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W
E MET ON
thedatingapp
Hingeafter she
sentmea rose.
“Whoeven

sends roses?” hadbeen the
topic ofmy three-persongroup
chatmultiple times. In this
instance, I had todouble-check
thatReinahadbeen theone to
send it tome.Why?Because I
was lookingatmaybe themost
beautiful girl I’d ever seen.

Theonly issuewas that Iwas
leavingSouthernCalifornia for
thenext10months to attend the
languageprogramofmy
dreams in Japan.

The followingdaywasmy
friendiversarywithmybestie,
Jose.Wewere onourwayhome
fromacouple’smassage, dinner
andawalk aroundDowntown
Disney. (Romantic love isn’t the
only love that’s important.)As I
droveushome, I hadhimopen
myphoneand lookatReina’s
Hingeprofile. “Oh, she’s pretty,”
he said.

I nodded, but felt a twingeof
insecurity.

“I’mnot toobadmyself,
though,” I said shortly after-
ward.Henoddedhalfheartedly.
After apause, he said, “Yeah,
but she’s pretty-pretty.”

Weheld stilted conversation
the rest of thedriveback toL.A.
Iwaspissedatwhat I perceived
asbeing calledbutt-ugly bymy
bestie, but I had toadmit that
hewas right.Reinawaspretty-
pretty.

Imatchedwithher, but
hadn’t thought of the right
message to open the conversa-
tion.By thenextday, I still
hadn’t comeupwithanything,
but sheputmeout ofmymisery.
Oneofmyprompts on theapp
detailedmyphobia of snails in
detail. She’d respondedwitha
snail emoji and theword “Boo!”
Fromthere, Iwashooked.

Wehadabit of a cute conver-
sationover text, but Iwastedno
time inaskingher out.Reina
said yes, andwehadadate to go
thrifting for clothes the follow-
ingFriday.

I thought abouther allweek
and tried to imaginewhat arti-

cle of clothing I’d find that
would convinceher ofmyover-
whelminggood taste.However,
thedaybefore ourdate, she
messagedme.Shehad
COVID-19.

Iwasdevastated.We tried to
reschedule, but I hada sched-
uling conflict: Iwasbusypack-
ing andhada flight out of the
country in fivedays.

Reinaand I tried tohold a
conversation, but theurgency
quickly peteredout.Thegaps
between the replieswere getting
longer.Messageswerebecom-
ing infodumps rather than
conversations. I landed in
Japananddecided to go for one
finalHailMary.

“I’mgoing todeleteHinge to
focus on studying,” Iwrote.But

Iwanted todropmy Instagram
if shewanted to followme. If the
stars aligned, I’d askReinaout
for coffee on theother side.

“I’ll addyounow!We’ll see
what the futureholds,” she
responded.

Oneyear, oneweek, one
torrid international affair (me)
andone long situationship
(her) later, Imessagedher: “A
little anticlimactic, but I’m
back.How’ve youbeen?”

Fivedays later,wewere on
our first date, apicnic byLake
Evans inRiverside. Shewas two
hours late, but itwas aCali-
fornia summer, and theweather
wasperfect. I didn’tmind the
wait.When shearrived, I
trippedovermywords. She
gushed, andweagreed thatwe

wanted to see eachother again.
Andagain.Andagain.

After our thirddate, I con-
fessed that Iwasn’t sure
whether Iwas ready todate. I
likedher, but Iwasunintention-
ally holdingback, the echoes of
my last relationshipbeing
blown to smithereens inmy
head. I asked ifwe could goon
onemoredate to test thewa-
ters.Wedecidedon the lavender
nights at123Farm, a farmand
event venue inCherryValley.

Iwent topickherup.As soon
as shewalkedout of herhouse, I
was gone.The stammering from
the first datebecame full-blown
speechlessness.At123Farm,we
got flights of lavender cocktails
and talkedabout our teenage
years, but all I could thinkabout

washerhandonmykneeand
how Iwasgoing to ask tokiss
her.

I’d renteda s’morespit for
ourdate, butwedecided todrop
some things off at the carbefore
dessert.On thewalk over,we
finishedour last cocktails and
were arguingaboutwhogot to
eat themaraschino cherries. I
endedupgettingboth, but she
asked for the stems. “Canyou
tie aknot?” sheasked.

I seized themoment, know-
ing that a cherry-stem-tying
contest betweenus could easily
becomeheated insteadof hot.
“I’mnot surewhether I canor
not,” I answered. “Butwe could
just kiss instead?”

Wedid, and it blewawayany
questions of chemistry.

Wealsomade s’mores.Then
Iboughther adriedbundle of
lavender, andwemade the long
drivehome inhigh spirits. That
night, I textedher saying that if
shewasdown, I’d love tokeep
seeingher.

Today she listens tome rant
aboutmyslimymolluskphobia,
and Ipushbackagainst her
competitive streakwithmy
own.We listen toher favorite
musicals on the longdrives on
the 5Freeway, the10Freeway
and the110Freeway. She
watchesmeplay videogames,
and I lose gameafter gameof
bowling.

She’s a romantic, and I’m
cautiously hopeful.We’vebeen
seeing eachother for four
monthsnow. I don’t know if
we’re forever yet, but I doknow
whatwehavewasworth the
wait.
Theauthor is aPhDstudent

andwriter. They livenearUSC
andareon Instagramat
@isokethebooksoupandSub-
stackat eesokay.substack.com.

>L.A.Affairs chronicles the
search for romantic love in all its
glorious expressions in theL.A.
area, andwewant tohear your
true story.Wepay $400 for a
published essay.Email
LAAffairs@latimes.com.You
can findpast columnsat
latimes.com/laaffairs.
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Wouldwe ever get a
chance to reconnect?
WE HIT IT OFF ON HINGE, BUT I LEFT L.A. FOR 10 MONTHS

BY ISOKE ATIBA
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For some restaurants this year, culinary

creativity felt like an act of resistance. It helped

us, and no doubt other diners, feel hopeful.

In that spirit, we’ve included 31 fresh entrants

on the list, plus a newcomer to the No. 1

ranking that synthesizes community values

and notions of deliciousness so vital right now.

These are the 101 best
restaurants in Los Angeles

ALife Examined From the Inside Out
Identity, purpose, and the quietbattles that shape who we

by Cornelius Wright

Scan the QR code to learn more
and explore the book.

Black Boy from the Barrio is a deeply reflective
account of one man’s journey through identity,
struggle, and self-discovery—told with candor,
humility, and quiet strength.

Set against the agricultural landscape of
California’s Central Valley, the book follows
the life of a Black American boy born in the
1960s, shaped early by hard labor and limited
expectations. Yet the heart of this story lies

beyond geography or circumstance. The author turns the lens inward,
confronting the internal conflicts that surface over a lifetime—fear
and hope, anger and joy, certainty and doubt.

Throughout the book, readers are invited to pause and consider two
enduring questions: Who are you, and what is your purpose? The
narrative suggests that while wemay travel great distances in our lives,
the most difficult and meaningful journey is the one that takes place
within the mind. With each chapter, the author challenges readers to
examine their own thoughts, choices, and assumptions in ways that
feel both personal and universal.

Written with honesty and emotional
restraint, Black Boy from the
Barrio speaks to anyone who
has wrestled with their past or
questioned the direction of
their future. It does not offer
formulas or promises. Instead,
it offers reflection—and the
space to think differently.

Authored by Cornelius Wright,
this book lingers because it asks
readers to look inward.


