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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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        Bar Rule: Kismet only works if you’re brave enough to actually pick up the microphone.

        Zoe, Regular in Residence
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Sequins and Serendipity

          

        

      

    

    
      Pro tip: When your daughters text you pics or it didn’t happen, they probably don’t mean a selfie of you hiding in your car outside a Taylor Swift-themed bar. But here we are.

      Taylor, if you’re listening, I could use some of that “Fearless” energy right about now.

      I park my car in Cornelia’s lot, feeling incredibly lucky to get a spot that is actually near the bar.

      Getting out of the house isn’t nearly as fun as my girls tried to convince me it would be.

      Remembering my lecture on positivity, I put a big happy spin on this whole experiment as I group text my girls.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        If I didn’t already love Cornelia’s for their Taylor Swift-themed Thursday nights of karaoke and trivia, I would give them my everlasting devotion for their ample parking.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MELODY [image: musical notes]

      

      
        [image: red heart] I am so proud of you! [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JASMINE [image: robot]

      

      
        Proof of life pic

      

      

      

      

      

      I do as commanded, then check it to make sure I include the little sign over their parking lot entrance that says, “Hola! Welcome to Cornelia’s.”

      OMG! I look like a walking, talking Midnights album cover. And not in a cute, casual, I threw this on kind of way. No, I'm full-on I raided Taylor's wardrobe trailer levels of overdressed.

      The black sequined minidress hugs every curve I didn't even know I had. Its spaghetti straps barely containing what little cleavage I can muster. The fabric shimmers with constellations, clouds, and a giant crescent moon that's basically winking at my left hip. It's the kind of dress that screams, I'm here to party like it's 1989!

      Meanwhile, I just want to crawl back into my little Prius and hide until the next album drop.

      
        
          
            
              
        JASMINE [image: robot]

      

      
        Zoe-bear's first night out! [image: party popper] Don't forget to shake it off if U R feeling nervous!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MELODY [image: musical notes]

      

      
        Looking good, Zoe-bear! A little more mascara next time. Or false lashes. You’ve got to practice to get them right.

      

      

      

      

      

      The dress is a Mother’s Day gift from Melody. It’s the first time I’ve worn it, even though it’s now September. She bought it on sale, so it couldn’t be returned. Not that I would have returned it. Every gift my girls have given me has been a gift from their hearts to mine.

      But, this dress⁠—

      I had thought it was a gift given to me so Melody could borrow it. But she never had.

      I even suggested she should take it with her to TSU when she packed two weeks ago.

      “It’s for Taylor-related emergencies,” she had insisted.

      I guess this counts.

      I tug at the hem, praying it'll magically grow a few inches. No such luck. At least if I trip, I'll go down in a blaze of glittery glory. Maybe I can convince everyone it's performance art—an interpretive dance to “Anti-Hero.”

      Breathe, Zoe. You've got this. Just channel your inner Fearless (and this time I mean the whole damn album) and stride in like you own the place. Or better yet, like you're about to organize the seating charts. Now that's a superpower I can get behind.

      In I go.

      As I push open the door, I'm enveloped by the warm glow of string lights and the soft hum of excitement. The converted old house-turned-bar exudes pure Austin charm. To my left, a small stage is set up for karaoke, while straight ahead, the bar gleams invitingly.

      Everywhere I look, there are nods to Taylor Swift—lyric quotes on chalkboards, guitar picks scattered on tables, and—is that a Swift cardigan draped over the back of a chair? The air is thick with the scent of craft beer and food truck tacos, a perfect blend of Austin’s culinary soul.

      How can my stomach growl from hunger and clench from nerves at the same time?

      “Zoe! You came!” Dawn’s squeal. I could recognize it in a sold-out auditorium.

      I look around as I thread through tables and chairs. Jeans and t-shirts.

      I am so overdressed.

      Was that a snicker from the group of college kids I just passed?

      Finally, I get to Dawn’s table where she has saved me a seat.

      “Hey, Squad, I want you to meet my friend, Zoe. She's the guidance counselor at the middle school.” Dawn flourishes her hands at me like she's a Price Is Right showcase model and I'm a new refrigerator.

      “Hello,” they all say. They talk over each other as they each tell me their names. Figuring out who is who is even more difficult when they’re all wearing matching “We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together” t-shirts. I should have brought sticky-backed name tags.

      As soon as I get seated (and feel my dress rise up to barely cover my assets), a server swoops over.

      She notices me eyeing the drink menu and sidesteps toward me.

      “First time at Taylor Thursday?” she asks, her apron pockets bulging with what I can only assume are hair clips and friendship bracelet supplies.

      “Is it that obvious?” I laugh nervously, fiddling with the star-shaped charm on my necklace.

      “Only to the trained eye.” She winks. Ruby, her name tag says. “Could I see some ID, please?”

      I blink. “I just had my 30th birthday.”

      Still, I dig in my purse, feeling a little bubble of happiness that she asked as I hand it over.

      She studies it and nods. “What’ll you have?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “I’ll get their orders first,” she gestures at Dawn and friends, “so you’ll have time to decide.”

      I tuck my license back into my bag, thinking I need to text the girls about getting carded. They’ll have a good laugh over it.

      Most people peg me as older instead of younger than my age.

      But raising two daughters only twelve years younger than me confuses everyone I meet, even me, sometimes.

      Fostering two teens will make anyone mature more quickly than the average bear! But I wouldn’t change my decision at all, even with all the adjusting we all had to do that first year.

      Now, with both of them off to college for the first time, I know how much of my life they have filled. Empty nest syndrome is no joke, y’all.

      Which is why Dawn insisted I meet her at her regular Thursday night haunt.

      Ruby is taking drink orders as I muse about my life. I haven’t even glanced at the drink menu when she asks, “Ready for it?”

      “I-uh…”

      “If I could suggest⁠—”

      Dawn breaks in. “Suggest away!” Then to me, “Ruby always knows the right drink for the right person in every situation.”

      Ruby gives Dawn a wink, then raises her eyebrow at me.

      “By all means,” I say. “Suggest away.”

      “I think,”—Ruby squints at me—“Wildest Dreams for you.”

      I tilt my head, remembering the rules I had promised my girls I’d use tonight. Don’t say no, unless it is against your principles or could do you harm.

      At my hesitation, Ruby expounds. “Bourbon, peach liqueur, lemon juice, honey syrup, topped with a rosemary sprig. You’ll love it.”

      As Ruby describes the drink, my phone buzzes with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        MELODY [image: musical notes]

      

      
        Zoe-bear! Did you try a fancy drink yet? Remember, you're contractually obligated as our cool mom to have FUN tonight! [image: party popper][image: tropical drink]

      

      

      

      

      

      I can't help but smile. Even miles away at college, those girls are still looking out for me.

      “You know what? I'll take that Wildest Dreams,” I tell Ruby, feeling a little bolder.

      As Ruby turns toward the bar, I notice a guy walk in looking like he took a wrong turn on his way to a Silicon Valley board meeting. Heavy-framed glasses, pressed khakis, a light blue and white pinstriped button-down, and gleaming leather loafers—he's about as out of place as I feel in my sparkly minidress. Our eyes meet for a brief moment, and I quickly look away, my cheeks warming. At least I'm not the only one who didn't get the casual memo.

      He’s not my type and this isn’t why I’m here.

      
        
          
            
              
        JASMINE [image: robot]

      

      
        Remember! Positivity! And pics of your drink!

      

      

      

      

      

      Is there any moment more surreal than realizing you've sent this same message to your kid for the last five years (not the part about drink pics) to keep her attitude up, and now she's using what she learned from you, on you?

      I sneak another peek at the geek at the bar.

      I am so busted because he’s looking right back at me.

      Coincidentally, the DJ spins “I Knew You Were Trouble.”

      But I don’t believe in kismet. Not much, anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Tacos and Tumbles

          

        

      

    

    
      “All right, Squad,” Dawn says, clapping her hands together. “Let's hit up James’s taco truck before karaoke starts. I’m starving!”

      Outside, the string lights cast a soft glow over the patio. The smell of sizzling meat and spices wafts from the food truck, making my stomach growl.

      The truck is called Seoul Food, Y’all. Cute.

      While we’re shuffling up for our turn to order, Dawn says, “You look snazzy tonight.”

      “Snazzy?” One of those words that could mean a lot of things.

      “Like a rock star,” she clarifies.

      I snort. “More like what happens when you cross a rock star with a disco ball. I took some—enthusiastic—advice.”

      “Melody?”

      “Yup.”

      “You know, she could carry it off.”

      “That girl could wear a rodeo barrel and make it work for her.”

      “Just own it, woman.”

      Dawn’s admonition does make me stand a little straighter and pull my shoulders back.

      I’m almost to the window, still debating between the bulgogi tacos and the gochu-dog, when I notice the button-down guy join the end of the line. The way he stands, hands in pockets, kind of staring up at the twinkle lights, then down at his phone, then surveying the crowd without really looking at anyone tells me he’s alone.

      How do I know? Takes one to know one, right?

      But tonight, I have Dawn and friends. The Core Four, one of them told me they were called.

      Still, I totally sympathize for the guy. I’ve been there, done that too many times.

      I’m thinking in cliches. It happens when I get nervous. If I were to open my mouth, I’d actually be spouting them out to everyone and sundry.

      And sundry?

      OMG, I’m even thinking in old-timey clichés.

      A watched pot never boils pops into my head.

      But Jasmine proved that one wrong years ago.

      I miss my girls.

      “Ma’am?” The person at the counter calls to me. By his tone, I can tell it’s not the first time. “Are you ready to order?”

      “Oh, sorry!” Crap, I still don’t know what I want to eat.

      The body language of the folks behind me is telling me I need to order now.

      “Ah, bulgogi taco, the gochu-dog and the kimchi fries, and—uh—” I point to the thing I can’t pronounce.

      He rings it up and I step to the side to wait with the Core Four.

      “Mmm.” Kaylee frowns and then tells Miguel, “I vote for ‘You Need to Calm Down’.”

      “Why not ‘The Archer’?” Miguel asks her.

      I realize I haven’t been listening, so I do a quick rerun on what they just said. They must be discussing favorite Taylor songs off the Lover album. This, I can do.

      “What about you, Zoe?”

      “I really like ‘You Need to Calm Down,’ but I don’t think ‘Cruel Summer’ gets played often enough.”

      “‘Cruel Summer,’ hunh?” Xavier studies me. “That requires quite a range.”

      “Yes. It’s a real woman’s song,” I quip.

      “That it is,” he agrees with me.

      Then we start getting called up with our orders.

      Dawn, then Kaylee. Next Xavier. Then Miguel.

      Then, someone who’s not me. And someone else who’s not me. And someone else who’s not me.

      I’m starting to wonder, when that guy I can’t stop looking at comes to stand next to me.

      Is he coming over to talk to me? What do I say?

      I didn’t think to ask the girls what I should say when⁠—

      Wait! I’m a guidance counselor. I tell preteens what to say all the time. Surely, I can figure out how to say hello.

      I take a breath. “Hello.”

      He jumps like I just poked him in the ribs. “Oh, uh, hi!!”

      “Come here often?” Cliché. That’s okay. Just roll with it.

      “No. First time.” His eyes skitter toward me then away again.

      I have the urge to touch my mouth, to see if I’ve got something in my teeth, to⁠—

      “Uh—” he points, “—you’re about to lose an earring.”

      “Oh…” Flustered, I reach and finish the job. It falls to the ground.

      “Oh,” I say again because I can’t use my words. I don’t have any!

      He bends down and picks it up for me.

      “Thanks.” My fingertips brush his open palm. And—OMG! I get a shiver! And butterflies in my stomach and stars
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