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        Part of the Doctors of Silver Valley series

      

        

      
        Christos Anakopolis is a privileged party boy and the sole heir to a Greek fortune. But when his antics drag the family name through the mud, he’s cut off from his inheritance until he can prove himself. His father’s conditions? Work as a family doctor under an alias in the small town of Silver Valley.

      

        

      
        Medical assistant Bella Simons is a small-town girl with big dreams, but caring for her mentally ill mother is more challenging than anyone can imagine. When the gorgeous new doctor starts shamelessly flirting with her, she’ll do anything to hide her home life so he won’t turn tail and run.

      

        

      
        Two people falling in love. Two people burying the truth. When a devastating winter storm strikes Silver Valley, will it bring them together or drive them apart for good?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHRISTOS

      

      

      

      “Oh my God that is seriously, like, the most awesome thing I’ve ever seen!”

      Christos Anakopolis wrapped an arm around the pretty blonde American. From his rooftop balcony they could see halfway to Santorini. Stars above, sea below, glittering lights of yachts scattered around them. “Not a bad view, right?”

      “Bad? It’s amazing.” She sighed, and the strapless white cocktail dress she wore slipped a little farther down.

      Christos stole a long, appreciative look at her cleavage and then reached for the bottle of Dom Perignon. “Refill?”

      “Oh my God I’m already, like, halfway to drunk.” But she giggled and held out her glass all the same.

      “Christos!” Behind him inside the penthouse someone shouted his name, but he ignored it. The music had reached peak level, the crowd too. Everyone at the party was pleasantly buzzed, and right now all he wanted to do was indulge in a little American piece of ass. “Christos!”

      But the girl’s perfectly groomed brows drew together, and she turned toward the voice. “Do you have to, like, go?”

      Fuck off, Teddy. He shook his head, bent and teased the tip of her nose with his, then moved in for a kiss. She sighed against him, the champagne glass forgotten. It fell to the ground and shattered at his feet.

      “Doreen!” The other American tourist on the balcony, the less pretty but more buxom friend, dropped to her knees and began collecting pieces of glass.

      “Doll, you don’t have to do that.” Christos took her elbow and helped her up. “I have a maid.” She’d cut her thumb on one of the glass fragments, and as it started to bleed he raised her hand to his lips and gently sucked. Her eyes went cloudy, her knees buckled, and he knew there’d be little convincing to get both women back to his bedroom. Damn, he loved when American college students vacationed in Greece.

      “Christos!”

      Teddy’s voice was closer this time, and finally he turned in annoyance. Nothing could be this important. His friends knew how and where to access the booze, the weed, and the spare bedrooms. They also knew better than to bother him when he was talking to a woman. Or women. “What the hell, man?”

      His best friend stood in the doorway between the balcony and the living room. His face was white, his expression dire. “Your father’s downstairs. Thought you might want to know.”

      

      A half-hour later Christos the Third sat across from Christos the Second in a trashed penthouse and stared at the wall. Both men’s jaws jutted out in equal stubborn annoyance.

      “Is it true?” his father asked after a few moments of thick silence.

      “Is what true?”

      A long, guttural sigh. “Don’t be obtuse. You know what I’m asking.”

      Christos shrugged. It had happened last week, or last month, he couldn’t recall, in a lavish party over on Mykonos. Nothing out of the ordinary. He’d met a dark-haired beauty, taken her back to his hotel room, fucked her silly, and said goodbye the next morning. He hadn’t thought anything more about it.

      Until he saw her picture splashed across the news a few days later. Read the tabloid headlines. And realized she was the daughter of a prominent Arabic dignitary, seventeen and now apparently pregnant after a one-night stand.

      “Christos. Answer me.”

      “Answer you? I’m almost thirty. Stop treating me like a little kid.” He waved his hand at the room, the apartment, the sky outside. “You gave me this place when I finished medical school, remember? But every time I turn around you’re on the doorstep.”

      “Exactly. You’re almost thirty. But you act like you’re nineteen. Or maybe fifteen. A nineteen year old would know enough to use goddamn protection.” His father cracked his knuckles, got up and began pacing. Every few feet he stepped on crushed glass or discarded shrimp or lobster tails. “Gamoto,” he cursed under his breath. “Her father’s demanding a paternity test,” he added. “If it’s yours, he’s coming after you.”

      “Fine. Swab my cheek.” Christos wasn’t stupid; he had used protection. “You should’ve seen her at the party,” he said. “She was climbing on every guy who walked in the room.” He still couldn’t believe the dignitary’s daughter was seventeen. She’d looked and acted a decade older.

      “Stop it.” His father turned, face dark as thunder. “Enough.” He shook his head. “I thought – your mother and I thought – you’d outgrow this behavior. But this…this juvenile disregard for everything and everyone, it’s embarrassing. And it’s enough. You have a reputation to uphold.”

      Here it comes, the lecture on family legacy. How Christos wished he’d been born into anonymity, the child of paupers rather than billionaires.

      “That baby may not be yours,” his father added, “but you were there. Making a spectacle of yourself. Enough so that your name, which is my name, is now being questioned. No, not questioned. It’s beyond that. Sullied.” He spat out the last word like it burned his tongue.

      Christos sat silently. They’d been through this before, the lecture followed by threats and disappointment. They both knew how it would end. His mother would convince his father to give Christos another chance and his father would acquiesce. At almost seventy-five years old, they were both too old and too tired to fight with their only son. His mother had experienced twelve miscarriages before carrying Christos to term. And as the sole heir to the Anakopolis family fortune, which included a string of luxury hotels around the globe, he’d grown up secure in the knowledge that he could do no wrong.

      “You have one week to pack your things.” His father folded his hands behind his back.

      Christos’s chin snapped up. “Pack my things? Meaning what? I’m moving back to the apartment?” He’d spent a year living in a shitty little three-room apartment house on the main Anakopolis property, before going to medical school. “No, thanks.”

      “This isn’t an offer or a negotiation. And no, you are not moving back to the apartment. You’re moving to the United States.”

      “What?” Christos flew out of his chair. His hands went behind his back in the exact same motion as his father’s. They had the same gait, same mannerisms, same stubborn nature. “Says who?” The words made him sound like a child, he realized, but at this hour he didn’t care.

      “Your mother and I.”

      “I have a job, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “You can take a leave. I’ve already spoken to the hospital.”

      “You’ve –” Christos saw red. A splitting headache started up behind his eyes. This night can’t get any worse. But apparently it could.

      “We’ve talked about it,” his father went on. “We’ve consulted our attorneys, and we think this is the only way you’ll realize your spoiled, reckless behavior has to stop.”

      It was a bluff. It had to be. “Fine. The behavior stops. I’ll be a good boy.” Christos threw up both hands in mock surrender.

      “We’re also changing the terms of your inheritance.”

      At that, he went cold. Visions of his Jaguar, this penthouse, the hotel rooms that waited for him on three different continents, the women he bedded as soon as he uttered his last name, flashed before him. He sat down again, hard.

      “You don’t appreciate what you have, what we’ve given you. You never have. And maybe that’s our fault, your mother’s and mine. We spoiled you. Made sure you wanted for nothing.” His father looked around at the walls of the penthouse. Original artwork was splattered with sauce. The exquisite furniture was covered with stains from the weekly parties Christos threw. “But something has to change. Something has to get through to you.”

      “So what are you saying?”

      “We want you to work for a year on your own. Without our money, and without our name.”

      Christos frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “There’s an opening at the Silver Valley Medical Center in New York.”

      For a moment the words didn’t register. “New York City?” Okay, that wouldn’t be the worst prison sentence in the world. He’d spent a weekend in the Big Apple a few years ago. Great place to party.

      “No. Silver Valley is a small town in the upper part of New York State. In the mountains, I believe. A colleague of mine is on the board of directors there. They’ve been looking to fill a physician vacancy at the town’s medical center.”

      “I don’t want to work in the States.” Again he realized the petulance, the immaturity of his words a second after they came out. “Christ, Dad, I did my residency there, remember? I couldn’t stand it.” That wasn’t entirely true. The beaches of southern California, just a short drive from UCLA’s Medical Center, teemed with bronzed beauties in tiny bikinis. And he’d spent more than a few weekends traveling to other cities, partying hard in each one. Still, the crowds, the clutter, the pollution, had left him cold. Americans were self-absorbed. Base. Completely uninformed about the rest of the world. He’d returned to Greece as soon as he could.

      “That’s why we thought a small town might be a better fit.” His father cleared his throat. “There might be fewer temptations there, fewer distractions. I’m hoping, anyway.”

      “Fine.” Christos massaged his temples. “Whatever.” He could tell by the set of his father’s jaw this was a losing battle. Tomorrow he’d go see his mother and plead his case. She’d side with him. She always did.

      But his father cracked his knuckles again. “There are other terms. You will not tell anyone who you are or what you come from. You’ll work under an alias.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?”

      “Well, practically speaking, I’m not sure the dignitary doesn’t have a bounty out on your head. And I may be disappointed in your behavior, but that doesn’t mean I want you dead.” His father’s gaze lifted from the ground. “But beyond that, son, you need to appreciate what you have. What other people don’t have. Maybe living among regular, middle-class Americans, doing some honest work and helping others, will teach you that appreciation.” He spread his fingers wide. “I don’t know. It’s a last resort. But if you don’t agree to those terms, and if you don’t follow through with them, you’ll be cut off from us and our money for good. And forever.”
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        BELLA

      

      

      

      Bella Simons straightened her red dress and watched the snow fall outside the Silver Valley Medical Center, soft and delicate against a sky of black. It looks like a movie. Every storefront in town was decorated with holly or pine boughs or white lights or all three. Carolers strolled the streets belting out holiday songs. Shoppers walked by laden with packages, their breaths streaming out ahead of them in white ribbons.

      “Bella! Hey, where’d you go?”

      She turned to see Aaran, the night-time medical assistant, holding out a red plastic cup. “C’mon. You’re gonna miss the going-away song. Everyone’s already in the break room.”

      “I’m coming.” She took a swig of punch, glad someone had thought to spike it. She wasn’t much of a singer, but the whole staff had spent a week practicing “We Wish You a Happy Goodbye” for Jordyn and Gabe before they left for Chicago. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Stop stalling.” Aaran grinned. “I know your tactics.”

      “I’m not stalling. I’m just…” Just what, exactly? Trying to avoid singing corny song lyrics she hadn’t memorized? Tired of watching other people escape? Delaying her goodbye to two people she really liked? Bella’s heart ached at the thoughts. Jordyn Braxton wasn’t just leaving town. She was taking Gabe Roberts with her. The nighttime nurse practitioner and town’s head paramedic had met and fallen in love right here in Silver Valley, in a movie-style love story that made Bella’s skin burn with envy.

      I’ll never find someone like that.

      Still, she dreamed of the happy ending, the grand gesture, the romance and the angst and the struggle and the perfect confession of love in front of an entire town. In all her life Bella had never seen something as romantic as the way Gabe and Jordyn had fallen in love.

      She downed the rest of her punch and walked to the break room. She’d lived in small towns her entire life and had nothing but a few short-term relationships to show for it. Of course, that was probably because they moved so often she never had time to put down roots, but still. Jordyn Braxton hadn’t lived in Silver Valley more than a few weeks before she found her soulmate.

      Bella, on the other hand? At just shy of thirty she was plain and poor and stuck, and no amount of makeup or clever styling of second-hand clothes could hide it.

      The phone rang as she walked by the desk. She was officially off the clock as of about an hour ago, but as Aaran had already informed her, everyone was in the break room, including the night desk clerk. So Bella picked up the call. As she did, she heard the first notes of the farewell carol pipe down the hall. Gee, I missed the beginning. How tragic. Likely, no one except Aaran would even notice.

      “Silver Valley Medical Center.”

      “Hello, yes, this is Doctor Chris Koppel.” The voice on the other end of the line was crisp and confident, with an accent she couldn’t place. “I’m starting work there in a few days, but I’m in town now. Took an earlier flight. I thought I’d stop by and introduce myself.”

      Bella’s pulse sped up. Dr. Chris? The whole staff had been wondering about Jordyn’s replacement at the Medical Center. Jordyn had sat in on the virtual interview a few weeks back, but she’d been sworn to secrecy by the board of directors, though no one knew why. So the nurses and other medical assistants and even the cafeteria and custodial workers had all placed bets on who the new doctor would be, where he hailed from, how long he’d stay, what he looked like, whether he’d be single or married with a slew of kids and a wife.

      “I’m afraid I took a wrong turn when I came into town,” he went on as Bella’s thoughts ran wild.

      “Oh, by the dead oak tree off Swallow Street? Yeah, that sign got knocked down by the plows after last week’s storm.” She pictured the sharp turn off the highway, easy to miss if you weren’t a local. “Do you know where you are now?” she asked. “Do you have the Med Center’s address for your GPS?”

      “Ah, yes. I should be there in –”

      A digital voice sounded in the background. “At the next traffic light, continue straight. Then turn left.”

      “Oh, you’re coming down Main Street,” Bella said. “You’re close, then. We’re on Academy Avenue. It’s another left after that one, and then you’ll see us on the right. If you get to the house with the giant blow up Santa and his reindeer, you’ve gone too far.”

      He didn’t answer for a moment, as if startled into silence by her chatter. “Thank you. I’ll see you soon.”

      “See you.” Bella hung up. Curiosity lifted her spirits for the first time all day. Dr. Chris sounded not too young, not too old. Polite. Professional. Single? She couldn’t tell from thirty seconds of a phone call, but she hadn’t heard any other voices in the car, no kids clamoring for attention, so maybe he was alone.

      She hoped he was alone. She hoped this was her lucky day, that she was about to meet the man of her dreams and her life would finally change.

      Applause burst out of the break room, and Bella realized she’d missed the entire grand finale, the farewell song and probably the popping of champagne and final words of goodbye as Jordyn and Gabe left and started their magical lives together.

      Sure enough, a moment later they emerged, hand in hand and glowing like teenagers. “Bella!” Jordyn called down the hall. “We missed you!”

      “Sorry, I was answering a call.” She hurried to the happy couple and hugged them both. “I’m so happy for you,” she whispered into Jordyn’s ear, “and I’m going to miss you both so damn much.”

      “We’ll be back to visit,” Gabe said, but people always said that when they left. Jordyn had no family in Silver Valley, and Gabe’s parents had moved south years ago.

      Still, Bella forced a smile. “You better.”

      The rest of the staff gathered around them, ushering them out into the cold with shouts and whistles and waves of goodbye. They climbed into Jordyn’s silver sports car, turned toward the giant plastic Santa and were gone.

      “I can’t believe they’re leaving.” Connor, head night nurse and one of Gabe’s best friends, leaned against the front desk. Dejection darkened his face. “I mean, I’m happy for them and all, but still.”

      “No kidding.”

      “They’re meant for each other, though.”

      “Think they’ll come back?”

      “For good? Nah. To visit? Maybe, when they’ve got three kids and a dog.”

      The conversation went on and on as the day staff clocked out and night staff took their place. The lone security guard, Tanner, took up his post by the front door. Aaran helped the custodians clean the break room. Bella stalled as she packed up her things to leave, wondering about the mysterious Dr. Chris and whether he’d gotten lost again. It might be nice to meet him before he officially started work. Outside the snow had picked up, and the wind tossed it in swirling circles against the sliding glass doors.

      “Hey, gorgeous, I got this for you.” Aaran tossed Bella a Santa hat with a giant white pom pom on the top.

      “Gee, thanks.” She pulled it over her dark curls, but it was too big and fell over her eyes instead. She laughed and started to say something else. Then a deep male voice cut through the chatter and the words died in her throat.

      “Evening. Name’s Chris Koppel. You sure know how to do winter and Christmas around here, don’t you?” He laughed, and suddenly the tiny waiting room was filled with conversation and greetings.

      Bella pushed the hat from her eyes as fast as she could.

      Fact Number One: Dr. Chris was without question the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. In. Her. Life.

      For a long moment she just stood there, watching as he shook hands with Connor and Tanner and Aaran and the others who crowded around him. He was a head taller than Aaran, which made him at least six four or five. Dark hair. Sharp cheekbones and jawline. Deep blue eyes and a dimple you could probably drive a small car into. Everyone peppered him with questions, and he laughed as he peeled off his coat and tried to answer them all.

      Fact Number Two: Dr. Chris had no problem talking to strangers.

      “...living over in Valley View Condos for now.”

      “Nope, never been to New York before.”

      “...would love good take-out recommendations, thanks.”

      “Studied at University of Oxford and then UCLA.”

      Finally Bella found her voice. She walked over, waited for a break in the conversation, and stuck out her hand. “I’m Bella Simons. We spoke on the phone earlier.”

      “Bella? Ah, thank you for that. I saw Santa and his reindeer down the road and knew I was in the right place.” He smiled again, and she lost all sense of herself.

      Is he teasing me? She almost didn’t care, the way his happiness played across his face, the way his eyes met hers. It was all she could do not to steal a glance at his left hand to check for a ring.

      Then the sliding glass doors opened again, and a statuesque blonde strutted into the Medical Center. She wore an ankle-length fur coat, diamond earrings, and looked like she was on the prowl – which she probably was, because everyone in town knew Miriam St. Claire would sink her claws into a single man faster than you could blink.

      “Chris?”

      He turned. “Hey, there. Thanks again for –”

      Before he could finish she walked over and slid her arm through his. “Of course. No problem. In a small town like this, everyone helps everyone else. Even strangers.” She beamed up at him. “Especially strangers.”

      At Miriam’s appearance, the staff scattered and Bella turned away. Even though she had no real reason to, she disliked Miriam. Everything about the woman glittered with money and power. She owned three salons in the area, each more exclusive than the last. They offered services like organic facial peels and seaweed body wraps, and nothing cost less than a few hundred dollars. Bella wasn’t sure who could afford to go there – probably other rich women like Miriam who collected designer pocketbooks like Bella collected spare change.

      It was no surprise, really, that Miriam had latched onto the new doctor in town, only that she’d done it so quickly. Bella shook her head. Miriam was a classic cougar. She only dated men at least a decade younger than she, showering them with gifts, boasting about their prowess in the bedroom, and then moving on as soon as they began talking about commitment.

      “Look who the cougar dragged in,” Aaran said in a low voice, and it was all Bella could do not to laugh.

      “You read my mind,” she whispered back. She crouched down to grab her purse from under the front desk.

      “You going over to The Crossroads?” Aaran asked.

      She checked the time. It was only eight, still early enough for a drink and a game or two of pool. “Sure. I guess.” She pulled out her phone and typed a message to her mom. Going out with Aaron. Be home in –

      “Or would you rather stay and give the new doctor a personal tour of the place?”

      She stopped typing. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Please. Your eyes have been falling out of that pretty face of yours since he walked in the door.”

      “Mine and everyone else’s.”

      Somehow Chris had managed to extricate himself from Miriam’s clutches, and now he stood talking in earnest to Clarice, a sixty-year old medical assistant who’d worked at the Medical Center longer than anyone. Her chins bobbed as she pointed out the ER waiting area, the triage rooms, the hallway that led to the rest of the first floor and the elevator at the end. The basement level housed the cafeteria, pharmacy, and chapel, and the second floor held mostly patient rooms. Clarice’s face beamed as she spoke, and Chris looked down at her with complete focus, like there was nowhere else he’d rather be.

      Fact Number Three: Dr. Chris was a nice guy who paid attention to people when they spoke to him.

      Desire, white hot and unexpected, slid through Bella. Aaran was right. She’d been staring at Chris since he’d walked in. But he was out of her league. After less than ten minutes she knew that without doubt. And that’s Fact Number Four.

      Then he looked over at her and winked. From across the room those deep blue eyes met hers, and he smiled as if they were confidantes in some secret she didn’t yet know. She felt her dress stick to her back as beads of perspiration slid down her spine. Okay, hold on here. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe he was interested in her, in getting to know her better, in talking after his shift and –

      Bella’s phone rang in her hand, startling her so much that she dropped it along with her purse, and all the contents scattered to the floor.

      Well, damn.

      She fell to her knees and collected her lipstick, wallet, keys, gum, random coins, and a wad of receipts she needed to cross-check with her dwindling bank account when she got home.

      “Everything all right down there?”

      Oh, God. Her face bloomed with embarrassment as she looked up. Chris stood above her, hands in his pockets. “Need a hand?”

      “No, I’m…” She scrambled to her feet. “Fine. Totally fine.” Except that she’d forgotten she still wore the oversized Santa hat, and as she stood it fell over her eyes again.

      “Cute,” she heard him say. “A little big, but very festive for the season.”

      She yanked off the hat at the same moment her phone pinged with a text message. Then another. Then a third, and her heart sank because she knew what that meant, the quick succession of messages one after another.

      So much for staying and getting to know him better. She managed a smile. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m sure you’ll like working here. But I have to take care of something at home.”
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