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            Welcome to Cornelia’s

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cornelia’s is a place of respite and hope, love and friendship. It’s where you find the family you chose and the acceptance you need to figure out your next step—all in one corner bar in Austin.

        Grab a seat. You’re exactly where you need to be.

      

      

      
        
        —Ruby
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            First Impressions and Free Tacos

          

        

      

    

    
      There are exactly one hundred and forty-two restaurants in my Reviewed folder, and not a single one has scored above 3.5 stars.

      My editor says I’m too harsh. I say I’m maintaining standards in an industry that’s letting social media determine culinary excellence.

      I stare at the neon sign above Cornelia’s. It’s not trying too hard to be vintage, which paradoxically means it probably is vintage. My Notes app is already open:

      
        
        CORNELIA’S

      

      

      
        
          	
        Repurposed Craftsman-style residence.
      

      	
        Bar. No grill. Food truck option.
      

      	
        Exterior: Clean but not corporate.
      

      	
        Original signage? (Verify age.)
      

      	
        Attempts authentic Austin vibe—jury’s out on success rate.
      

      

      

      The line from the food truck parked alongside the building catches my attention. Through the pickup window, I can see that the prep station is pristine, the plating deliberately artistic. Each dish emerges like something from a Michelin-starred kitchen rather than a vehicle on wheels.

      A group of twenty-somethings bounce past me, collecting their orders. College kids? No, a bit older, I think. I make a note of their demographic as I eavesdrop.

      “No way! You got the last of the kimchi fries?”

      “And bulgogi tacos. James always sells out by ten.”

      “The gochujang dogs are worth the wait though…”

      I catch a fast glimpse of their food as they make their way inside. One of the guys stops to give me a look-over.

      Not me. My note-taking. Settle down, Ego. He’s judgy, not impressed.

      Under his scrutiny, I make a mental note instead of typing in: Food trucks are officially over when they start garnishing with micro-greens.

      But I’m not here for the truck. I’m here for the bar.

      My phone buzzes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Editor Demon [image: smiling face with horns]

      

      
        Don’t forget - need Austin locations list by Friday

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And Evie?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Try to find at least ONE place that doesn’t make you lose faith in humanity

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        [image: face with rolling eyes]

      

      

      

      

      

      I add another note before heading in:

      
        
          	
        Food truck (?!)—potential cultural appropriation issue?
      

      	
        Verify authenticity of fusion menu.
      

      	
        Line suggests hype > substance.
      

      

      

      I push up a sleeve of my cardigan—no, not that cardigan—check that my “All Too Well” pin that I forgot to take off is hidden under my less-than-sleek hair due to Austin humidity even in October (professional credibility to maintain), and reach for the door.

      That’s when I hear it. “Welcome to New York” drifting out as someone exits. The chalkboard next to the door says it’s Taylor Thursday Karaoke and Trivia Night. Because of course, it is.

      That explains why the twenty-somethings are wearing matching t-shirts with some Taylor Swift lyric I pretend not to recognize. (It’s from “Long Story Short”—I’m a critic, not dead inside.)

      There goes the genuine neighborhood bar atmosphere. Theme nights. Where authenticity goes to die, sparkly and overproduced.

      I should write this place off as another casualty of trying too hard and walk away.

      Instead, I pull the door open.

      Sometimes I hate being a Swiftie.

      Inside, I brace for cliché. But Cornelia’s skips every single one. No curated faux-vintage signs. No Pinterest-inspired Mason jar light fixtures. No trying-too-hard-to-be-Austin wall murals begging for Instagram selfies. Just…history.

      The kind you can’t buy.

      Mental note: Ask about original fixtures.

      Those blue velvet stage curtains have stories to tell.

      “Hey!” A woman with Reputation-era makeup waves from a table of four. “By yourself?”

      I pretend not to notice.

      “Come sit with us!” She’s already getting up. “I’m Dawn. We never let anyone do Taylor Thursday alone.”

      Saved by the apron. The server—Ruby, according to her name tag decorated with tiny music notes—has the kind of genuine smile I’ve learned to distrust in this industry. Nobody is that happy to see a stranger.

      “Welcome to Cornelia’s! First-timer?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “The way you’re scoping us out.” She gestures to my phone, Notes app visible. “Don’t worry, you’re not the only one documenting tonight.”

      She nods toward the Swifties Squad, the four people vibrating with group energy, phones out, matching t-shirts in different Eras Tour colors.

      Influencers. Perfect.

      “The Core Four,” Ruby says.

      I’m calculating my best excuse to bolt when someone walks past with their food truck order. The smell stops me cold. Sweet. Spicy. Smoky. And...

      “The bulgogi tacos are literally life-changing,” Ruby says, reading my expression like a menu.

      I glance back at the truck.

      Seoul Food, Y’all.

      My critic brain can’t stop making mental notes: Fusion concept. Cultural appropriation? TBD.

      Ruby pulls me back. “Bar or table? Old Joe’s great company if you’re flying solo.”

      The elderly gentleman at the end of the bar tips his bourbon in silent, nonthreatening greeting. Something about him reminds me of my favorite food writing professor—the one who taught me that the best stories come from the most unexpected places.

      Damn it.

      “Bar’s fine.”

      As Ruby leads me over, someone takes the small stage. The opening notes of “Mean” fill the space, and every person in the bar sings along.

      Including, I realize with horror, me.

      Old Joe shifts his glass slightly left, making space without being obvious about it. A true Austin gentleman.

      Behind him, the wall displays black and white photos in mismatched frames. Etta James, Janis Joplin, Willie Nelson before he was WILLIE NELSON.

      I settle on the bar stool and add another note: Research venue history.

      The bar itself is solid oak, worn smooth by thousands of elbows and countless stories. No manufactured distressing you see in corporate “authentic” bars. This is earned character, like the small stage with its deep blue velvet curtains, or the vintage microphone displayed in a shadow box near the sound booth.

      Speaking of sound...

      The young guy on stage is killing it with Taylor’s “Ready For It?” His sincerity and focus make it clear that he’s directing all those lyrics at a particular person who is looking embarrassed behind a huge colorful drink.

      He’s not half bad, helped along by DJ Carlos (name bedazzled on a sign made of glittery paper and love) who adjusts the levels like a symphony conductor.

      The equipment looks shockingly high-end for a neighborhood bar. Is this a musician’s testing ground? With theme nights?

      Ruby drops a cocktail menu in front of me.

      “Mac’s specialty drinks,” she says. “Each one named after a different⁠—”

      “Let me guess. Taylor Swift song?”

      “Actually, they’re named after Cornelia’s original cocktails from the ‘60s. Cornelia was the owner’s great-great-grandmother.” Ruby grins. “But now that you mention it...”

      
        
        MIDNIGHT RAIN

        Lavender gin, butterfly pea flower tea, lime, prosecco float

        (As purple as Jimi’s haze)

        “Storms aren’t meant to be weathered alone.” —Cornelia Torres, 1968

      

      

      Too on-theme. Too precious. Too Instagram.

      “The Midnight Rain is our most popular,” Ruby says, reading my mind again. “But personally, I recommend the Blue Hour. It was Cornelia’s signature in 1960.”

      
        
        BLUE HOUR

        Japanese whisky, blue curaçao, yuzu, star anise

        (Changes color like a mood ring)

        “It hits different after midnight.”—Cornelia Torres, 1960

      

      

      “The Blue Hour,” I say, trying to sound unimpressed. “Interesting choice for a bar in Texas.”

      Ruby just smiles that knowing smile again. “Mac updates the classics with modern spirits. But the recipes are all from Cornelia’s original bar book.”

      “Fine. The Blue Hour.”

      “You’re gonna want to try the tacos, too. Start with the bulgogi.”

      She knows. I’ve been clocked as a reviewer.

      I wave away the suggestion. My assignment doesn’t include food trucks.

      I try to give off Not here for a good time. Just doing my job vibes by putting my head down and—yes, you guessed it. I type:

      
        
          	
        Cocktail program shows unexpected sophistication.
      

      	
        Possible conflict between historical preservation and modern mixology trends.
      

      

      

      I’m about to add something about the decor when a paper boat of tacos lands beside my cocktail napkin.

      “For you,” a guy says, and his voice has that particular Austin drawl that manages to make the two words sound both casual and intimate.

      “I didn’t order⁠—”

      He has shaggy dark hair and the kind of stubble that walks the line between too busy to shave and carefully cultivated scruff.

      “First round’s on me,” he says, leaning against the bar.

      He’s wearing a light denim shirt over a band tee. The cuffs are frayed. The faded tour date? From before either of us was born. (I try to squelch my interest, but my dad met the lead singer once. Jersey band, of course.)

      Authentic vintage? Don’t know.

      Authentic Austin? Absolutely.

      “You look like you could use some food with that attitude.” He gives me a cocky half-smile.

      I arch an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “All that serious note-taking.” He nods at my phone. “Let me guess. Food blogger?”

      “I don’t do social media.” The words come out frostier than the Blue Hour I haven’t received yet.

      Our eyes lock just as the lyrics on stage hit the heartbreak bit. His irises are caramel ringed with espresso.

      “Ah. Traditional media snob.” His mouth twists. “What are you doing here? Got lost on your way to Bellavista de Jardin?”

      Touché.

      The enthusiastic but tone-deaf guy on the stage finally finishes killing Taylor’s song.

      I wish my drink was here. Instead, I straighten my cardigan. “Just documenting the experience.”

      “And what experience is that, exactly?”

      “The commodification of neighborhood bar culture through themed events and fusion food trends.”

      “Big words for someone who hasn’t tried the tacos yet.”

      “James!” Carlos calls from the sound booth. “You’re up!”

      The guy (James, apparently) slides the tacos closer to me.

      The presentation is…unexpected. Hand-pressed blue corn tortillas. Microgreens that actually make sense with the dish instead of being Instagram garnish. A sauce drizzle that shows genuine technique.

      “The trick,” he says, “is to eat them while they’re hot.”

      Then he’s gone, reappearing on the stage to polite applause and a few catcalls from the patrons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Blue Hours and Broken Barriers

          

        

      

    

    
      As Carlos is doing a bit of DJ patter while he fiddles with the lyrics monitor, I take a bite of taco.

      Here’s the thing about being a food critic: You learn to never let your first reaction show. You master the art of the thoughtful nod, the contemplative pause, the careful consideration.

      Which is why I’m monumentally unprepared for the completely unprofessional “Fork me!” that escapes after I take my first bite.

      Paired with the slightly nutty blue corn tortillas, the bulgogi is perfectly caramelized, the kimchi slaw adds exactly the right amount of tang, and the sauce…the sauce is…

      I swallow both the food and my pride.

      Fusion done right. Dammit.

      Professionalism, Evie.

      I type a note I can live with:

      
        
        SEOUL FOOD, Y’ALL

      

      

      
        
          	
        Fusion done with actual understanding of both cultures.
      

      	
        Verify chef’s background. (For journalistic integrity. NOT for curiosity.)
      

      

      

      “It’s…” I begin, still chewing on both the flavor and the moment.

      “Life-changing?” Ruby appears with water I didn’t ask for but desperately need. “Told you so.”

      “The Maillard reaction is textbook. And the sauce… This kind of emulsion stability shouldn’t even be possible in a mobile kitchen setting.” I stop, realizing I’m speaking pure food science geek instead of professional critic.

      Ruby slides me a napkin, then points to the stage. “Trust me, you’re gonna want to watch this,” she says before she leaves me on my own.

      To regain my objectivity, I add a note about karaoke being the death of legitimate music venues.

      Then James takes the mic. No lyrics screen, just

      
      
      
      
      
        
          	
        Vocal control-Excellent
      

      	
        Pitch-Perfect
      

      	
        Stage presence-Understated but effective
      

      

      

      
      
        
          	
        !!!!!!!!!
      

      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          	
        Classical French sauce structure
      

      	
        Perfect heat balance
      

      	
        Technical knife work on garnish
      

      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
        
          	
        Confidence
      

      	
        Crowd charisma
      

      	
        Good moves
      

      	
        Voice like perfectly aged whiskey over ice
      

      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
        
          	
        Possibly psychic
      

      	
        Verify employment history
      

      

      

      
      
      
      
        
          	
        Success possibly due to artificial scarcity—sells out nightly
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