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Chapter One

 

The Australian Cattle Dog moved with the focused intensity of a natural-born athlete, his blue-speckled coat gleaming in the late afternoon Hill Country sun. Jackie Prescott watched from the new covered pavilion as Blue, Tom Whitfield's pride and joy, guided three sheep around a series of orange cones with the precision of a seasoned professional.

"Easy, Blue. That'll do," Tom called out, and the dog immediately dropped into a crouch, his intelligent eyes never leaving the small flock. A crowd of about thirty people, mostly families with children and a few tourists with cameras, applauded appreciatively from the tiered wooden bleachers they'd installed last month.

"How does he make it look so effortless?" asked a little girl in the front row, her voice carrying across the demonstration area.

Tom's weathered face broke into a genuine smile. "Well, darlin', Blue here's been working sheep and cattle since he was just a pup. It's what his breed was born to do. These dogs can cover twenty-five miles a day on a ranch, keeping livestock safe and where they need to be."

Jackie felt a warm sense of satisfaction watching the scene unfold. Six months ago, Tom Whitfield had been their biggest antagonist, sabotaging their business in a misguided attempt to protect them from danger.

Now he was drawing weekend crowds to their expanded restaurant grounds with educational demonstrations that perfectly complemented their mission of honoring Hill Country agricultural traditions.

The transformation hadn't happened overnight. It had taken weeks of careful conversations, shared meals, and mutual respect building before they all agreed to their partnership. But once he'd committed, he'd thrown himself into the project with the same intense focus he brought to everything else.

"The key to working with a herding dog," Tom continued, walking among the audience as Blue maintained his vigilant watch over the sheep, "is understanding that you're not commanding the animal. You're communicating with a partner who's probably smarter than you are and definitely has better instincts."

"Is that why you don't raise your voice at him?" asked a teenage boy.

"Exactly right. Blue and I, we've developed our own language over the years. A whistle means one thing, a hand signal means another. Shouting just confuses the message and scares the livestock."

Jackie smiled, remembering how Tom's communication style had improved dramatically since they'd started working together. The man who used to express concern through cattle-based harassment now ran weekend workshops on sustainable ranching practices, told stories about four generations of Whitfield family history, and patiently answered questions from city kids who'd never seen a working dog in action.

After the demonstration, as the crowd dispersed and families headed toward the restaurant for early dinner, Melody approached the herding area with the careful, measured steps Jackie had learned to recognize when her niece was processing something new.

"Tom," Melody said, stopping at what appeared to be a precisely calculated distance from Blue, "I've been researching Australian Cattle Dogs since we scheduled the herding demonstrations. I wanted to understand proper interaction protocols for working dogs."

Tom's weathered face broke into a genuine smile. "Protocols?"

"Yes. I learned that working dogs require different interaction approaches than pet dogs. They have higher intelligence levels, stronger prey drives, and specific behavioral cues that shouldn't be disrupted." Melody consulted a small notebook she'd pulled from her pocket. "Australian Cattle Dogs specifically are bred for independence and problem-solving, with heightened spatial awareness and pack hierarchy sensitivity."

Blue had been lying in his resting position near Tom's feet, but as Melody spoke, the dog's ears pricked forward and he lifted his head, studying her with the same intense focus he'd shown with the sheep.

"He's listening to you," Tom observed with interest.

"I also researched proper greeting behavior," Melody continued, still maintaining her careful distance. "I should avoid direct eye contact initially, let him approach me rather than approaching him, and keep my voice calm and steady. Working dogs respond better to confident, predictable behavior."

"You've done your homework," Tom said, clearly impressed. "Most people just want to rush up and pet him without thinking about what that means to a dog who's trained to read intentions and protect his territory."

Blue rose to his feet, not in an aggressive stance but with alert curiosity, his intelligent eyes fixed on Melody. After a moment of what looked like assessment, he took two deliberate steps toward her, then sat and tilted his head in a distinctly questioning gesture.

"He's asking permission," Tom said quietly. "I've never seen him do that with a stranger before."

Melody's systematic preparation hadn't accounted for this possibility. "Permission for what?"

"To get to know you. Blue's got good instincts about people. He can sense when someone's... different. Not in a bad way," Tom added quickly, "but different in ways that matter to him."

Melody looked down at Blue, who was now sitting perfectly still about four feet away, his posture patient and respectful. "May I try the greeting protocol I researched?"

"Go ahead. But I think you can trust your instincts more than your research with this one."

Melody slowly lowered herself to a crouch, making herself less imposing while keeping her movements deliberate and predictable. She extended one hand, palm down, and waited.

Blue approached with careful steps, his body language completely non-threatening. He sniffed her hand briefly, then, in a gesture that surprised everyone watching, he gently pressed his head against her palm and sighed a deep, contented sound.

"Well, I'll be," Tom murmured. "He's never done that before. Blue's polite with visitors, but he doesn't usually seek out physical contact with people he's just met."

Melody felt an unexpected warmth spread through her chest as Blue settled beside her, close enough that she could feel his calm breathing. "Why do you think he's responding to me this way?"

"Working dogs are bred to read everything including body language, energy, and intentions. They pick up on things most people miss." Tom settled on a nearby hay bale, watching the interaction with fascination. "Blue can probably sense that you process the world differently. Some animals are drawn to that kind of unique awareness."

"You mean my autism?"

"I mean the way you see details other people miss, the way you think through problems systematically, the way you're calm and deliberate in your movements. Those are exactly the qualities Blue respects in his work."

Melody found herself gently stroking Blue's head, surprised by how soothing the repetitive motion felt. "He's remarkably calm for a high-energy breed."

"He knows when to be intense and when to be still. Right now, he's decided his job is to be still with you." Tom's voice carried genuine warmth. "You've got a gift with him, Melody. Not everyone can earn a working dog's respect that quickly."

Jackie watched from the pavilion as her niece and Blue settled into comfortable companionship, Melody's usual tension visibly easing as the dog pressed against her side. It was the most relaxed she'd seen Melody with any new situation in months.

"Tom," Melody said after several minutes of quiet companionship, "would it be appropriate for me to spend time with Blue during his rest periods? I think I'd like to learn more about his training methods and behavioral patterns."

"I think Blue would like that very much," Tom replied. "And I'd enjoy having someone around who appreciates the science behind what he does. Most people just see the show, but you understand there's real intelligence and methodology involved."

Melody said goodbye so Tom could get ready for his next demonstration.

"Aunt Jackie?" Melody called out. "We need to make a decision about the competition invitation. The registration deadline is tomorrow."

Jackie watched as Melody walked over to the picnic table she had been previously sitting at, grabbing a thick envelope and wearing the expression she got when she was working through complex logistics in her head.

At twenty-two, Melody had grown more confident over the past six months, though she still preferred to approach new situations with careful analysis and detailed planning, just like she had with the dog. It was everything in her life that was approached that way.

"Let's find your mom and talk it through," Jackie suggested, though she was pretty sure she already knew what Lauren's answer would be. Her sister had been practically vibrating with excitement ever since the invitation arrived three days ago.

They found Lauren in the main restaurant, wiping down tables after the lunch rush while humming something that sounded suspiciously upbeat. Clearly she was thinking about Sheriff Ray Martinez.

The pair had been on several dates over the past six months. Not as many as either would like, but it was all they could manage given her restaurant duties and Ray’s duties as sheriff.

The dining room had been expanded twice since they'd inherited the place, but it still maintained the warm, welcoming atmosphere that Uncle Charlie Joe had created. Photographs of customers and community events covered the walls, and the smell of hickory smoke drifted in from the outdoor kitchen where Jovie was tending the afternoon brisket. There were the originals from Charlie Joe, but now a bunch of the new owners and changes were showcased.

"So," Jackie said, settling at their usual corner table, "are we really going to enter a barbecue competition?"

Lauren's face lit up like Christmas morning. "The Fourth Annual Hill Country Barbecue Championship! Right here in Prairie Rose! We'd be crazy not to enter."

The invitation had come through the mail a month or so ago, and they had yet to make a decision. With the deadline looming they had to decide once and for all.

"We'd be crazy to enter," Jackie countered, though without real heat. "We're restaurant cooks, not competition pitmasters. There's a huge difference."

"Jovie competed in barbecue contests for fifteen years," Lauren pointed out. "She's offered to coach us. And think about the exposure with the food bloggers, regional media, potential customers from all over Texas."

Melody opened the envelope and spread the registration materials across the table. "The competition categories are brisket, ribs, pulled pork, and chicken. Entry fee is three hundred dollars per team, with a first prize of ten thousand dollars and a trophy."

"Ten thousand dollars?" Jackie raised an eyebrow.

"Plus, regional recognition and possible sponsorship opportunities," Lauren added quickly. "Some of these pitmasters have turned competition wins into restaurant chains, TV shows, product lines."

"Though I doubt Wade Brooks will be happy to see us competing," Lauren added with a slight frown. "He stopped by last week asking pointed questions about our entry plans."

"Wade Brooks?" Jackie asked.

"Owns Brooks' Barbecue Barn over in Cedar Hill," Jovie explained, joining their conversation. "He and Charlie Joe had a rivalry going back twenty years. Wade's never gotten over the fact that Charlie Joe's place became the regional destination while his stayed local."

"What kind of questions was he asking?" Melody wanted to know.

"Whether we had 'proper experience' for competition level barbecue, if we understood the 'commitment required,' that sort of thing. But his tone suggested he hoped we'd decide not to compete."

Jackie studied the registration forms, noting the long list of rules, regulations, and equipment requirements. "This isn't just cooking, Lauren. It's a highly structured competition with specific protocols, time limits, and presentation requirements. Are we really equipped for that level of pressure?"

"We handle pressure every Sunday when we serve two hundred people for community dinner," Lauren said. "We've catered events for three hundred. We know how to cook good barbecue under time constraints."

"Restaurant service is different from competition judging," Jackie pointed out. "Our customers know us. They're rooting for us to succeed. Competition judges are looking for technical perfection and consistency."

"The competition judging uses a standardized scoring system," Melody said, reading from the regulations. "Appearance, taste, and tenderness, each scored from six to nine points. Teams are judged blindly. Judges don't know which entry belongs to which competitor."

"Which means our reputation won't help or hurt us," Lauren said. "It'll be purely about the quality of our barbecue."

Jackie looked around the restaurant they'd built together, thinking about how much their lives had changed in less than a year. The three of them were still living above the restaurant and it worked perfectly for them.

Her divorce from Richard was final, her law practice was officially closed, and for the first time in decades, she woke up each morning excited about the day ahead.

But competition barbecue felt like a different world entirely, with risks they hadn't fully considered.

"What does Jovie think about our chances?" Jackie asked.

"She thinks we have excellent fundamentals but need intensive coaching on competition-specific techniques," Melody replied. "She's already created a training schedule that would prepare us for the event."

The front door chimed, and Maria Santos entered carrying a tray of what looked like cookies. "Afternoon, ladies. My grandmother's praline cookies for the weekend dessert special." She paused, noticing the spread of competition materials. "Y'all thinking about entering the championship?"

"We're discussing it," Jackie said diplomatically.

"You should do it," Maria said immediately. "This town's been needing something to put us on the map besides that old murder business. A local team in the barbecue championship would be perfect."

"See?" Lauren said triumphantly. "Even Maria thinks it's a good idea."

"Maria also thought it was a good idea when you decided to add venison burgers to the menu," Jackie reminded her.

"Hey, the venison burgers were popular," Lauren protested. "We sold out every weekend until hunting season ended."

Through the window, Jackie could see Tom's second demonstration wrapping up. Blue was guiding the sheep back to their temporary pen while children asked if they could pet him and parents took final photos. The scene embodied everything they'd worked to create. A place where tradition and community intersected, where people could learn something new while enjoying excellent food.

Maybe the competition could be part of that mission.

"Alright," Jackie said finally. "Let's talk to Jovie. If she thinks we can be competitive, and if she's willing to coach us properly, we'll give it a shot."

"Really?" Lauren's eyes sparkled with excitement.

"Really. But," Jackie held up a hand, "we do this right. Professional preparation, proper equipment, realistic expectations. This isn't just about having fun, it's about representing our restaurant and our community."

"And about learning new techniques that could improve our regular menu offerings," Melody added, ever practical.

"Plus, think about the stories we'll be able to tell," Lauren said. "Win or lose, this could be an amazing experience."

Jackie signed the registration forms before she could change her mind. "Okay, Jovie better know what she's getting us into."

As if summoned by her name, Jovie appeared from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron and looking pleased about something. "I just heard Tom telling his audience that we've got the best brisket in the Hill Country. Had at least six people ask about booking catering for their events."

"Speaking of brisket," Lauren said, "we just registered for the barbecue championship."

Jovie's face broke into a wide grin. "About time! I was starting to think y'all were all talk and no action. When do we start training?"

"Training?" Jackie asked.

"Honey, competition barbecue is like Olympic cooking. You don't just show up and wing it. We've got three weeks to get you ready to face some of the best pitmasters in Texas." Jovie pulled up a chair and cracked her knuckles. "Good thing I love a challenge."

As the afternoon sun slanted through the restaurant windows, Jackie felt the familiar thrill of embarking on something new and slightly terrifying. Six months ago, she'd been a burned-out divorce attorney with no family connections and no sense of purpose.

Now she was about to enter a barbecue competition with her sister and niece, coached by a woman who'd become like family.

Uncle Charlie Joe would probably be laughing his head off at the idea of his city-lawyer great-niece competing against professional pitmasters. But he'd also be proud that they were willing to take risks, to push themselves beyond their comfort zones in service of the community he'd loved.

"So, when do we meet our competition?" Jackie asked.

"Some of them will be scouting our restaurant over the next few weeks," Jovie said. "Word travels fast in the barbecue world. Once your registration becomes public, every serious competitor will want to taste what they're up against."

"They'll be eating here? Checking us out?" Lauren asked.

"Count on it. Competition pitmasters take their research seriously. They'll come in as regular customers, order everything on the menu, and take mental notes about our techniques, our seasoning, our presentation style."

Melody looked up from the competition rules she was still studying. "So, we'll be competing against people who have inside knowledge of our food?"

"Which is why we need to develop some new techniques that won't be on display in our regular menu," Jovie said with a gleam in her eye. "Secret weapons, if you will."

Jackie laughed. "Six months ago, I was defending white-collar criminals, and now I'm plotting secret barbecue strategies. My life has gotten so much weirder."

"Better weird than boring," Lauren said firmly.

As Tom's demonstration crowd began to disperse and the restaurant prepared for the evening rush, Jackie felt a deep contentment settle over her. This was her life now, unexpected, challenging, filled with people she cared about and work that mattered.

The competition would test them in new ways, but they'd face it together. And if Uncle Charlie Joe had taught them anything, it was that family could overcome just about any challenge when they stuck together.

Even if that challenge involved facing off against legendary pitmasters for a ten-thousand-dollar prize and regional bragging rights.

"Alright, coach," Jackie said to Jovie. "What's our first lesson?"


Chapter Two

 

The next morning arrived with the kind of cool breezy April air that made the Hill Country famous. Jackie went down to meet Jovie at her normal 5 am. But instead of her usual prep work, Jovie had transformed the outdoor kitchen into what looked like a military training ground for barbecue.

"Morning, soldier," Jovie said with a grin, gesturing to a table covered with notebooks, timers, thermometers, and what appeared to be a detailed schematic of a competition setup. "Ready to learn what real barbecue competition looks like?"

Jackie poured herself coffee from the pot Jovie had already started. She had a feeling she’d need this to get through the morning. "I thought I knew what real barbecue looked like. We serve it every day."

"Restaurant barbecue and competition barbecue are different animals," Jovie said, opening one of the notebooks. "Restaurant cooking is about consistency and volume. Competition cooking is about perfection in small batches. Every ounce of meat has to be flawless."

Lauren and Melody joined them, both looking more alert than anyone should at 5 AM. Melody carried her own notebook and had clearly been doing research.

"I found seventeen YouTube channels dedicated to competition barbecue," Melody announced. "Also, fourteen books, forty-three blog posts, and a statistical analysis of winning techniques from the past five years."

"Of course you did," Jackie said fondly. "What did you learn?"

"That we're about to enter a highly technical field with established masters who've been perfecting their craft for decades." Melody consulted her notes. "The margin of error for winning entries is typically less than half a point across all judging categories."

"Half a point?" Lauren asked. "That's like the difference between perfect and almost perfect?"

"Exactly," Jovie confirmed. "Which is why we're going to spend the next three weeks drilling every aspect of technique until you can execute flawlessly under pressure."

She opened her notebook to reveal pages of handwritten recipes, timing charts, and technique descriptions. "I competed seriously for fifteen years. That was before I got divorced and had a young child to support. Won regional championships in brisket and ribs, placed in the top ten at the state level three times."

Jackie looked at Jovie with new respect. "You never mentioned that."

"Charlie Joe knew. He hired me because he wanted someone who understood both restaurant cooking and competition level technique." Jovie's expression grew fond. "He said I was overqualified to work in a small town barbecue joint, but I told him I was exactly where I needed to be."

“That’s so nice of him. He knew talent,” Jackie said.

"So, what's our first lesson?" Lauren asked, rolling up her sleeves.

"Temperature control," Jovie said immediately. "Competition judges are looking for meat that's cooked to exact doneness. Not close, not good enough, but exact. That means understanding how different cuts respond to heat, how weather affects cooking times, and how to adjust for equipment variations."

She led them to the main smoker, which looked different than usual. Additional thermometers had been installed at various points, and a new digital monitoring system displayed temperatures from multiple locations within the cooking chamber.

"Restaurant smoking aims for a temperature range," Jovie explained. "Competition smoking aims for a specific temperature, maintained consistently throughout the cook. Watch this."

She made a small adjustment to the air vents, and Jackie watched the digital display shift from 247 degrees to 250 degrees exactly.

"Three-degree difference?" Lauren asked.

"Three degrees can mean the difference between meat that's tender and meat that's perfect," Jovie said. "And perfect is what wins competitions."

For the next hour, they practiced temperature control until Jackie felt confident she could maintain 250 degrees plus or minus one degree for extended periods. It was more challenging than she'd expected, requiring constant attention to wind direction, fuel management, and air flow.

"This is just the beginning," Jovie warned. "Tomorrow we'll work on seasoning techniques, then trimming, then presentation. By the end of three weeks, you'll be able to produce competition-quality barbecue in your sleep."

They were deep into a lesson on proper brisket trimming when a pickup truck pulled into the parking lot. Jackie looked up to see a tall man in his late sixties climbing out of the vehicle, moving with the easy confidence of someone comfortable in his own skin.

"That's Tex Morrison," Jovie said quietly, her voice carrying a note of respect that Jackie had rarely heard from her. "Legendary pitmaster, competition judge, and the closest thing our world has to royalty."

The man approaching them was impressive even at a distance with his silver hair under a well-worn cowboy hat, boots that had seen serious use, and the kind of presence that suggested he was used to commanding attention. As he got closer, Jackie noticed his resemblance to Tom Whitfield around the eyes and jawline.

"Morning, ladies," Tex Morrison said, his voice carrying a slight Texas drawl that seemed authentic rather than forced. "I'm Tex Morrison, one of the judges for the championship. Heard y'all registered yesterday, thought I'd stop by and introduce myself."

"Mr. Morrison," Jovie said, standing up straighter. "This is an honor. Jackie and Lauren Prescott, and Melody Beniot. They own the restaurant."

Tex shook hands with each of them, his grip firm but not overwhelming. "Please, call me Tex. And I hear Jovie Barber's coaching you. That's smart. She was one of the toughest competitors on the circuit back in her day."

"You know Jovie's work?" Jackie asked.

"Know it? I judged her entries at least a dozen times. She had a brisket technique that was pure poetry, and her ribs could make you weep with joy." Tex's expression grew respectful. "She's the reason I always tell young pitmasters that technical skill matters more than expensive equipment."

Jovie blushed slightly. "Tex Morrison taught half the champions in Texas, either directly or through people he mentored. If he says something about barbecue, you listen."

"Speaking of listening," Tex said, "mind if I try some of your regular menu? I like to get a sense of a team's baseline capabilities before the competition."

"Of course," Lauren said immediately. "What would you like to try?"

"Brisket sandwich, lean and fatty mixed, with your regular sides. And sweet tea if you've got it." Tex settled at one of the picnic tables under the oak tree. "Take your time. I'm not in a hurry."

As Lauren headed to the kitchen to prepare Tex's order, Jovie continued the training session, but Jackie noticed her movements were more precise, her explanations more detailed. Having a legend watching them practice had clearly raised the stakes.

"Melody," Tex called out, "you're taking notes pretty seriously there. Planning to compete, yourself?"

"I'm documenting the learning process," Melody replied without looking up from her notebook. "Optimal knowledge retention requires systematic recording of new information."

"Smart approach. Competition barbecue is about details, and the teams that keep the best records usually have the most consistent results." Tex leaned back in his chair. "So, I hear from my cousin that he does demos here on the weekends?"

"You mean Tom? He’s your cousin?" Jackie asked.

“Yep, Tom's a good man, just took him a while to figure out how to show it properly.” Tex chuckled. "Whitfield men have always been better with cattle than with people, but they're loyal once you earn their respect."

Lauren returned with Tex's order, setting it down with the kind of careful presentation they used for their regular customers. Tex took his time examining the brisket before tasting it, chewing thoughtfully and making small notes in a pocket notebook.

"This is excellent restaurant barbecue," he said finally. "Good smoke flavor, proper tenderness, well-balanced seasoning. You've got solid fundamentals."

"But?" Jackie asked, hearing the unspoken qualification.

"But restaurant barbecue and competition barbecue are different standards. This brisket would satisfy any customer and keep them coming back. Competition brisket has to be flawless in ways most customers would never notice." Tex took another bite, considering. "The good news is, you've got the foundation. The challenging news is you need to build about six more layers on top of that foundation."

"What kinds of layers?" Lauren asked.

"Perfect moisture content, precise texture, optimal fat rendering, exact seasoning balance, and presentation that looks like art." Tex finished his sandwich with obvious enjoyment. "Plus, you need to do all of that under time pressure, in front of crowds, with judges who've tasted the best barbecue in the world."

"Are we crazy for thinking we can compete?" Jackie asked directly.

Tex was quiet for a moment, studying each of them carefully. "Most folks who enter their first competition are crazy for thinking they can win. But competing? Learning? Testing yourselves against serious standards? That's not crazy at all."

He stood up, dropping money on the table, which was twice what the meal cost. "Besides, Jovie's coaching you, and she knows what it takes. Listen to her, practice obsessively, and don't worry about winning your first time out. Focus on not embarrassing yourselves, and you'll probably surprise everyone."

"Including ourselves?" Melody asked.

"Especially yourselves." Tex tipped his hat to them. "Looking forward to tasting your competition entries, ladies. And Jovie? It's good to see you back in the game, even as a coach."

After Tex drove away, the four women sat in contemplative silence.

"He seems nice," Lauren said finally.

"He's a legend," Jovie corrected. "Tex Morrison has forgotten more about barbecue than most people ever learn. If he thinks we have potential, that's significant."

"He also made it clear we're not ready yet," Jackie pointed out.

"Of course, we're not ready yet. That's why we have three weeks of intensive training ahead of us." Jovie stood up and clapped her hands together. "Break time's over. Let's get back to work."

As they resumed their temperature control practice, Jackie found herself thinking about Tex Morrison's assessment. Excellent restaurant barbecue, but not competition ready. It was an honest evaluation that neither crushed their confidence nor gave them false hope.

"Jovie," she said, adjusting the smoker vents with new precision, "when you were competing, how did you know you were ready?"

"When I stopped thinking about each step and started feeling the barbecue," Jovie replied. "When I could tell by the sound of the sizzle whether the heat was right, when I could judge doneness by the way the meat moved when I poked it, when seasoning became instinct instead of measurement."

"How long did that take?"

"About five years of serious competition." Jovie grinned at Jackie's expression. "Don't worry. We're not aiming for mastery in three weeks. We're aiming for competence. That's achievable."

As the morning progressed, Jackie began to understand the difference between cooking barbecue and competing with barbecue. Every detail mattered in ways she'd never considered. The thickness of the smoke ring, the consistency of the bark, the internal temperature measured to tenths of degrees rather than the nearest five degrees.

It was intimidating and exhilarating at the same time.

By lunch time, they had a training schedule that would consume most of their free time for the next three weeks. Practice sessions every morning before the restaurant opened, technique refinement during slow periods, and full competition run-throughs on their days off.

"Are we really going to be ready?" Lauren asked as they prepared for the lunch rush.

"We're going to be as ready as three weeks of intensive training can make us," Jackie replied. "Whether that's ready enough, we'll find out."

"The statistical probability of winning is low for first-time competitors," Melody observed. "But the learning opportunity value is significant regardless of placement."

As customers began arriving for lunch, Jackie noticed herself looking at each plate with new eyes, evaluating not just whether it looked good but whether it met the exacting standards Tex Morrison had described. It was going to be a long three weeks, but she was looking forward to the challenge.
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