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Chapter One

 

The smell of smoked brisket mingled with the sharp bite of fresh jalapeños as Jackie Prescott chopped vegetables for what had to be the twentieth breakfast taco test of the morning. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency now, nothing like the fumbling uncertainty of eleven months ago when she'd first stepped into Uncle Charlie Joe's kitchen.

"More cilantro in this batch," Jovie Barber called from the stovetop, where she was scrambling eggs in a cast-iron skillet that had probably been seasoning since before Jackie was born. "The bikers like their breakfast tacos bold. None of that timid seasoning."

Jackie added another handful of cilantro to the pico de gallo, then glanced at her sister. Lauren was warming tortillas on the griddle with the kind of focused concentration she usually reserved for grading papers back when she was teaching. The September heat was already building despite the early hour, and the restaurant's air conditioning fought a valiant but losing battle against three smokers running at full capacity outside.

"How many test batches does that make?" Lauren asked, flipping a tortilla with deft fingers.

"Seventeen," Jackie replied, consulting the notebook where they'd been tracking their experiments. "Five different meat combinations, three egg preparations, and four variations of toppings. The brisket with scrambled eggs and fresh pico de gallo is the clear winner."

"Sample group," Jovie chuckled, wiping her hands on her apron. "The six regulars who've been brave enough to eat breakfast at 6 AM for the past week have spoken."

Jackie smiled at that. They had invited some of their regular customers to help them taste test the breakfast tacos. 

Frank Kowalski had proclaimed Tuesday's version "almost perfect," which coming from their most loyal customer was high praise indeed. Annie Rigby-Blake had offered detailed suggestions about the ratio of meat to eggs. Even Tom Whitfield had stopped by between ranch chores to offer his opinion, though he'd been more interested in whether the breakfast service would interfere with his weekend cattle dog demonstrations.

"I think we've got it," Jackie announced, assembling the latest version with confidence. Warm flour tortilla, perfectly scrambled eggs with just a hint of cream, Charlie Joe's famous chopped brisket reheated with a touch of their house BBQ sauce, sharp cheddar cheese, fresh pico de gallo, and a slice of avocado. She folded it carefully and set it on a plate.

Lauren, Jovie, and Emma set aside their tasks to gather around for the taste test. Jovie's daughter had arrived early to help with the rally prep, and this taste testing had become their ritual over the past week, the democratic process of perfecting a recipe together.

Jackie took the first bite and felt satisfaction bloom across her face. The smoky brisket played perfectly against the bright acidity of the pico de gallo, while the creamy eggs and avocado balanced the heat from the jalapeños. The tortilla was warm and tender, holding everything together without falling apart.

"That's it," Jovie said after her own bite, nodding with the authority of someone who'd been cooking professionally for forty years. "That's the one we serve starting tomorrow."

"It's perfect," Lauren agreed, wiping a bit of pico de gallo from her lip. "Flavor is balanced, it holds together well, and we can actually afford to make them in volume."

"Mom's right," Emma added. "This is going to be a hit."

A sound from the kitchen doorway made them all turn. Dawn Rodriguez stood there, dressed in jeans and a fitted red top that seemed a bit snug for kitchen work. Jackie's mother had been working at the restaurant for three months now, since she'd arrived at the end of June broken and desperate, her marriage dissolved and her money gone. The transformation had been real at first. The entitled woman who'd spent decades manipulating people had been replaced by someone genuinely humbled by consequences.

But as the weeks passed and Dawn felt safer, more secure, Jackie had noticed old patterns creeping back. The careful makeup at 6 AM. The way she checked her reflection in every shiny surface. The subtle return of that need for attention, especially male attention, that had always defined their mother. 

Jackie and Lauren had seen this pattern before. First with the contractor who'd repaired the walk-in cooler and then when they’d introduced her to Tom, even with the delivery drivers. Put Dawn around men and she reverted, no matter how much progress she'd made in other areas. It was like she couldn't help herself, as if male attention was oxygen and she'd been holding her breath.

"The eggs need more salt," Dawn announced, then seemed to remember herself. "I mean, that's just my opinion. But I tasted the last batch and thought it could use a pinch more."

Jackie and Lauren exchanged a quick glance. The hedging was progress, even if the delivery still carried hints of her mother's old superiority.

"You might be right," Jackie said carefully. "Want to try this one and tell us what you think?"

Dawn's face showed surprise, then something that might have been pleasure at being asked. She took the offered taco and bit in carefully, chewing with the concentration of someone who knew she was being evaluated as much as the food.

"Better," she said after swallowing. "The brisket is perfect. But yes, maybe a quarter teaspoon more salt in the eggs."

Jovie nodded thoughtfully. "She's not wrong. I was being cautious because we can always add salt at service, but for the rally rush, we want them seasoned right from the start."

"I'll adjust the recipe," Emma said, typing notes into her laptop.

Dawn looked between her daughters, seeming to wait for criticism or dismissal. When neither came, her shoulders relaxed slightly and she moved to wash her hands at the prep sink. Jackie watched her mother check her reflection again in the window, smoothing her hair. Small steps forward, she thought, but still so much work to do. 

Jackie watched the exchange, this careful rebuilding between mother and daughters. Dawn was earning her way back into their lives, one small gesture at a time. 

The thought brought an unexpected ache. Alec and Caden had cut her off completely after the divorce, choosing their father's version of events without question. She'd tried reaching out with birthday texts and emails checking in, but nothing came back except silence. At least Dawn was here, trying. That was more than Jackie's own sons were willing to do.

"The rally starts tomorrow," Lauren said, moving back to the griddle to continue tortilla preparation. "Five days of serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner to three thousand bikers. Are we really ready for this?"

"We're as ready as we're going to be," Jackie replied, looking around the kitchen that had become as familiar as her old law office ever was. "The outdoor smokers are already loaded with brisket for tomorrow's opening, the prep stations are organized, and our expanded outdoor serving area is ready for the crowds."

Jackie glanced at the clock on the wall. 9:45 AM. They'd been testing tacos since six this morning, and now they needed to transition into lunch prep. The restaurant officially opened at eleven, but with the rally starting tomorrow, she had a feeling today would be busier than usual.

"Speaking of which," Jovie said, wiping down the prep counter, "the rally coordinator wanted to do a final walkthrough this morning. Should be here any minute."

"I forgot about that," Lauren said. "What was his name again? Eddie?"

"Ethyl," Emma corrected with a smile. "Like the chemical compound. He says it's a chemistry joke from college, but I think it might just be a nickname that stuck."

"Charlie Joe's always did good business during the Hill Country Thunder Rally," Jovie continued, moving to check the smokers through the back door. "But he never tried to serve breakfast before. That's smart thinking, adding the morning service. Ethyl mentioned the clubs usually have to drive into Fredericksburg or Johnson City for breakfast, so having us open early should be a big draw."

"It was actually Mom's idea," Lauren said quietly.

Dawn's head came up sharply from the vegetables she was chopping, surprise evident on her face. Jackie could see the internal struggle, the old Dawn wanting to crow about being right while a newer, more uncertain version tried to remain humble.

"It seemed logical," Dawn said finally, though her tone carried more self-satisfaction than modesty. "Bikers get up early to ride. They need fuel. We have the kitchen and the smokers running anyway." A pause, shorter than it should have been. "But it was Jovie who figured out how to make it work logistically."

Jovie's expression remained neutral. "Teamwork," she said simply. "That's what makes a kitchen run right."

She moved closer to where Dawn was working, observing her knife technique. "You're getting better with that paring knife. More confident."

Dawn's cheeks colored slightly. "I've been watching cooking videos on my phone during breaks. Learning technique." She hesitated. "I never learned to cook. My mother had staff for that, and then I had staff. It feels... different to actually know how to do something useful."

"Takes patience," Jovie said. "Can't rush knife work any more than you can rush smoking meat. You try to go faster than you're ready for, you end up with cut fingers or burned brisket."

Dawn nodded, and Jackie caught something in her mother's expression that looked almost like contentment. Then Dawn's eyes flicked to the window and the empty parking lot beyond, and Jackie saw a flash of something else. Anticipation? Nervousness? The look vanished before she could name it.

The door chimed, interrupting the moment, and Jackie looked up to see Annie Rigby-Blake coming through with her trademark travel mug.

"Morning," Annie said, heading straight for the coffee station like she owned the place. "Just wanted to check in before the chaos starts. How are you feeling about tomorrow?"

"Cautiously optimistic," Jackie replied. "Though I'll admit I'm a little nervous about serving three thousand bikers in five days."

"They're good people," Annie said firmly, pouring herself a cup and leaning against the counter with the ease of someone who'd been coming here for years. "Been serving them coffee and pie at the café for sixteen years now. Sure, you get a few troublemakers like any crowd, but mostly they're teachers and accountants and nurses who happen to love motorcycles. Last year, the Iron Wolves organized a blood drive that saved Prairie Rose's supply for the whole quarter."

"That's what everyone keeps telling us," Lauren said. "But it's hard not to have some preconceptions."

"Charlie Joe used to say the same thing every year," Annie said with a knowing smile. "Bikers get a bad reputation because of movies and television. Reality is, most of these folks work Monday through Friday at regular jobs, spend Saturday washing their bikes and Sunday riding with friends who've become family. The rally is their vacation, their chance to connect with a community that understands their passion."

She glanced out the window. "Oh, looks like your coordinator is here."

Jackie followed her gaze to see a late-model pickup truck pulling into the parking lot. A man in his early forties climbed out, carrying a clipboard and what looked like a leather portfolio. He had a neat beard showing hints of gray, wore glasses, and moved with the slightly distracted air of someone mentally running through a checklist.

"That's Ethyl," Emma said. "He's been coordinating the rally for two years now. Really organized, super helpful."

Dawn immediately moved to the small mirror near the back hallway, checking her reflection and touching up her lipstick. Jackie and Lauren exchanged a quick glance, but neither said anything.

The man approached the door and Annie held it open for him. "Morning, Ethyl. These ladies are ready to feed your army."

"Hi, Ms. Rigby-Blake," he said with a friendly smile, then turned to Jackie and Lauren. "You must be the new owners. I'm Ethyl, the rally coordinator. This is my second year helping organize the Hill Country Thunder. I wanted to do a final walkthrough of your serving capacity and confirm a few logistics before things get crazy tomorrow."

He had a warm, easygoing manner that immediately put Jackie at ease. His handshake was firm, his smile genuine, and the clipboard suggested someone who took his volunteer position seriously.

"Jackie Prescott, and this is my sister Lauren Beniot. We inherited the restaurant from our uncle."

"Charlie Joe was a great supporter of the rally," Ethyl said. "I only met him once, my first year coordinating, but he made quite an impression. Gave me a whole lecture about the proper smoking temperature for brisket." His eyes crinkled with the memory. "He was passionate about BBQ."

"That he was," Jovie said, joining them. "Jovie Barber. I worked with Charlie Joe for fifteen years."

"I remember," Ethyl said, consulting his clipboard. "You were incredibly helpful last year with coordinating the food vendor setup. I really appreciate restaurants that work with us rather than seeing the rally as an inconvenience."

Dawn appeared with water glasses, her smile bright and her posture subtly different, more aware of herself. "And I'm Dawn Rodriguez," she said, her voice warmer than necessary for a simple introduction. "These are my daughters. We're all working together to make this rally special."

"That's wonderful," Ethyl said pleasantly, accepting the water glass. "Family businesses are the heart of these events."

"Chemical engineer," Dawn said, her tone turning curious and slightly playful. "That must be fascinating work. Do you get to travel much for your job?"

Jackie felt a prickle of discomfort. Her mother's tone was too familiar, too interested for a simple business interaction.

"Some travel," Ethyl said easily, his attention already back on his clipboard. "But I work remotely most of the time, which gives me flexibility for volunteer work like this."

He pulled out a detailed map from his portfolio. "So, I wanted to confirm your outdoor serving stations. I see you've got three set up, which should help with flow. We're expecting about five hundred people for breakfast tomorrow, another thousand for lunch, and probably fifteen hundred for dinner. Thursday and Friday will be the peak days."

"We've planned for that capacity," Lauren said, studying the map with her teacher's focus. "We're bringing in Maria Santos and her three adult children to help with service, and we've stocked up on supplies."

"Perfect," Ethyl said, making notes. "The three main clubs are Iron Wolves, Desert Riders, and Lone Star Nomads. They'll be your biggest groups, probably thirty to forty members each. Then you've got a dozen smaller clubs and independent riders."

"What's your background in all this?" Jackie asked, curious about this organized man who'd volunteered to coordinate an event this size. "This seems like a lot of work for a volunteer position."

Ethyl laughed. "I'm a chemical engineer, work remotely for a company out of Houston. The rally coordination uses a different part of my brain. I like the logistics puzzle, making sure all the pieces fit together. Plus, I love the motorcycle community. Great people, very supportive of each other and the towns that host them."

"So Emma was right about the nickname," Dawn said, still hovering closer than necessary. "That's clever. I bet you have lots of stories from your engineering work." 

Ethyl glanced at his watch, clearly ready to move on. "I should check on the fairground parking setup. Some early arrivals are already trickling in, and I want to make sure the designated areas are clearly marked." 

Through the window, Jackie noticed a motorcycle with Desert Riders patches pulling into the lot. Ethyl's eyes flicked toward the window, and his entire demeanor shifted. His posture stiffening and his smile fading. He gathered his clipboard with sudden urgency.

"Actually, I should get going right now. Lots to coordinate." He handed Jackie a packet of papers with hands that seemed slightly less steady than they'd been moments before. "Here's the emergency contact list, the vendor map, and the event schedule. My cell number is on the top sheet if you need anything." 

"Thank you," Jackie said, impressed by his thoroughness despite the sudden rush. "This is incredibly helpful." 

"That's what I'm here for," Ethyl said, already moving toward the door with an urgency that seemed disproportionate to his stated reason."Oh, and if you see any issues with clubs or need help managing the flow, just call me. I can coordinate with the different groups to spread things out. We want this to be smooth for everyone."

As the door closed behind him, Dawn watched through the window, a small smile playing at her lips. Jackie felt her stomach tighten.

Annie drained her coffee, her expression knowing but saying nothing. "He's a good egg, that one. Been a blessing for the rally organization." She rinsed her mug in the sink. "I'd better get back to the café. Good luck tomorrow."

After Annie left, Jackie flipped through the packet Ethyl had provided. It was impressively detailed, with contact information for every club president, medical emergency protocols, and even suggested crowd management techniques.

"He seems on top of things," Lauren observed.

"Very organized," Jovie agreed. "Last year he helped coordinate a charity ride that raised eight thousand dollars for the children's hospital. He's got a real knack for bringing people together."

The distant rumble of motorcycle engines drew their attention. Jackie glanced at the clock, 10:45 AM, and moved to the front window to pull back the curtain. A line of motorcycles was pulling into the parking lot, at least fifteen or sixteen bikes moving in tight formation.

They were impressive machines, all chrome and power, their engines settling into a synchronized idle as the riders dismounted in practiced unison. Most wore leather vests over regular clothes, their movements easy and unhurried despite what must have been hours on the road. The patches on their vests showed an eagle in flight and the words "Iron Wolves MC."

"First arrivals," Jackie said. "Day before the official start."

Lauren joined her at the window, watching as the riders removed their helmets and stood stretching, clearly working out the kinks from a long ride. A woman at the front of the group, shorter than most of her companions but carrying herself with clear authority, gestured toward the building.

"They look road-weary," Lauren said.

"They probably rode up from Dallas," Jovie said, coming to look. "That's a good four-hour ride. Iron Wolves are one of the oldest clubs in Texas, been coming to this rally since it started. Good people. Veterans, mostly. They do a lot of charity work."

Dawn moved to the window, watching the bikers with obvious interest. "Well, they certainly look like they know how to ride," she said, her voice carrying a note that made Jackie's shoulders tense. "Very... impressive."

As the group began moving toward the entrance, Dawn quickly pulled a compact from her apron pocket and checked her lipstick. "Should I unlock the door?" she asked, already smoothing her hair and adjusting her top.

Jackie found herself nodding despite her growing unease. "Let them in."

Dawn unlocked the front door and pulled it open just as the lead riders reached the entrance. "Welcome! Come on in." Her smile was bright, almost dazzling. "You've been on the road a while, haven't you? Look at all of you, must have been quite a ride. Let me get some coffee going. We've been testing breakfast tacos all morning if you'd like to try some."

The woman at the front of the group, who had silver streaks in her dark hair and kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses, smiled politely. "That's mighty kind of you, ma'am. We've been riding since early this morning and could definitely use both." She stepped inside, followed by the rest of her group, and extended a hand to Dawn. "Candace Chavez, though most folks call me Candy. Road captain for the Iron Wolves."

The riders filed in with quiet efficiency, spreading out to different tables and booths but maintaining a cohesive presence. Jackie counted sixteen in total, a mix of ages and backgrounds unified by their vests and obvious camaraderie.

Dawn shook Candy's hand, but her attention had already shifted to the men in the group. "Dawn Rodriguez. Welcome to Charlie Joe's." She touched Candy's arm briefly, then moved past her toward the male riders. "Let me get that coffee started. You all must be exhausted from such a long ride."

A tall man with graying temples and the upright bearing of someone with military training approached Jackie and Lauren. "Robert Ward, president of the Iron Wolves, though most folks call me Tank." His voice had the measured cadence of someone used to command, but his handshake was gentle and his smile was warm. "Appreciate you opening early for us. We know we're a day ahead of schedule."

"Not a problem," Jackie said. "We've been testing recipes all morning anyway. Coffee and tacos coming right up."

"That sounds perfect," Tank said gratefully. "Four hours on a bike is a joy, but you pay for it when you dismount. Some hot food and good coffee would hit the spot right about now."

Dawn appeared beside Tank with a coffee pot that wasn't even finished brewing yet. "Oh, I can only imagine," she said, her hand resting briefly on his arm. "You must be so strong to handle those big bikes for that long. Here, let me get you some coffee. You look like you could use it."

Tank's expression remained polite but slightly uncomfortable. "Thank you, ma'am. That's kind of you."

"Please, call me Dawn." She poured his coffee, standing closer than necessary. "And you're Tank? That's quite a name. I bet there's a story there."

"Just an old nickname," Tank said, taking a step back as he accepted the cup. "Thank you for the coffee."

Jackie and Lauren exchanged a glance, both recognizing the overly familiar tone in their mother's voice. This was the Dawn they knew, the one who needed male attention like oxygen, who couldn't simply be professional without layering in flirtation.

"The breakfast tacos have been our project all week," Lauren encouraged, moving toward the kitchen with perhaps more urgency than necessary. "We'd love honest feedback from people who've been on the road."

As Dawn bustled around and Lauren warmed up some of the test tacos, Jackie found herself observing the group with her lawyer's eye for detail, trying to focus on them rather than her mother's behavior. These weren't the stereotypical bikers she'd half-expected. Tank had mentioned military service, and his bearing supported it. The woman sitting near the window was reading a paperback copy of a thick literary novel. Two men at another table were discussing what sounded like 401k contribution limits.

"What do you do when you're not riding?" Lauren asked Tank, her teacher's instinct for drawing people out evident, but also perhaps an attempt to establish normal conversation after Dawn's performance.

"I'm an administrator at the VA hospital in Dallas," Tank replied, subtly moving away from where Dawn was refilling his coffee cup again. "Spent twenty years as an Army medic, now I help other veterans navigate the healthcare system. Most of our club are veterans, actually. That's kind of our thing, supporting each other and giving back to the community that supported us."

"Tank here organized a blood drive last year that basically saved Prairie Rose's supply," said one of the other riders, a lean man with a ready smile. "I'm Steve Crawford, though everyone calls me Crash. Aerospace engineer at Boeing when I'm not on my bike."

Dawn appeared at Crash's shoulder, coffee pot in hand. "Aerospace engineer? My goodness, that sounds dangerous and exciting." She poured his coffee, her body language open and inviting. "I bet you have some thrilling stories."

Crash's smile became more polite, less warm. "Just a lot of math and computer simulations, ma'am. Not as exciting as it sounds."

"Oh, I'm sure you're being modest," Dawn persisted.

"Crash," Jackie said quickly, pulling her mother's attention away, "please tell me that's not related to your work in aerospace."

"Nah," Crash laughed, looking relieved at the interruption. "Got it from my first motorcycle ride. Took a turn too fast, laid the bike down in a cornfield. Walked away without a scratch, but the nickname stuck."

As the coffee brewed and the tacos warmed, more riders shared about themselves. Candy was a high school math teacher, Mike a physical therapist, Patricia a nurse, Luis a construction supervisor. Each one had a regular job, a normal life, united by their love of riding and their commitment to their club's charitable work.

Dawn hovered near the male riders, laughing too loudly at their jokes, finding excuses to touch arms and shoulders as she served coffee and water. Jackie noticed Candy watching with an expression that had gone from polite to coolly assessing. Several of the other riders seemed uncomfortable, their body language becoming more closed as Dawn worked the room.

"Charlie Joe used to serve us himself sometimes," Candy said, her voice carrying a subtle edge as she addressed Jackie directly, pointedly not including Dawn in the conversation. "He'd come out from the kitchen, ask about our rides, tell stories about the old days. He was good people."

"He was," Jovie agreed, joining the conversation with easy familiarity. "And these ladies are carrying on his tradition."

Tank's expression grew solemn for a moment. "Charlie Joe was good people. When my VA benefits got tangled up in bureaucracy and I needed help with medical bills, he connected me with a lawyer who sorted it out pro bono. Never asked for anything in return except that I pass it forward when I could."

"That sounds like him," Lauren said softly.

Dawn appeared at Tank's side again. "That's such a touching story. You must have been so grateful to have someone like him in your corner. It's important to have people who care about you, isn't it?"

Tank's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "Yes, ma'am. It is."

The front door chimed again, and Tom Whitfield came in, his boots dusty from ranch work. His weathered face broke into a genuine smile when he spotted the Iron Wolves.

"Candy!" he called out warmly. "Tank. Good to see you folks made it in. Didn't expect you until tomorrow."

"Tom!" Candy stood and crossed the room to greet him with a quick hug. "We're a day early, wanted to beat the crowds. How's Blue doing? Still working those cattle like a champion?"

"Best dog I've ever had," Tom said with obvious pride. "You're still planning to bring the club by for the demonstrations, right?"

"Wouldn't miss it," Tank said, standing to shake Tom's hand. Their greeting had the ease of old friends, people who'd been crossing paths at rallies for years. "Last time we watched, half the club went home wanting cattle dogs of their own."

"Ms. Chavez has been coming to the rally for, what, sixteen years now?" Tom asked.

"Seventeen," Candy corrected with a laugh. "Since I joined the Iron Wolves. You've been in Prairie Rose how long?"

"Going on twenty-three years," Tom replied. "Moved here right after I left the service. Best decision I ever made."

"You're that rancher with the cattle dog demonstrations, aren't you?" Crash asked. "Heard about those. Planning to stop by this weekend if we get a break from the rally."

"Blue and I will be doing demos Saturday and Sunday afternoon, weather permitting. You're all welcome anytime."

He glanced at Jackie and gestured toward the kitchen with a slight tilt of his head. "Got a minute?"

Jackie excused herself and followed Tom to the quieter area near the prep station, out of earshot of the dining room.

"Just wanted to let you know I finished testing the security cameras," Tom said, his voice low. "Got full coverage of the parking lot now, front and back. Motion-activated recording, night vision, the works. With three thousand people coming through, better to be prepared."

"Thank you, Tom," Jackie said, genuinely grateful. "That gives me peace of mind."

Tom nodded, satisfied, then glanced toward the dining room where Dawn's laugh rang out, too bright and too loud. His expression flickered with something that might have been concern, but he said nothing. He headed back out, stopping to chat more with the Iron Wolves about the upcoming demonstrations.

The easy interaction between Tom and the bikers eased something in Jackie's chest that she hadn't realized was tense. If Tom, with his doomsday-prepper caution and protective instincts, was comfortable with the Iron Wolves, then maybe her concerns about the rally really were unfounded.

Her concerns about her mother, however, were growing by the minute.

By eleven o'clock, when the restaurant officially opened for lunch service, Charlie Joe's BBQ Shack already had a solid group of customers. The Iron Wolves settled in at various tables, ordering pulled pork sandwiches and brisket plates, ribs and sides, their appreciation for the food evident in their reactions and generous compliments.

Dawn continued to hover around the male riders, particularly Tank and Crash, finding excuses to check on their drinks or ask about their meal. Jackie watched Candy's expression grow cooler with each interaction.

More riders arrived throughout the lunch hour, drawn by the combination of early opening and the reputation of Charlie Joe's BBQ Shack. Each group brought their own stories, their own road names, their own jokes and camaraderie. Jackie found herself fascinated by the diversity: veterans and teachers, blue-collar workers and small business owners, young riders earning their patches and gray-haired riders who'd been part of their clubs for decades.

What struck her most was the respect, at least among the riders themselves. The way different clubs acknowledged each other with nods and brief greetings despite wearing different colors. The way experienced riders mentored newer ones. The way everyone pitched in to bus their own tables without being asked.

The generous tips they left made Jackie wonder if they were compensating for Dawn's behavior, which had only intensified as the lunch rush picked up.

By mid-afternoon, during a brief lull, Lauren pulled Jackie into the office and closed the door.

"We need to talk about Mom," Lauren said quietly.

"I know," Jackie replied. "I saw it too."

"The touching, the flirting, the way she's hovering around every man who walks through that door." Lauren ran her hand through her hair, frustrated. "It's inappropriate. We're running a business, not a singles bar."

"She's been doing so well for the past three months," Jackie said. "I thought we'd really turned a corner this time."

"Maybe we have, in some ways. But old habits die hard." Lauren glanced toward the door. "Did you see Candy's face? She looked ready to say something. And Tank kept trying to move away from her."

"What do we do?" Jackie asked. "If we confront her now, in the middle of service, she'll make a scene."

"Tonight," Lauren decided. "After we close. We sit her down and talk to her about professional boundaries."

Jackie nodded, though her stomach twisted with anxiety. Confronting their mother never went well. But Lauren was right. This couldn't continue, not with three thousand more bikers arriving over the next five days.

They returned to the dining room to find Dawn laughing with a group of Iron Wolves members, her hand resting on one man's shoulder as she told some story. The man looked politely uncomfortable, and his companions were exchanging glances.

Before Jackie could intervene, her phone buzzed in her pocket. Pulling it out, she smiled at the screen despite her stress. "It's Melody. Video call."

She answered, and her niece's face appeared on the screen, her dorm room visible in the background. Rosie's chocolate brown head was resting on Melody's lap, and both looked content.

"Hello, Aunt Jackie," Melody said, her voice carrying its characteristic precise quality. "I was trying to reach Mom but her phone must be dead again."

Lauren leaned over to look at the screen, a sheepish expression crossing her face. "Guilty. You know me too well, sweetie. I forgot to plug it in last night."

"Predictable behavior pattern," Melody said, but her tone was affectionate. "I'm checking in on rally preparations. Are you ready for tomorrow's official opening?"

"We're as ready as we'll ever be," Lauren said, leaning closer to the screen. "How are your classes going?"

"Excellent. I received a ninety-seven on my last statistics exam." Melody adjusted her laptop camera slightly. "I've been monitoring your social media engagement and customer feedback from today's early arrivals. Seventeen of the twenty-eight bikers who posted about Charlie Joe's this morning specifically mentioned charitable activities. Statistical analysis suggests community service is integral to motorcycle club culture rather than ancillary."

"In other words, they walk the walk," Jovie called out from where she was restocking napkin dispensers, having overheard the conversation.

"Precisely," Melody confirmed.

"Charlie Joe always said the bikers who came to the rally were some of his favorite customers," Jovie added. "Respectful, generous, and they appreciate good food and honest hospitality."

"How is Grandmother Dawn performing under the increased service demands?" Melody asked.

Jackie glanced toward the dining room where Dawn was still working the Iron Wolves' tables, her behavior unchanged. "She's handling the volume," Jackie said carefully, choosing her words. "The pace hasn't overwhelmed her."

"That's positive data," Melody said. "The probability of sustained behavioral change increases when the individual experiences intrinsic rewards from the new behavior patterns."

Lauren leaned closer to the screen, her smile tight. "We miss you, honey. But we're glad you're doing so well at school."

"I miss you too," Melody replied, her expression softening slightly. "But Rosie and I are managing the transition effectively. We'll see you at Thanksgiving break. Please call if you need remote data analysis during the rally."

"We will," Jackie promised. "Take care of yourself, Mel."

"You as well. Good luck tomorrow." The screen went dark as Melody ended the call.

"She sounds happy," Lauren said quietly.

"She does," Jackie agreed. "Independence suits her."

They were both grateful that Melody was settled at college, away from the chaos that had consumed their lives over the past year. Ryan Beniot, Melody's father, was now serving his eighteen-month sentence in minimum security federal prison after testifying against the criminal organization that had nearly destroyed all their lives. His cooperation had helped bring down Walt Keller's network and Helen Alcott's operatives, earning him the reduced sentence. He'd be out before Melody graduated, assuming he continued to prove his redemption was genuine.

The rumble of more engines announced another arrival. This time it was a larger group, at least fifteen bikes rolling in formation. Their vests showed a different design, a sun rising over desert mountains with the words "Desert Riders MC."

"Here we go," Jovie said, watching through the window. "Desert Riders are from El Paso. Newer club, only been around about ten years, but they've grown fast. Aggressive expansion, if you know what I mean."

"What does that mean?" Jackie asked, picking up on something in Jovie's tone.

"Just that they're ambitious. Nothing wrong with that, but some of the older clubs think they're trying too hard to make a name for themselves. Creating territorial disputes where there don't need to be any." Jovie wiped her hands on her apron. "But their money's as good as anyone's, and Charlie Joe always said every club deserves respect until they prove otherwise."

Dawn caught sight of the new arrivals through the window and immediately checked her reflection in the stainless steel refrigerator, touching up her hair and adjusting her top again. Jackie felt her jaw tighten.

The Desert Riders filed in with a different energy than the Iron Wolves. They were flashier, their gear more expensive-looking, their bikes gleaming with custom chrome. The man at the front, who introduced himself as Johnny "Ghost" Romero, had the charisma of a natural leader and the confidence of someone who'd never questioned his right to walk into any room.

"Charlie Joe's BBQ Shack," he said, looking around with approval. "Been hearing about this place for years. Finally get to see what all the fuss is about."

"First time at the rally?" Lauren asked, bringing menus, her professional smile firmly in place.

"Third year for the club, first time stopping here," Ghost replied. His smile was charming but calculated, and Jackie's lawyer instincts stirred slightly. "We usually hit the place down in Johnson City, but heard you've got new ownership and new menu items. Figured we'd check it out."

"Well, we're glad you did," Dawn said, appearing beside Ghost with water glasses and her brightest smile. She set down the glasses with deliberate care, making sure to brush against Ghost's arm in the process. "Can I get you started with some drinks? Or maybe tell you about our specials? I'd be happy to give you the grand tour of what makes this place special."

Her voice had taken on a sultry quality that made Jackie want to sink through the floor. Ghost's eyes flickered with interest, though whether it was in Dawn or just amusement at her obvious flirtation, Jackie couldn't tell.

"Coffee would be great," Ghost said smoothly. "And we'll need some time to look at the menu."

"Of course," Dawn said, her hand lingering on the back of Ghost's chair. "You just take all the time you need. I'll be right here if you need anything. Anything at all."

From across the room, Jackie saw Candy's expression shift from cool to distinctly disapproving. Tank was watching too, his jaw set in a way that suggested he was filing this away for future consideration.

As the Desert Riders settled in and placed their orders, Jackie noticed the dynamics shifting in the room. The Iron Wolves were watching the new arrivals with expressions that weren't quite welcoming. Nothing overtly hostile, just a carefully neutral observation. The Desert Riders, for their part, seemed either oblivious or deliberately ignoring the scrutiny.

And Dawn floated between them all, particularly focused on Ghost and his more attractive club members, her behavior growing more brazen with each interaction.
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