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      In Annie Crow Knoll: Moonrise, the youngest generation of the Annie Crow clan returns to the Knoll hoping its transformative powers can help them survive tragedy and find love. A captivating tale that demonstrates the power of family, loyalty, and determination. —Nancy Sakaduski Author and Publisher, Cat & Mouse Press 

      

Annie Crow Knoll: Moonrise is a richly complex and satisfying read, with a cast of characters so real I felt they could be my own neighbors. Beautifully written, thoughtful, and deep, Moonrise will speak to anyone who has faced loss and emerged on the other side of it.—Martha Conway, Author of Sugarland and Thieving Forest

      

MOONRISE is Gail Priest’s third and most moving title in her Annie Crow Knoll series.  Like Sunrise and Sunset before, the story of four generations of family on Maryland’s Eastern Shore is rendered with achingly beautiful power and sensitivity.  The characters, led by the strongest of intelligent women, are all finding their way forward with tremendous wisdom, tears, and courage following a horrific tragedy that scars them inside and out.  A literary tale of deep pain and every manner of healing, I wholeheartedly recommend Moonrise, and all the Annie Crow Knoll titles, to our most demanding readers, and yes, to Hollywood as well. —Robert Blake Whitehill, Author/Screenwriter, The Ben Blackshaw Series
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      To the women, men, and children who have lost their lives in bombings, and to the survivors who challenge us with their courage and bravery.
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          Prologue

        

        Autumn 2014:  East Bay Memorial Hospital

      

    

    
      Someone took Breezy’s hand and held it, an umbilical cord to the real world. She sensed she should try to pull herself along it back to a conscious state, but drifting in this deep, dream-like existence felt safer. As long as she floated in these clouds, she wouldn’t have to face the unimaginable sorrow of the present. It was less disturbing away from the crying.

      “Drew, it won’t do any good to blame yourself.”

      Was it possible that Grannie was talking to Granddad? They were rarely together, and when they were, they barely spoke to each other.

      “I’m sorry for falling apart like this.”

      Why was Granddad crying? Breezy’s hand was released.

      “I’d better get some air.”

      “I’ll stay with Breezy.”

      Grannie should be on the Chesapeake Bay. Why was she here on the San Francisco Bay?

      “Thank you, Annie.”

      “You’ve had a terrible shock, Drew. Go take a break.”

      The air in the room shifted as the door swished shut. Gentle fingers stroked Breezy’s arm.

      “It’s going to be all right, my darling girl.”

      With the familiar, reassuring presence of her grandmother, Breezy smelled a hint of the Eastern Shore and slipped back to a childhood memory.

      The wind cooled Breezy’s sweaty face as she peddled hard across the lawn of Annie Crow Knoll past Grannie’s cottage to the Crow’s Nest. Easton, his cousin Lily, and Breezy’s sister Jemma trailed behind. Breezy was the first to dump her bike at the foot of the oak and scramble up into the treehouse. The voices of the other kids traveled on the air while they climbed the rungs.

      Easton took hold of the rope tied to the bayside of the Crow’s Nest. He swung out over the Chesapeake, released it with a shout, and plunged into the water below. Momentum brought the rope back, and Breezy grabbed it. The sense of flying out in the open exhilarated her. She let go at the perfect moment, plummeted into the dark bay, and stayed under until the pressure in her lungs forced her to break the surface laughing. Lily quickly followed. Jemma stood alone up in the Crow’s Nest, clutching the rope tightly.

      “Come on, chicken!” Breezy called to her younger sister.

      “Leave her alone.” Lily shoved Breezy’s shoulder while treading water next to her.

      Easton swam closer to the shoreline. “Don’t worry, Shrimp. Just climb back down and we’ll meet you on the beach.”

      “Stop babying her.” Breezy met Jemma’s dark, determined eyes. Perched above on the edge of the treehouse, her sister appeared smaller than nine years old. “Come on. You can do it.”

      The current carried Easton out to where Breezy and Lily were floating. “Maybe she’s not ready.”

      “Lily’s the same age, and she jumped.”

      “I’ve done it before. Jemma hasn’t.” Lily took in a mouthful of water and spit it at her cousin Easton.

      Breezy recognized uncertainty creeping into Jemma’s expression. Do it now, before you wimp out. “Come on, don’t be a baby.”

      That was the trigger. Her sister pushed off, swinging over the water.

      “Come on, baby.” The voice of her grannie brought her back to the present. “You can do it, Breezy. Wake up.”

      Struggling through the fog, Breezy made an effort to speak, but her mouth was like sandpaper. She moved her tongue around and smacked her lips.

      “Are you thirsty, sweetheart?”

      “Water,” Breezy whispered.

      “That’s more like it. Let me lift your head. We don’t want you to choke.”

      A gentle hand slipped behind Breezy’s head.

      “Open up a little bit for the straw.”

      The tip of the straw touched Breezy’s lips.

      “You have to open up like when I fed you as a toddler.” Her grandmother’s voice broke with emotion.

      Breezy willed her lips apart. She sipped in a tiny bit of water and swallowed. Then her head was lowered.

      “That’s a girl.”

      The excitement in Grannie’s tone compelled Breezy to linger momentarily in this semiconscious state. Along with her grandparents, she’d heard her mom and dad talking to her earlier. Why hadn’t she heard her sister bugging her? And Liam? She hoped to hear Liam’s voice. Maybe then, she’d surface. Now it was too difficult to swim back through the haze, and Breezy gratefully slid away again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

        Two Days Earlier

      

    

    
      Working his way through the crowd of spectators clogging the sidewalk, Liam McAllister lost track of his friend Drew Bidwell. Assuming Drew would catch up, Liam didn’t bother to text him. Instead he searched for an opening against the police barricade near the finish line where he could watch for the cyclists he coached. He noticed a guy wearing a brown winter parka hobble away from a spot next to a group of rowdy teenagers. These avid fans, outfitted in expensive cycling paraphernalia and carrying cowbells, pointed and snickered at the odd way the man walked. He leaned forward with his torso hunched as if he carried something weighty, but his arms were empty. His hands were stuffed deep in the coat pockets.

      The unshaven man appeared to be about forty. Greasy hanks of long, blond hair poked out below his woolen cap. His filthy face bore an anxious expression, and his eyes darted to Liam for a split second before he stared straight ahead. Although parka man was likely one of many mentally ill people now wandering the streets without care or medication, something about the situation raised Liam’s hackles. He didn’t know if his unease was initiated by the rude kids, now ringing their cowbells and jeering at the unfortunate man, or by the actual guy in the parka, who was quickly swallowed up by the mass of people jockeying for a good view of the cyclists when they came in.

      Before someone could take the open space, Liam wedged himself between the teens and a harried couple whose two small children were arguing over a cowbell.

      “I’ll go get another one,” the father said.

      His wife shook her head. “No, I don’t want two cowbells with that bank’s insignia on it.”

      The dad picked up the younger boy in an effort to distract him with a better view, while the older sister hid the prized cowbell behind her back before her parents changed their minds.

      At six foot three, Liam could easily scan the sea of people packed between the storefronts and the curbside barriers lining this side of the race course. Still no sign of Drew.

      The first annual East Bay Women’s Race for the Cure, coupled with ideal weather on this warm autumn day, brought out more fans than anticipated. Top riders from all over the country were attracted to the event, including Drew Bidwell’s granddaughters. Breezy Bidwell was a rising star in the world of women’s cycling. As usual, Jemma Bidwell was riding as domestique for Breezy today. She would lead out her sister, allowing Breezy to conserve energy by using Jemma’s slipstream. At the last few hundred meters, Breezy then had the power to break into a sprint for the finish line.

      The California hills and mountains separating the inner East Bay and outer East Bay were perfect for a challenging and exciting sixty-five-kilometer course. The towns in Alameda and Contra Costa counties, located across the bay from San Francisco, were as diverse as the race terrain with deep economic divides between the haves and the have-nots. The selection of the race start and finish locations in these boroughs had been a hot topic. In the end, race organizers were persuaded to place the finish line on the main street of a disadvantaged neighborhood north of Berkeley in hopes of bringing some business to the hard-hit area. Drew Bidwell and Liam McAllister had been among the key supporters of this decision.

      Liam had grumbled to Drew when one of the big banks that had foreclosed on many of the area’s mortgages and reneged on thousands of student loans became the main race sponsor, but charities made for strange bedfellows. After forcing students to drop out of college and driving families out of their homes, it was obvious to Liam that the bank’s Board of Directors was attempting to stem the flood of bad publicity. They shelled out only peanuts for the race compared to what they had stolen from the community, but their image would improve.

      From where he stood at the finish line, Liam had a clear view of the bank’s bigwigs all seated in designated risers directly across the street. He raised his eyebrows. Most of them weren’t even watching for the cyclists, who would be arriving soon. They were too busy chatting up the town commissioners and other area politicians. Scrutinizing the faces, Liam observed Drew shaking hands with the mayor. How the hell did Bidwell get up there? Liam figured his former college professor and friend must have crossed the course and schmoozed his way into the private seating area. Well, it probably didn’t take much. Professor Bidwell was popular and friends with everyone and anyone in authority.

      While fond of Drew and grateful for all his older friend had done for him, Liam wondered what had happened in Bidwell’s past to make him obsessed with being accepted by the powers that be. Drew had likely eaten dinner with some of these people last week. Those connections, along with his granddaughter Breezy being favored to win, made it easy for the professor to join the VIP seating area.

      When the men made eye contact across the course, Drew gestured for Liam to join him. Liam checked his phone. The riders were several minutes away. He did have time to slip under the barricade and cross the course. He’d have a better view from up in the risers, but he shook his head no. A flash of disappointment crossed Drew’s face, but he gave Liam the thumbs up, then slapped one of the bank managers on the back and laughed. Bidwell could charm a snake out of its skin. Knowing he wouldn’t be waiting at this finish line if it weren’t for the man’s persuasive powers brought a wry smile to Liam’s face. He wasn’t sure where he’d be if it weren’t for Drew Bidwell.

      Cowbells sounded in the distance, indicating the front riders were several blocks away. The crowd nearby responded by clanking their cowbells and chanting, “Breezy, Breezy, Breezy.” The professor’s granddaughter had a solid fan base.

      Liam detected sudden movement about thirty feet past the finish line. The guy in the heavy parka was crossing the course and heading for the grandstand. A race volunteer, in an orange vest, shooed him back to Liam’s side of the street. Liam’s unease returned. It was parka man who troubled him.

      When the teens on his left shook their cowbells, Liam’s entire body tensed. To the right, the young parents cheered, and their little girl shook her coveted bell with both hands wrapped around it. The muted jingle momentarily transported Liam back to his Infantry Unit in Afghanistan following an ambush and particularly hellish firefight. The relentless hammering of automatic weapons fire was followed by random, distant pops. As Liam hoisted the lifeless body of one of his men onto his shoulder, goat bells jangled from a herd ambling past the dead Marines.

      Liam wiped sweat from the back of his neck, half expecting to see his hand bathed in the blood of the Marine he’d carried years ago. Settle down. He pulled himself back to the present. He took several deep breaths and worked on calming himself. He scanned the street and didn’t see parka man anywhere. Don’t worry. If there’s a problem, race officials are handling it.

      Fans repeated, “Breezy, Breezy, Breezy.” Relieved by the distraction, Liam leaned over the barrier to check for his riders. He was expecting Breezy to be in the lead. The wind was in her favor, but there could be an unforeseen challenger.

      When Liam had begun coaching the Bidwell girls two years ago, they were just teenagers with a lot of talent. Over time, he’d felt privileged to witness their maturity as cyclists and as women. Breezy’s development into adulthood was, however, beginning to complicate his nearly ideal rapport with her. At twenty, she wasn’t a kid anymore, and Liam had started to observe things about her a man notices in a woman he finds attractive.

      Gun-shy after his divorce, it had taken him a while to acknowledge the effect Breezy was having on him. Even before he married, Liam had proceeded tenderly with women. He wasn’t one to hop into the sack over a drink. He’d found it more satisfying to know the person with whom he shared his bed.

      Liam always behaved in a professional manner with his riders, and the last few months, he’d had to be especially diligent with Breezy. More and more, he was finding it difficult to mask his true affection.

      Liam was wrenched from his thoughts and back to the East Bay charity race when someone shoved directly between him and the couple with children to his right.

      “Take it easy, buddy.” The father of the young family jostled around and manipulated a new spot against the police barricade for his wife and two kids.

      The intruder was parka man, who made no eye contact with anyone now, his gaze fixated on the bleachers across the street. The hair on the back of Liam’s neck stood on end.

      Shit. No way. Not here. Not now.

      Cowbells rang only a block away. The riders were bearing down. Their legs pumping like pistons.

      Sweat cleared tracks of dirt from parka man’s face, and he was panting like a cyclist pushing up a steep climb.

      Not with all these innocent people around, for God’s sake.

      Liam glanced around for an instant. He couldn’t believe no one else was seeing what he was. It didn’t make sense, but Liam understood what was about to happen. His eyes shot down to locate the man’s hands. The left hand remained buried in his coat pocket.

      Parka man lurched down and darted under the barrier. He began rushing across the course toward the bank officials and Drew Bidwell. There were too many fans pressing up against Liam. He couldn’t jump over the barricade and was forced to duck under in pursuit.

      The chanting of Breezy’s name and the clanging of cowbells surged to a crescendo as the two lead riders made their appearance, well ahead of the peloton.

      
        
          
            [image: Crow break]


        

      

      Drew cheered as his granddaughters barreled into view. He was surprised Jemma hadn’t dropped off after her sister sprinted. The crowd went wild when Breezy seemed to launch ahead. Drew studied the move carefully. Breezy was about to win because Jemma had backed off. While pondering this, Drew became aware of a man dashing onto the course and heading directly for the bleachers. Liam tore after the intruder and tackled him just as Breezy crossed the finish line. Drew heard no sound but saw the flash before the force of the bomb punched him back into the people and benches behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      After driving two hours to Philadelphia from Annie Crow Knoll, her home and community of summer cottages on the Chesapeake Bay, Annie Bidwell took the red-eye flight to San Francisco. Now she tapped her foot on the floor of a taxi going directly to the hospital. In an effort to calm down, Annie put both feet firmly on the floor and focused on gratefulness. Although seriously injured, her granddaughters were alive. Annie’s son and daughter-in-law, who were in Berkeley for their daughters’ race, hadn’t been near the finish line when the bomb exploded. Her ex had sustained only minor injuries. Grace, her closest friend and her Rock of Gibraltar, had flown immediately from San Diego and had likely reached the hospital last night. Nevertheless Annie began crossing and uncrossing her legs as the taxi moved at a snail’s pace through the morning rush-hour traffic. When it finally pulled in front of the medical center, she shoved money at the driver over the back of the front seat and nearly leapt out before the vehicle came to a complete stop.

      “Do you need help with your bags?” The driver shifted to get out of his taxi.

      “No. I’m fine.”

      Annie grabbed her two suitcases from the seat next to her. Taking the time to first stop at the hotel she had managed to book while waiting at the Philly airport would have eaten up too many precious minutes. She rolled the bags through the automatic doors into the hospital lobby.

      “Is there a place I can leave these while I’m here?” Annie asked at the front desk.

      A young woman volunteer slid a pack of sticky notes across the counter. “I see you have luggage tags, but could you just put your cell phone number on two of these in case we need to call you regarding picking up the bags?”

      “I can use my cell phone in the hospital?”

      “Yes. It’s only a problem in highly restricted areas.”

      “Thank you. I’m not sure how long I’ll be here.” After placing the sticky notes on each suitcase, Annie lifted her luggage across the counter.

      “The elevators are just around the corner to the left.” The volunteer looked at the name on the luggage tags. “Are you here to see Breezy Bidwell?”

      “Yes. And Jemma Bidwell.” It annoyed Annie when people ignored Jemma. “They’re my granddaughters.”

      “I’m sorry about what happened. I’m a big fan.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’m anxious to see them.”

      Annie dashed to the first elevator and pushed the button.

      “Mrs. Bidwell?” The volunteer followed with a bright yellow visitor’s pass. “You forgot this.”

      Annie took the card, and although the elevator button was lit, she pushed it again just before the doors opened.

      As an elderly man with a walker maneuvered his way out, followed by a middle-aged couple, the hospital volunteer said, “I had Professor Bidwell for a couple of courses in college. He’s a great teacher.”

      Annie didn’t know how to respond. To thank her made no sense because Annie had nothing to do with whether her ex-husband was a good teacher or not. Explaining to the girl that they were divorced was a waste of time. Annie ducked into the elevator where she realized that she had no idea which button to push.

      “Where are they?” Annie’s right eyelid began to twitch.

      “The fourth floor.”

      The elevator doors closed. Breathe. Everything is going to be okay. Annie wasn’t sure about that, but she had to say it to herself in order to maintain some control over her nerves. She took several deep breaths, and then she rubbed her eye. This never helped when anxiety seemed to take over, but she could feel the irritating spasm and massaged her eyelid anyway.

      She was spending way too many days in hospitals this week. First Packard’s fall off his boat, his broken ribs almost puncturing a lung, and now the unthinkable, a bomb blowing up as her granddaughters raced in a charity event. Annie shuddered. She was haunted by Packard’s reaction when the doctor refused to allow him to travel to see Breezy and Jemma. The love of her life was shattered by this restriction. Although Packard had insisted that she go, it was nearly impossible to leave him. Fortunately, a few of her tenants were using their cottages and happily offered to check in on Packard, who had strict orders to stay put in Sunrise Cottage while he recuperated. Annie promised to call him with news as soon as she was able to talk to someone.

      The elevator stopped on the third floor, where a team of hospital personnel crowded in. One of them hit the sixth floor button. Nothing happened.

      “Damn elevators,” one gentleman with greying temples mumbled.

      Annie’s eyelid twitched. “Hit number four again, please.”

      A young resident pushed both buttons, and the elevator hummed.

      Annie had to claw her way through the white jackets when they reached the fourth floor, where she was deposited into an atrium with large windows on two walls. There were rows of comfortable chairs, a few tables, and a counter with tea and coffee. A flat-screen TV, with closed-captioning running beneath a morning talk show, was mounted at an angle in the corner.

      “Annie.”

      Annie recognized the reassuring voice of her best friend since childhood, but she was drawn to the man sitting in front of the TV with his head in his hands. Since their divorce, Annie had seen her ex only three times:  for their son’s wedding and at Breezy’s and Jemma’s high school graduations. Drew must have sensed she was there and looked up at her with hollow eyes. He appeared as if he hadn’t slept or shaved. He had a cut on his right cheek, and one hand was bandaged.

      Someone took Annie into her arms. “Thank God, you’re here.”

      It was Grace’s familiar perfume that forced Annie to focus.

      “Oh, Grace, how are they?”

      “Nate told me they both had surgery yesterday. You just missed him. I insisted he and June take a break and get something to eat. Drew wouldn’t go. They’re bringing something back for him.”

      Annie grabbed Grace by the shoulders. “Tell me how they are!”

      Shock seemed to silence Grace.

      Annie released her grip. “Please tell me what you know.”

      “Jemma’s in good shape, actually. She wasn’t as close when the bomb went off. She’s conscious. No apparent head injuries. They removed some shrapnel from both her legs. She has burns that they need to watch for infection which means she’ll be in the hospital for at least a few days. She broke her left arm when she was knocked off her bike. They cast that. Right now she’s down getting an MRI to assess the ligaments around her left knee.”

      “Breezy?”

      “There was a lot of shrapnel in her legs.”

      “And?” Annie dreaded hearing the rest, but she had to know.

      Grace swallowed. “The doctor told Nate and June that they’re making every effort to save her legs. The right one is more severely damaged than the left. It caught the worst of the blast.”

      “Jesus.” Annie stumbled into the closest chair. Grace immediately sat next to her.

      Both women flinched when the volume on the TV became extremely loud. Drew held the remote in his bandaged hand.

      A young, female Asian-American TV news reporter was standing down the street from where the bomb had gone off. Police were wandering around in the background. “We have breaking news regarding the bombing that occurred yesterday afternoon during the East Bay Women’s Race for the Cure. Authorities have announced that this was not a terrorist attack. They believe the man who crossed the race course with a homemade bomb strapped to his chest and who now has been identified as Keith Johnson was acting alone. The explosive was controlled by a dead-man switch that Johnson held in his left hand. Officials are now under the impression that the motivation for the attack was a personal vendetta against Western Continental Bank, the primary sponsor of the race. Apparently information collected from a room rented by the suicide bomber indicates that he lost his house and contracting business when the bank foreclosed on his mortgages. Acquaintances stated that Johnson’s wife left him, took their three young children, and returned to her parents in Virginia several months ago.”

      Annie glared at Drew. “This is your fault! My girls are hurt because you insisted they compete in this ridiculously dangerous sport. I’ve seen those crashes.”

      “This coming from the nine-year-old who rode her bike off the pier into the bay on a dare.”

      Annie ignored Grace’s attempt to deflect her outburst with humor. “One bike goes down, and it’s like a domino effect resulting in twisted metal and broken bones.”

      Drew lowered the sound on the TV, but he didn’t reply. He had a confused expression as if he were trying to figure out the solution to a math equation.

      Grace put her arm on the back of Annie’s chair and spoke softly. “It was the bomber who injured them.”

      “We don’t have bombers blowing up people on the Eastern Shore, Drew.” Annie shook Grace’s arm off and stood up. “You commandeered my son from his home when he was only thirteen years old to bring him here, to a better, ‘safer’ place. You call this safe? Where men blow up innocent women on bicycles? ‘What kind of place is this?’ Isn’t that what you disapprovingly asked about the Eastern Shore of Maryland on more than one occasion?”

      Grace began pulling Annie away from Drew. “Honey, try to calm down. Drew is worried sick over the girls. He’s already blaming himself for the death of their coach.”

      Another news report came on the TV. Drew put the volume up full blast.

      “Authorities are now confirming the man who sacrificed his own life by tackling the bomber, thus limiting the bomb’s projection, was Marine Captain Liam McAllister, who had served in Afghanistan. Through his heroic act, lives were spared and horrific injuries were reduced. Most of those injured were treated and released from area hospitals. Of the eight local dignitaries seated in the front row of the grandstand, seven were seriously injured and remain in the hospital. We will keep you updated on their conditions as more information becomes available. Due to Mr. McAllister’s sacrifice and the size of the homemade bomb, he and the suicide bomber, Keith Johnson, were the only fatalities. Liam McAllister was a coach for several of the cyclists, including Bethany Bidwell, better known to her fans as Breezy Bidwell, who we understand is in serious condition resulting from the extensive injuries she sustained in the bombing.”

      “How do they know this?” Annie threw her arms in the air. “What asses told these vultures this information?”

      The reporter continued. “We have a short personal interest interview clip with Breezy Bidwell from four years ago when she was already gaining recognition in the cycling world while on a junior development team. Only time will tell now if this talented cyclist’s Olympic dreams are over.”

      Annie’s granddaughter’s young sixteen-year-old face filled the screen. “My parents called me Bethany after their best friend Beth Ann. Beth Ann was actually named for my grandmother and great-grandmother. It’s cool to carry the names of these three strong women, but I prefer Breezy. My family started calling me that once I started to walk, because I never stayed still. My mom said I was like a tornado because papers always sailed off her desk when I came racing into her office. Once my granddad got my sister and me into cycling, he said I’d breeze right by him on my bike.”

      Drew turned the TV volume back down but remained silent.

      “And Jemma was injured, too. They act like she doesn’t exist.”

      Grace gently guided Annie back to their seats. “You can’t have it both ways, Annie. Pissed that they talked about Breezy and pissed they didn’t mention Jemma.”

      Annie’s hands were shaking. “One or the other. They’re both important enough to stalk or not.” She wasn’t finished with her rant. “And if they had mentioned Jemma, they would have insisted on stating she’s Breezy’s adopted sister. They always do that in the cycling magazines and online. Why do they have to make a big deal about that? She’s Breezy’s sister. It’s that simple.”

      “Maybe since she’s Chinese, and no one else in the family looks Asian, they think it’s best to clarify things. It happens with my granddaughter, too. Lily is Chinese. Her parents are Caucasian and Hispanic. People wonder how Lily happened.”

      Exhaustion vibrated through Annie’s body, leaving her feeling as if she had been slammed up against a wall. “You’re right. I’m being irrational.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Annie’s attention returned to Drew, who seemed glued to the TV searching for answers. I’ve been in the same room with him for a matter of minutes, and he hasn’t even spoken a word, but I’m back to where I was over thirty years ago. Annie ran her hands along the thighs of her jeans in an effort to control the trembling. All these years with Packard, and all I learned from him gone down the drain in a flash. Blaming and losing control. She missed Packard’s peaceful way of being so much that her heart hurt.

      “I apologize, Drew. I shouldn’t have said those things. I’m deeply sorry that your friend died.”

      Drew didn’t turn from the TV where a diaper commercial was playing.

      “He can’t hear you, Annie,” Grace said quietly. “His hearing was affected by the blast. It should return in stages.”

      “Then why are you whispering?”

      They both giggled, which broke the tension a little.

      “If he can’t hear and he has the closed captioning on, why is he turning up the sound on the TV?”

      “Maybe he can make out a little of it at that extreme level.”

      “So he probably has no clue what I was ranting about?” Annie asked.

      “Nope.”

      “I apologized for nothing?”

      “I’ve no doubt he grasped you were unhappy with him.”

      “But he has no idea I just swallowed my pride, no easy task to begin with and especially with him.”

      “You got it.”

      They laughed. Grace was always the greatest remedy for Annie.

      “When did you get here?”

      “Late last night. I threw some clothes in a case and left San Diego on the first plane available.”

      Annie marveled at how pulled together Grace appeared. Her blonde hair was styled, and her nails were polished. “You’re a saint. As always, where would I be, where would my family be, without you?”

      “Are you kidding? I’ll never be able to repay all your parents did for me when I was little. And the months you spent here in California when Beth Ann had leukemia. You have no idea how much you kept Pete, Beth Ann, Petey, and me from losing our minds through that. This is the least I can do.”

      “But ever since I nearly lost the Knoll when my parents died, you’ve always come to the rescue.”

      “Hey, we’re always here for each other. It’s what we do. And you have your hands full right now. How is Packard recovering since his accident?”

      “My dear man will be fine. Scared the hell out of both of us. He could have drowned. It was early morning when he climbed up on the wheelhouse roof of Sophie because the masthead light was out. The roof was slick with dew.”

      “Men.” Grace absently retrieved a lipstick from her bag. “They either put repairs off forever or won’t put them off when they should.” She reapplied a bit to her already perfectly made-up lips.

      “Afterwards at the hospital, he told me that he was being careful, but when he reached for the masthead light, his left foot begin to slip. He tried to stop his fall by grabbing for the masthead light pole, but both feet went out from under him. He careened off the port side and hit the bow rail on his way down into the water. That’s how he broke his ribs. One nearly punctured a lung.”

      “Ouch.”

      “He couldn’t catch his breath.”

      “At least the boat was at the dock and not off shore, God knows where.”

      “It’s a miracle that Cathy Martino-Dunn’s daughter Molly was hanging up some wash on the line behind Tochwogh Cottage and saw the whole thing. She said it happened in an instant.”

      “Was he in the water a long time?” Grace asked.

      “Molly ran over to help him. He couldn’t pull himself up the ladder onto his dock, and she’s a slip of a thing. He’s too big to haul up. I’d even have trouble doing that. Molly got in the water and guided him toward the beach. Once it was shallow enough, he could walk with her support.”

      “No way would the doctor let him on a plane to fly out here.”

      “Nope. And he’s not happy. Jemma and Breezy are his world. Pop-Pop Packard is a wreck over this.”

      “Three P. I love how they always call him Three P.”

      “I’m worried about him, Grace.”

      “Of course you are, but he’s like a bull. When he was sixty, he seemed forty. Now he’s in his eighties, but he seems sixty-five at the most. He’s always been freakishly strong.”

      “I don’t mean physically. He’s out of danger, and he’ll heal with rest.” Annie rubbed her eyelid. “He wasn’t handling his accident in his usual Zen fashion, and now this bomb.”

      “It’s thrown us all for a loop.”

      “It’s something more. He’s never been sick a day in his life. Never been hurt or laid up. He’s always taken care of everyone else. Suddenly, he has to accept support from others. That’s tough enough for him. Then a couple of days later, our granddaughters are nearly killed and in a hospital over two thousand miles away, and he can’t come help them.” Annie shook her head. “I’m telling you, Grace. I’ve never seen him like this. I think he’s about to unravel.”

      “So he’s human like the rest of us.”

      “Apparently.”

      “You must be torn, wanting to be on both coasts at the same time.”

      “If only I could clone myself. But Packard would never let me stay to take care of him with Jemma and Breezy hurt. Luckily our resident, retired doctors, Maizie and Sam, are staying in Sunset Cottage. They’ll check on him and make sure he’s doing his breathing exercises. He’s susceptible to pneumonia if he’s not breathing deeply enough, and it hurts to take full breaths.”

      “No wonder his doctor wouldn’t allow him on a plane. With all the germs he’d be exposed to, he could come down with a bad cold or cough or stomach flu.” Grace grimaced.

      “Yes, any pressure on the lungs would be dangerous. And you remember Nate’s friend Ivy Green? She ended up being one of Packard’s nurses in the hospital. In fact, she and her husband celebrated their twentieth wedding anniversary with their family at Nate’s restaurant at Moon Harbor Inn a couple of years ago. She’s such a dear. She’s phoning Packard every day to check on him. Between her help and Maizie and Sam being only across the Knoll, I feel a little better about leaving him.”

      Grace got that devilish glint in her eyes that Annie knew so well.

      “What?” Annie asked.

      “When you mentioned wedding anniversaries and Sam and Maizie, I couldn’t help but remember Sam and Maizie’s wedding reception on Annie Crow Knoll.”

      Annie smirked.

      “You know exactly the moment I’m thinking about,” Grace added.

      Annie nodded. “We were seated at the kids’ table under the tree where Oliver always perched, and Lois Renker was insolent to Viola Granger, who was serving the luncheon.”

      “Your pet crow dropped poop right on Lois’s lunch.” Grace snorted.

      “Lois was terribly rude to African Americans.”

      “To everyone. No one escaped her meanness.”

      “Mom.” Nate walked from the elevator.

      June followed and placed a sandwich and a cup of coffee on the table by Drew. He ignored them and rose to walk down the hall while punching numbers on his cell phone.

      “Nate.” Annie stood and went right into his arms. He held her tightly.

      “Thanks for coming, Mom.”

      Drew’s raised voice was heard from the other end of the corridor as he tried to communicate with whomever he called. “You have to speak up. I tell you, I can’t hear you.” He disappeared around a corner.

      Annie let go of her son to hug her daughter-in-law. When Nate had first brought June home to Annie Crow Knoll, no one could have predicted the affection that would develop between these two women over the years. Now it was strong and palpable to everyone in the room as they embraced.

      “I can only imagine how you feel. Both your girls in danger. It’s a nightmare.”

      “They’re going to be all right. I just keep telling myself.”

      “I’m sure they will be, June. Packard’s doctor wouldn’t clear him for air travel this soon after his accident. He wants to be here in the worst way.”

      “I’m sure he does.”

      Drew reappeared. He spoke in an elevated voice to the family. “The hospital has to make a statement to the press regarding Breezy’s and Jemma’s conditions. There are going to be some journalists and photographers outside the main entrance. I just spoke to the head of the hospital, who is a neighbor of mine. They won’t be allowed in the hospital, but you may have to cope with questions out front. Between Breezy’s growing celebrity status in women’s cycling, the bomb, and Liam . . .” Drew paused. “. . . being killed, this could become a media zoo.” He collapsed back down on the chair in front of the TV to wait for more breaking news.

      Grace’s cell phone buzzed. She wandered away, reading a text.

      “I was told that Jemma is getting a MRI. Do you think I can see her when she comes back?” Annie asked.

      June touched Annie’s hand. “She’ll be reassured now that you’ve arrived.”

      “When can I see Breezy?”

      June’s eyes darted to Nate.

      “What is it?” Annie shifted toward her son. “Grace was hesitant to tell me much.”

      Clearly Nate was choosing his words carefully. “The doctors are concerned about traumatic brain injury.”

      Annie’s left hand flew to her mouth. She moved it to down and rested it on her collarbone.

      “They are hopeful that her slipping in and out of consciousness is caused by electrolyte disturbances. There are no long-term effects to that and can be corrected with sodium and potassium replacements.”

      “But?” Annie lowered her hand and crossed her arms.

      “They’re doing neurological studies right now. They have to rule out other things.”

      “Things like what?”

      “Bleeding or swelling,” Nate said.

      Fear shivered through Annie’s system.

      “We’ll make sure you see her as soon as possible.” June took off her sweater and draped it over Annie’s shoulders.

      “Thank you.”

      Nate took off his eyeglasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Will you excuse me for a moment, Mom? I want to check on Dad.”

      “I’ll go with you,” June said. “Maybe he’ll give in if we both try.”

      Annie watched her son and his wife cross the room and sit with Drew. Nate removed the plastic covering from the sandwich they had brought up and handed it to his father.

      “Try to eat something,” June said.

      Grace returned. “That was Beth Ann texting. Their plane arrived a little while ago.”

      “Good.”

      “I think June is holding up well,” Grace whispered.

      Annie remembered all too well how her daughter-in-law had seemed to fall apart when Nate was injured the year before Breezy was born.

      “She’s come a long way.”

      “You can say that again. But of course, we’ve all grown. At least, I’d like to hope we have.” Annie winced a little.

      “What is it? Are you chilly?” Grace adjusted June’s sweater on Annie’s shoulders.

      “No, I was just thinking of the night Nate lay in the hospital unconscious after he was blown off the dock during a storm. I lashed out at June for crying in front of him. I accused her of being weak. Later Packard had said to me that maybe Nate needed to hear us crying for him to come back.”

      “Packard could cut to the chase even then.”

      “When I apologized to June, that was the turning point in our relationship.”

      “You’ve become very close.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone being a better mother to my two granddaughters.”

      Nate and June rejoined Annie and Grace.

      “Make any headway with your father?” Annie asked.

      “Not much.”

      “Beth Ann texted a bit ago.” Grace checked her phone again. “She and Lily are leaving the airport now. They’re going to their hotel first and plan to come here this afternoon. José sends his love, but he couldn’t get away from work at the moment.”

      “It will be wonderful for Jemma to talk to Lily.” Nate turned to June. “And for you to see Beth Ann.”

      “Seems like only yesterday when Beth Ann and José and you and I adopted our girls at the same time. And now they’re all grown up.” June leaned her head on Nate’s chest.

      Grace’s cell buzzed again. “Speak of the devil. It’s a text from Lily.” Grace paused to read it. “She says it’s all over the internet that Liam’s actions saved a lot of innocent bystanders. People are setting up a memorial for him down the street from the finish line.”

      “Liam’s death is going to be hard on both the girls, but especially on Breezy.” June glanced over at Drew, who appeared to be mesmerized by the television. She lowered her voice. “Breezy is in love with Liam.”
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      The light hurt Jemma’s eyes when she opened them. She closed them tight for a moment, trying to clear her mind. She adjusted her head to find her mom sitting next to her hospital bed.

      “How was your nap?”

      “I fell asleep when Grannie was here. Where’d she go?”

      “After she visited with you, she saw Breezy. Then your dad and Grace took her to check into the hotel. They’ll all be back shortly.”

      “How’s Breezy?”

      Jemma watched her mother’s face cloud over.

      “Your granddad is with her now.”

      Panic gripped Jemma. “Is Breezy going to be all right?”

      Her mother stood. “Yes, absolutely. Her injuries are going to take longer to heal.”

      “Has she woken up?”

      “She sort of fades in and out. The doctor said to expect that with a traumatic brain injury. Eventually, she’ll be right as rain. We just have to wait. Try to rest, honey. You need to focus on yourself right now.”

      “When can I see Breezy?”

      “It’s going to be a little while.” Her mother kissed her brow. “How do you feel?”

      “I’m not sure. I think the pain medicine is messing me up.”

      “It’s better that you sleep. Try not to worry about anything.”

      “I can’t remember last night. Or most of yesterday at all. The race is just a blur. Has Lily gotten here, or did I dream that?”

      Her mom’s face brightened. “She and Aunt Beth Ann will be here soon. Their plane landed, and they’re getting settled in their hotel first.”

      “Mom?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Would you brush and braid my hair? It’s in a big knot.”

      “I’d love to.” She retrieved a hairbrush from her purse and began carefully working through the tangles in Jemma’s long black hair. “I haven’t done that since you were a little girl.”

      “Where’s my phone?” Jemma asked.

      Her mom paused from her task. “I think your father has it.”

      “Can I have it?”

      “Actually, he left it at your granddad’s house.” She began brushing again.

      “Can he bring it when he comes?”

      Her mom managed to get through the last tangle. “There. Now I can braid it.”

      “Will you ask Dad to bring my phone, please?”

      “Jemma, the doctors don’t want you to be stressed.”

      “The doctors or you?”

      “Well, both.”

      “I need to find out how the rest of the cyclists are doing. Were any of them hurt?”

      “There were some minor injuries, but they were released from the hospital. Your granddad has gotten texts that everyone on your team is fine. He is in touch with your director, who is giving the team members updates on you and Breezy.”

      “But I just want to text my other friends. They need to know I’m okay.”

      “All they have to do is check the news.” Her mom covered her mouth, but it was too late.

      “I’m on the news?”

      “Yes, your condition has been updated. Along with Breezy’s and everyone else whose injuries required hospitalization.”

      “That’s why I need my phone. I want to know what they’re saying about us.” Jemma saw the small flat screen up on the wall. “Where’s the remote for my TV?”

      “Jemma.” Her mother sighed. “You need to wait. You’ve been through a horrific event.”

      Jemma grimaced. The searing heat from the burns on her legs felt like someone had just turned on a blow torch.

      “You need to use the medication.” Her mom pointed to the little switch that allowed Jemma to give herself a controlled dose when needed through the IV in her hand. “I know you don’t like sleeping and feeling disoriented, but you can’t chase the pain. If you let it get too bad, it will take longer for the medicine to relieve it.”

      Jemma reluctantly pushed the button. “I don’t want to be asleep when Lily comes. And Grannie will be here again, right?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. Your dad, both of your grandparents, and Grace are all here. And Lily and her mom are on their way.”

      Jemma began to feel drowsy. “Man, this stuff works fast.”

      “That’s better. You go ahead and nap.” Her mother walked to the door.

      “Mom?”

      “I’ll be back in just a little bit.”

      “Could you find out when Liam is coming in to visit?” Jemma dozed off.
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      June took in a sudden breath of air. Thankfully the pain medicine had put her daughter back to sleep before she was forced to answer. How could she possibly find the words to say that Liam had been killed?

      Her pulse raced as she stepped into the hall. There was a water fountain nearby where she took several long drinks. After fighting to put on a brave face since the bombing yesterday, she wasn’t sure she could keep up the charade. June reached the atrium as Beth Ann and her daughter Lily stepped off the elevator. Both wore their hair short, Beth Ann’s dark blonde and Lily’s shiny black. When June looked into her best friend’s eyes, her courage dissolved.

      With ready arms, Beth Ann held her as she cried.

      “Jemma just asked when Liam is coming in,” June managed to get out.

      “No one told her?” Lily asked.

      June used the tissue Beth Ann had snatched from her pocketbook. “Not yet. Jemma is a mess over Breezy, and the doctors didn’t want to upset her more. The family agreed to wait.”

      Lily ran her hands up and down the straps of her backpack. “Can I go see her?”

      “That would be fine. She’s in 410.” June pointed to the left. “Let her sleep.”

      “I’ll just sit with her. I have my iPad to keep me busy until she wakes up.”

      “Don’t let her see it. Don’t tell her about Liam.”

      “I know the drill, Aunt June.” Lily walked up the hall.

      “Here, get off your feet before you fall over.” Beth Ann guided June to a quiet corner in the atrium and sat with her. “Talk to me.”

      “I can’t fall apart like this.” June crumpled the tissue into a ball.

      “Certainly not for me or Lily.”

      “I don’t want Nate or his parents to see me like this. I won’t have them worrying about my emotional state.”

      “My mother was the same way when I had leukemia. She tried to stay strong for me, my dad and brother. Then she’d give herself permission to fall apart with Aunt Annie.”

      June clutched Beth Ann’s hand. “Even though we’re not related, we are family. It’s comforting that you, your brother, and Nate always called each other’s parents ‘aunt’ and ‘uncle.’”

      “And your daughters and mine have continued that tradition.”

      June really took in her best friend sitting next to her, wearing a jeans jacket over a dark purple T-shirt and black pants. “Thank God, you’re here now. And Lily.”

      “Tell me how Breezy is doing.”

      “We’re waiting for results from neurological testing. The doctors can’t guarantee anything, but they are being cautiously optimistic about them.”

      “That’s a blessing. How are her legs?” Beth Ann asked.

      “They removed all the shrapnel they could.”

      “Not all of it?”

      “No. My baby’s beautiful legs are never going to look the same.” June folded her hands in her lap. “But I’m grateful she’s alive and still has both legs. They had to do extensive surgery on the right leg because she had open fractures. We are praying it won’t have to be amputated. The surgeon put in pins and a rod. Because of the burns, they did a posterior slab splint to stabilize the leg and wrapped it in a gauze-like material. They have to be able to remove everything to treat the burns.”

      “God, June.”

      “Luckily this bomb wasn’t anywhere near the magnitude of the ones in Boston, otherwise Liam’s sacrifice wouldn’t have saved Breezy’s life. But because she was the closest person hit, her injuries are similar to some in Boston. The doctors have warned us that she may be facing additional surgeries before this is all over.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “I still can’t wrap my brain around all of this.” June paused. “Let’s talk about something else. Tell me some good news.”

      “You sure? You don’t want to talk more?”

      “Please, tell me anything happy.”

      Beth Ann paused a moment. “My nephew was cast in an independent film.”

      “I see him in that cologne commercial all the time.” June smiled. “He’s so handsome. He could be the next Brad Pitt.”

      “Yes. Easton’s quite the looker.”

      “And talented. He’s just like Brad, with the blond hair and blue eyes. He even has the same build and height, about five foot eleven.”

      “Now you’re creeping me out. You’ve noted way too many particulars about my brother’s son.” Beth Ann playfully smacked June’s leg.

      “I simply know my daughters’ heights. Jemma is five foot six, and Breezy is close to five foot eight. He’s just a few inches taller than Breezy.”

      “Your defensiveness speaks volumes.”

      “Anyone with eyes is going to notice East.” June straightened her perfectly ironed blouse. “Your whole family is gorgeous.”

      “My brother and Kari are attractive people, but you exaggerate. They send their best, by the way. So do José and my dad. They want constant updates on your girls.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “They all wish they could be here, too.”

      “Your mom managed to get here last night. Like the rest of us, she hasn’t slept, but she appears so fresh and lovely.”

      “Mom’s holding up well, but where Easton drew from our family gene pool, I don’t know.”

      “He has a beautiful aunt.”

      Beth Ann scoffed. “He didn’t get those features from me.”

      “Stop it. You and your mom are both stunning. And your mom has so much pep. She flew in here and started taking care of everyone. I don’t know how she got here so quickly. Does she keep a bag packed for emergencies?”

      Beth Ann giggled. “When Mom anticipates things to happen, they just do. And if it has anything to do with Aunt Annie, she’s going to move mountains. I think your husband’s grandparents practically raised my mom the summers she was on the Knoll.”

      “I wish I’d experienced what you, your brother, and Nate did growing up there. Luckily our girls and Easton did. They were like peas in a pod every summer.”

      “I expect East to fly up here tomorrow to see Breezy and Jemma. He texted that he should be wrapping up the film work today. It’s driving him nuts that he couldn’t come immediately.”

      “I’m sure Jemma would be texting Easton right now, if I’d let her have her phone.” June’s chin began to tremble. “I don’t know how we’re going to tell her about Liam. I couldn’t breathe when she asked about him. I knew she would eventually, but it caught me off-guard. I was grateful she fell asleep, so I didn’t have to lie. But all Jemma has to do is turn on the television in her room to discover Liam died.”

      “That wouldn’t be good, June.”

      “Or one nurse saying the wrong thing. I put a sign on the outside of her door and at the nurse’s station not to discuss anything about the bombing.”

      “Smart. But how long do you think you can wait?”

      “Not as long as everyone thinks we should.” June twisted her wedding ring. “Jemma has always been full of questions. She senses something’s up. Those pain meds wear off, it’s like we’re playing Twenty Questions.”

      “Both our girls have always questioned everything.” Beth Ann seemed suddenly distracted by something.

      “What is it?” June asked.

      After another moment passed, Beth Ann said, “It’s odd that neither of them has wanted to find out about their Chinese parents.”

      “I’ve often marveled at it, given their personalities.”

      “I actually brought it up to Lily at different times over the years. I thought I should see if she had any questions about them. She told me that she has no need to find out about ‘those people.’ I hope it’s the right decision.”

      “Nate and I agreed to help Jemma if she ever asks, but as long as she hasn’t, we’ve left it alone.”

      Beth Ann toyed with a strand of June’s platinum blonde hair. “You have to color this?”

      “Nope. Still all natural, but it’s so colorless, grey hair probably won’t show that much.”

      “Yes, it will likely go from practically white to white.” Beth Ann put her arm around June’s shoulders. “We’d better get back to breaking the news about Liam. What do you think you should do?”

      “Breezy.” June’s face turned paler than usual. “Telling Jemma will be tough enough, but Breezy is in love with him.” She hesitated. “I guess I should say ‘was in love’ since he’s gone, but that doesn’t end her feelings for him.”

      “I didn’t know they were in a relationship.”

      “They were on the verge of it. I don’t think anyone saw it but me.”

      “Saw what exactly?” Beth Ann asked.

      “The way they both stole glances at each other when they assumed the other wasn’t watching.”

      “But Mommy was watching.”

      “I know my daughters. With both girls out here with their grandfather training and traveling for races, you’d think Drew would have seen it. I wasn’t around Breezy and Liam together that often, but I picked up on it.”

      Beth Ann chuckled. “Men can be clueless about these things.”

      “Maybe it is a blessing that Breezy isn’t fully conscious. I don’t have to face telling her yet. But one way or the other, Jemma has to know the truth. When the rest of the family gets back from Annie’s hotel, I’ll let everyone know that Jemma needs to be told now.”
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      Jemma woke up quietly and watched Lily tuck something behind her back in the chair.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” her best friend said.

      “Hi, yourself.” Jemma began to stretch and immediately regretted it. She moaned.

      “Hurt?”

      “Yeah, you could say that. How long have you been here?”

      Lily fiddled with the hole in the knee of her jeans. “About thirty minutes.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      “I promised your mom I’d let you sleep.”

      “The pain meds knock me out.”

      “No big deal.”

      “You can be the first to sign my cast.” Jemma pointed to her left arm.

      “Maybe later.”

      “Thanks for coming up from San Diego, Lily. It’s good to see my BFF.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” Lily pulled a thread unraveling a bit of the hole. “Never a dull moment with you and Breezy.”

      “I guess not.” Jemma frowned.

      “Of course, this is your first bomb.”

      Jemma slipped back down on her pillow. “Should have been me.”

      “What?”

      “It should have been me and not Breezy who took the worst of the explosion.”

      “Then you’d have to win the race. Breezy always wins.”

      Jemma gingerly leaned up on her right elbow. “Your bedside manner sucks. What’s wrong with you?”

      Lily’s face blushed. She stopped pulling at the thread from her jeans. “Hell, I just don’t know what to say to you.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.”

      “You and Breezy could have been killed.” Lily’s hands shot up to wipe her eyes.

      “Are these real tears? For me? Lil, you shouldn’t.”

      “Shut up, asshole.”

      “There’s the tough girl I know and love.”

      “I’m sorry for being a bitch. I guess I’m just scared.”

      “Give me a hug, will you?” Jemma held out her right arm.

      Lily jumped up. Her iPad slid down onto the seat.

      Jemma peeked over Lily’s shoulder as they embraced. “Can I see your iPad?”

      Lily tucked it back behind her when she sat down. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because your mom said so.” Lily studied a framed print next to her on the wall.

      “What aren’t you telling me? No one will let me turn on the TV or have my phone.” Horror constricted Jemma’s throat, and her voice screeched. “Is Breezy really alive?”

      “Yes!” Lily insisted. “Your sister is going to be okay.”

      “For real?”

      “Absolutely. I’m telling you the truth.”

      Jemma sensed something else was going on.

      Lily inched to the edge of the chair. “Do you remember anything?”

      “Not really. Nothing once the bomb went off. Before that, we broke away from the peloton and managed to put some distance between us and the other cyclists. Lucky, otherwise more women would be in the hospital. The spectators were roaring. I was feeling extraordinarily strong, better than usual after carrying Breezy, so I didn’t fall back.” I could have pulled ahead of my sister. I should have protected her. “I was a short distance behind Breezy, and she was blocking my view.” Jemma blinked several times. “I get a vague image of someone running across the course just behind the finish, but that would be impossible.”

      Lily went after the opening in her jean’s knee again.

      “Was it the bomber?” Jemma asked.

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t there.”

      Jemma peered out the window as she searched her memory. “There was a second person.” She looked at Lily. “Who was it?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Why are you hiding something from me?”

      “I’m not.”

      “You don’t lie well, Lily.”

      “When the time is right, you’ll know.”

      “Don’t go all Three P on me.”

      “Your pop-pop is a wise man.”

      “If you won’t tell me, I’ll find out myself.” Jemma tried to shift her legs to the side of her bed and growled in frustration when sharp pain made that move impossible.

      Lily leaped to her feet.

      The door opened. Jemma’s parents, her granddad, and her grandmother filed in.

      “Tell me what’s going on!” Jemma demanded.

      “That’s exactly why we’re all here,” her father said.

      “Is it okay if I slip out?” Lily asked.

      Jemma’s mom nodded. “Your mom and grandmom are right outside.”

      Lily disappeared out the door.

      Jemma’s father came around to the side of the bed. “We’ve kept this from you for your own good. We had to see that you were ready.”

      “I have the feeling I’m never going to be ready for this, so just say it.”

      Jemma looked from her father to her mother. Her granddad began to cry. Grannie patted her ex-husband’s arm.

      “Breezy?” Jemma asked again.

      “Your sister is alive.” Her mother sat on Jemma’s hospital bed and took her hand. “But I’m very sorry that Liam died in the bombing.”

      Jemma heard the words, but it didn’t make sense. “How?”

      “The police surmise that Liam suspected the guy had a bomb. He threw himself on top of him, and that minimized its effect.”

      “How would Liam know?”

      Her father stepped closer. “Maybe it was something from his war experience. Whatever it was, Liam sacrificed his life to try to stop the bomber.”

      “He saved our lives.” Jemma curled into her mother’s lap.

      “Yes, honey, and many others.”

      Jemma’s granddad bolted from the room. Her grannie followed.
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      Once in the hall, Annie quietly called, “Drew?”

      He continued walking.

      When Annie realized he still wasn’t hearing properly, she caught up and repeated his name. “Drew.”

      He stopped and turned to her.

      “It’s a terrible loss that your young friend died.”

      Drew seemed unable to speak.

      “Is there anything I can do?” Annie asked.

      Drew put his hand out. They hadn’t touched in years. Annie took it. They stood silently for a moment, both staring at their feet.

      Drew coughed. “He was like a second son to me.”

      “He must have been an outstanding person to make the sacrifice he did.”

      “I’m not surprised by his choice. Liam was a brave Marine, willing to give up his life for his country if needed.” Drew took a deep breath. “After surviving all those tours in Afghanistan, I can’t believe he’s gone.”

      Annie gave his hand a squeeze before letting go. “Tell me about him.”

      “I’ve known him since his freshmen year at Berkeley when he joined Cycling Cal, the university’s cycling club. Later he was in my American Cultures class. I make the kids keep journals. The guys in the class usually grumble a little, but Liam didn’t mind. Mostly he wrote about cycling. That’s how I learned he wanted to go pro, and that he wasn’t getting any support from his dad. His mom died from breast cancer when he was in high school, and Colonel Bartlett McAllister expected his only son to go to Officer Candidates School directly after college.” Drew shook his head. “I went to all his races. I talked to the scouts checking him out from various professional teams. I did all the things his father should have been doing. In my opinion, Colonel McAllister was offering his son’s life up on a platter when he pressured Liam into service.” Tears brimmed in Drew’s eyes again. “Ultimately, I’m the one who got him killed.”

      “Don’t say that. None of this is your fault, Drew.”

      “When his father died a few years ago, Liam asked me to be his executor. He had no other family. I never imagined I’d ever actually have to deal with his estate. I’ve asked Nate to go over to Liam’s apartment with me. I can’t face it alone.”

      “I’m glad you won’t have to.”

      “Well.” Drew shoved his hands into the pockets of his khakis. “I’d like to go back to Breezy’s room.”

      “Do you want some company?”

      He gave a faint smile.

      Annie wondered what had just happened. Perhaps they had both mellowed after all these years. Maybe they were able to table the hurt and resentment for the sake of their granddaughters. Life is too short.

      When they reached Breezy’s room, Drew hurried to his granddaughter’s side and sat in the chair he’d left tight against the bed.

      Although Annie had stayed with Breezy for several hours since her arrival early this morning, it still stunned her to see her once vital, healthy granddaughter lying unconscious in a hospital bed. Breezy’s right leg was elevated in a trapeze sling to alleviate any pressure where the shrapnel had torn off part of her calf. Both legs were covered with burn dressings and gauze. She had an IV going in one hand and an oxygen tube in her nose.

      Annie had helped to nurse Breezy through all the typical childhood illnesses and accidents, but she’d never seen this lack of color to her granddaughter’s skin. Fear crept up Annie’s spine. She took a deep breath in an effort to settle down when she heard something over the hospital room sounds. Drew was weeping. Annie’s stomach tightened. She moved behind the chair, hesitantly placing her hands on his shoulders.

      “Drew, it won’t do any good to blame yourself.”

      “I’m sorry for falling apart like this.” He let go of Breezy’s hand and stood.

      Suddenly the room seemed too small to Annie. She stepped back.

      “I’d better get some air.” Drew blew his nose with a handkerchief.

      “I’ll stay with Breezy.”

      After he passed her, Annie sat in the chair he’d vacated.

      Her ex-husband paused before leaving. “Thank you, Annie.”

      “You’ve had a terrible shock, Drew. Go take a break.” When he closed the door, Annie gently stroked Breezy’s arm. “It’s going to be all right, my darling girl.”
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      Laden with two bouquets of flowers and a heavy heart filled with concern, Easton Jakimowitz stepped into Jemma’s hospital room. She stared out the window from her bed. Her glossy black hair was in a braid that hung down her back.

      “Jemma.”

      She turned. Immediately her face lit up. “Easton!”

      When he rushed to her, Jemma reached for him and her right arm collided with the load of flowers.

      “Hold on. Let me put these down.” He placed the sunflowers, Breezy’s favorite, across a chair before presenting Jemma with her tiger lilies. “These are for you.”

      “You remembered.” After admiring the bright orange blossoms, she dropped the bouquet to her lap and reached for Easton again. “These are lovely, but I want a hug.”

      Easton held her tightly. “I’m so sorry.”

      She shook in his arms.

      “Let it out.” He rubbed her back.

      When she leaned over for the box of tissues just out of reach, he walked around the bed to hand them to her.

      “Have you seen Breezy?” Jemma blew her nose.

      “Not yet. Your granddad said only family can see her, but he went to fix that.”

      “He will, too. He’s buddies with the head of the hospital.”

      “Who isn’t his buddy?” Easton examined the card pinned to the closest flower arrangement. “From the governor. Not too shabby.”

      “Oh, East.” She grabbed his wrist. “They have to let you see her. You’re like a brother to both of us.”

      “Don’t worry, Shrimp.” Easton used her childhood nickname in an effort to be reassuring. However, from what her grandfather had confidentially shared about Breezy’s condition, he needed reassurance himself.

      “Lily and your aunt got here yesterday,” Jemma said.

      “I’m sure my cousin was the best medicine you could have.”

      “Tried to act tough as nails as usual, but I think the whole thing actually freaked her out.” Jemma smelled her flowers. “That’s why these are my favorites. Tiger lilies remind me of her. Her roar is worse than her bite.”

      “That’s my cousin to a T.”

      The nurse, an attractive woman in her early thirties, came in to take Jemma’s vitals. She glanced at Easton, and then did a double-take. He was used to it and winked at Jemma.

      “Aren’t you the guy from that advertisement?” The nurse fumbled with the blood pressure cuff.

      Although Easton’s close-to-physical-perfection had landed him that national cologne commercial, he considered himself an actor first.

      “Sorry, no.” He flashed his flawless smile. “But thank you. I get that a lot.”

      The nurse finished her job and noticed Jemma’s flowers. “I’ll see if I can find a vase for these.”

      “Thanks.” He smiled again, and the nurse bumped into the door jam on her way out.

      “Why didn’t you tell her the truth?” Jemma asked.

      “This visit is about you, not me.”

      “Don’t you like all the interest?”

      “Actually, it’s a little weird. I’m afraid I’ll get typecast as the pretty boy.”

      “Such a cross to bear.” Jemma tossed an empty plastic cup at him.

      Easton caught it and smirked.

      “When we were kids playing on Annie Crow Knoll, you could catch any ball in any game.”

      “You weren’t so bad yourself. You, your sister, and Lily always gave me a run for my money.”

      “Thanks for coming up here. It’s good to see you.”

      “It was two days before I could leave LA. I had to finish a little independent film I was in.”

      “That’s exciting.”

      “Just a small part, but they started shooting the few scenes I’m in the day before the race. They released me yesterday.”

      Jemma’s granddad appeared in the doorway. “How’s my girl doing?” He crossed to gently embrace her.

      “The same as I was a half an hour ago, Granddad.” Jemma hugged him back with her right arm.

      “Are these for me?” He picked up Breezy’s sunflowers and sat in the chair. “Easton, you shouldn’t have.”

      “No, they aren’t for you, Professor Bidwell.”

      “Hey, no formalities here. I’ve told you to call me Drew.”

      “Yes, sir. I mean, Drew.”

      “Granddad, they’re for Breezy. Are they going to let East see her?”

      “Yes. Since you’re not related, Easton, they’re only giving you ten minutes.”

      “Jemma, do you mind if I go now?”

      “Go. I hope it helps.”

      “I’ll come back.”

      Drew rose with the sunflowers in his hands. “I’d better walk down there with you. I’ll stay out in the hall, so you don’t get hassled.”
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      Easton froze just inside Breezy’s hospital room door. “Thank God, you’re alive,” he whispered.

      The difference between Breezy’s condition and her sister’s rattled Easton. Even though her grandfather had warned him that some bones had been blasted right through her skin, and the surgeons used rods and pins to try to save her right leg, she looked worse than he expected. Easton had witnessed some nasty fractures and injuries as an athlete, but imagining what was under all the gauze covering her legs made his heart break for her.

      He wanted to touch her but wasn’t sure where it wouldn’t hurt her. I’m not a real doctor, but I’ve played one on TV. The trapeze contraption holding up her right leg was a little intimidating. He eased himself around the foot of the bed and over to her left side where Breezy was free of the IV. When he leaned over and kissed her cheek, he could feel the whoosh from the oxygen tube in her nose. He sat in the chair a family member had left close to the bed.

      “Hey, Breezy. Can you hear me?” He tenderly patted her wrist in an effort to connect.

      Her eyes began moving beneath the lids. Easton’s heart swelled with emotion. Was she responding to him, or was she dreaming?

      “Come on, kiddo, wake up. Everyone is worried about you.”

      She let out a sigh.

      “That’s it, Breezy. You’re a fighter. You always have been.”

      He grasped her hand and kept circling the top of it with his thumb.

      “Well, if you won’t talk to me, I’ll talk to you. I’m sorry this happened, but you’re going to recover.” I hope . . . maybe I shouldn’t talk about this situation. “Let’s see. I have a callback for the Oregon Shakespeare Company. You know it’s always been a dream of mine to act there. Maybe it’s finally going to happen.”

      Easton began running the backs of his fingers across Breezy’s cheek below the line of the oxygen tube that crossed her face. She settled down, and her lips curled up a little.

      “Oh, you like this, do you? If you were a cat, you’d be purring.”

      He checked the time on his phone. Don’t worry, Breezy, I’m not leaving until someone makes me. I won’t say this aloud, just in case you can hear me, but I love you. Maybe I should say it, but I don’t have the courage. Like you explained when you decided we should cool it. You were on the road, going from one race to another. I’m traveling to get my acting career established. I said I agreed it was no time to be in a relationship, but that’s not what I wanted. Easton exhaled.

      Breezy became agitated, and her breathing grew rapid.

      Easton stood and kissed her forehead. To hell with it. “I love you,” he said.

      “Liam?” Breezy murmured.

      Easton’s heart sank. From his grandmother’s texts, what Breezy’s grandfather had shared, and the news reports he’d seen, he knew Liam McAllister had been their cycling coach and had died trying to contain the force of the bomb.

      “No, kiddo. It’s Easton.”

      “East?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “Mr. Jakimowitz. Your time is up.” Breezy’s nurse startled Easton.

      “She just talked to me!”

      Easton’s charm and good looks usually worked on women of all ages, but this formidable Nurse Ratchet–type didn’t seem the sort to give in, even to a man as handsome as Easton. Still he grinned.

      “Can’t I stay, please? Just a few more minutes, in case she talks again.”

      The nurse was about to argue when Breezy whispered, “Easton?”

      “Yes, I’m here.” Easton took her hand.

      Breezy’s eyes opened. “Did you just say that you love me, or was I dreaming?”

      “I’ll let her family know.” The nurse dashed out the door.

      “You must have been dreaming, kiddo.” Easton’s cowardliness made him cringe inside.

      “What a relief.”

      “I see your sense of humor is still intact.”

      Easton imagined if Liam were here professing his love that Breezy’s reaction would be quite different. Class act, Jakimowitz, jealous of a poor guy who just died.

      Breezy moaned.

      “What is it?” Easton leaned closer.

      “Pain,” Breezy mumbled.

      “I’ll get the nurse.”

      Breezy lifted her hand. “No, don’t go.”

      She began to shiver. Easton scanned the room for a blanket. He found one and covered her torso. He reached over her to carefully but firmly rub both of her upper arms, avoiding the IV line. Breezy’s teeth chattered.

      “You’re going to be fine.” Easton kept physical contact but paused with one hand to push the call button. “Where is that woman?” Easton mumbled.

      “East?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      Easton didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t been at the race. He hadn’t spoken to any of the doctors.

      “Take some long, deep breaths,” he suggested. “You’re doing better.”

      Breezy inhaled and exhaled quickly.

      “Try to slow it down.”

      “Pain,” Breezy said. “My legs.”

      Easton grabbed hold of the call button and held it down hard enough that his thumb turned pink.

      Drew barreled in the door. “I was talking with one of her doctors, and the nurse ran up.” His voice trembled with emotion. “How are you, my dear?”

      “She’s in a lot of pain,” Easton told him.

      Drew disappeared briefly and came back with the nurse, who went directly to the IV.

      “Granddad?”

      “Yes, Breezy.”

      “Why am I in the hospital?”

      Drew shot a concerned glance at Easton.

      “There was an accident. You got hurt, but you’re going to be fine.”

      “Jemma okay?” Breezy’s speech was beginning to slur.

      “Yes, sweetheart. Your sister was also injured, but she’ll be able to see you soon.”

      The nurse finished with the drip. “That should keep her calmer. She’s going to fade in and out, but don’t let that alarm you.”

      Breezy’s breathing slowed down, and she slipped back to sleep.

      Easton resisted leaving. “I have to let her parents get in here.”

      Drew came around and clapped his hand on Easton’s back. “Thanks. That’s the clearest she’s been.”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with it. I’m pretty sure she thought I was Liam.”

      Grief traveled across Drew’s face. “Let’s talk outside. We’ll let her rest.”

      After the door to Breezy’s room shut, Easton said, “I didn’t know what to tell her when she started asking questions. I just tried to not answer.”

      “You did great. We have to dole it out in segments. Don’t want her overwhelmed.”

      “Will she be able to walk?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What will she do if she can’t cycle?”

      “Oh, she’ll cycle.” Drew began walking away. “If I have anything to do with it.”
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      Drew’s hand shook when he tried to unlock the door to Liam’s apartment.

      His son set down the stack of plastic bins they brought to hold Liam’s personal items. “Here, Dad, let me.”

      Drew stepped back. “Thanks for coming with me.”

      “I feel a debt to Liam I’ll never be able to repay.” The door opened. Nate handed the key back to Drew before picking up the bins. “Plus, I’d never let you face this alone.”

      Drew began to follow Nate through the doorway but froze.

      “We can come back tomorrow, if you prefer.” Nate waited a few steps inside.

      “No. Nothing will be different tomorrow.” Drew walked in and set the key on the empty counter. The small apartment, consisting of an open living room and kitchen area, one bedroom and one bath, was spotless. “Always the Marine.”

      Nate put the bins on a chair located beneath a photograph of Liam, in uniform, standing between Drew and a Marine officer wearing numerous medals and ribbons. “When was this taken?”

      Drew joined his son. “Liam completing Officer Candidates School. I attended the Graduation Parade.”

      “Is that his father?”

      “Yes.” Drew lifted the photo off the wall. “This is the kind of thing I want to keep. As you can see, Liam lived a rather Spartan lifestyle. This won’t take long.”

      “Dad. Take your time. I’m in no hurry.”

      “I don’t like being away from the hospital.” Drew placed the photo in one of the bins.

      “I know. But June and Mom have the girls covered right now.”

      “There are cycling buddies of Liam’s who have offered to take care of the clothes, furniture, dishes, and things like that. They understand that I need to be with Breezy. You and I will take anything personal. I’ll go through those items later when I can concentrate. The paper work and finances I’m leaving for the lawyer. Apparently Liam bequeathed whatever savings and stocks he had to breast cancer research.”

      On the adjacent wall was a photo of a lovely dark-haired woman holding her young son. “Is this Liam’s mom?” Nate asked.

      “Yes. I never had the pleasure of meeting her. She died when he was in high school.” Drew took the picture down. “I guess I should take it, but what am I going to do with it?”

      “You can decide that later.”

      Drew stood helplessly with the photo still in his hands. “I don’t know where to begin.”

      Nate grabbed an empty bin. “Let’s start in the bedroom.”

      Drew nodded but couldn’t move.

      “Dad?”

      “Let’s see if there’s any beer first.” Drew set the photo down and walked over to the refrigerator. He found two bottles of a local brew. “This is promising.”

      Nate easily located a bottle opener in the organized silverware drawer.

      After a few satisfying pulls on his beer, Drew felt calmer. “Let’s get started.”

      The bed was made military-style with hospital corners. The dresser stood nearly clear except for a few arranged items. A desk sat against the wall under the window overlooking trees behind the apartment complex.

      “Why don’t you start on the desk? I’ll check the closet,” Nate suggested.

      Positioned under Liam’s desk lamp, Drew found a framed photograph of Breezy and Liam together on their bikes. He studied the background and recognized the view of Monterey Bay. It must have been taken at Sea Otter Classic. The premiere cycling festival offered races and activities for a wide range of riders, making it possible for Drew’s granddaughters to compete while he and Liam could also find races for their ages and unprofessional status. Drew recalled that he’d stepped in a hole and sprained his ankle at an event the day before the Masters Men +55 race he’d planned on doing. With his tail between his legs, he’d struggled over by himself to watch at least some of it. Judging from this picture, Liam and Breezy had ridden the Gran Fondo together. Likely Jemma had gone along on the ninety-two mile ride and taken the photo of her sister and their coach set in the spectacular coastline scenery. Both Breezy and Liam had removed their sunglasses and were happily grinning and squinting in the bright sunlight. I wish I could turn back time to last April when this was taken. Liam would be alive, and Breezy would be whole again. Despite Liam’s insistence that my granddaughters ride in the East Bay Women’s Race for the Cure because his mother died of breast cancer, I’d find a way to keep them from doing it. I’d make sure we were all at one of the many other races around the world. Away from that suicide bomber.

      Also on the desk, next to a laptop, was a plain notebook. Drew opened it. Liam still journaled? Although it made Drew uneasy holding this extremely personal information, he paged to the last entry. It was dated the morning of the race.

      Since today is a charity race, I’m tempted to ask Breezy to protect Jemma for a change. I wonder how Jemma would react if her sister let her win? It probably wouldn’t go over well. Breezy likes to win, and Jemma would prefer to take the race outright. Jemma shows no discontent with her role. In fact, she completely embraces being Breezy’s domestique, and she is becoming one of the best her age. I don’t know if her success is because she’s guarding her sister or if she’d dominate this way for other riders. Drew designated their roles before he hired me. Who am I to question, but am I the only one to recognize Jemma’s potential?

      Drew stopped reading. Had Liam gone ahead with this plan? Was that why Jemma was sprinting for the finish with Breezy? Was she actually trying to win the race? Thankfully, she either couldn’t keep up with Breezy or decided it was her sister’s day. Otherwise Jemma would have been closer to the bomb and be in as bad a shape as Breezy.

      Drew skipped to the last page of this final entry.

      It’s getting more difficult for me to hide my feelings for Breezy. This became particularly obvious to me, and I’m afraid also to Breezy, last night at the pre-race dinner.

      Anyone who is anyone from the East Bay and San Francisco area came to mingle with the cyclists the night before the race. I dislike these sorts of events, but additional donations to breast cancer research are generated. I’ll do almost anything in memory of my mother. Even put on a suit and tie.

      Breezy showed up in a sleeveless black dress that hugged her finely sculpted curves perfectly. I drank her in like a fine Cabernet Sauvignon I’ve heard described as full-bodied but firm and gripping when young.

      Drew couldn’t believe what he was reading.

      Her long blonde hair was pulled up in some sort of a twist, and I found myself wanting to nibble on her neck. A string of pearls dangled over and only slightly concealed the décolleté of her dress, and Breezy caught me admiring her cleavage. She smiled in a way that made me blush. I hate how my Irish skin betrays me. But then Breezy rescued me by explaining that the pearls had once belonged to her great-grandmother and her grandmother had given them to her for her last birthday. We both knew I hadn’t been looking at her jewelry.

      Drew snapped the journal shut. He didn’t want to read any more of this now, but the pearls Breezy wore that evening stuck in his mind. He assumed they were the ones Annie had occasionally worn when they were together. He remembered the first time he’d seen them around her pretty neck. It was also one of the rare occasions his ex-wife had worn a dress. They were going to a cocktail party for the English Department faculty at Queen Anne College on the Eastern Shore. Things hadn’t gone well, and when they left the gathering, he was certain Annie was going to call off their engagement. The pressure of academic life had begun to interfere with their relationship before the wedding. In the end, she married him, but what would have happened to both of them if she had broken it off? They wouldn’t have Nate and his daughters. Annie would have ended up with Packard sooner. Drew stood up and tried to roll the tension out of his shoulders. After years of compartmentalizing his emotions, he decided to deal with this later.

      “Dad, there’s not much in the closet except clothes. All the shirts are organized by color and sleeve length. But I did find many boxes filled with notebooks. They look like journals Liam kept.” Nate carried one box over to the desk.

      Drew handed him the notebook he had been reading. “Put this with the others, and we’ll take all of them out. I don’t want any of his friends reading his personal feelings.”
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      Breezy woke up when someone opened the door to her hospital room. She kept her eyes closed, hoping whoever it was would leave her alone. Ever since her parents had told her about Liam’s death, they kept encouraging her to talk, but she didn’t want to. When the person sat down in the chair next to the bed, Breezy recognized her mother’s perfume.

      Her mom’s cell phone rang. There was a quick swish of movement as she answered and went back out the door. Breezy heard her mother talking to Aunt Beth Ann until her voice retreated down the hall. Aunt Beth Ann and Lily had returned to San Diego yesterday.

      Breezy opened her eyes to scan the room. She was alone. A sense of relief combined with profound emptiness flooded her. It was as if someone had carved out Breezy’s entire chest, her heart with it. It was too much to bear. Breezy shut her eyes again. She willed herself to drift off, hoping to return to a dream she had been having before her mom came in. In it, she was cycling.

      Breezy felt herself hug the edge of the road as it curved tightly before ascending the next hill. She used her momentum to begin the climb. The burn in her thighs egged her on. Midway up, she lifted herself out of the saddle into a stand and pumped until her calf muscles seemed to scream. She tasted the salty sweat dripping into her mouth from the exertion.

      At the crest, Breezy relaxed down into the seat again, leaning low over the handlebars. The wind whipped across her cheeks and neck, chilling her wet skin, as she dared herself not to slow down. Her front tire hit a bump, and the shock traveled up her spine. Breezy maintained control all the way to the bottom as she zipped past trees, and the sunlight dashed about, creating bright and dark patterns along the road and across her arms as well. Her bike became an extension of herself. “Be one with the bike,” her granddad often said.

      The California landscape near her grandfather’s home leveled off for a few miles. Breezy glanced in the mirror attached to her sunglasses to see where her grandfather and sister were. She hated the eyewear mirror, but Granddad insisted that she and Jemma use them in order to see what was coming up behind them on the road.

      “Have to send you back to the Eastern Shore in one piece,” he always said.

      “Professional cyclists don’t wear these things. A pro has to sense everything going on around her,” Breezy had argued.

      “You’re not even a semi-pro yet.”

      Her grandfather’s penetrating blue eyes may have silenced most of his students but not his granddaughter.

      “You don’t wear an eyewear mirror when you do your senior citizen races.”

      “Senior citizen! You may be fourteen years old, but you’re not too old for a spanking.”

      “Right,” Breezy scoffed.

      It was obvious that Granddad enjoyed how Breezy continuously took him on.

      Still, when it came to safety, he always became serious. “There aren’t pedestrian vehicles on a race course. On the road, you need the extra information. I wear the mirror on the road with you girls, so I can keep an eye on you and Jemma when one is ahead of me and the other one gets behind.”

      The one ahead was always Breezy. Although Jemma was capable, she tended to hang back and let her sister take the lead, or maybe she’d rather not challenge Breezy and lose.

      In the mirror, Breezy could see her grandfather and sister coming down the hill. Better not show off. “Nobody likes a grandstander,” her mother said on more than one occasion. As much as Breezy hated to do it, she slowed her pace to give them a chance to catch up.

      When they took another curve, a patch of loose stone was coming up on the shoulder. “Gravel,” Breezy shouted back and pointed down to her right. She checked in her mirror. No cars coming. She drifted out into the traffic lane to avoid the rough spot and glided back onto the shoulder just past it. Her sister and grandfather followed suit.

      “Car back.” Breezy heard her grandfather shout. A moment later, a Jeep whizzed past. The current of air traveled across her body. Now that her riding companions had caught up, she bore down and peddled harder.

      “Keep your cadence steady.” Her granddad used Breezy’s draft to rest a little.

      “I want to go faster.”

      Breezy couldn’t see his expression behind his sunglasses, but she could sense his approval. He loved her competitive spirit.

      “Car back,” Jemma called out from behind.

      After the pickup truck went tooling by, Breezy flicked her eye to her mirror. Her silver-haired grandfather was replaced by a young rider with shaggy black curls sticking out from below the bottom edges of his helmet. Liam.

      Breezy woke, and immediately pain ripped through her legs. The hospital room was a blur as she struggled between her dream and the reality of her severe injuries. She frantically reached around for the button to the PCA pump that would release pain medication from her IV. Her breathing quickened as panic began to set in. She searched under the sheets, hoping it had slipped down while she was sleeping.

      With her heart thumping like her rib cage would explode, Breezy longed for the release not only from her physical torment but the emotional agony of this recurring dream in which she was only fourteen and hadn’t even met Liam. Those unexplainable details didn’t matter, because dreams never made sense. The significance was that in it, Liam was still alive and riding right behind her. He seemed to want to tell her something. All she had to do was turn around.
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