried it, and him, right through the front door. He’ll be fine,” she added. “He won’t be using his right hand anytime soon, but…” She shrugged. “I’d rather see a hundred guys with their hands stapled to a piece of furniture than most of what came into the ER back in Chicago.”

      Gabe’s hand tightened around hers. “I bet. There’s a lot to be said for the relative peace and quiet of a small town.”

      She nodded against his chest, comforted by the solidness of him. How surprising to meet someone here. She hadn’t expected it, hadn’t looked for it, wasn’t sure anything inside her could still respond to another person’s affections. And yet it had.

      Gabe whistled in the quiet. “Look at that moon.”

      She turned her head to follow his gaze through the window. At the same time the sun was finding its feet in the sky, the moon hung beside it, a faint but steady presence above the trees. “Was it full tonight? I didn’t notice.”

      “I think so. It was close.”

      “It’s hard to see anything in the sky back home. Too much light pollution.”

      He pressed a kiss to her temple. “Then I’m glad you’re here and not there. Not much beats a full moon in a summer sky.”

      She could feel his breath against her skin and she turned into it, lifting her mouth to his. She loved kissing him, feeling the perfect way his lips fit to hers. “I’m glad I’m here too.” She didn’t say anything else. For now, this was enough. She couldn’t dare think about six months down the road. Couldn’t trust that things would be as perfect then as they felt right now. Because Jordyn knew better than anyone how much could change in the blink of an eye, how the darkness could rip away everything she’d ever held close to her heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JORDYN

      

      

      

      Soon the sun crawled all the way up in the sky and Silver Valley awoke. School buses rumbled along. Casual runners jogged down the pavement. Jordyn checked on her John Doe patient, and while he wasn’t awake yet, his vitals remained stable. The lab was delayed and now wouldn’t process the bloodwork until later that morning, which meant the daytime attending physician would be the one to determine a final diagnosis.

      Finding out the man’s identity would be a whole other challenge.

      She checked her watch and walked outside to grab a few minutes of fresh air. Across from the Medical Center sat a neat row of one-story brick homes. Beyond them rose two church steeples. One block over was Silver Valley’s downtown, a long stretch of Main Street with shops and restaurants and a fountain that lit up and danced with white lights in the dark.

      She’d never seen any place like it. She’d certainly never lived in any place like it. Jordyn stretched her arms overhead. She wouldn’t lie: Gabe and the town were fast growing on her. I’m just not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing. Her contract with the hospital board of directors lasted only six months. What happened then?

      As she turned to go back inside, a dented brown truck pulled up to the ER entrance and stalled out. A moment later a man bent almost in two climbed from the driver’s side. He crept toward her with one hand on the small of his back.

      “Sir? Are you —”

      He waved off her concern with a gnarled hand. “I’m all right.”

      You don’t look all right. As Jordyn was trying to figure out what to say next, Kelli-Ann, one of the on-duty nurses, joined them. “Hey there, Mr. Cranston. We have his info on file,” she said to Jordyn. “He lives up on the mountain.” She took his free arm as they walked through the sliding doors. “Having some back pain?”

      The man grimaced as Kelli-Ann helped him to the bed in Room Two. “Little bit.” He pulled off his hat and studied Jordyn. “You the new doc in town?”

      “Nurse practitioner.” She offered him a handshake. “I’m Jordyn Braxton.”

      “Yer a lot younger than I thought you’d be. Prettier, too.”

      “Well, thank you. On both accounts, I think.” She took her stethoscope from around her neck and began to listen to his chest. “Having any trouble breathing?”

      “Nope.”

      “Pain anywhere else other than your back?”

      “Nope again.”

      Jordyn continued her assessment. “Do you have a regular physician here in town? Keep up with your annual physicals?”

      The man chuckled and said to Kelli-Ann, “Can tell she’s new here, can’t ya?”

      Kelli-Ann smiled as she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his arm. “Be nice, Mr. Cranston.”

      “Robert,” he said to Jordyn. “Mr. Cranston was my dad, dead in the ground for thirty-five years now. An’ no, I don’t see a doc on the regular ‘cause I ain’t got time. As it is, Marge is watching the farm while I’m down here.”

      “She’s more than capable of it, too,” Kelli-Ann said. She wrote down the numbers and showed them to Jordyn: one sixty-five over ninety.

      “Blood pressure is a little high, Mr. — ah, Robert. Are you on any medication for that?”

      He rolled his eyes but nodded. “Yep.”

      “Your back pain may be pushing it up today.” She finished her preliminary assessment and stood back. He looked to be well into his fifties, maybe older, with a deeply wrinkled face and gray stubble across his chin. “You work full-time as a farmer?”

      He gave Kelli-Ann another look, again with a dramatic eye roll. “Ain’t no such thing as part-time work when you’re a farmer.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant…do you have any help there? Marge is…?”

      “My wife. Celebrated twenty-six years of marriage last month. She’s my right-hand everything.” His blue eyes shined as he spoke. “An’ yes, she helps me out. I got one guy who works for me during harvest, too. But that’s it.”

      “What kind of farm do you have?” she asked as she lay him back on the bed.

      “Smaller now than it used to be. We got a hundred acres of soybeans up on the mountain, and some livestock too. Goats and sheep mostly. Some ducks and chickens depending on the season.”

      “Sounds beautiful. And like a lot of work.” She sat him back up again. “I don’t see any signs of leg or ankle swelling, no other obvious injuries or concerns. So I’d like to do an x-ray of that back, to start with.”

      “Think I might-a broke it a while ago,” he volunteered. “Was tryin’ to move an old fridge off the porch an’ it came down on top of me.”

      Jordyn did her best to keep her features neutral. I wish you’d started with that information. “And when was that?”

      “Oh, back in the winter. Maybe January, February. Right after that big second storm that closed down the schools.” He patted her on the arm. “I know you city docs might be surprised to hear it, but we don’t shut down much in the winter. Plow trucks and buses strap on their chains and keep goin’. If a storm closes our schools, it’s a big one. That’s how I remember when it came through. Anyway, I slipped an’ fell on the ice. Took me a few minutes to get up from under that thing. I’ve had pain on and off ever since.”

      “I’m sure you have.” Jordyn nodded as she calculated the months that had elapsed since his injury. If he’d broken anything, it was long since healed, probably incorrectly, judging by his current pain. The x-ray might reveal the permanent damage, but the only treatments would be surgery or daily meds, neither of which would fit a farmer’s lifestyle.

      “Have you ever tried acupuncture?” she asked.

      Kelli-Ann’s head snapped up at the same time Robert’s grizzled jaw dropped. “Aw, hell no. That’s where they stick needles into ya, right?”

      “Well, yes, but the needles are very small and —”

      “Lemme stop ya right there.” He held up one hand. “Ain’t nobody putting needles under my skin unless I’m in a coma an’ they’re putting me to sleep for good.”

      Jordyn bit back a smile. “I can guarantee you won’t feel them. And I can recommend an excellent acupuncturist in Albany. I’ve known her for years. It’s a very safe method of pain reduction.”

      “So’s taking some aspirin and drinking whiskey before bed.” The man swung his legs over the side of the bed and replaced his hat. “I promised Marge I’d come down here an’ get checked out, and now that I have, I’ve got two pregnant goats to see to.”

      “I understand,” Jordyn said, relenting. She didn’t want to prescribe pain meds unless she absolutely had to. Too addictive. Too damaging. She’d seen that more than she’d wanted to over the years. “I can give you a prescription for some stronger anti-inflammatories. That might help.”

      He nodded and held out one hand. “That’ll do fine. Thanks.”

      

      “Acupuncture? Really?” Kelli-Ann said when Robert Cranston had climbed back into his truck. She stood next to Jordyn at the front desk and watched him drive away.

      “It’s a popular alternative treatment. I have lots of friends who’ve tried it for pain. Works wonders.”

      “Here? Or in Chicago?”

      Jordyn hadn’t been living in Silver Valley long enough to have many friends here, but she refrained from pointing out the obvious. “Well, in Chicago.”

      Kelli-Ann gave her a kind smile. “Not a lot of people in Silver Valley are into alternative treatments. We’re a small town, in case you haven’t noticed. Pretty set in our ways.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that. Just figured I’d suggest it. Massage, acupressure, meditation…all those things can really help reduce the level of pain he’s having.”

      “They might,” Kelli-Ann agreed,  “but you’ll never get Robert Cranston to try them.”

      The front door slid open, and Bella Simons, daytime medical assistant, strutted inside two minutes before her shift began. As usual, she wore too much makeup and a scrub top cut too low. Today at least she had on a camisole beneath, so the top half of her chest wasn’t entirely on display.

      “Hey, Bella.” Aaran handed her a stack of charts as he scanned his ID badge to sign out for the day. “All yours.”

      “Thanks so much.” Bella dropped into the desk chair with an exaggerated sigh. She carried a giant cup of coffee that already had a pronounced pink lipstick
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