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Praise for The Bridge Back to You


“Riss M. Neilson writes tender, vibrant, breath-stealing romance.”


—Emily Henry, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Great Big Beautiful Life


“Riss writes the emotionally rich and chest-achingly romantic stories of my dreams.”


—Tarah DeWitt, USA Today bestselling author of Left of Forever


“A tender story of second chances and new beginnings! The Bridge Back to You is a love letter to food, friendship, first love, forgiveness, and finding your home. Riss M. Neilson writes sexy, evocative, emotional prose with dimensional characters who feel like you can walk past them on the street. Full of nuance and layers of representation from multicultural families, single parenthood, and endometriosis, this love story has it all. You’ll be laughing, swooning, and tearing up until the last page. Perfect for fans of The Bear, Carmello and Olivia can ‘Yes, chef’ their way into any hearts!”


—Danica Nava, USA Today bestselling author of Love Is a War Song


“The Bridge Back to You is a delicious story about love, second chances, and the magic of a kitchen that feels like home. Riss M. Neilson’s newest novel made me hungry in every sense of the word.”


—Ali Rosen, bestselling author of Unlikely Story


“Lush, aching prose; relatable, tender characters; and chemistry that burns off the page—Riss writes the type of stories that epitomize why the world loves romance. Her characters grab you, hold you, and take up permanent residence in your heart, making it impossible to not feel hope.”


—Betty Corrello, author of 32 Days in May
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“Unabashedly swoony, angsty, and pining.”


—NPR


“A deep and sizzling slow burn.”


—The Boston Globe


“Dazzling, tender, and romantic, A Love Like the Sun is a beautiful story about taking risks, being brave, and letting the people who know us best love us fully. I adored this friends-to-lovers romance!”


—Carley Fortune, #1 New York Times bestselling author of One Golden Summer


“[A] poetic, sexy, and intimate portrait of falling in love. … Neilson’s prose is as warm and effortless as the love story that unfolded, and just as compelling. A stunning read.”


—Jessica Joyce, USA Today bestselling author of The Ex Vows
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Chapter 1


Olivia


Now


The cake is heart-shaped to mark an important day of my life, with intricate pink-frosted flowers I’ll never forget, and the words You’re Divorced Bitch written in bold red letters.


When I blow out the candles, a chorus of hollers and even a dramatic hallelujah rings through the kitchen. The music kicks up, a glass is shoved into my hand, and my friend Denise orders me to drink my first shot of tequila as a “meant to be free” woman.


I appreciate that she hasn’t said it too many times throughout the course of the celebration she surprised me with. Especially because everyone else here is more her friend than mine. A year ago, I told her I was going to marry Michael, and she cackled like it was a joke. Even my therapist said, “Olive, I’m afraid your ADHD is showing. If your friends wanted to jump off a bridge, would you jump with them?” To which I replied: “It would be my idea in the first place,” and she responded with: “Exactly.”


Needless to say, I jumped into marriage anyway. In hindsight, it could’ve been because I began receiving wedding invitations more frequently than birthday invites, but more importantly, I felt like there was something missing in my life: a partner I could live it with. And to be fair to myself, Michael was a great boyfriend for a solid six months. He was older than me, worked hard as a lawyer to match my drive, and said he loved that I traveled for work. He’d be busy, I’d be busy. What more could I ask for than someone who could fit so seamlessly into my lifestyle?


Unfortunately, after we eloped, he wasn’t the person I thought he was. Suddenly, he was pressuring me for kids he’d said he didn’t want and complaining about things he used to “admire” about me—like the number of stamps I was collecting on my passport and my “crazy” schedule. And sure, maybe I should’ve started working less so I could love on him a little more, but truthfully, somewhere down the line, I had a gut-wrenching realization that I never had the urge to come home to him after I was gone for a while. All this to say, I think we were pieces of entirely different puzzles, and whatever we were missing, we wouldn’t get it from each other.


So here I am, sliding in to sit beside Denise in the white limo she rented for this occasion. She decorated it with streamers and a Newly Divorced banner and made sure it was big enough to fit the seven of us. We have a full itinerary, but first on their list: a male strip club. Truth is, a man dancing in my face wearing a blue thong isn’t my idea of a good time, but I’m down to see if my mind might be changed today.


Except, my phone rings right as Denise holds the door of the strip club open for me, saying, “Time to see some thangs jiggle and wiggle.”


My belly drops. A breath gets caught in my throat. I stare at the name in the same kind of shock I’d feel if someone just said I made a bad cheesecake. “Oh,” I whisper.


Denise peers over at my screen, says, “Shit. Oh wow,” in her raspy voice.


“I know,” I say, and the other girls ask to get in on the know too.


“Don’t pick it up,” Denise demands. “Exes aren’t allowed in your atmosphere today.”


But after the fourth ring, I can feel my strength slipping. If I don’t pick up, this particular ex probably won’t answer my call tomorrow, and he might not ever call me again.


Curiosity consumes me, but there’s also something else there.


A pull in my chest that I’ve never been able to ignore when it comes to him.


Denise’s eyes widen when I place the phone to my ear.


I shift my attention to my shoes. “Hello?”


There’s silence for a second. Then a low voice that haunts my dreams. “Olivia?”


He asks like he’s not sure if he has the right number, and I remember that even though he hasn’t changed his, he’s never called my new one. “Carmello?” I say.


He sighs, short and soft, like he’s relieved he doesn’t have to look for me. Goose bumps break over my arms. It’s been a decade since I’ve heard his voice over the phone. Ten years since he’s sighed for me. Time has made his voice deeper, sleepier, but still distinctively his.


“You busy? Sounds like you’re at a party. I can call you back,” he says.


And suddenly on this fine Sunday, I’m the equivalent of the sweat-drop smile emoji, realizing the door to the strip club is still open, the speakers inside playing the song “My Neck, My Back” at the part about butt cracks. I take a step backward and can feel Denise’s gaze, accusatory and laser sharp as I turn and begin walking down the block.


When I find privacy, I say, “It’s not a party, it’s …” Then I pause, remembering I don’t need to explain myself to this man, to any man now that the judge signed a decree. Besides, I’m at a strip club at 3 p.m. on a Sunday sounds no better. “I can talk. What’s up?”


I can’t imagine why he’s calling. We broke up ten autumns ago while the leaves were starting to crisp so they would fall, but now the branches above my head are bare save for the buds beginning to grow. I lean against the skinny tree trunk, hoping it’ll support my weight while I calm my racing heart.


Carmello Rodriguez. Calling two days after my divorce was finalized.


Like some sick joke from the universe.


“How are you?” he says, and that muscle in my chest beats harder. Is he … missing me? The thought is laughable, another thing I can’t fathom, but I still think it before he exhales again. This one is from some deep place in his stomach, and it makes mine flip. “Actually, I don’t have time for small talk. I have to cook for dinner deliveries.”


I ignore the sting below my breastbone. Carmello is a chef like I am, so I get the rush, but not the irritation in his tone that he should have contained. “Why are you calling me, Carmello?” I ask, pushing off the tree to pace the pavement. My own irritation bubbling to the surface.


Maybe Denise was right about not letting ex-boyfriends ruin the day.


“My mom’s updated will was … discovered,” he says, voice suddenly flat and airtight. As if there’s not an emotion about her he wants to expose to me. His mom passed away from breast cancer six months ago. Someone posted the date for the funeral on their restaurant’s social media pages, and I remember panicking when I saw it days later. I was working for a client overseas and didn’t make it back to the States in time, but I couldn’t bring myself to call Carmello to say how sorry I was. And with each day that went by, it became harder to pick up the phone, not knowing how to explain why I didn’t call right away, not wanting to ask why he didn’t call me and knowing I’d ask anyway, ridiculous as those expectations may have been. He didn’t owe me anything, but when I first heard, I felt something sharp knowing Celia never told me her cancer had come back. We’d stayed in touch, even though I was no longer dating her son. The guilt of not being there, and the hurt of wondering if she didn’t want me to be, has haunted me every day since. And sometimes Carmello isn’t the only Rodriguez I hear when I dream at night.


I press my back into the tree again. I’m not sure where this conversation is going, but now’s my chance for me to use my voice to say: “I’m so sorry that I …”


“Olivia,” he cuts in, and I don’t blame him for not wanting my condolences. In the past, his mom was like family to me, and there’s no excuse for the bare minimum—I’d eventually decided on—of me sending a bouquet of her favorite flowers with a handwritten apology, detailing the first time she taught me something in the kitchen and how much it meant to me. I didn’t have his address, so I sent it to the restaurant with my new number scrawled at the bottom, telling myself if he wanted to talk to me, he’d call. I wondered for months if he’d read my note; now I assume it’s how he got my number. “You … you’re …” He pauses, struggling to get words out. Then: “You’re in the will.”


I’m surprised by what he says but distracted by how he says it. He clearly doesn’t want to be having this conversation, and I wonder why he didn’t just give my number to the executor.


Nothing Celia left me could be so important that he’d call me himself, I think.


But it is. It is. It is.


Because while I watch the group I’m with coming up the block, calling out about how sexy the strippers are, saying, “Get over here and get you a lap dance, girl,” my ex-boyfriend Carmello is telling me that his mother left her cherished restaurant to the both of us.


The world spins and the tree supporting me suddenly feels like a string. I struggle to keep steady while six women fast approach me. Denise is now wearing a necklace with little dicks strung around the beads, the balls swinging and bumping together against her brown skin.


I turn away from them and blow out a breath, count each heartbeat that pounds in my ear. “As in … she left it for you and me?” I whisper.


“Yes,” Carmello says. A dry laugh. His worst nightmare come true. An old dream of mine making my body tingle. “Apparently, we are the co-owners of my restaurant.”






Chapter 2


Carmello


Now


It’s been three days since I received a scheduled email from my dead mother. There was a one-line note inside that said: For Carmello, this isn’t a draft. Underneath was a pdf file of her last will and testament, signed with two witnesses, dated five months before her death, declaring a quarter of the restaurant go to Olivia Jones.


A prank. That’s what I thought this shit show was. In her lifetime, my mother Celia Rodriguez might have been better known by many for Celia’s Place. The Filipino American–inspired restaurant she opened as a single mom with a toddler. The one that was still thriving months before she passed away. The one that we were equal partners in. A legacy she said she was honored to leave to me. Entirely to me, she’d implied. Not 75 percent to me and 25 percent to Olivia, of all people.


But Celia was also known as a woman that liked to play tricks. Once she called to tell me the building had been broken into, then was mad at me for being mad at her for “a joke.” Her favorite holiday was Halloween. She’d dress as Michael Myers at the restaurant and scare children. She would be the person to type up a will, make it look official, and leave it somewhere for me to find in order to get a good laugh in the afterlife. But the will is legit. None of this is a joke.


Olivia Jones, who used to be my Olivia, a woman who became someone I don’t want to know, owns a piece of a place that should only belong to me.


I’m zoning out about things I’ve tried to forget, and don’t notice that I’m burning the ground beef in the pan until Paula walks into the kitchen at Celia’s and says, “Carmello, you’re burning the beef.”


“Shit,” I hiss, and make quick work to save the meat with a spatula.


Paula leans her hip against the stove. If anyone can tell I’ve hardly slept in forty-eight hours, it’s her. She looks paler than she usually does too. “Debra told me that table nine wants to know what’s taking so long,” she says, “and the fridge started leaking again in the back room.”


“Their order is almost ready, and I’ll put some towels down on the floor in front of the fridge for now,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. A complaining customer I can deal with, but one more malfunction or surprise this week might send me over the edge.


Paula’s worked at this restaurant as a baker and even the occasional waitress for twenty years, and she’s got the tone to prove it. I can tell she wants to talk shit about my temporary solution, but she bites her tongue. “Have you spoken to Olivia about signing her shares over?”


“I did,” I say, and my brain decides to relive the conversation from yesterday again. Olivia’s voice. Low and breathy, a bit huskier than when we were younger. Hearing her say my name that first time. And … that bullshit apology she tried to give me.


A short laugh slips from my mouth now as I’m reminded that my mother left a piece of her biggest accomplishment to someone who didn’t even attend her funeral.


I pull a fresh batch of lumpia from the pot, trying to keep my hands from trembling.


“What did she say?” Paula asks.


“She said she wouldn’t sign anything over to me. When I asked why the hell not, she said she was at a strip club and she’d call me back. Then, she never did.”


It’s Paula’s turn to laugh. “Well … isn’t that something.”


She only sounds a little surprised, and I’m sure it’s because she’s thinking what I’m thinking. Olivia Jones might have gotten older, but that doesn’t mean she has grown up.


I check my watch and blow out a breath. “I need to leave to get Teddy before my meeting. Most of the food is prepped. You sure you can handle everything while I’m gone?”


The longest lag time during a day at the restaurant is between lunch and dinner, which usually works out perfectly for me to pick my son up from school. But our line cook quit last week, and it’s made it harder on my sous-chef Steven. Paula’s usually done baking for the day by noon, so she offered to be an extra set of hands in the kitchen until I hire someone. But I worry about her being back here. With hot things. She’s more accident-prone than my six-year-old.


She takes the tongs from me and jumps to avoid the popping oil after adding more egg rolls to the frying pot. I flinch by proxy. “I’ll be fine,” she says. “Bring Teddy to see me after the appointment? I miss his little face. And don’t worry. Steven’s here to help me, if anything.”


When Steven grimaces and mutters something in Tagalog, I pray they don’t bump heads like they did last week. He’s plating pancit bihon, and the glistening noodles studded with brightly colored vegetables remind me that I haven’t had a chance to eat in hours. Not that I’ve had much of an appetite since that phone call with Olivia anyway. While I wash my hands, I try not to watch Paula at the stove, but she’s standing so close to it and memories make my chest tighten. She’s had random incidents involving fire while baking in the other kitchens.


“Can you at least roll down your sleeves?” I ask when the oil pops at her again.


“I never sued your mother for any accidents on the job, and I’ll never sue you either.”


“That inspires confidence,” I say, and she waves me away.


When I open the back seat door, Teddy smiles and my chest warms at the sight of his missing middle teeth, pointy canines cradling a gummy gap. “Come on, Sharp Tooth,” I say, smiling back. I wish I were bringing him to do something fun after school, but instead I’ll have to watch my energy in this meeting so it doesn’t make him anxious.


He grabs his iPad off the seat beside him and jumps out of the car, sticking the landing. My son’s not a man of many words. While other kids at his school are shoving one another off the playground slide and screaming at the top of their lungs, Teddy’s sitting on a swing playing games on his tablet. At four years old, he could count to one hundred but would only do it at home. At five, a therapist told me and his mother that his selective mutism is another indicator of early anxiety. He speaks to me a lot, but the best way to tell how he’s feeling is still by reading his expressions. The look on his face tells me he missed me, and it doesn’t matter where we go as long as we’re together. I reach for his small hand and realize how much I needed to see him today. How easily he calms my own racing heart when he gives my hand a little squeeze.


My watch lights up with a text from Rachael, a girl I’ve gone on a couple dates with, and I make a mental note to text her back when I can think straight.


As soon as we enter the lawyer’s office, Teddy lets go of my hand and runs over to his grandpa. My father is sitting in a chair with a straight back and an even straighter face, and I watch his frustration melt away when he stands to pick up his grandson. My throat thickens at the sight of them. Even though my parents separated when I was three years old, they stayed friends, so I never really felt like I was missing anything. It didn’t work out between me and Teddy’s mother, Daniela, but I had a good example of what healthy co-parenting can look like.


I can tell my father feels my mother’s absence when he kisses the top of Teddy’s head the way she used to.


It’s a different story once we’re in the meeting. Carlos Sanchez might be soft with his grandson, Teddy, but when his lawyer leads the conversation of options to “get rid of Olivia” with liquidating the restaurant, he can’t contain himself.


“Don’t play us with that bullshit, Greggor. My son has put blood, sweat, and tears into this restaurant. He’s already a partner. That girl worked there when she was a kid for three years. Tell me what the hell you’re going to do to make this whole thing go away.”


Greg adjusts the tie at his neck nervously and folds his hands together. My father was born in the Dominican Republic, and he worked hard in America for years until he officially became a citizen. Before he retired, he did something in big tech for corporate that I never could quite wrap my brain around, but I think it involved drilling into people to get what he wanted. When he insisted he come to this meeting, I didn’t fight him on it. I knew I needed someone like him in my corner, but I don’t think it’s making a difference today.


“Pa,” I say, nodding my head toward Teddy, whose headphones are turned all the way up, but he’s glancing from his game to my father with worry in his eyes.


My father mumbles an apology, then sits back in his chair, letting me lead the conversation. “If Olivia refuses to sign her shares to me,” I say, “can’t I contest the will?”


“You could,” Greg says. “But the only thing that might work in this case is proving that your mother wasn’t of sound mind. Because she updated it only months before she died, you could argue lack of capacity in court. But it could take years. It’ll be a grueling battle.”


“Celia was still sharp as a razor,” my father says, and I can hear the fondness in his voice. The admiration. He might be willing to fight this with me, but he wouldn’t want to dishonor my mother’s name like that. And neither do I.


“What else do you suggest?” I ask Greg.


“Buy Ms. Jones out.” He shrugs like it’s simple. “Olivia only has 25 percent of the shares. You have 75 percent. You’re already the majority shareholder. It will be a huge hit up front, but likely less than the legal fees for a battle in court you’d probably lose. It’s the best option, in my opinion.”


Two years ago, my mother made me an equal partner, giving me half of Celia’s Place. She did it in an elaborate way, surprising me with a party at the restaurant when I thought we were just meeting to go over the books. All of our family was there, our friends; Teddy was wearing a T-shirt with a photo of us from the very first time I brought him to the restaurant.


She said she was proud to call me her son.


My father exhales sharply, and I know his pulse is racing as fast as mine hearing this. The restaurant is doing well, but not well enough that I can buy Olivia out and avoid going into debt.


Greg’s secretary comes into the room and tells him there’s someone important on the phone. “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen,” he says, then leaves us alone.


My father finally meets my eyes across the table, leaning forward on his elbows. “Email her and set up a meeting to buy her out. I’ll help with whatever I can. Let’s get this over with.”


“I’m not sure she’d want the money,” I say, speaking from my gut. “She wasn’t like that.”


“You don’t have a clue who that girl is anymore,” he says.


Teddy taps my arm, shows me he won his race against Bowser. He’s been losing this specific race for the past week; the level is tough even for me to beat. I tell him he did a good job and ruffle his hair, and my father watches us for a moment before speaking again. “And Olivia doesn’t know who you are anymore either,” he says. “But I do. You’re your mother’s son. A fighter. She didn’t give up when she couldn’t get out of bed anymore; she used that last amount of fuel to put trust in you that you’d keep her legacy going. She told me that herself.” My chest swells. I swallow and meet his gaze. “We might never know why she did this. But I refuse to believe it was because she didn’t believe in you. Do whatever it takes to clean up this mess.”


The words hit on something sensitive. Why Olivia, I don’t know. But I have been wondering if my mom thought I wasn’t strong enough to carry it all myself.


Good enough to keep the customers coming back.


I nod, the backs of my eyes burning. “I’ll set up the meeting.”






Chapter 3


Olivia


Now


You’d think this man was using a butter knife the way he’s fighting for his life to carve our steak. It’s a shredded mess, and he’s grinning like he’s going to impress me. It’s our first date, so I might’ve been impressed had he asked me before he made the reservation. I could’ve told him I worked at this restaurant years ago, and I would’ve chosen somewhere else. Still, it might’ve been fine if he didn’t want to be “a gentleman and order for us.” I can’t tell if he doesn’t have the money for separate meals or if he thought sharing an eight-ounce would be sexy.


I’m starving, but when he lifts his fork into the air to offer me a bite, I shake my head and sip my wine, wishing away the bad taste in my mouth. Once he’s finished with our plate, he says, “You didn’t miss out on much. My mom makes better steak.”


“I bet she does,” I say with a small smile. When I told him I was a private chef, he said, “My mom cooks for people too. Yeah, she sells plates on Fridays,” in a way that felt like he was disregarding what I actually do. But had this date been on the right track, I might’ve said, “Let’s ditch this spot, and I’ll sit in the car while you pick up a plate of her food for us instead.”


He calls the waiter over and orders dessert while I text Denise under the table.


SOS. Call me and say you’re having an emergency. Get me out of here.


You’re so picky.


The way he sawed into the steak was giving serial killer. And he just ordered dessert for the both of us without asking what I wanted.


What did he order?


The cheesecake, girl.


At Bethola’s? Oh hell no. It’s the size of my pinky and tastes sour.


I can’t believe you told me to shave my pussy for this.


He’s sexy, so I was hoping that you’d finally get some tonight. You’re probably drier than a desert down there. I’ll call you in a few minutes.


When I click out of the conversation, I look up to see that he’s on his phone too. Smiling at a video. Denise was right; he is a good-looking man. Clean-shaven, knows what colors to wear to compliment his taupe skin. He seemed promising, especially after I had to report a stranger on Hinge who was demanding that I walk barefoot all day so he could suck my dirty toes. And to be fair to my date, I should’ve canceled to digest the big news. I’ve been on edge since I talked to Carmello yesterday. My therapist insisted I was being avoidant, and I can’t stand it when she’s right.


While waiting for Denise’s call, I down the rest of my drink in one tilt and scroll to Carmello’s text message from earlier. It’s jarring to see his name on my screen, and I haven’t been able to bring myself to open it, but my thumb hovers over it now.


“Excuse me,” someone says, and I jump slightly before staring up at the man who came to our table. He’s smiling in a shy, starstruck way that tells me where this is going. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but you’re Olivia Jones, right?” When I nod, he continues. “You probably don’t remember me. I was hired as a prep chef weeks before you left for a different restaurant. But you were a badass in the kitchen, and I learned so much from you in that short time. The boss man was absolutely crushed to lose you.”


My date makes a small, choked sound, and I wonder if our steak went down the wrong pipe. I stick my hand out, give the chef a strong shake and some compliments on the meal. He tells me he’s interested in becoming a private chef like I am now, and while the conversation is flowing, I can feel the burn of my date’s stare. The chef must feel it too because he glances toward my date and says, “I’m sorry if I’ve been rude. Just excited. But I’ll let you two get back to your evening. The meal is on us tonight.”


“It was truly not an interruption,” I say.


When he leaves, I finally meet my date’s eyes. For a moment, I think he might look intimidated, but then he smirks. “You didn’t say you were a big deal like that.” He’s now looking at me like I’m the dessert, and I don’t think I can wait for Denise to call. “We should’ve ordered more wine.”


I tilt my head and give him a sorry smile. “I’m sure they’d cover it if you want to stay and have another glass or two, but it’s time for me to get going.”


When I was twelve, my parents took a picture of me in front of the Welcome to Virginia sign and asked, What beauty do you think you’ll find in this state? I said jellyfish, thinking about our short-term rental by the beach. But asking me this was their way to keep me excited as we hopped from state to state. I’d already been in two elementary schools that year, and I wasn’t unhappy about it.


Two years prior, the house I had lived in since birth burned down in a tragic wildfire, propelling the trajectory of my parents taking their environmental advocacy very seriously. Luckily, we’d been able to evacuate quickly and no one was seriously injured, besides a burn to my hand. Now we don’t have anything tying us here, my mom said when we stared at the rubble that was once our home. But I wasn’t familiar with the term nomad until one of my new teachers called us that with judgy eyes. Still, I thought it was special that my parents wanted me to see the world with them while they fought for it. So I simply shrugged, knowing in a few months I’d probably never see him again. Little did I know how much this constantly shifting lifestyle would shape every relationship I ever had.


It’s what I’m thinking about while sitting on my couch and staring at a photo of my parents in Madrid, kissing by a giant water fountain. Looks like you’re not the most popular Jones anymore, sweetheart, my dad wrote when he tagged me in an article about the two of them working with citizens to protect the pyramids in Egypt from being climbed illegally.


They’re proud of me and my popularity in the culinary industry, but while they travel for human rights, I travel to cook. We’ll accept it, as long as you’re happy, they’ve said.


Four years ago, I was hired as a head chef at a Michelin-starred restaurant in Houston. It was my dream job in theory, but it was demanding on my body and I found the environment stifling for my personality too. I was busy in ways that weren’t fulfilling, longing for interaction with customers and staff members that was hard to come by. But I’d only been there for eight months and was trying to stick it out. After spending the six previous years cooking in different restaurants all over the U.S., I knew I was close to a time when my talent wouldn’t win out over my questionable résumé, longevity being one of the indicators of a good work ethic and all that.


So, when a wealthy regular at the restaurant asked if I was interested in being his private chef, I jumped at the opportunity. He’d pay way more than I was making, we’d travel overseas for his job in finance so I’d get to see more of the world, and it’d be gentler on my body. As a woman with endometriosis, the latter would be greatly appreciated. In addition, the work would come in spurts and I’d get to keep a home base in Houston. I’d met Denise at the restaurant here, and even though I’d made friends with people around the world, she felt like my first close friend in a long time. My client base has grown since then and my life has been filled with unexpected adventures. It never feels like I live the same day twice. I used to say to my parents, How could I not be happy?


But the confirmation is harder to give now.


Each time I turn the key to my loft and find it empty, my ex-husband Michael’s words ring in my head. You’re never going to have a real home. You don’t want one. When he first said it, I resented him, thinking the truth was I just didn’t want a home with him. But now I know the truth is a little grayer than I thought. When I filed for divorce, my mom asked if there was anything I’d miss about him, and I realized I wasn’t around enough and hardly knew him.


He was never the man for me, but I am thinking of him as I look at the heart of Houston through my floor-to-ceiling windows. Maybe it’s because my couch is stiff, and I’m not here enough to break it in. Maybe it’s because Denise pulled me only into the outer edge of her friend group, but I haven’t nurtured any of those relationships enough to become part of the center. And I’m realizing that in my absence, Denise has made a life with the people she has here and should prioritize. When I’m in town, she can’t just drop everything to come watch a movie with me, and she shouldn’t have to. But when we had brunch a couple of months ago, she asked me a question that felt like a close friend might already know the answer to: Is there anyone you’re smitten with? Since then, I’ve had the urge to pull her closer, but I’m not sure the feeling is mutual. She never did end up calling to bail me out of my date. And now I’m thinking of two things simultaneously: I tried to cure this loneliness by settling down with anyone who seemed promising, and I’ve only felt “smitten” once in my life.


Carmello Rodriguez’s face flashes through my mind, and I have to tell myself that he’s not twenty anymore. How I imagine him is not how he looks now.


I think of the photo of my parents, hearts in their smiles, love in their eyes. They’re happy doing what they do, and that used to make me feel like Michael was wrong. “I do have a home,” I told him before I asked for a divorce. All you need is yourself, your pounding heart, and to listen to that feeling in your gut, Mom used to say when she’d pull out the map to show me the cities she and my dad were considering next. I know I am my own home. But even though I can’t picture my parents ever settling somewhere, I know they’re happy because they’re together.


When Carmello called me yesterday, I had a twisting feeling in my gut that told me refusing to sign over my shares was the right move. Since then, I’ve wracked my brain for a sensible reason why his mom would leave me part of her restaurant. The facts: I left Providence at nineteen, and Celia and I kept in contact over emails, sharing recipes and updates. But we hardly reminisced about my time working for her at Celia’s Place, even though food holds memories and some of my most memorable were rushing to bite into one of her perfectly crisped lumpia right after she fried them and trying not to burn my tongue, or stirring a pot of arroz caldo that smelled strongly of ginger alongside her in the restaurant.


The last time she and I talked was five months before she died. That email was different from others. She asked if we could hop on a call because she needed advice on how to revamp the restaurant. I was excited she wanted my opinion on anything at all, but I was also busy. When I sent her my availability, she said she’d get back to me, then she never did. I had guessed she changed her mind on talking to me about it, and I didn’t want to push.


This updated will situation could have been a slipup on her part. But two other theories are circulating in my brain:




	There might be something Carmello still needs help with at the restaurant, but Celia knew he’d never accept mine without her forcing his hand a little.


	Maybe this is her way of getting the two of us to see each other again. She always was a bit of a meddler.





Which is exactly why sensible me and dreamy me are battling for dominance.


With the latter whispering: It sounds like fate, something tethering you back to Providence and him. And what had I shaped my whole life around, but following the shifting winds, seeking out my own destiny?


It’s why I curl up on the couch and open Carmello’s text thread, trying to steady my hands and calm my racing heart by taking deep breaths before reading it.


Olivia,


Hope all is well. Writing to you because I’m wondering if we could set up a virtual meeting to discuss you signing over your shares. I have a couple of propositions for you that could benefit us both.


Warm regards, Carmello


I snort while rereading his fancy little outro. Is this an email or a text message? Warm regards, my ass. If someone else read this, they’d never be able to tell that this man used to enjoy having his head between my thighs. I chew my cheek while I quickly type up a reply.


Good evening, Carmello,


I’d love to hear these propositions of yours, and I may have some of my own. I’m not simply signing my shares away. But … if we put our heads together, I’m sure we can reach an agreement that we both feel good about. We used to come up with the best recipes together when we were kids : )


Tell me when you’re free.


Love, Olivia


I send the email-coded text message, and a rush of adrenaline washes over me, knowing it’ll get under his skin. Wishing that I could see his face when he reads it. Thinking he’ll probably simmer for a long while before he thinks of a smart reply.


But I’m wrong.


Bubbles appear on my screen straightaway, and I can’t bear to keep the chat open while he writes back. I throw my phone down for a second and stick my face in a pillow. When I finally glance at my screen again, his reply is waiting for me.


I exhale and click on the text message. Then promptly roll my damn eyes.


Great. Sending a link to my calendar of the available times I have this week and next. I truly appreciate your cooperation.


Best,


Carmello


I stare at my phone until the words turn my thoughts petty. I could tell him we’ll talk when I’m ready, have him wondering if it’ll be never. But it has to be soon. I have no choice but to deal with this. I’m between jobs now, but days before my divorce was finalized and Carmello’s life-changing call, I was asked to move with one of my favorite clients, who has work to do in Japan. I’ll be contracted to cook for her for a year, which is a long time and far away from my life in Houston just when I’m starting to feel like I might really need to dig in on the relationships I’ve built here, but the money is great, and I’ve never been to Tokyo. She has some other things to sort out first, and I still have six weeks to commit before she looks for another private chef.


Now that dreamy voice in me whispers, What if there’s a different path? What if this is the world’s way of saying there’s something still waiting for me in Providence?


So, I choose the 5:30 p.m. appointment slot on Carmello’s calendar for tomorrow.






Chapter 4


Carmello


Now


I lower the burner on the stove so the sinigang can slow cook while I’m in my meeting and realize my hands are shaking. Sometimes the tangy smell of the tamarind calms me down, but not today. Olivia’s text messages from last night are still working my nerves, and now I have to face her for the first time in a decade. The kitchen door swings open, and Steven stands there scanning me from head to toe for the first time in our working relationship. He’s five years older than me, and sometimes when I tell him what to do in the kitchen I get the feeling he wishes I’d shut the hell up. But I ignore his passive-aggressive tendencies because he’s the best assistant chef I’ve ever worked with, and he’s Filipino American so he’s more familiar with the food than anyone else I could’ve hired.


He points his nose to my pot of sinigang. “It smells extra sour. Did you add too much tamarind? I’m not trying to hear any complaints from customers today.” I shoot him a look and he takes pity on me. “Whatever. But uh … there’s a girl sitting at the bar waiting for you.”


I realize I never texted Rachael back yesterday. “Did she tell you her name?”


“Nope. Just said she has something to talk to you about.”


I twist the knob to lower the burner to the right level three times before I’m satisfied to walk to the door and see who it is, but then my alarm goes off.


“Can you tell her I’m not here?” I ask. “I’ve got a meeting in two minutes.”


Steven’s eyebrows meet in the middle. Then he mutters, “Got it, boss man,” before exiting the way he came. When I close the door to my office and sit down, I wonder whether I should apologize for sending him back out there, especially with a lie. I feel even worse after a few minutes because Olivia hasn’t signed on for our Zoom meeting, so I really could’ve done it myself. Old feelings resurface, and my brain jumps to an instant replay of all the random times she was proven unreliable. Why’d I even attempt to …


Suddenly, her name loads on my computer screen, and while her video is still black, I straighten my spine. My stomach clenches. I can’t lie, I’ve checked out her Instagram a time or two, but I never thought I’d see her again face-to-face. When the video clicks into focus, there she is with her long hair dyed a rich shade of blond since the last time I internet stalked her. The color complements her golden-brown skin. She’s wearing one chain around her neck with a small heart dangling from it, honey-colored eyes bright as they focus on me, full mouth lifting into a smirk. She was gorgeous when we were younger, but she’s grown even more stunning with age.


I’d never wish bad on anyone, but that she looks like this is unfair.


“Hello, Carmello,” she says. “You’re late for our meeting.”


“Uh … Come again?”


“I said you’re late.”


And then I hear it, an echo, the sound of familiar music filling her space. She adjusts her camera, and the warm orange walls behind her make me suck in a sharp breath. I blink and run a hand over my face, but she’s still staring back at me.


“Where …” An exhale. A beat. “Where are you, Olivia?” With the pendant lights that I handpicked hanging above her head, the question sounds stupid out loud. But there’s a slight chance that she’s somewhere in the world at a place that looks similar to my place.


The slightest chance. Which she squashes with a radiant smile.


“I’m sitting at the bar in our restaurant,” she says. “But I heard you’re not here.”






[image: Image]


Chapter 5


Beef Kare-Kare


Carmello


Fourteen years ago


A savory, traditional Filipino stew made with peanut butter to give the sauce a nut-heavy flavor. My mom used to take extra care while cooking it for customers at the restaurant. Making sure the beef was perfectly tender and the green beans were crisp. Because of the oxtail, it was the most expensive dish on the menu. And that’s what the girl who sat down at a table up front for the eighth day in a row ordered. It was a Tuesday at 2:30 p.m. I remember because I rushed into Celia’s Place straight from school and noticed that she wasn’t even carrying a backpack.


In the kitchen while my mom was at the stove, I couldn’t help but be curious about the girl. Paula looked at me and smiled. “Her parents are doing some kind of clean water work here in Providence. They aren’t planning on staying for long, so she hasn’t been enrolled in school yet. Why? You think she’s cute?”


“No,” I said, confused about why Paula would jump to that conclusion. “I think she’s weird. Do you see how long she studies the menu? And she keeps you at the table forever.”


Paula grabbed the girl’s order from my mom. “For a kid, she’s pretty easy to talk to.”


Back out at the front-of-house while I was bussing tables, I watched as the girl picked at the beef in her kare-kare with a fork and stared at it so seriously I wasn’t surprised when she called Paula over about it. I wondered if she was trying to do some activism of her own by criticizing the food my mom just made to her face.


But Paula didn’t ask why, just said, “The chef’s busy, kid.”


“I can wait here until she’s free. It’ll be quick, I promise,” the girl said.


“I’ll see what I can do,” Paula said before going back to the kitchen.


I shook my head and laughed. The girl glanced up, narrowed her eyes, and said, “You’re looking at me like I have two antennae.”


I knew I could get in trouble if I interacted with customers the way I was about to interact with this one, but I’d had the type of week where I cared a little less about consequences. “Kind of audacious of you to ask to directly complain to the chef right after a busy lunch hour,” I said, and I swear she smirked a little.


“Who said I’m going to complain?”


I had a rebuttal on my tongue, but my mom cut our conversation short by walking out of the kitchen wearing her apron and hat, thick black hair spilling out the sides.


“How may I help you?” she asked the girl.


I slowly cleared a table close to them, hoping the girl’s cheeks were burning from embarrassment after what I said. But then she surprised me by asking: “Do you think you can tell me the recipe for this kare-kare? I, uh … I’ve been trying to make it at home to surprise my dad. He’s mixed Filipino and Italian, but he doesn’t cook … like, at all. He burned ramen noodles the other day. And my mom is Cape Verdean … but doesn’t cook anything anymore.” A slight frown formed on her mouth, and I suddenly felt more curious about her. “Anyway, whenever we have access to a kitchen, it’s just me in there doing my best. And your food … It’s so good. But this is probably the last time I can eat here for a while since I spent all my savings already.”


I wasn’t sure if my mom looked impressed or annoyed. As the only chef at the time, she was constantly fighting against the clock. “I love that you cook for your parents,” she said, “but I don’t share my recipes with customers. They’ve been in my family for generations, and that’s what makes this place special.”


“Oh. Yeah, sorry. I should’ve thought of that,” the girl said. Then: “What about a job? Is the owner here hiring?”


The way my mom tilted her head told me that she found this girl just as entertaining as I did. We’d have something besides my “attitude” to talk about on the ride home later.


“I am the owner,” my mom said, “but we’re overstaffed right now.”


The girl caught my eyes again before she said, “I’ve heard I’m audacious. So I have to say … my parents just told me we’ll be in Providence for longer than they thought, but you won’t have to hire me permanently, if that helps. And I’ll do anything. I’ll clean the tables. Throw out trash. You could even pay me in free meals”—she wiggled her brows—“possibly with a recipe I promise I’ll forever keep secret.”


My mother actually laughed. “What about child labor laws?”


“No one has to know,” the girl said, then pointed at me. “And I promise I can bus tables faster than him.”


My mom’s gaze flicked to me, then back to the girl. “I’m sure you could. He hates being out here.”


I glanced away, a fresh spark of annoyance rising in my body. I did hate bussing tables, but mostly because I felt like I should be doing something else. I was sixteen and didn’t play football for my high school or go out with my friends to the arcade at Providence Place Mall or spend hours making out with some girl at a park. I was at Celia’s every day instead. I’d been helping my mother at her restaurant since I was a kid, and she’d never said that thing about child labor laws to me. But sacrificing my teen years at Celia’s wouldn’t feel like that if I was the one making the kare-kare. I loved to cook, I was already very good at it, but my mom only let me cook with her when she desperately needed me.


I realized then that maybe the girl and I had something in common.


“How old are you?” my mom asked her.


“Fifteen. No work experience, but I do have papers.”


“When can you start?”


“Today?”


“What’s your name?”


“Olivia Jones.”


“I’m Celia Rodriguez,” my mom said. “The bad table busser over there is my son, Carmello. He’ll get you a shirt and show you around. I have to get back to the kitchen.”


Olivia’s eyes bloomed wide. “Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry for the insult.”


My mother smiled slightly and said, “I know my son,” then walked away.


Olivia’s cheeks were kissed pink when I stood in front of her with a stack of dishes. From here, I could see that her eyes were the color of honey in the sunlight. She’d talked about being mixed-race. We had that in common with about 6 percent of the population in Providence. But she had an amalgamation of features that I normally didn’t see come together in a person.


Still, they seemed to fit all the same.


“Hi,” she said. “So … I guess I work here now.”


“You do,” I said, handing her the stack of dishes, “and you’re already a better table busser than I am, apparently.”


She smiled, possibly guilt ridden, while holding the porcelain to her chest. And when she silently followed me into the kitchen for the first time, I thought maybe she was a little cute.






Chapter 6


Olivia


Now


I’m quite literally buzzing. I’ve been skydiving in Montreal. I ate at the Disfrutar in Barcelona—with their experimental tasting menu—and even got to see their kitchen. I once swam with bull sharks, though admittedly, I’d never do that shit again. But there was something extra satisfying about seeing Carmello flustered over Zoom. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this tingly. I take a long sip of my Bloody Mary, savoring the taste while trying to bring a balance to my body and the muscle beating frantically below my breastbone. And right as I risk eating the contents of my drink, Carmello walks out of the kitchen. He’s wide-eyed at the sight of me chomping on a dripping pickle, and I imagine that I too must look like a man-eater—with this much audacity.


If my heart was beating fast before, it’s in dangerous territory now.


Thankfully, he gets stopped by an older woman at a table a few feet away and I have time to wipe tomato juice from my mouth and throw a mint in there for good measure before studying him. Carmello’s wavy hair is a little longer than it was when we were younger, faded on the sides, black with a healthy shine, and looks the kind of soft you’d want to run your fingers through. He smiles at the story the woman is telling him, and I find myself smiling too. It was always contagious back then, straight from the braces that his mom worked extra to afford, but more than that there’s something about the way it spreads to every feature on his face. Real and hearty: Carmello smiles the way a hug feels. But it isn’t just warm now; his full lips are complemented by a low, crisply shaped beard. Sexy.


And suddenly I can picture him going viral for shaving a steak on social media. He’d do it the smoothest way. Women going crazy in the comments. I wish I were a steak. Not my husband asking why this song keeps playing. Cute way to propose.


Carmello’s that type of fine. And I shouldn’t be noticing.


I shift focus to my surroundings. Celia mentioned needing a revamp in her email, so I was expecting to see walls still the color of fried chickpeas, framed photos from Rodriguez family adventures, customers laughing with people they love, and wooden tables with antique legs. But instead it looks like a designer did their thing. The brick wall in the back has been restored and brings an edgy vibe to the space. There’s recessed lighting and glass pendants intricately designed in the shape of orbs hanging from the ceiling. The chairs and booths look sleek, and the bar I’m sitting at was not here before, but it currently spans the left side of the restaurant. The music is fun, the servers seem attentive, and it’s somehow stayed cozy the way it was before. Not exactly like someone’s mom might come out from the kitchen in their apron and hug you because they’re so happy to see your face anymore, but I can still feel Celia’s energy lingering. The restaurant still has the same savory smell that comes from Filipino food. It’s still a place that’d make it easy to lose track of time while talking with a friend about your latest dating catastrophe.
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