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For my longtime fans—what a blessing and a gift to be loved by you through all the ups and downs. Sending the love right back.

This one’s for you!
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MEET TAYLOR F. HE’S thirty-two, from Orange County, and is a partner at a private equity firm. For his date tonight with Nikki B., he’s chosen a Michelin-star-rated yakitori restaurant.

It’s been ages since I’ve set foot on a LovedBy set, but I can still hear the voice-over.

Stay tuned for the most predictable date ever.

I’ve started tracking how long into a date before the guy asks me a question.

My record is two-and-a-half hours, and the question that stopped the clock was, “Do you want to come back to my place?”

Taylor F. is ahead of the game in that regard, though only on a technicality. (As we sat down, he asked me if I was a vegetarian, but before I could answer, he said, “I hope not,” and started perusing the menu.)

If things get really bad, I sometimes turn it into a drinking game. The rules: Each time I ask a question and the guy doesn’t reciprocate, I take a drink. I always stop myself after two glasses, though, or else there’d be some dates where they’d have to scrape me off the ground and pour me into a wheelbarrow to make it home.

We’re four courses into the ten-course omakase, my second glass of wine is nearly empty, and I can feel the alcohol beginning to buzz through my blood. I’m about to reach for my glass again when Taylor asks, “So are you still looking for your Happily Ever After?”

There’s a mocking lilt in his voice, a sly grin. He’s obviously poking fun at me, making sure I know that he thinks my time on reality TV was silly.

He’s making a reference to the famous tagline. The one that gets repeated over and over in pop culture, from SNL skits to group chats. Each contestant on LovedBy has a heavy, leather-bound book with their name on it displayed in the mansion’s library. As the lead, at the end of every episode, I’d select the book of the guy who was eliminated and say very seriously, “Our story is over.” Then I’d close the book and place it on a shelf before turning to the remaining guys and saying, “I’m still looking for my Happily Ever After.”

And back then, I actually believed those words.

I put the glass back on the table without taking a sip. Rules are rules after all—and he did ask a question. “Are you a fan?” I lean into the Georgia accent, letting my vowels turn sweet and sticky like pecan divinity.

“I don’t really watch reality TV,” Taylor F. says, adjusting the watch on his wrist. He brings his hand up to stroke his chin, and the move seems so practiced, I wonder if he’s trying to show it off.

Classic. He wants to have his cake and eat it, too—he went on this date only knowing who I even am because of LovedBy, yet now that he’s got me here, he can act like he’s above it.

“Oh no? What do you usually watch?” I take a sip of wine. At this rate, I’m going to have to switch over to water for the rest of the date.

“Golf,” he answers simply, and I don’t know if he’s screwing with me. There’s a look in his eyes that makes me think he is.

My ex—the one from LovedBy, the one who jilted me on national television—is a professional golfer. I fell hard for him and thought what we had was real. But for Aaron Brinkley (or “Aaron B.,” as he was known on the show), it was just a chance to bulk up his social media following and sign up more brand deals. The whole time I’d been falling in love, opening my heart, and letting him into my bed—he’d still been in a relationship with another woman from back home.

Even now, years later, I don’t know how much of what I felt for Aaron was real and how much of it was the product of a highly engineered, deeply stressful situation. But one thing’s for sure—the pain and embarrassment I felt in the aftermath were definitely real.

I might not be able to trust my instincts about love anymore, but my instinct that this guy is a douche seems to be proving more and more correct. On paper, the guy is everything I want: great pedigree, amazing career, phenomenal jawline.

Terrible personality.

I’ve been on nearly this same date a dozen times already this year. The guy changes (a start-up bro with dark curls and a Tesla, a private equity guy who played baseball at Northwestern, a real estate investor with a house in Lake Tahoe) and so does the restaurant (a steakhouse that only serves humanely raised beef, an Italian spot with hand-shaved truffles over semolina pasta, a French restaurant with full caviar service), but everything else stays the same. The same shallow questions, the same awkward goodbye, and ultimately, the same dull emptiness of going home alone.

And I give great date. I’ve always been pretty good at it, but after LovedBy, my dating game has reached new and dizzying heights. I know when to laugh. When to lean in. When to reach across the table and rest my hand on their arm. I know what questions to ask to get them to open up to me. I know how to dangle the bait, set the hook, and reel them in. This one isn’t even a challenge. I’m bored, itching to scroll my feed or complain to my four-way group chat with my closest friends—Sybil, Emma, and Willow.

Even the disappointment of this date is predictable, like a fried pickle you just know will be soggy before you bite into it.

Which is why I discreetly pull my phone out of my bag and, holding it under the table, text Sybil—the only other one of the Core Four who lives in LA—our code word: manscape. It’s basically our version of an SOS: kind of a combination of “man” and “escape”… but it started when a date was so over-groomed, his spray tan was coming off onto his linen napkin.

Then I slip my phone back into my bag and remind myself that soon this date will be over. I’m even able to manage a smile, knowing I’ll never see Taylor F. and his ugly, ostentatious watch again.

Time to redirect. “Golf, huh? I’m actually more of a football girl,” I tell him.

He flashes a grin full of teeth. All perfectly white and perfectly straight. Definitely veneers. “Right, a good Southern girl.”

I am a good Southern girl. From a good Southern family. A Southern football family. My older brother was a center at Alabama, and I spent my entire high school career as a cheerleader on the sidelines before getting a cheer scholarship to USC.

I can sense it before he opens his mouth. The Test. The thing shitty guys always do when you mention you might like a sport. Challenging you to prove you’re a real fan.

“Okay, here’s something a good Southern girl should know.” He leans back in his chair and folds his arms across his chest, which accentuates pecs and biceps that he’s clearly been honing at the gym. The move has the same rehearsed air as the watch thing from a moment before. Seriously, is anything about this guy genuine? “Name three SEC quarterbacks who’ve won Super Bowls.”

I suppress a sigh. “Namath. Stafford. Manning… Manning. Some double coverage for you.”

He just blinks at me.

“It was a joke. Eli and Peyton. Double coverage? Double Mannings?”

“Ha. Right.” He uncrosses his arms and reaches for his drink. “It wasn’t really that funny.”

No, it wasn’t really that funny, but I had the grace to fake laugh when he made a joke about ordering sake bombs at a Michelin-starred restaurant. The least he could do is give me a courtesy smile.

“I mean, women aren’t that funny.” He says it with a wide, bright smile as if inviting me into his sexist joke, as if testing to see whether I’m one of those girls who “doesn’t take herself too seriously.” (Actual quote from 99% of dating profiles.) To his credit, Taylor F.’s profile had not used that line, but instead said he was looking for someone with “a sense of humor,” something I’ve always taken to mean that you were funny. That you knew how to make someone else laugh. It’s become clear that what Taylor F. actually wants is just someone who thinks he’s funny.

I’m so tempted to pull a Sybil and bolt—the girl has a little bit of a habit of running from tough situations, and that included her own wedding, though somehow it all worked out in the end. It always does, for her. But I’m not Sybil, and politeness is so ingrained in me, it’s practically strapping me to the chair. Our friend Emma would stand up immediately, say something withering, and march out of the restaurant. Sybil—if she hadn’t already run away, that is—would flash a smile that was all teeth and tip her martini into his lap. And Willow would lean onto the table and sincerely inquire after his mental health—after all, she’d say, someone this attention-needy might’ve been neglected as a child.

What do I do? I force the muscles of my face up into a smile as if I’m in on the joke and lob back, “I know lots of funny women.”

And I do. Each of my best friends is hilarious in her own way. When I think of belly laughs, tears, aching cheek muscles because you’ve been smiling so much—I think of time spent with the Core Four.

Taylor F. smirks. “Yeah, sure. But not funny funny.”

The server drops by our table again—she’s young and friendly, wearing her dark hair in a ponytail at the top of her head. I’m about to say To hell with it and ask her to bring me a third glass of wine, but then the soft light of the restaurant glints off the pendant resting on the server’s collarbone. It’s a distinctive piece of jewelry, and I immediately recognize the design—or rather, the designer.

Cara Lancolm. As in, the woman who was dating Aaron B. at the same time that he proposed to me on television.

The very one whose jewelry profits soared after the scandal broke.

My grip tightens on my chopsticks, but I force the muscles to relax, placing both sticks delicately on the celadon-glazed rest beside my soy sauce dish and folding my hands in my lap.

CLS necklaces (Cara Lancolm Studio) went viral a while ago by this point, and yet they’re still trendy. This one is her signature design: three stylized strawberry leaves in yellow gold. I honestly see them everywhere, and it never ceases to spike my blood pressure.

The server places two small plates in front of us. “For this course, we have an A5 Wagyu lightly lacquered with our house-made, yuzu-infused teriyaki sauce. Enjoy.”

Taylor F. smiles back at me as the server leaves, and I realize that he thinks this date is going well. He’s having a really great date with a semi-celebrity who he thinks he’s eventually going to sleep with.

I don’t know if he’s completely oblivious, or if I’ve just become that good at putting on a show. But I know what he sees. Blond hair augmented by extensions. A heart-shaped face with full makeup that he thinks is minimal. A flawless Southern California tan. Arms and abs toned from daily Pilates. Someone beautiful in a girl-next-door way, with enough ambition to be interesting at parties, but not someone who’ll outshine him.

There’s a reason I picked up on all his practiced moves—because I have plenty of my own. Back on LovedBy, I was a producer’s dream. I liked being told where to stand and what to wear. I liked knowing the right thing to say. They wanted me to ask about a contestant’s absentee dad? Done. Kiss a guy beneath that window because they’ve got rose petals ready to drop? You got it. I was a natural. My older sister Linney says I was so good for the show because I grew up doing pageants. That I have “the weirdest mix of competitiveness and people-pleasing” she’s ever seen.

And she’s not wrong. Because even as this date crashes, there’s still something in me that wants to make sure he walks away from this date liking me. I want to walk away having won the date. It’s ceased to be about making other people feel comfortable because it’s the right thing to do—instead, it’s become a game.

Finally, I spot something sparkly at the hostess stand. It’s Sybil—in a drapey sequined top and jeans, her wavy blond hair a mess around her shoulders. Oh, thank the lord. I let out a relieved breath as she spots me, too, and rushes over, her towering platform shoes clacking on the restaurant floor.

“Thank god I found you,” she says breathlessly. She also seems to have adopted the mid-Atlantic accent of an old Hollywood starlet. “There’s been”—she pauses for effect—“an emergency.”

Sybil is many things, but an actress isn’t one of them. And this is not her best work.

And Taylor F. may be an arrogant douche, but he’s not a complete idiot. He turns toward me, realization shrouding his face as it morphs into anger. “Did you text your friend to come bail you out of this date? Do you know what I had to do to get a reservation here?”

Sybil pipes in, dropping the accent. “Um, wake up at six a.m. to get a reservation on Tock? Like everyone?”

“I—” Taylor F. stops.

“It takes setting one alarm and, like, two clicks on the app.” She shrugs and turns back to me. “I brought Jamie here for his birthday last month. The chicken hearts are insane. So good. Ready?”

“Ready.” I gather up my purse, then turn guiltily back to Taylor F. “Sorry, I just don’t think this is going to work out.” Even now, I try to cushion the blow of my rejection.

“Whatever,” Taylor F. scoffs. “No wonder Brinkley dumped you.”

His jab hits me in a place I’d thought long-since healed. Anger rushes through me, but what’s left behind is an icy scum of shame. I guess when he brought up golf earlier, he was screwing with me after all.

“For that”—Sybil reaches across the table and plucks the skewer of meat from his plate, waving it back and forth in front of his face—“no Wagyu for you.” She grabs mine as well, and I let out an unladylike yip of laughter. It’s high-pitched and a little shrill, nothing like the throaty chuckle I perfected on LovedBy.

Sybil hooks her arm through mine, and we head for the door. I turn back to look him in the eye. “That was funny.”
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“THE FOOD WAS REALLY good, though,” I say as the elevator doors ping open to my apartment floor. “Maybe I should’ve toughed it out.”

“I will take you next time,” Sybil promises as she follows me down the hall. “As soon as you’re back after the Fourth of July. Remind me, you’re gone for one week or two?”

“One,” I say. “Well, about ten days. I’m staying through my birthday, so you’re off the hook for planning me something,” I tease.

Sybil’s face falls. Ever the consummate party girl, she takes her friends’ birthdays very seriously. She always has the most elaborate ideas—and then forces our friend Emma to actually plan and execute them. Like the incredible Gatsby-themed party they threw for Willow one year, complete with a massive champagne tower and a twelve-piece jazz band.

“I’m going to scheme something up anyway, you know.” She says it almost like a threat. “You enjoy your sweet little lakeside birthday, but prepare yourself for an epic follow-up bash when you get back. You only turn thirty once. Oh my gosh, wait—” Sybil’s face brightens, and I can practically see the lightbulb hanging over her head. “We should do something big, as the Core Four—since we all turn thirty this year! Maybe we can go back to Willow’s aunt’s place!”

“That’d be amazing,” I say. Sybil was my college roommate, and the first time I met the other girls in our friend group—both of them Sybil’s friends from growing up in Texas—was on a backpacking trip after freshman year. We traipsed across Europe, culminating in a stay at Willow’s family chateau (yes, an actual chateau) in France.

We’ve reached the end of the hall, and I start to dig through my purse for my keys.

“By the way, there’s something I need to tell you, Sybs.” The keys rattle as I unlock the door. “I’m—”

Sybil freezes in the doorway, taking in the cardboard boxes that line my now-blank walls. “What has happened to your house? Are you being slow-motion robbed?”

I laugh. “I’m moving. My lease was up at the end of June. But I begged for a few extra days in here to finish packing.”

She brightens. “Oh good, because Santa Monica is sooo far from me in traffic! Please tell me you’re coming closer to Pasadena?”

I hesitate. She looks so happy about my moving to the (way too expensive for me) neighborhood where she and her fiancé live, and I don’t want to squash it, but if I can be honest with anyone, it’s Sybil. “I mean, I haven’t really figured out where my next place is. I’m just throwing everything in storage until I land another good deal. I figure I can use the time at home to look for a place online. And if I end up needing to stay in Georgia a little bit longer, it wouldn’t be the end of the world.”

Sybil senses something in my hesitation, and her eyebrows shoot up. “But you’re not… you’re not leaving LA. Right?”

“No! Of course not. I’m just going to get my bearings while I’m at home for the holiday and then… reevaluate.” I jam as much confidence as possible into the words.

I left Georgia when I was eighteen to come to USC in a confetti-burst of victory. Out of my high school class, I was going the farthest and to the most prestigious school. I’ve spent over a decade of my life in this city. It’s where I became an adult. Where I met my best friend… who then introduced me to all of her best friends. If I’d never come to LA, I never would have met the Core Four. I definitely never would have found myself at the center of the LovedBy universe.

Besides, I love it here. The easy access to the beach, the amazing hiking trails, the unlimited taco options… but it’s not for the faint of heart. Honestly, that’s another reason why I love LA. Everyone you meet has some amazing job, plus a side hustle. They’re teaching Reformer Pilates or designing a new app, or landing a walk-on role for the next big HBO series—all while looking effortlessly golden-tanned and beachy-breezy. It’s a challenge to keep up.

But I’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge.

Besides, even if I’m a little exhausted by this world, it’s everything I wanted and worked for. I always dreamed of leaving my small town and living a bigger life. And now here I am, doing it. My athleisure brand has a huge partnership opportunity on the horizon with the FitGirl subscription service, and I’m in talks to start up a podcast in the fall, recording at a studio out here. LA is where all the action is, and I wouldn’t give that up.

“I just need… not even a break. More like a mini reset,” I tell Sybil. Like when I used to take a catnap on the LovedBy set before a shoot that we knew would take us all night.

Sybil glances around at the chaotic mess of boxes. “Okay, well. I’m no Emma, but I will do my part to help you pack.”

I laugh, because she’s right. Of the four of us, Emma is the one you call when you need any part of your life organized and put back together again. If I could hire her to be the personal planner of my entire future, I totally would.

But Sybil has other gifts to offer. She plucks a bottle of wine from the brass cart in my living room. “We’ll start by eliminating the need for you to pack this!”

Glasses clink as she selects two from the same cart and sets them on my coffee table.

There’s a squeak and a pop as Sybil pulls the cork free, practically knocking herself over backward in the process. The red wine splashes softly as Sybil pours, the smell of blackberries and pepper rising. She hands me a glass, and my fingers brush against hers, but she doesn’t let go. The silliness has faded from Sybil’s eyes, and in its place is a rare seriousness.

“I know you haven’t been happy,” she says quietly. She’s not playacting at sadness now. There’s real concern behind her words.

“What? I’m totally happy.” But I reply too quickly and too brightly. Dammit.

“Are you?” she asks, releasing the glass.

My other hand curls around the wine in a defensive hold. It’s wine from her fiancé Jamie’s vineyard. It’s delicious, but each sip is a reminder: it’s no longer Nikki and Sybil, two single besties ready to take on the world. It’s Sybil and Jamie. I’m the third wheel now. A dull ache starts at the base of my rib cage, but I ignore it and take a long pull from the wine, feeling my lip gloss stick to the rim of the glass.

My mother has always had strict rules for drinking—for me, at least. My younger brother, Cooper, could do no wrong. They’d thought it was funny when they realized he’d been topping off my dad’s Wild Turkey with iced tea. And my older siblings—twins—were a law unto themselves. Now they’re both established adults with their own families, but I think my parents were just happy that Linney and Pete made it to adulthood with four limbs apiece. But the rules were always set for me: never more than two drinks, only clear liquors, and only ever allow one lipstick print along the rim of your wine glass.

Mom was also the one who taught me how to walk smoothly in high heels, even when you had blisters. How to apply mascara from the back seat of a moving car. How to smile just right, tongue pressed to your front teeth, eyes soft. Everything I needed to win over pageant judges with a picture of perfection—no matter what was happening below the surface. I both loved and hated it. But right now, I’m grateful for the training.

When I put the wine glass down, my smile is back in place.

I rest my hand on her arm. “I’m fine, Sybs.” I press as much truth as I can into the words. “I mean, yeah, tonight sucked, but you came and rescued me. The next date will be better.”

But I’ve either lost my touch, or Sybil can see through the facade. She clocks me with an unconvinced look.

“Fine.” I sigh. “I just don’t get what I’m doing wrong. I mean, I’m picky! I only go out with guys if they seem like they might actually have potential. I literally follow our damn list to a T. But they never turn out as good as they looked on paper.”

Sybil quirks her head. “You mean that list we made after Aaron? The ‘Reasons to Get Back Out There’ list?”

“Exactly!”

It was the result of a wine night much like this one, except Emma and Willow were here too. Willow wanted to call the list “Reasons to Get Laid,” and Emma preferred “Reasons to Risk Your Heart Again”—but the idea was the same. I was so heartbroken and embarrassed after Aaron, I couldn’t imagine what could possibly compel me to enter the dating pool again, so Sybil insisted I make a list of all the qualities a guy would need to lure me back to the market. The crème de la crème of wish lists. A series of attributes so compelling as to make the guy worth shaving my legs for.

The list started off seriously enough: He’d need to have a good job (“six figures,” Emma scrawled in the margins). He’d need to be tall (I’m 5’9”). He’d need to be ready for a serious commitment—I wanted to be married within three years; kids within five. He’d need to share my faith. (“Good Jesus-lovin’ boy,” Sybil added). After a few glasses of wine, items like: “understands how to wear jeans” and “successful like Christian Grey but without the sex closet” were added.

“Sounds like maybe it’s time to throw out the list, Nik.”

I laugh. “I definitely threw it out already—after you knocked over that second bottle of pinot and used it as a napkin.”

Sybil shakes her head. “Metaphorically, babe. You can’t checklist your way into a love that won’t let you down.”

I twist the wine stem between my fingers, considering. I do love a good checklist.

“The list was fun and all,” Sybil continues. “But look at that guy tonight—Tony? Tyler?”

“Taylor.”

“Right. I’m sure Taylor ticks all the boxes: ambitious, tall, handsome, good shoes, probably wants two point five kids and a golden retriever…”

“So?” I say, feeling a little defensive. “What’s wrong with that? I want those things too.”

“I know you do, Niks,” Sybil says. “And I’m sure you’d love that point five of a child with all your heart. But you can’t boil a relationship down into a list of reasons why you should fit with someone. You just have to put yourself out there and find someone you click with—even if they’re a sweet, skinny-jeans-wearing medium king who wants ten kids.”

“Ten!?” I say, practically spitting out some of my wine.

“You know what I mean.” She puts her glass on the coffee table and turns to fully face me on the couch. I realize that the Sybil before me is different than the one I met freshman year of college. There’s wisdom there, the kind that comes with making mistakes and growing from them. She’s changed, but I’ve just been stuck. Stalled like the traffic on the 101.

“Ugh. You’re totally right. I know you’re right.”

“Ah, that feels really good to hear. I’m almost never the right one in a conversation!” she says. “Cheers to that!”

I smirk and toast her glass with mine.

Then Sybil leans back, her posture relaxing into something more familiar. “Go on, go home and ‘reorient’ yourself. Hang in the hammock, sleep till noon, jump in the lake—actually, better yet, push Cooper in the lake.” I laugh. Sybil’s an only child but has adopted Coop as her honorary little brother. “Do whatever you need to. Take your time. Come back to LA refreshed,” she says.

“I will,” I tell her, praying that it’s true. “I promise.” I take another sip of my wine, careful to leave only one lipstick print.
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I SPEND ALL DAY Wednesday packing and arrange for the movers to come early Thursday morning, so my bed is the last thing to go into storage. I’m in the air, heading east, by lunchtime.

LAX was packed ahead of the holiday weekend, but luck is on my side: We touch down in Atlanta with no delays, the fountain Diet Coke from the airport McDonald’s is perfect, my bags arrive out first from the carousel, and the rental car company upgrades me to a cute little red Jeep just like the one I had when I was sixteen.

There’s a small hiccup in the car rental parking lot: The Jeep, which I’ve decided to name Reba, takes three tries before the engine turns over. But soon, she’s rumbling beneath me. I’m on the road and leaving the outskirts of Atlanta behind me before the ice has melted in my Diet Coke. The road rises and dips through low hills as civilization begins to thin out. Kudzu laces through the pine trees on either side of the highway, and my shoulders begin to relax.

The terrain gets increasingly familiar once I turn off the interstate and roll down my windows, breathing in the fresh Georgia air. I’m in the car all the time in LA, but it doesn’t feel anything like this. I guess it’s hard to get that open-road, freedom feeling when you’re stuck in a death crawl of traffic. Growing up, my car was the first place I could really be alone. I could sing as loudly and as badly as I wanted to. I could speak any problems out loud without having to worry that anyone would overhear. It was a mini sanctuary, and as much as I’m looking forward to seeing my family, I’m also soaking up this time to myself. Just me and Reba. I think I’ll take the scenic route home.

I pass the Methodist church where I grew up going every Wednesday and Sunday, the football stadium where I cheered every Friday night all through high school… oh, and the sporting goods store parking lot, where I went to second base for the first time sophomore year, with my then-boyfriend Calum Hines. He was super cute, but I remember his kisses always tasted like salt-and-vinegar potato chips.

I roll past the sign for the farmstand that always carries my mom’s favorite lavender honey, and think of another one of Mom’s rules: never show up empty-handed.

Reba slows as I pull onto the soft sandy soil in front of Camberton’s Farmstand. It’s July 3, and they are brimming with summer produce. Zucchinis and squash stacked nearly to shoulder height, heirloom tomatoes in a dozen shades of red, yellow, and green, but what I’m really looking for is front and center. Bushels and bushels of fresh freestone peaches.

I grab a basket of them and a jar of honey and tip them onto the counter.

The woman smiles at me and squints her eyes. “Are you Bill and Joan’s little girl?”

“I am.”

After we exchange the usual pleasantries, the woman, who’s told me to call her Katie Mae, says, “You look just like your mom.” I’ve been hearing that my whole life. My mom and I are near carbon copies of each other except for our eyes. Hers are hazel, but I have my dad’s dark blue color. “Will y’all make it to the parade tomorrow?” she asks.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” The Fourth of July parade used to be my favorite town event. The rotary club puts it on, and the whole town comes out for it. Lake Thomas’s lone firetruck leads the parade, followed by the mayor in a 1965 Ford Mustang convertible and the county sheriff in his patrol car. All the high school sports teams have floats, and the teenagers throw Tootsie Rolls and beaded necklaces down to the kids who line the parade route. Actually, throwing free food is kind of a major part of the parade. The local fried chicken shop throws biscuits. The town’s two real estate agents always try to outdo each other. One year, they both threw full-size candy bars.

Even after I left home for college and life in LA, I tried to come home every summer for the Fourth. It’s only been in recent years that I’ve been too busy. I’m glad to be back, and I can’t wait to take my niece and nephew tomorrow.

I’m about to head back to the rental car when my eye catches on the field out behind the farmstand.

Rows and rows of zinnias. Hot pink and bright orange. Sunshine-yellow and deep crimson. Southern dahlias, my mother always calls them. My mom can force almost anything out of the soil of her garden. But by the end of the summer, the only flowers still bobbing lush and full in the breeze off the lake are her zinnias.

Looking back to the farmstand, I see several five-gallon buckets filled with flowers, sitting below a MAKE YOUR OWN BOUQUET sign. Pale pink cosmos, some early white sunflowers, globes of purple Gomphrena, and of course, zinnias.

“Katie Mae,” I call to her, nodding at the buckets, “I’m going to grab one more thing.”

A truck with Alabama plates and an Auburn University War Eagle decal on the back window pulls up while I start to pull together a bouquet. A guy about my age steps out, beelines to the spread of tomatoes, and starts piling several into his arms.

I turn back to my flowers, selecting a zinnia, but it’s too orange, so I put it back and grab another. I repeat the process with a yarrow that’s a little too red.

“Looks like serious work.”

I turn to see the guy at the tomato stand, now nodding toward my bouquet. Dark blond curls peek out from beneath his faded red ball cap. His eyes are a gorgeous shade of blue, like the lake in the sun, and

for a moment I’m so captivated by their sparkle that it takes me a second to realize he’s cradling about two dozen tomatoes in his arms. He’s got on gray shorts and one of those SPF hoodies with a hole in the sleeve to hook your thumb through. It’s a splotchy blue pattern that I can only describe as “fish camo.” He looks like he’s been out on the lake for most of the day: sunburned, scruffy in a way that shouldn’t be attractive, but is. I’ve swiped left on plenty of dudes hoisting a caught bass in their profile pictures. But this guy, with his golden, toned calves and strong-looking hands, doesn’t look like a cliché. He looks… real.

And also kind of hot.

“Sorry?” I ask. I’ve already forgotten whatever he just said.

“Picking out the flowers,” he clarifies. “Seems like you’ve got it down to a science.”

If the same words had come out of Taylor F.’s mouth—or really, any of the revolving door of guys I’ve dated in the last few years—I’d have expected an undercurrent of sarcasm. But the look on Tomato Guy’s face is open and genuine.

“It needs to be matching, but not matchy, you know?” I place another spray of cosmos into the bouquet, the perfect shade of bubblegum-pink.

“Oh, totally.” He bobbles a large striped tomato but manages to catch it before it hits the ground. He locks eyes with me, flashing a wide smile as if to say, Did you see that? One of his incisors crooks inward, and I can’t help but smile back. No veneers for this guy. Katie Mae walks over with an empty basket and hands it to him.

I feel like the sheer number of tomatoes this guy is accumulating has to be addressed. “That’s a lot of tomatoes.”

“Nothing better than tomatoes in summertime.” He places them into the basket and begins to add even more.

“You’re not wrong.” I hold the bouquet up and rotate it to make sure it isn’t missing anything.

“Looks perfect,” Tomato Guy says.

I smile in agreement and take my finished bouquet back over to Katie Mae. “Do you have plans for all those tomatoes?” I ask over my shoulder.

“I’m bringing them to a party.” I raise an eyebrow at him. He shrugs. “My mom always said a guest should never show up empty-

handed. I figure everyone else will be bringing flowers.”

I laugh. “Your mom sounds a lot like my mom.”

A sad smile crosses his face, then he brightens, nodding back at the juicy heirlooms. “You sure you don’t want to grab a couple? They smell incredible.”

“I’ll be okay.” My mom’s flower garden is rivaled only by her vegetable one. You can measure the progression of summer by how many bowls of tomatoes there are in the kitchen.

I settle up with Katie Mae, wave goodbye to Tomato Guy, and climb into Reba. Only, she doesn’t start.

I try a second time. No luck. The third time, I’m confident she will. That’s what it took on the rental lot. Maybe she’s just the type of girl who needs a little extra effort.

I pat the dashboard twice. “You got it, Reba. You’re a survivor, remember?” I try a third time. She makes a soft whining sound before clunking into silence.

“Do you need some help?” Tomato Guy appears beside my window.

“I think I do,” I admit. “Any idea what’s wrong?” He has the look of someone handy.

“Let me take a look. Can you pop the hood?” He heads back toward his truck to deposit his two bags of tomatoes. He rummages in the bed and pulls out a large wrench. A really large wrench. I hadn’t realized that whatever’s wrong with the car might require a wrench that big, and a flutter of nerves rises in my stomach.

I pop the hood and it rises up, blocking my view of the front of the car. There are some soft curses from Tomato Guy and a series of loud clangs. After a few minutes of this, I’m concerned enough to get out of the car and see what’s going on. I come around the front of the Jeep and peer into the engine, right as a jet of black oil spurts out, hitting me square in the chest.

“I am so sorry.” He looks genuinely mortified.

“What have you done to Reba?” I cry.

“Reba?” he asks.

“The Jeep.”

He only takes a beat to respond. “Because she’s a redhead.”

“Exactly.” I nod. “And she’s a rental. So I really can’t let her die a horrific death.”

Katie Mae pops out from the stand. “Sweetie, do you need a jump?”

I look to Tomato Guy for confirmation, but he just shrugs. “Maybe?”

She shoots me a kind but pitying look. “Why don’t we try it and see?”

In less than five minutes, she has pulled her own pickup around, popped the hood, attached the jumpers, directed me to “Put it in neutral,” and sparked life back into the Jeep.

Her last move is to pluck the oil dipstick from Tomato Guy’s hand. With a shake of her head, she hastily reattaches it to wherever it came from. She manages to do all this without touching a single drop of oil. She levels the guy with a raised eyebrow, then turns to me. “Tell your parents ‘hi’ for me, hon.”

“I sure will.” She heads back into the farmstand, leaving me alone with a sheepish Tomato Guy.

“Here, let me—” He returns the wrench to the back of his truck and grabs a rag. Shaking sawdust from it, he hands it to me, and I start trying to clean the oil from my top.

“So you’re from around here?” he ventures.

“I am. Or I used to be.”

“I thought maybe you were from out of town.” He gestures to the rental car.

“I’m visiting family for a week or so.” I try blotting up the oil, but it only seems to make it worse.

“Oh, me too,” he says. “Well, not my family—well, kind of my family…”

But I’m not really listening. I’m too distracted by the stain that’s setting deeper into my tank top. “I’m not sure this is helping.” I give up and hand the rag back to him.

“Can I replace it for you?” he offers. And for a second, I’m hit with an image of him whipping off his hoodie and handing it to me, exposing what I’m sure is a golden, toned chest. But then my brain catches up to reality, and I realize he’s offering to buy me a new shirt—not give me the literal one off his back.

“It’s fine,” I tell him. “I have half a dozen just like it.” The now-ruined tank top is from my athleisure line.

“If it’s any consolation, the black and orange gives you a kind of sexy jack-o’-lantern look.”

“Ha.” I’m not sure why I’m blushing at being called a sexy jack-o’-lantern.

“I actually don’t know anything about cars,” he admits.

“You don’t say.”

“I’m decent with a boat engine, though. I kind of thought a car would be the same thing…”

“But it’s not?”

“Not even slightly.”

I smile. “Well, it was nice of you to offer to help anyway.”

“I couldn’t abandon a beautiful woman in distress,” he says, his smile wide, the crooked incisor winking at me. “Reba, I mean,” he adds.

“Of course.” I say, my own grin growing. “Well, if it’s any consolation to you, I thought you played the part of mechanic well.”

“Yeah?”

“I bought it. You have all those tools.” Though as I gesture to the back of his truck, I realize it’s mostly scraps of wood and sawdust, not motor oil and spark plugs. A few fishing rods are laid across the top.

“I’m a carpenter,” he confirms. “Sorry Rusty and I couldn’t get it done for you.”

“Rusty?”

“My wrench. What—you think you’re the only one who names inanimate objects? My hammer is named Thor. For obvious reasons.”

A laugh bursts from me, one of the shrieky, genuine ones, and Tomato Guy smiles like he’s delighted.

“Unfortunately,” he continues, “and I think, shortsightedly, they’ve stopped making cars out of nails and wood. Otherwise, Rusty and I would have had you fixed up and ready to drive off to your Happily Ever After.”

I flinch. Happily Ever After. The easiness I’d felt with him drains out of me, replaced by a wary suspicion. Even here, where I’m supposed to be free of all the baggage that comes with LovedBy, it finds me. I should have known this guy knew who I was. That he was only helping me because he’s seen me on TV. I feel my smile warp from something real into something forced.

He straightens, and his eyebrows come together as he sees my change in expression. He leans toward me in concern. “Are you okay?” His arm reaches out, but he stops himself, flexing his hand and taking a step back. “Sorry. I know I smell like sweat and largemouth bass.”

It’s so sweet—and so weird—I can’t help the genuine grin that sneaks back onto my face. Maybe I overreacted. Maybe he didn’t mean to make a LovedBy reference. Not everyone’s brain has been warped by pop culture the way mine has.

“No, it’s my fault. And you don’t smell bad. I mean, yeah, I can kind of smell the fish, but I actually like it when guys smell a little sweaty?” The words spill out. Tomato Guy tilts his head but doesn’t say anything. So I barrel on through. “I just find Happily Ever Afters kind of triggering.” I don’t know why I say it, but the confessions keep coming. “I’m not sure I believe in them.”

Maybe it’s the fact that he doesn’t seem to have it all together, either, with his ten million tomatoes and total cluelessness about cars, and yet he seems completely unself-conscious about it. I wish I could be the same way. And that realization feels like more of a breakthrough than I’ve had in a year’s worth of therapy.

I’ve been plowing ahead, going on date after date trying to convince myself that Aaron was just a hiccup, a slight deviation on my road to True Love—as easy to jump-start back to life as this Jeep. It feels good to finally admit that I’m tired of “trusting the process.” That my broken engagement and pulverized heart can’t be glossed over with preventative Botox and carefully applied hair extensions.

His eyes narrow on my face with an appraising look. “I don’t either,” he admits. Something passes between us like a frisson. Not just the spark of attraction I sense we’re both feeling, but also understanding. I wonder what happened in this guy’s past to make him distrust happy endings too.

But then he cracks another smile. “Unicorns, though—those I believe in for sure. Big unicorn guy.”

“Who isn’t?” I smile, stepping into the Jeep.

“Well, maybe I’ll see you around this weekend.”

“I’m sure you will. It’s a small town.”

I check my mirrors and turn on the radio—Reba McEntire’s “I’m a Survivor” blasts through the speakers. The irony of this song playing right now is not lost on me, and the magic I’ve felt all day hits me full force. Just a few hours on Georgia soil, and I can already feel myself getting realigned, centered.

I shoot Tomato Guy a megawatt smile as I pull out of the farmstand—not for the cameras, not to disarm him, not for any reason other than because I want to.

Still, I can’t help but check my rearview mirror for a reaction. I watch him lift his ball cap and run a hand through his golden curls, slightly dazed as he watches my Jeep drive away.

Another smile, this one just for me. I’ve still got it.
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THE THING ABOUT COMING home is that your body always remembers before your brain does.

One whiff of pine, red clay, and lake water, and suddenly, I’m ten years old again, barefoot and sunburned, racing my brothers down the hill to the water.

I feel it as I turn off the main road, gravel crunching under my tires as I pull down the long, tree-lined driveway.

Most of the houses on this side of the lake are summer places. In recent years, many of them have been flipped into sleek vacation rentals with fresh cedar siding and modern black windowpanes, their interiors drenched in white paint.

Ours still has the sturdy feel of an old Southern farmhouse: white clapboard with blue shutters and doors. It has the kind of charm you can’t fake—or wash off with a pressure washer, no matter how hard Dad tries.

The driveway is packed with cars when I pull in. I recognize Pete’s white pickup and Linney’s minivan. I wedge Reba into the last bit of space left, careful to avoid the flower beds that border the driveway.

I engage the emergency brake and give a gentle pat to the steering wheel. “Don’t go anywhere.” Once, during Cooper’s junior year of high school, he parked his Bronco in the same spot without putting on the brake, and it rolled down the hill before crashing into my dad’s shed. I don’t want to lose Reba the same way.

I grab my haul from the farmstand but leave the rest of my luggage in the car, then walk around the yard and enter from the lake side. The architect who built the house considered the “front” to be the facade facing the water rather than the actual main entrance that faces the road. And it’s true, that view of our home is a showstopper.

As I round the corner, I catch sight of it all for the first time in at least two years. Everything is exactly as I remember it. Two stories of porches are stacked on top of each other, held up by thick white columns where you can sit in a rocking chair and look out over the lawn that slopes gently down to the lake. My mom’s ferns hang from planters off the porch beams, always vivid green even in the dead of summer. The eastern part of the lower porch is screened in, so you can retreat if the mosquitoes get too bad, and we have a big farm table where we like to have all our meals as long as it’s not too hot out.

But what really sets the house apart is the gazebo my grandmother, Meema, designed—an octagonal little jewel box of white lattice and a cedar-shingled roof, perched just where the edge of the lawn meets the shade of the pines. It looks like something plucked from a storybook—though the railing is starting to rot a bit, and some of the floorboards have grown spongey. Hugging the gazebo, like a crescent of color, is my mother’s garden. Hydrangeas and hollyhocks hug close to the edge of the lattice before giving way to mounds of golden lantana, spires of purple bee balm, and small tufts of sweet alyssum.

Beyond that, there’s the lake itself. I can smell the freshwater in the air, and hear the calming shush of its rippling surface. The floating dock my dad built out of old plastic barrels and scrap lumber creaks quietly. The old rusty pontoon boat and the secondhand ski boat that Cooper’s always been obsessed with bob side by side.

Down at the shoreline, my nephew William is wielding a water gun that’s nearly half as big as he is. I wave to my big brother Pete and his husband, Tripp, who are sitting in Adirondack chairs close enough to keep an eye on William, but far enough away to avoid the splash zone.

I walk up the wide wooden steps that lead from the lawn up to the porch. The blue double doors have been propped open to let in the breeze. I push through the screen doors and am instantly overcome by the familiarity of home.

Standing in the central hallway, I can smell freshly baked cookies—and something else too. The smell of the house itself: Mom’s favorite lemon-lavender counter spray, freshly laundered sheets, and the slight damp lake scent that clings to the window curtains. It sends a rush of nostalgia and comfort through me.

I hear sounds of life coming from the right and make my way through the arched doorway that leads to the kitchen. Dad once offered to take this wall down and make the first floor more open concept, but Mom refused, saying she wanted to keep the prep areas separate from the hosting areas of the house. I don’t want guests staring at a sink of dirty dishes! (As if she’d ever leave dirties in the sink.)

In the kitchen, I find her and my niece, Anna Carol, baking something. Mom’s standing at the island with her back to me, wearing a blue-and-white-striped shirt, crisp white cropped jeans, and an apron. Her hair—just the slightest touch of gray peeking out of the blond—is tossed up into one of her signature claw clips. My mother is truly the OG of the effortless twist. Anna Carol is sitting on the counter in front of my mom, and they’re both leaning over a bowl of what must be leftover batter. My mom immediately straightens in embarrassment, but Anna Carol, in a mermaid swimsuit, is completely untroubled to be caught with her hands in the cookie dough.

“Welcome home, Nikki-Belle,” my mom says to me, licking some batter off her own manicured finger—a sight I’ve literally never seen before.

“I’d hug you, Sweetie, but I’m a mess!” she adds. “Let me clean up first!”

“Aunt Nikki, you are a mess.” Anna Carol says “mess” with a shriek of delight while waving a spoon mostly licked clean of cookie dough.

For a moment, I’d forgotten what a wreck I must look like. I fold my arms across my chest to cover the oil splatter. “And you look like a beautiful mermaid,” I tell her.

“Aunt Nikki,” Anna Carol says breathlessly, letting her spoon clatter into the empty batter bowl. “Can I wear the tiara?” She looks from me to my mom.

“I told her she had to wait to ask you for permission.” My mom smiles at her affectionately, moving the bowl to the sink.

“Of course you can, sweet girl.” I run a hand through her damp, tangled curls.

“Yes,” Anna Carol says. It comes out in a soft hiss, and she clenches her tiny fists in either ecstasy or victory. Maybe both.

“Can I have a hug as a payment?”

“Yes.” She nods once matter-of-factly, as if that is a fair trade. Then she steps down from the counter and flings herself at me. I give her a tight squeeze before she pulls free and runs to my room to get the tiara.

“Sugar, what happened to you?” Mom has finished washing the cookie bowl and is now wiping it down with a dry cloth. The comment—and the rapid cleaning—are much more in line with her personality than licking batter. “Go change fast. I need to talk to you about something.” I start to answer, but she continues before I can. “Cooper and his girlfriend are almost here.”

“His girlfriend?” I pause. I didn’t know any extra guests were joining us. The Fourth celebrations are usually family only.

“Cooper didn’t tell you yet? Yes, they’re actually quite serious, you know. She’ll be staying in the other twin bed in your room.”

“Oh,” I say, trying not to sound petulant. “Is she… staying the whole week?” Sharing a room with a stranger was not on my list of things to look forward to when coming home.

“I assume so,” Mom says. “And sorry, but it’s the only option. The kids are sleeping in the sewing room,” she continues, “and I certainly wasn’t going to have her share with Cooper.”

“Okay,” I relent. While other parents might find it normal to allow their adult son to room with his adult girlfriend, mine are strictly old-fashioned. Separate rooms until marriage is a Bennet house rule.

“Oh, I’ve got to find a vase for these.” She looks over at the flowers I placed on the counter. There’s a manic-ness to her that’s more noticeable than usual.

“I’ll find a vase, Mom,” I say, but she keeps buzzing around the kitchen, refilling the paper-towel roll, lifting the salt and pepper shakers to wipe the counter beneath them. “Mom,” I repeat.

She pauses her frenetic cleaning and presses a cool
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