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      Tillie leaned forward over the handlebars, standing on the pedals as she powered the clunky old bike up the hillside. It really wasn't much of a hill, not compared to the hills around her former school in Mankato, but it was the tallest this prairie town had to offer. Usually she made the climb easily, but this June day had dawned unseasonably hot and humid. The air was dead calm, without the slightest of breezes to cool her, and too full of moisture already to wick away any of the perspiration that coated her body.

      Drops of sweat from her forehead showered down on her hands with every downward stroke. And they were already sweaty enough; her palms were so greasy they kept slipping over the grips. The salty taste of her own perspiration kept leaking into the corners of her mouth, but it was never liquid enough to relieve the sticky dryness of her tongue and throat.

      She was nearly at the top of the hill when a car sped past her, the tires throwing up a dense cloud of dust that first blinded her then clung to every inch of her body. She could hear men's voices shouting and laughing. She didn't think they were catcalling her, but something had them awfully excited for this early in the morning of what was surely going to be a miserably hot day.

      Tillie put a foot down, not willing to pedal on while blind. She knew she was nearly at the bridge that spanned the river below anyway. She wiped the grime from her eyes carefully with the bottom of her shirt, only opening them when she was sure she wasn't about to blink gritty road dirt into her eyes.

      She was indeed nearly at the bridge. She only had to pedal a few more strokes until she was on the level wood. She pushed off and stood on the pedals as she pumped hard, stopping again at the middle of the bridge.

      She could see the car far ahead of her, making the turn between two farrow fields towards the town. Once the car was moving perpendicular to her with its tail of dust no longer blocking her view she could finally get a good, if distant, look at it.

      Definitely not local. Out here in farm country, nearly everyone who owned an automobile had a truck of some sort. The mayor and the man who owned the bank had sedans, but nothing like the roadster speeding into town now. Her uncle collected old wrecks, just something to tinker on when he ran out of farm chores. But no one had anything really fancy or would want one if they could afford one. Not to drive on these rutted old roads. The Depression might be over, but it was far from a distant memory, especially in towns like this one.

      Tillie didn't know the first thing about cars, but she would bet good money those fellows not only weren't local, they must be from the Twin Cities. That roadster was just too flashy even for Mankato.

      So what were they doing all the way out here in Greater Minnesota, and at this hour?

      Tillie looked at the hill sloping down before her. She should be rocketing down it, making the most of the momentum before she was once more out on the unrelenting flatness of the prairie. But the car passing so close to her had thrown her off her pace. Then she looked up at the sun, higher in the sky than she expected. Maybe she couldn't just blame that car.

      She glanced at her watch. Almost nine. Granted, she had left the house later this morning than she had intended to on account of the extra chores her uncle had given her, but still. She was way off her pace. And she had another circuit to go to make her century. She would have to push hard to make up the lost time.

      But the day was only going to get hotter.

      And the bike she was riding wasn't going to get any less clunky.

      She really wished she could've taken one of the school bikes with her somehow. They might have let her the year before, when she'd been on summer break, but she was technically graduated now. She wasn't going back to Mankato in the fall. That part of her life was over, but the next part hadn't started yet.

      She turned in her seat to look back over her shoulder. If she turned around, she could coast all the way back to her uncle's farm. The house was mostly out of view under the shade trees, but she could just make out the glint of the sun on the metal of her uncle's assortment of cars behind the barn. A slow crawl of motion caught her attention: he was doing something on his tractor in the alfalfa field by the river.

      She had done fifty miles; that was nothing to sneeze at. And it wasn't like her uncle would say anything about her quitting her training early. He never said a word, but his silence spoke volumes. He had never approved of Tillie's mother's pursuit of bike racing in her younger days, or all the ways her father had encouraged it up until mere months before Tillie was born. But Tillie could feel that disapproval.

      Well, maybe she wasn't being fair. He had, after all, given her the bike she was sitting on now, the clunky old thing that had belonged to her aunt back when it had been the hottest new model. Grudgingly given it, with some grumbling about not wanting to be cooped up with a sullen teen who would pine without a bicycle, but still.

      He was just hard to get a read on. She had only met him a few times before coming to spend the summer with him. With her parents dead years before, and her grandmother passing in the spring, she had nowhere else to go until she turned eighteen and got access to the modest trust fund her father had set aside for her when she was just a baby.

      She was grateful he had taken her in. She could tell as a widower he had gotten used to being on his own, with no one to talk to and preferring it that way. But it was lonely.

      And when he took that rifle down that hung over his bed and meticulously cleaned it, it got a bit unnerving. She knew he had been in World War I, but the one time she had tried to ask about that gun, his silence had become so darkly deafening she had fled the house.

      No, she definitely didn't want to spend more time at that lonely house than she needed to. Better to ride into town and pick up something at the market to make for dinner. At least the silence at dinner was a companionable one, she exhausted from her long day's training, he from all the work the farm required.

      Tillie pushed off and pedaled just until the slope of the hill and the pull of gravity took over. She wasn't going to be breaking any records today, and her head was pounding in a way she knew meant she was in desperate need of water, lots of it.

      From the top of the hill, she could still see the plume of dust settling along the road into town from where the car had passed. She kept up a steady pace past the abandoned fields to the ones closer to town where the corn was well on their way to being knee-high by the Fourth of July. Then, as she got closer to the town, proper trees began to appear alongside the road. Not many, but enough to dapple the road with patches of shade.

      Feeling a bit guilty about quitting her training early, Tillie leaned forward over her handlebars again, building up speed until she was at a full sprint as she came into town. She zipped past houses that were closer and closer together, then past warehouses and finally shops.

      Her head was pounding even harder, and she was sure her face must be beet red by now, her short hair plastered in wet tendrils over her forehead, but she didn't let up. She kept her eyes fixed on the sign she could just make out on the far side of town: Dave's Diner. She spared the shortest of glances each way at the crossroad at the center of town but never slowed her pace. There wasn't much to the east or the west, or even to the north, really. Most everyone coming and going took the south road, like the roadster had done.

      She was vaguely aware of a blur of motion down an alley to her left but shot past it too quickly to get a better look. Then she braked hard, skidding to a halt in front of the diner in her own little cloud of dust. She picked up the bike and parked it out of the way along the side of the building then headed to the diner's door, but stopped with her hand just touching the handle.

      The sleek black roadster was parked in front of the bank across the street. There was no sign of any of the men she had heard inside of it. She marveled at the shiny perfection of the car, apparently untouched by any of the dust it had been casting up. The tires even looked spotlessly new.

      She was still looking over her shoulder at the car as she stepped into the diner and nearly collided with Charlotte, the diner's morning waitress. Not that Charlotte noticed. She, too, was admiring the car.

      "Hey, Tillie," Charlotte said. "You're here early today."

      "I am," Tillie said lamely. She didn't want to admit she'd quit training only halfway through, not even to Charlotte, who surely didn't really care. Bike racing wasn't a thing women did, not anymore. Not here, anyway.

      "The usual?" Charlotte asked, pouring a glass of water and setting it and the pitcher on the table near the window where Tillie always sat.

      "Yes, thanks," Tillie said, forcing herself to sit down before grabbing that glass and gulping down the contents. She filled it and gulped down the second glass, then filled it again before setting it down on the table and pushing the hair back from her sticky, hot face.

      The bell over the door chimed as it swung open and Tillie looked up, expecting to see one or more of the men from the roadster. How would they dress? Shiny and posh like the car?

      But it was only Joe. She tried to turn to look out the window but was too slow. He had seen her looking at him and waved back before crossing the room to sit across from her. As if she had invited him to join her.

      Wait. That flash of motion from the corner of her eye when she'd ridden into town. Had that been him? Yes, she decided, it probably had. That sense of something white she barely remembered seeing was the milk truck parked in the alley behind the dairy as he unloaded crates of empty bottles.

      Was he going to act all hurt now that she hadn't waved back before? That was how the boys in Mankato always were. Hurt when they felt slighted. Not with her, of course. None of them ever noticed her. But with her friends.

      "You're here early," Joe said, then turned to smile at Charlotte as she brought him a glass of water. Tillie covered her still-hot face with her hands. Was everyone monitoring her so closely? Was she supposed to defend her decision to stop after only fifty miles on a training day to everyone she met now?

      "It's hot today," was all she could force herself to
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