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PROLOGUE

“Hi, sweetheart, how are you doing?” Bethel asked in a frail voice, crossing her fingers that her acting abilities would carry her through this phone call.

“I’m fine, Grandma,” Sage said unsurely. “But you sound a little unlike yourself. What’s the matter?”

The girl’s voice was full of worry. Check, Bethel thought.

“Oh, I don’t want to bother you, dear. I know how busy you are.” Bethel couldn’t help adding a long-suffering sigh. “I was just wondering how the residency applications have been going. Have you had any offers?” If Sage had even the slightest clue about the amount of meddling her grandmother was planning, Bethel would be toast—very burned toast.

Of course, she couldn’t have done any meddling at all without the help of her friends Judge Martin Whitman, Eileen Gagnon, Maggie Winchester, and the ultimate meddler, Joseph Anderson—but her lips were forever sealed, for all their sakes.

“It’s great, Grandma. I have six interviews scheduled over the next two weeks. I’m really hoping to get in at Johns Hopkins. It would do wonders for my career.”

“That’s wonderful to hear,” Bethel said, and immediately began coughing.

“Grandma? Are you okay?”

Bethel felt a mountain load of guilt as she faked an illness she was far from feeling. “Just . . . a . . . minute . . .” she gasped, then put the phone on mute so Sage couldn’t hear her.

“Are you sure we should do this to Sage?” she asked her best friend, Eileen.

“It’s up to you. I’m feeling pretty guilty,” Eileen replied.

“I just worry so much about her,” Bethel said. “I want her home.”

“Grandma! Are you there? Do I need to call emergency services?”

Bethel quickly unmuted the phone.

“I’m all right, darling. Don’t you worry about me,” Bethel said weakly. “What about the hospital near home? Did you apply?”

“I struggled with whether to do that or not, but in the end I did. It would be great to get to see you more often, but it just feels like I’m giving up if I come home. People usually grow up and move away, not run back home the first chance they get,” Sage told her.

“Honey, it’s not giving up to come home. Sterling may be tiny, but the hospital has an incredible program. We have excellent doctors acting as mentors, and you’d also be here where you belong.” At least that was true—it was a prestigious hospital, thanks to its generous endowment from the Whitmans and the Winchesters.

“Yeah, I know all of that. There are several people in my class who are hoping to get in there. I just didn’t want to ever move back home unless it was for a terrific job. Then I could feel proud of myself—like I’d really accomplished something while out in the big, bad world.”

“You have accomplished something—something huge. How many of your fellow college students went on to medical school and were always at the very top of their class? How many kids from your own high school even went to college?”

“Not many, but that’s not the point.”

“Of course it’s the point. You are a success no matter what you do from this point forward. You’ve done so well, darling, and you set your sights admirably high. So be proud of that, but don’t miss out on interviewing here. Or are you afraid to try? It’s possible the hospital wouldn’t even offer you a residency.” Bethel knew pigs would fly before that happened—Sage was guaranteed an offer. But the girl’s grandmother was proud of her sly use of psychology. Suggest that Sage might not get something, and she’d jump to prove she could.

Sage didn’t take the bait. “That wouldn’t be the end of the world, I have to say. If I came home, I’d just be dealing with ranchers all the time instead of city trauma. It’s not exactly the most exciting place to continue my medical education.”

“Now, Sage, you shouldn’t speak so badly about the hospital here. It’s saved my life more than once. You remember when I had that stroke a couple of years ago? Well, they fixed me up real nice. Eileen says no one would have any idea that I almost died!”

“You didn’t almost die, Grandma. It was a minor stroke, though you scared me to pieces.”

“I don’t like frightening you, child,” Bethel said before forcing herself to cough pathetically again. It was a good thing they weren’t on a video call, because she couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. She wasn’t one to brag, but surely she’d have made a big splash in Hollywood.

“Well then, don’t say you came close to dying,” Sage told her. “You know it would destroy me.”

“Okay, dear. I’m afraid I can’t visit too long—I’m just not feeling all that well, but I’m sure it’s nothing serious,” Bethel said in a quavering voice. “Besides, I don’t want to bother you . . .”

“You know you’re never a bother, Grandma. Please talk to me. I’m starting to really worry.”

“Well . . . The doctor did say he’s worried about my blood pressure. I just can’t seem to get around as well these days . . .” Bethel trailed off as if too weak to continue speaking.

“You should have called me right away! I didn’t know anything was wrong. How long have you been feeling ill?” Sage had begun to scold her grandma, but she immediately backed down, her voice lowering as quickly as it had risen.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t think it was that big of a deal. I’m going to have to get off the phone, though. I’m really tired now. Just keep me updated on your choice for your residency.” Before Sage could say anything more, Bethel hung up, then grinned at her friend.

“You know, we are horrible, horrible people,” Eileen said with a wicked grin, enhancing the slight wrinkles on her face.

“How else was I supposed to get her home?” Bethel asked. “She’s so dang stubborn and thinks she can make it all on her own in some big city. It’s time for her to come home and settle down. Besides, I am a frail old woman.” The twinkle in her eye and the weekly dancing lessons she took belied her words. She did a mean cha-cha.

“Frail, my foot,” Eileen scoffed. The two women had been friends for over fifty years, and neither of them could get anything past the other. “Still, I don’t know about all of this. If Sage finds out—gets even an inkling of what we have planned . . .”

“It’s worth the risk, my dearest friend,” Bethel said. She called Martin and Maggie so the foursome could put Joseph Anderson on speakerphone and they could all go over the plans again. If Sage had known what was brewing, she wouldn’t be happy with any of them.

But a bit of matchmaking is what kept the five friends young at heart. They suppressed their feelings of guilt as best they could. It was painful, but what else could they do? They had a new mission—and it was a doozy.
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The Montana road was familiar, but Sage Banks was tense as she drove for endless miles without passing a single vehicle. In the spring, summer, and fall, the area was usually spectacular and welcoming, with the wheat blowing in the wind, birds singing their magical melodies, and farmers smiling with a polite nod as you passed by.

It was night, however, and she was caught in the middle of a summer storm, making visibility basically zilch. The rain slashed across her window and the wind pushed her car around like a toy.

The blacktop looked treacherous. Thick puddles of water from the unexpected June storm formed small lakes on the asphalt. Sage kept her foot light on the gas pedal and her fingers clutched the steering wheel like a vise.

“Perfect. Just perfect,” she muttered as the car hydroplaned for a heart-stopping second before straightening out again.

She hated driving in this kind of weather, hated that it reminded her every single time of the loss of her parents and her grandfather, who had lost their lives too soon when their vehicle had slid off the road into the river.

She couldn’t think about that right now, couldn’t focus on something that would make her tear up, make her visibility even worse than it was. No. It was better to think about the fact that she was driving here in the first place.

She hadn’t wanted to accept what in her book counted as failure—to come back to the place she’d worked hard to move away from. She’d won a big scholarship, worked her tail off, and made it through medical school. Residency was her time to shine, but it was really hard to shine at a place where everyone had known you since you were a little girl.

Her boss, Dr. Thompson, was going to be the man who’d bandaged her knee when she took a tumble down Rice Hill, stitched her up when she fell off her bike, bruising her ego far more than her body, and seen her when, embarrassment of embarrassments, she needed her first “young woman” appointment. He had to be a hundred years old by now.

It just wasn’t fair.

Even to herself she sounded like a petulant child, but . . . She shook her head to change her focus. This topic wasn’t any better to think about. First she had to pay more attention to the road. And then she had to accentuate the positive. She’d get to spend more time with her grandmother, and she loved Grandma Bethel more than any other person on this planet. Bethel had always told her that when life handed you lemons, you got to make lemonade.

“I guess I’ll be making a lot of lemonade over the next several years,” she muttered with a strained laugh. It was time she accepted her fate with a smile.

But since her grandfather had died in the same wreck that had taken Sage’s parents, she had an unbreakable bond with her grandmother. They needed each other, and it had been just the two of them since she was ten years old.

Plus, it wasn’t like her to throw tantrums or to dwell on her “misfortunes.” She knew a number of good students who hadn’t received any offers of residencies, and she’d been offered several. She also knew that a lot of residents would never become full-fledged doctors. If she didn’t pull herself together, and fast, she could end up throwing everything she’d worked so hard for right into the garbage can.

She had chosen to accept this position. The thought of being two thousand miles away when her grandma needed her had been thoroughly unappealing. So, as much as she hadn’t wanted to come back home, it had been the right decision. She refused to regret it.

As Sage topped a rise in the road and neared the picturesque town of Sterling, she thought of the people she’d met in Stanford and LA—where she’d gone for her undergraduate and graduate programs—who would never consider being stuck in a town like Sterling, Montana.

Maybe they were right. But it was still home, and whether she liked it or not, she was back for at least three years. This won’t be so bad, she told herself with a determined glint in her eyes. Call it a midyear resolution.

As Sage came down the other side of the hill, another car turned a corner, and its lights temporarily blinded her. She focused on the wet pavement and the barely visible lines on the side of the road, but she turned the steering wheel too far to the left as she tried to regain her bearings.

A horn blared, and before she could stop the car, she felt her tires slipping on the water and loose gravel on the shoulder of the road. The ditch was quickly coming up to meet her, and it wasn’t looking too friendly.

“Perfect!”

That was the only word that made it past her lips before the car skidded down into the hard earth and her head slammed against the steering wheel. Her fear vanished as everything went black.

THAT HAD BEEN too close. His heart in his throat, Spence Whitman pulled over to the side of the road, turned on his emergency flashers, and leapt from his car, leaving his door swinging in the strong wind as he dashed into the ditch. There wasn’t any smoke right now, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t coming. He needed to assess the condition of the driver and do it fast.

Pulling his phone from his coat pocket as he scrambled down the bank, he dialed emergency services, connecting just as he reached the car.

“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

Spence had yanked open the door to find a red-haired woman pressed against the steering wheel, a slight line of blood dripping down her cheek. “It looks like a twenty- to thirty-year-old female. Unconscious. Her car slammed hard into the ditch between milepost seventeen and eighteen. She has a visible contusion on her right cheek and a rapidly forming contusion on her forehead.”

“Are you a doctor, sir?”

“Yes. This is Dr. Spence Whitman.”

“Emergency vehicles are on their way.”

“Thank you.” Spence hung up the phone as he began checking her vital signs. “Ma’am, are you okay?”

It was stupid to ask that question, or any question, when she was clearly knocked out. He knew this, but he couldn’t help it, not when it was so ingrained in him from his training. Lifting his hand to her neck, he was relieved to find her pulse strong. Though she was out cold, at least she was breathing steadily, and the bleeding from the cut on her cheek was already slowing.

He ran his hand carefully along her body and was happy that he didn’t discover any obvious signs of serious injury. That didn’t mean there wasn’t internal damage, but as smoke began rising from the hood of her car, he didn’t want to take any chances by hanging around. He needed to move her.

Just then, she moaned and her eyelids fluttered open. She blinked up at him with confused emerald-green eyes.

“You’ve been in an accident,” he informed her in his most businesslike manner. “Can you tell me if anything hurts?”

She stared blankly at him while she tried to get a handle on his words.

“My name is Spence Whitman and I’m a doctor. I need to move you from the vehicle. Can you tell me if your neck or back hurts?”

“No, they don’t,” she murmured after a brief pause.

“That’s really good. Could you please lift your arm for me and wiggle your fingers?” After another pause, she did as he asked. “Great,” he said. “Now I’m pulling off your shoe. If you could just wiggle your toes for me . . . Great. That’s a very good sign.” He kept his voice professional, calm, reassuring. It was what he did and he was on autopilot.

“Okay, we’re going to get you out of this car now.” He didn’t grab her right then, but waited for her to answer. It was difficult for him to move so slowly, but he didn’t want her frightened, and because she’d hit her head, there was a chance she wasn’t fully processing what he was saying.

“Okay,” she said, her voice weak.

“We’re going to be nice and careful about this,” he said as he slid his hands beneath her and began shifting her weight against his chest. Dark gray smoke began to billow from the hood of the car, making it more apparent that their time was running out.

She groaned when he stood, cradling her close before he began moving cautiously away from the car in the heavy rain. He knew this had to be hurting her more than she’d expected—it was difficult to know how much you’d been hurt in a car accident until you moved. Finally, sirens blared in the distance, filling Spence with relief.

“Spence?”

Spence stopped as he looked down at the woman in the quickly fading light. She’d said his name like she knew him.

“Yes, I’m right here.”

In this town everyone knew everybody. He must have run into her at some point. But after high school, Spence had gone straight to college and then medical school, and he’d lost touch with some of the people here in the years he’d been gone. He’d become something of a city boy over the years. He loved living in Seattle, loved the hustle and bustle, and he was quickly becoming a highly regarded trauma surgeon. A good life, with a lot more privacy. Still, he made enough trips back to Sterling that it bothered him not to remember who this was.

Even as those thoughts played in the back of his brain, Spence remained focused on the injured woman in his arms and the help that would soon arrive. As he watched her pulse and her breathing, he heard the ambulance pull up. Thank heavens. He was soaked through and wanted to get them both out of this monstrous rainstorm.

He reached the road just as the back doors to the ambulance opened, and he waited for the paramedics to unload the gurney. The patient was soon placed safely on it and carted into the back of the vehicle.

“Patient was able to move fingers and toes; coming in and out of consciousness. I’m concerned about internal injuries, but I had to move her from the vehicle. Have a full body scan done as soon as you reach the hospital,” Spence told the paramedics.

“Are you going to follow, Dr. Whitman?”

He occasionally helped out at the local hospital, so he knew these people. “Yeah, I’ll see you there.”

Spence got into his car and scrubbed a hand across his face, trying to clear the rain from his vision. He was exhausted after working all day at the hospital, but a new trauma case had him fully alert and ready for round two. He could leave her in the care of the other doctors, but he’d been the one to find her, and he would see it through.

As he pulled up to the hospital, he watched the paramedics wheel the woman inside. He followed with a confident gait, already in emergency surgeon mode. He was the king of his domain, and he didn’t hesitate as he went through the emergency room doors. It didn’t matter which hospital he was in. They were all different and all the same. And one thing was for sure—this was where he’d always belonged. That had been true from the moment he’d rescued a young boy from drowning in the local lake. That simple act had changed his entire future.

He’d known from that moment on that he would become a doctor. Maybe he hadn’t admitted it to himself at that point; he’d probably thought he’d never be good enough to wear a stethoscope. But he’d worked harder than everyone else he knew so he could be worthy.

The journey he’d had to take had been well worth all its trials. He felt that way just as much today as he had ten, even fifteen years ago.
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“Ouch!”

Sage glared at the nurse sticking a needle into her arm. The woman must work for the KGB.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Banks.”

I just bet you are, Sage thought savagely. Okay, that was a bit petty, but Sage’s arm was throbbing where the ten-foot-long needle had been plunged.

She’d been poked and prodded for the past hour and she was done with it. But besides a headache, and now a throbbing arm, she felt fine. It was just a little accident. Why were these people getting so worked up?

She knew precautions had to be taken, but her scans had all come back in the clear, with no concussion and no broken bones. She was beginning to worry that this wasn’t going to be the ideal place for her to do her residency—not if the staff was secretly a bunch of bloodsucking vampires intent on destroying the human population of Sterling, Montana, one needle poke at a time.

“I’m fine. I just want to go home,” Sage said for what felt like the tenth time, though she knew the doctor had to sign her out. She was just sore and grumpy and taking it out on the staff. Perfect. She’d feel bad about that tomorrow, too.

“We’re waiting for your final test results, and then the doctor will be in to speak with you. If there’s anything wrong, this is the best place for you. He’s the only one who can sign the discharge papers,” the nurse repeated.

“How much longer until he gets here?” This waiting game was getting old.

“I’m right here.”

Sage froze as she looked at the man blocking her doorway. No way! There was no possible way the man standing in her doorway was whom she believed it to be. Fate couldn’t be that cruel.

“Here are the charts, Dr. Whitman.”

Sage’s stomach heaved when the nurse said Spence’s name as she flitted over to him. Yes, flitted. There was no other word for it. It seemed that Spence Whitman still had the same effect he’d always had on the ladies. Both young and old.

It also seemed that she hadn’t been dreaming when she woke up after the accident. Here was the man—in the very sexy flesh.

She immediately remembered when she was sixteen and she’d worked up the courage to ask him out on a date. She’d thrown herself at him, just one of many young women who had been in love with him.

After she had professed her undying love to him, he had simply kissed her on the cheek, told her she would one day be a heartbreaker, and then walked away, devastating her. Sure, she’d been too young for him to do anything more, but from that moment on, she’d avoided him. Embarrassment had eaten her alive.

“How are you feeling, Ms. Banks?”

The professional tone, the standard, distant smile that said he was interested in her only as a patient . . . the cluelessness in his eyes. Sage’s humiliation was complete. The boy she’d been in love with since she was ten years old had zero idea who she was. That was how unimportant she’d ever been to him. Not that it should have come as a shock. But still, though she was now old enough to know better, and wise enough not to care, she had to admit—to herself only, of course—that it did hurt. In the mood she was in now, she didn’t even try to be nice, sending Spence a look that could frost the caverns of the South Pole.

His false smile vanished, and he contemplated her briefly with baffled surprise. Sage was sure he wasn’t used to anything but a simpering twit when he walked into a female patient’s room. Well, her days of simpering were long gone.

She’d really hoped she wouldn’t be crossing paths with Spence when she’d accepted her residency. The last she’d heard, he was some hotshot doctor in Seattle. It was just her luck that he happened to be in town, most likely visiting his family, at the same time she was rolling home.

“I’d be feeling much better if everyone would quit poking and prodding me and would just let me go home.”

“Has her family been notified?” Spence asked the nurse, obviously not finding it very appealing to speak directly to Sage.

Only someone with an extremely small brain could have missed her obvious hostility. So he had some intelligence going for him if he could read her disdain. Since he was her treating physician, she was relieved to know he knew something, unlike everyone else around the place.

But wait. Why was he treating her? He shouldn’t be working here. He worked in Seattle. Maybe they were permitting him to treat her since he’d been the first person on the scene. She really, really hoped that was the case.

The alternative would mean . . . No. If she refused to even think the thought, then there would be no possible way it could be true. She wouldn’t ask, either. As all her other options had gone down the drain the minute she’d accepted the offer to be in this program, she had to stay at this hospital and she didn’t want to work with Spence Whitman, her childhood crush.

When the man himself turned and gave her a megawatt smile that, despite her anger, had her knees shaking just a bit beneath her warm blanket, she strengthened her resolve. Locking her knees into place, she sent another glare his way—this one not cold, but guaranteed to melt steel—and felt a smidgen of satisfaction as his movie-star smile faltered again and he stood there looking unsure what to do next.

“Yes, Dr. Whitman. Her grandmother has been called.”

“I’ll go ahead and release you, Ms. Banks, but I need you to get plenty of rest over the next few days. Make an appointment with your general practitioner as soon as possible.”

He spoke while scribbling on his pad, clearly avoiding her eyes. Of course, she could look away from him, too. But she was trying to prove something to herself—that he didn’t affect her.

“I’ll send a prescription to the pharmacy in case the pain is too much in a few hours.” With that, he walked from the room.

“Good riddance,” she muttered, causing the nurse to turn and look at her as if she’d sprouted three heads. “Oh come on, he’s not that great,” Sage snapped, and the woman turned and left, probably chasing down Spence to tell him their patient clearly had brain damage.

“Sage!”

Sage turned to find her grandmother in the doorway, sporting red cheeks and tears in her eyes. “Hi, Grandma . . .”

“Oh, sweetheart, I’ve been so worried.” Bethel rushed to the bed and sank down in the chair next to it, grasping Sage’s hand.

“I’m fine, Grandma. It was only a little accident. They were just being thorough, that’s all.”

“I don’t think we should take you home. What if something terrible is wrong and we don’t find out until it’s too late?”

“I promise you that I’m virtually unscathed despite all the drama. And nothing could possibly make me feel better than some of your special hot chocolate and a full night’s rest.” Sage was desperate to get out of this bed and out of this hospital. She’d be here plenty beginning next week, when her residency began. At least due to this experience she’d be more understanding when her patients began feeling restless. Maybe all medical staff should have to be patients before treating anyone.

“Of course, darling, if you really think you’re safe to leave, then I’ll take good care of you. Eileen, Maggie, and I can take shifts so you aren’t alone for a single minute.”

Still, Bethel didn’t look reassured. Sage would have to try really hard not to wince as she was leaving. The thought of her grandma, Maggie, and Eileen hovering over her nonstop was enough to send her blood pressure shooting through the roof. Hardly the best way to get some rest.

The aches were starting to set in and she suspected that she’d have a rough few days of it. But it wasn’t as if she hadn’t been sore before. She’d just have to grit her teeth and bear it.

“Could you go ask the nurse about my clothes while I use the bathroom?”

“Certainly, sweetie. I’ll be right back.”

Bethel left the room and Sage climbed slowly from the bed. To her surprise, she had to stand there gripping the bar on the side. Her head had begun spinning, and the resulting nausea forced her to take several deep breaths to avoid passing out. When the nausea went away and she took her first steps, pain sliced down her spine. Nope. The next few days weren’t going to be fun. At least her residency didn’t start for a week.

That would give her plenty of time to study up on her specialty, emergency medicine, while she was recuperating. She was actually looking forward to it. When it came to books, Sage was a pro. She had an incredible memory, which in medical school, at least, was an advantage. In love, not so much.

But there was no time to dwell on romance, or in her case, lack of romance. She’d signed up for years of school and continuing education when she’d decided to be a doctor. She didn’t regret that decision. It was just that seeing her old crush after all these years was messing with her head.

No. It couldn’t be that. Her head must still be foggy from the wreck. Yes, that was it, she assured herself. Her grandmother returned promptly and handed her the clothes, then gave her privacy as she put them on very, very slowly.

Home, hot chocolate, and bed. That was all she needed. Sure it was, her mind said mockingly, but Sage quickly shut off that traitorous thought and then sat and waited for her grandmother’s return. In a few days she’d be right as rain . . .
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“I can’t believe you’ve been in town for two days already and you haven’t called me. I thought I was your best friend.”

The ridiculously beautiful Grace Sinclair glared at Sage from the doorway of the small bedroom at her grandmother’s house.

Rest just wasn’t going to happen, not with what felt like everyone she’d ever met since moving here at the age of four showing up and wishing her well. If one more person held her hand and told her how sorry they were, she’d give them a reason to be sorry. All right, she could admit how petty and unappreciative that sounded, and she was thankful that she’d never said such a thing aloud.

“It’s so great to see you, Grace. I can’t believe it’s been almost a year,” Sage said, guilt consuming her that she’d let so much time go by without even a phone call to her dearest friend. “I guess the only excuse I can come up with is the last year of medical school was grueling and I barely found time to breathe, much less speak to anyone outside of the classroom.”

“I don’t care about any of that. I’ve just missed you like crazy, darling. I can’t believe, number one, that you were moving back home and didn’t bother telling me, and then, number two, that you get in a near-fatal car crash and still don’t feel I’m worth a phone call.” Grace’s long fingers sat stiffly on her shapely hips, and her dark brown eyes shot fire.

“I was planning on calling you soon, but last I heard, you were still in New York,” Sage said, hoping she looked apologetic enough to appease her friend.

“I moved home a couple of months ago,” Grace told her, her shoulders slumping as she entered the room and plopped down on the mattress, just as she’d always done when they were girls.

“What? Why? I thought you loved it there. Whenever we talked, you said New York was a place people came to and never left, and that’s where you were determined to stay.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too, but you know, life just happens, whether we want it to or not,” Grace said with a sadness in her eyes that Sage couldn’t recall seeing before.

“It looks like we should have talked a long time ago.” Sage reached out and took her hand—Grace seemed to be the one who really needed comfort.

“Yes, we should have—not because my life went to hell, but because we’re best friends and we should never forget it. I love you, Sage, more than any other person in the world, and I’ve missed you so much.” Grace pushed her long, dark hair behind her ear.

“I’ve really missed you, too. Does this mean that we’re actually living in the same place again for the first time in eight years? We’re going to get to see each other for longer than three days?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what it means. I know this is probably the last place in the United States that you wanted to do your residency, but I’m so glad you’re here,” Grace said, then pushed Sage farther over to make space for herself on the bed.

Sage hardly noticed the aching in her body. It was just so nice to be with her best friend again. What idiots they’d been to let so much time pass!

“I didn’t want to come back, but now that I know you’re here, Grace, I’m feeling a lot better about the decision. Okay, enough moaning and groaning. Tell me everything you’ve been up to. If I recall, the last time we talked, you were dating some hot Italian guy, and you already had your future children’s names picked out.”

“Ah yes, Vincenzo,” she said a little dreamily. “That boy was incredible, and I mean with a capital I,” she added with a giggle.

“Why do I hear a but coming in?”

“But . . .” Grace said with a wicked smile. “He was only incredible in one area, if you catch my drift.” She gasped to see Sage’s cheeks turn scarlet. “Oh my gosh, Sage. Are you seriously still a virgin?”

Was it written on her forehead? She didn’t want to admit it to her gorgeous, successful, charming best friend. Guys fell all over themselves simply to be in Grace’s presence. It wasn’t like that with her. They’d run into her, literally, before they even knew she was standing there. It was mortifying.

“That’s it! I’m taking you to Vegas, dressing you in my shortest, tightest outfit, and we’re going clubbing. You’ll star in a regular orgy before the night is over!”

Was she kidding? Frighteningly enough, Sage wasn’t sure.

“Yes, I’m kidding, Sage. You can put away the deer-in-headlights eyes now. Seriously, have you looked in a mirror lately? You’re an utter knockout with those green eyes, flaming red hair, and curves that could cause a pileup. Why don’t you exploit your natural assets a little more? Some of us have to work a lot harder to look as beautiful as you.”

“You have got to be kidding me, Grace. You’ve always been the most stunning woman in the room. How in the world can you say that? Now I really have to know what in the heck went on in New York.”

Her own insecurity was forgotten as she looked at Grace with new eyes. Who was this woman? What had happened to her best friend? And more important, would Sage have to hunt down the Italian lover and spike his cocktail with arsenic? Wait! She was a doctor. She could dig up methods less easily traceable, and make it look like a natural death.

“I promise at some point to tell you all about New York . . . I do—I swear,” Grace added when Sage looked at her doubtfully. “But right now, only happy thoughts are allowed. Please tell me you aren’t still guarding the V card.”

Yep, that was the Grace she knew, not pulling any punches, coming right to the point. “There hasn’t been anyone worth giving it to, Grace.”

“Oh, honey, at some point, you just have to get it over with. If you have these high expectations, and I know you do, you could be lonely forever. Sometimes it’s okay to have a little fun. As long as you don’t act like Heidi Benson and give it to the whole world.”

“You know how busy medical school can be.”

“Those are just excuses, doll. We can all make excuses until the cows come home, but you do realize that it’s perfectly okay to let loose and enjoy yourself once in a while, don’t you?”

“I know it’s okay to have fun. I just happen to think that learning medicine is a lot of fun.” When Grace looked like she’d just swallowed and chewed an entire lemon, Sage repeated herself more emphatically. “It is fun.”

“Yeah, for smart kids like you. Even high school was a struggle for me. Add to that the fact that my best friend is freaking Albert Einstein’s reincarnation, and it was never fun. I wouldn’t have made it if I hadn’t cheated off you so much.”

“That’s not true, Grace. You did just fine in college without me. I think you just can’t stand sitting down for six hours straight. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“That’s true. I hated having to sit there while the teachers went on and on and on. Who cares who the twentieth president was?” She stopped to send a vicious glare Sage’s way. “I swear, if you utter his name, I will smack you right here and now.”

Sage closed her mouth. Grace knew her well—yes, she’d been about to blurt out James A. Garfield. But today her head was feeling better, and Sage wanted to keep it that way. She remembered the time Grace slammed Bobby Tetter’s head into a locker just for correcting her grammar when she had said seen instead of saw, or vice versa. Bobby was always correcting people. The guy was sure to be a teacher. And man, did Grace have a mean right hook.

“I wasn’t going to say it,” Sage lied.

“Good. But still, I’d rather be smart and have all the answers. I really wish I’d taken my education more seriously. I guess I always just thought I was going to grow up, get married, and have a dozen kids. I didn’t think I’d ever need to use a degree. But I’ve learned that what a person expects doesn’t matter. You could get your dream, live just the way you imagined, but you should always have a backup plan. Otherwise . . . well, otherwise, you might find yourself in a tight spot.”

The sadness in Grace’s eyes ripped Sage apart. Why wasn’t her friend telling her what had happened? Surely it couldn’t be so bad that the two of them couldn’t fix it. “We’ve always handled everything together, Grace. I know I can help if you’ll just let me in.”

“I will. I pinkie swear, best friends forever,” Grace said, holding up her hand.

It was the code. Sage took her pinkie with her own and shook, then kept her mouth shut. It was hard to do, but she’d respect Grace’s wishes, and right now Grace wasn’t ready to share. But it wouldn’t take her long.

“You know you have to move in with me, right?” Grace said. “I’m sure it’s been heaven living at home again, having Grandma serve you and wash your clothes and treat you like the princess you are, but I demand that we become roomies. After all, that was the plan after high school. If I’d paid more attention during school and could have gotten into Stanford with you, that might have happened. But at least we’re both still single and in the same place now, so we can carry out our plans. I can start packing you up right away.”

Sage’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I’d be more than happy to move in with you.” Heck, she wanted to leave this very minute.

“Why do I hear a but coming?” Grace asked.

“No. That’s not it. Let me wait a few days before I break the news to Grandma. A week at most. She’s missed me a lot since I left and I know my return and our time together have been special to her. If I move out while I’m still supposed to be resting, it will break her heart. I don’t know why she likes babying me, but she really does. And it is kind of nice, though I would like to have five solid minutes of awake time without being asked if I’m okay.”

“I get that. We’ve waited this long, I can stand to wait another week. Maybe I’ll just sleep here on the couch so Grandma can take care of me, too.”

“Did you say you need someone to look after you, Grace?”

The two looked over at the door as Bethel walked through with a tray containing her patented lemonade, special homemade granola, and two thick sandwiches.

“Always, Grandma. What’s that?” Grace asked, instantly sitting up, yanking one of Sage’s pillows from beneath her head so she could prop herself up against the headboard.

“Don’t worry about permanent brain damage,” Sage griped at her, and sat up much more slowly than she normally would have.

“I thought you girls might be hungry,” Bethel said, not hearing Sage.

But Grace had heard, if the smirk on her face was any indication. She ignored Sage’s grumbling.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Grace said, but she took the tray eagerly, grabbed one of the sandwiches, and bit in.

Sage was always amazed at the amount of food her best friend could put away without ever gaining a pound. No wonder so many girls in high school had despised her.

“I love to take care of my girls,” Bethel said. “Besides, you’ve always done so much for me.”

“That’s because I adore you,” Grace said when she’d finished swallowing.

“If you need a place to stay, dear,” Bethel said, and Grace had to turn away for a second to hide her emotions.

“I was just kidding, Grandma, but it means the world to me to know I always have a place if I need it,” Grace said, giving Bethel a radiant smile.

“Well then, I won’t keep you girls. I’m sure you have a lot of catching up to do.” And Bethel left.

“We’re going to break her heart when you move in with me. Maybe we should wait a month . . . or ten years,” Grace said, only half kidding.

“A week, Grace. One week at most.” Sure, if Bethel became too upset, Sage would wait a while longer, but she really hoped her grandmother wouldn’t mind. Sage had missed Grace terribly.

“All right,” Grace said. “If need be, we just won’t tell her. You’re going to be working a lot of hours. You could always come in the front door and then sneak out your window like you used to do when we were kids.”

“That will have to be our plan B.”

The two young women laughed heartily as they continued catching up. But Sage’s medicine soon kicked in, and though she fought hard to stay awake, sleep overtook her.


[image: Images]

Driving her grandmother’s old Chrysler slowly through the center of town a few days later, since her own car had been totaled in the wreck, Sage smiled when a couple of kids on their bicycles turned and waved.

Sterling had a population of only three thousand people spread out over many miles, and despite those miles, if you wanted privacy, you weren’t going to get it. The nearest large city was about thirty miles away, but Sterling had everything you could possibly need, though maybe not exactly what you’d want.

For a teenager, it could get a little boring, and the local teens had been known to tip a few cows on a Friday night, or party in some of the farmers’ barns, but nothing too terrible ever seemed to happen in the close-knit community. The biggest industries were oil and ranching, as was the case for a lot of Montana towns. There wasn’t much else to do with the miles and miles of open land.

She drove through the one-stop-sign “metropolis” and reached her grandmother’s house in a few minutes. She’d been too afraid to tell her grandma that she was planning to move—hopefully tomorrow.

Pulling the car into the small driveway, she paused to look fondly at the planters sitting on the large front porch. Sage thought there must be a city ordinance requiring every house to have an inviting wooden front porch with colorful flowers adorning it.

She finally climbed from the car, feeling much better after almost a full week of total rest and relaxation—too much rest, if anyone cared to ask her humble opinion. Before she was able to take two steps, she heard the familiar creaking of the wooden screen door as her grandma stepped outside.

“I’ve been so worried,” Bethel said as Sage came up the front path. “You were gone too long.”

“You shouldn’t be worrying about me, Grandma. And you shouldn’t be out here in the heat.” Sage climbed up the steps and threw her arms around Bethel. The familiar scent of butterscotch and flour drifting off her grandmother’s clothes would always be a reminder of home and happiness.

“I just hate knowing that you’re out there driving all by yourself after that terrible wreck, sweetie. You’ve only been feeling better for a day. I could have driven you.”

“I told you I’d be fine, and see?” Sage spun around in a circle. “I’m all safe and sound. And for the millionth time, it was a minor wreck, though my car might disagree. Now let’s get you back inside where it’s cool.”

“Don’t you be fussing over me, young lady. I may have a few years on you, but I can handle myself just fine. A bit of heat won’t slow these bones down. Now be a good girl and come inside. I’ve made you muffins and there’s fresh lemonade chilling in the fridge.”

“That is just what the doctor ordered,” Sage said with a grin.

“You will make a terrific doctor, darling. It makes me feel so safe having you back home again.” Bethel scooted over to the fridge and filled a glass with icy-cold liquid.

Bethel’s reference to home sent a pang through her. How in the world was she supposed to tell her grandma she wanted to live with Grace? What if the woman was really crushed and thought Sage didn’t love her enough to stay?

“I met up with Grace down at the diner for lunch,” Sage said as she sat back. “I’ve missed her so much. I can’t believe how long it’s been since the two of us have gotten to hang out. Did you know that Kelly Purly is going to have another baby?” Kelly had gone to school with Grace and Sage. It was strange to think that she was a mother now.
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