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      Tinder (noun):

      A popular dating app based on initial physical attraction. From a single picture, if you like what you see then you swipe right. If you don’t, you swipe left. If both people swipe right to each other’s picture, then they are able to exchange messages.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Number One: Ted

          

        

      

    

    
      You would think that after being on the dating scene – unsuccessfully – for the past five years, I would be used to all the emotions that came with modern dating. Nerves. Hope. Disappointment. I wasn’t though. Every new date I went on brought on a fresh tsunami of the same emotions. Yet here I was again. Date number one of this month. Date number… actually I had lost count of the number of dates I had been on in this year alone. Never turning into anything substantial. Occasionally seeing them again, making the hope build even more, only to come tumbling down with an extra dose of disappointment.

      Modern dating is brutal. Superficial. Judgemental. Shallow.

      Too small. Swipe left.

      Too fat. Swipe left.

      Wrong hair colour. Swipe left.

      Too many gym pics. Swipe left.

      The whole process was exhausting. What was even more exhausting though, was the knowledge that hundreds of men were sat swiping left on your pictures for exactly the same reasons. You could have swiped left to the love of your life and never know it, just because they chose a less than flattering profile picture on Tinder. Even a good picture on Tinder has to be met with severe caution. How old was the picture? How much has this been edited? Is it even them? An absolute minefield.

      Ted was immediately someone I swiped right too. With his blonde floppy hair, he wouldn’t have looked out of place in a ‘90s boyband, but there was something about his eyes which looked kind. His picture also showed him smiling, which was a bonus (the amount of people not smiling in their pictures was shocking!), and in a tailored, navy suit. I could never resist a man in a suit. This man looked fun, but not full of himself. A difficult balance to achieve from a photo. When my phone pinged indicating that a mutual match had been made, I waited. I waited and waited. Fourteen hours and fifteen minutes later a notification told me that finally, Ted had sent me a message. I never was the type of person who was able to play it cool. I knew the rules though. Don’t seem too eager. Don’t immediately reply, otherwise you risk coming across as needy and desperate.

      And so, a game of Tinder tennis progressed. Messages were being exchanged back and forth until the time that we were waiting between replies had decreased to being almost immediate. It took months of talking before he finally asked me out on a date. Always dangerous. For months, my stomach flipped as soon as his name had flashed on my screen. I had grown to really like Ted, and I hadn’t even seen him in the flesh yet.

      In the modern world where everyone can be reached immediately at a mere click of a button, fake attachments can be easily made. It is very easy to spend time carefully articulating your messages, asking friends for advice on what to put, and putting an idealistic (and not at all realistic) projection of yourself across. You can be anyone you want to be when concealed behind a screen. So yes, I had grown to really like Ted, the version of himself that he had put across through his messages, which I had then embellished and perfected in my imagination. Of course, expectation never matches with reality. I knew that by indulging the stomach-flipping, heart-racing, smile-bringing emotions for so long without physically meeting Ted was setting myself up for disappointment. Yet still, once again, as I always did, I found myself pulled in. Enticed with the notion of ‘this could just be the one’.

      I was so excited when drawing on a previous conversation of our mutual love for steak, he had asked me to a well-known steak house just out of town. Renowned to be the best steak locally, with eye-watering prices to reflect it. I had been wanting to go to this particular restaurant for some time, so I had treated myself. I’d bought a beautiful green dress for the occasion.

      I never usually bothered buying new outfits for first dates (I would be buying new outfits weekly!), but I just had a gut feeling that this would be different. That Ted could be different. Besides, green was my lucky colour. As I pulled into the car park of the steak house that night, I was feeling really confident that this time – this time things would go well. Maybe he really would be the one.

      I sat in the car watching the time move painfully slowly. I always liked to show up to a date slightly later than arranged. There is nothing worse than sitting at a table, glancing continuously at the door, terrified that you may have been stood up, whilst everyone around you throws looks of pity in your direction. On several occasions men would offer to pick me up from my house and drive us to wherever we were going together… but I had watched far too many serial killer documentaries on Netflix to know that that wasn’t the smartest move.

      I was staring so intently at the clock in the car, that when there was a loud tap on the window I literally screamed. I recognised those eyes instantly from the pictures. Ted. I tried to compose myself, forcing a smile as I placed a hand over my racing heart - which I’m sure had skipped a few beats from being needlessly startled - as he laughed comically at my reaction. Great. This wasn’t exactly the first impression for which I was hoping. Ted’s practical joke had thrown me off, and any flutter of nerves that I was feeling suddenly went off the scale… until I stepped out of the car.

      What was he wearing? I tried so hard to keep the shocked look from my face as he leant towards me to kiss my cheek as a welcome. He looked like he had come straight from a fishing match or something. Muddy boots… or were they… wellies? Baggy khaki shorts which had an obvious tear down the front, and an off-white T-shirt which was begging to be put through the washing machine. I gave him the benefit of the doubt, thinking there must surely be a reasonable explanation as to why he would show up on a date at a nice steak house dressed this way. Except no explanation came.

      What a pair we must have looked like going into that restaurant. Me, dressed up in a brand-new dress with my favourite sparkly six-inch heels… and Ted, who wouldn’t have looked out of place at a gardening club. Obviously, he felt no awkwardness over our mismatched appearance as his jokes and childlike humour dominated the conversation. He seemed so different in person. The deep and meaningful conversations we had been having over messages seemed long gone, as I struggled to even get a sentence out without him cutting me off needlessly. The connection I had been feeling through our message exchange was nowhere to be found in real life.

      When it came to ordering, Ted was not afraid to order the most expensive things on the menu. His steak alone cost more than my whole meal. He didn’t even bother looking at the wine list, instead requested their best bottle of white… for himself. I would have commented on how unusual it was for a person to choose white wine over red with a steak, however my mind was too preoccupied doing mental maths. I had started to panic at this point. I always offered to split the bill. Most of the time, whomever I was on a date with would insist on footing all of it, trying to prove that chivalry really does still exist, but I always offered. Still… I wasn’t expecting this one meal to come to more than a month’s rent, and even split, it was far more than I could afford thanks to his extreme expensive taste.

      We hadn’t even made it past the starters when I was willing the night to end. Ted definitely wasn’t the one. The spark I had felt obviously began and ended with the Ted behind the texting, not this version of Ted who seemed completely different. I began to doubt whether it was him I had been messaging at all, or somebody else entirely. Still, I forced myself to laugh at his terrible jokes, and ignore the fact that he hadn’t learned basic table manners such as closing your mouth to eat, out of sheer politeness.

      After what felt like forever, Ted asked for the bill.

      “Shall we split it?” I forced myself to say, willing him to respond with the classic ‘Don’t worry about it’.

      “That sounds great,” my heart sank. Great. All that money wasted on food I hadn’t eaten, wine I hadn’t drank, and a date I really hadn’t enjoyed.

      The waiter came over and asked if we were paying with cash or card, and Ted suddenly began tapping his pockets. Over the top, comical even. Like he was trying to bat off an invisible swarm of bees.

      “I’m sorry, Rosie. I seem to have forgotten my wallet. This one will have to be on you!” the waiter looked at Ted, frowning, obviously flummoxed by the theatricals and audacity himself. I felt sick. I couldn’t afford it. I didn’t even need to check my bank account to know there simply wasn’t enough in there. What was I to do? We couldn’t not pay. I felt my cheeks flush red, through a combination of anger and embarrassment, and reluctantly handed over my emergency credit card. The whole time Ted sat there, entirely composed, seemingly not in the faintest bit embarrassed by the situation.

      Hurriedly, I stood up, grabbed my jacket, and said I should probably be getting back now, due to an early start. Surprisingly, Ted looked taken aback at my keenness to end the evening.

      “Do you fancy a drink round mine?” he asked, a naughty glint in his eye. I couldn’t help it. I laughed. He wasn’t to know of course that I never would say yes to going back to their house after a first date – even after the best date. However, how could he possibly lack that much self-awareness that he could think for even the slightest second that I would want to go back with him after such a terrible night?

      “I’m good thanks. Night!” and with that, I half-walked, half-ran to my car and didn’t look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Number Two: Ellis

          

        

      

    

    
      Surely nothing could go worse than my date with Ted.

      I suppose it would be expected that after that date, I would be put off from any more Tinder escapades for a while. Funnily enough, the opposite happened. The very same night that I got back from my date with Tight-Arsed Ted, I turned back to Tinder to comfort me. It didn’t take long before I matched with Ellis. A fair few years younger than me, which should have been the first red flag. It was common knowledge that a lot of men on Tinder – and women I supposed – used the platform as a way of engaging in fun, with no intention of seeking something more serious. The trouble was, that without the help of Tinder, there simply weren’t any easy ways of meeting men these days. People just don’t go out dancing regularly and chat to strangers in bars like they used to. Tinder had dominated the dating scene.

      Luckily, Ellis was more forward than Ted in initiating a date. We had been talking less than twenty-four hours before he suggested ‘hooking up’ at a nearby bar the following night. Red flag number two. Fuelled with determination to erase my previous date with Tight-Arsed Ted completely from my memory, I went against my better judgement and agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Half-heartedly, I threw together an outfit for the date and got ready in record time. Perhaps deep down I had already written Ellis off. Perhaps it was the fact I had barely let myself digest the date with Ted and the disappointment that he wasn’t who I was hoping he would be. Perhaps it was the fact that I was still seething over my credit card being weighed down from his extravagant eating at my expense. Whatever it was, I didn’t feel nervous at all to meet Ellis.

      I was walking to our date this evening. The bar we were going to was only round the corner from my house, and parking was difficult. I often suggested this bar for a first date meeting point due to its close proximity to my house, should the need for a swift escape present itself. Despite this, it was moments such as these where I couldn’t help but resent my sensible self for not allowing dates to pick me up. It was freezing. I crossed my arms, thrusting my hands in the pockets of my jacket in a bid to contain my body heat and warm up. Suddenly, without even a glimpse of a warning the heavens decided to open. What felt like an ice-cold shower suddenly hit me and combined with the wind and a lack of umbrella there was no way whatsoever that my face would have survived this monstrosity. In a poor attempt at damage control, I ran my fingers under my eyes in hope to at least rid some of the mascara which was sure to be transforming me from woman to panda bear with each second more that I spent out here.

      Just when I thought that my luck couldn’t get any worse, a boy-racer, revving his engine whizzed by. In a desperate attempt at establishing some street-cred through his mediocre, pimped-up, shit-heap of a car, he zoomed through a puddle at the exact moment I was waiting to cross the road. A wave engulfed me from the waist down, so cold, it made me gasp out loud. I tried to regain composure as the car following the boy-racer had slowed down and wound their window down. For a split second I thought they were going to ask if I was okay, but no. Of course not. That would be far too humane. Instead, they had simply wound down the window to make sure I could hear them as they howled with laughter, ridiculing me, and finding humour in my misfortune. Free entertainment for the local youths. I glared at them then hurried across the road.

      The five-minute walk seemed to take forever, and I was really holding out for him to be late, so that I could make a mad dash to the toilet. My plan was to dangle upside down and dry my hair under the hand dryer like I had had to do many times before when the rain had caught me unprepared. But, of course, he was already there. I knew it was him immediately. From his Tinder profile, almost every photo had him with his precious silver BMW in it. (Red flag number three). There he was, looking like he fancied himself to be on the cover of some kind of magazine, leg propped up against the bonnet of his precious BMW which was, of course, parked undercover. I doubted that his parking choice had anything to do with him not wanting to get wet, but more to protect his car. I made my way towards him, as he made no attempt to move himself from his pose. Very conscious that he was watching me, I dragged my frozen hands through my hair, ridding my make-up splodged face of any strays, and forced a smile onto my face.

      “Someone’s a bit wet already, aren’t they?” he smirked. I cringed. Great. He was that type of guy. The type who thought that every girl would fall at his feet. The type who probably had more STDS than I could even name. (Red flag number four). Wonderful.

      “Ha,” a feeble, sarcastic laugh was all that I could muster. I wasn’t exactly feeling it on the lead up to the date, but the weather had seriously dampened my mood – literally and metaphorically.

      The bar was busy and thankfully warm, and I gratefully took a seat next to a radiator. Under the table, I secretly took my sodden shoes off, and wiped them dry on the carpet before forcing them back on. A pointless feat really, as my heels were so soggy that they immediately made my feet feel like they were in buckets all over again. They were so numb from the cold that I longed for my fluffy slippers sitting waiting for me in the comfort of my home, just up the road. I mentally checked myself for thinking like a middle-aged spinster and tried to force myself into a better state of mind.

      Ellis brought over the drinks and took a generous swig from his beer before he had even put my wine down in front of me. A white foam moustache formed above his upper lip, and it took everything in me to not roll my eyes. He must have caught me looking because in the next moment, he’d wiped off the evidence with the back of his hand. We sat there for a few seconds, an incredibly awkward silence looming between us. To be fair to him, I must have seemed like a complete catfish to him. Obviously, my Tinder pictures had been carefully selected: flattering, good lighting. I had shown up looking like I had just taken part in a ten-metre swimming competition. It was Ellis who broke the silence first.

      “I’m so sorry. I’ve completely forgot your name,” he grimaced at me in an overly dramatic way. I raised my eyebrows in response. At this point I had lost track of how many red flags there were. So many that I knew I should be running for the hills by now, and I had only had one sip of one drink.

      “Seriously?” I asked dumbfounded.

      “Deadly serious.” This time I didn’t even try to hide my eye-rolling. How hard would it have really been to log on to Tinder and double check my name before he arrived? The fact he couldn’t remember spectacularly proved the lack of interest he had in meeting me in the first place. Or maybe it indicated just how many women he met with on a regular basis that he couldn’t remember whose name belonged to who. I may not have been the only date he had been on today alone.

      “Rosie.” I told him, my tone expressionless.

      “Ah yeah that’s right. Like from Titanic?” I frowned at this reference. It didn’t suit the image he had built of himself to be rushing home and watching the Titanic on repeat. Although obviously, he couldn’t have seen it that many times if he was getting the main characters names wrong.

      “That was Rose.”

      “You sure? The fit redhead?”

      “Yes. The character was definitely called Rose.”

      “Rose. Rosie. Same difference.” He shrugged and smiled, an action which for no real reason seemed to grate on me enormously.

      “Well, no, it’s not really is it,” cue another lengthy and awkward silence. Usually, this kind of silence would make me feel anxious. I would be scrambling frantically in my mind for something interesting and funny to say, anything to shine a good light on myself and leave a lasting impression. Instead, probably due to the rushed nature of this date after Tight-Arsed Ted, I found the whole situation tedious and irritating. After what felt like another ten long, long, longggg hours, I simply couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Excuse me, I just need to find the toilets.” I pushed back my chair and cringed as the scraping of the feet caught on the ceramic tiles of the floor. Every head turned in the direction of the noise, which seemed to have been amplified beyond belief. I felt myself blush at the scene, grabbed my coat from the back of the chair and made my way to the toilet. Every footstep squelched from the retained rainwater, and I just knew my toes must look like they had been sat in the bath for hours. Wrinkly and prune-like.

      Pushing open the toilet door I was relieved to find it empty. I made my way over to the mirrors and pulled a face when I saw my reflection. The rain had robbed me of all my make-up. A pasty, ghost of a woman stared back at me, with a complexion which was nothing to be desired after years of being suffocated under too much makeup and a shameful skin regime. The only thing left were two stubborn rings under my eyes as I predicted there would be. I grabbed some tissue and started dabbing, wiping, rubbing. Nothing would remove it. Well, at least I knew that when I bought ‘Ultra Waterproof Mascara’ that I wasn’t mis-sold. Nothing was going to budge this except make-up remover, which unfortunately wasn’t a staple condiment usually found in bars. There was nothing to it, I’d have to just rock the panda look. I leant against the sinks for a few minutes, until I was forced back into my humiliating, damp reality by the door opening and a group of women coming in and startling me.

      I really, really didn’t want to go back out there. All I wanted was to go back home, get into my comfiest pyjamas, put on Bridget Jones, and drown in self-pity and wine. Maybe I didn’t have to go back out there? I had watched enough romcoms to know that bathrooms on bad dates usually offered a clichéd escape route via the window. Trust me to have ended up with a local that had the world’s tiniest window in the women’s toilets. Maybe it was designed by bitter men for the exact purpose of preventing desperate women from re-enacting dramatic escape missions. A small child would probably struggle to climb through, so it was pointless to even attempt it.

      This trail of thought had got me thinking up possibilities though… there was nothing to say that I had to go back to the table and endure more time with Ellis. I could just leave. Sure, sneaking off home mid-date without the other person knowing wasn’t generally considered to be decent behaviour, but my feet were wet, I looked like a clown who was worse for wear after a heavy night on the vodka, and Ellis was quite possibly the most awkward date I had ever been on. For the first time that evening I felt excited. Excited to escape.

      The pub being my local, I knew where the emergency exits were. I also knew that the red sign stuck on the doors stating that ‘an alarm will go off if these doors are opened’ was a lie, as most of them were. On nights out, I regularly used one of them motivated by sheer laziness, as it backed onto a street which was a little closer to my house. I could reach this door without having to go past my table. Without having to see Ellis again.

      My mind made up, I made my way towards the door and tentatively pushed down the bar to force it open, looking over my shoulder to make sure that I wasn’t stopped by any of the staff. I knew a fair few of the staff that worked here from visiting so frequently with friends (and dates!), but there was one woman in particular who seemed to have a real hatred for life. I had no idea what her name was, as idle chit-chat wasn’t her thing. In fact, you felt almost scared to order a drink when she was manning the bar, as if you were rudely interrupting her from absolutely nothing. She would tut and roll her eyes, every action an immense effort and inconvenience. She walked around like she detested everyone and everything she laid her eyes on. I knew for a fact that if it was her who caught me escaping through the fire escape exit, she wouldn’t refrain from lecturing me and I simply wasn’t in the mood to listen to that right now. Luckily for me, no one was around. With a sigh of relief, I ran - well, squelched - all the way home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Number Three: Sammy

          

        

      

    

    
      I must not turn straight back to Tinder. I must not turn straight back to Tinder. Honestly, despite having the luck of a single magpie, I had become addicted to swiping. Addicted to possibility. Unsurprisingly, I hadn’t heard again from Ellis. Whilst feeling guilty about sneaking away, really, what was the alternative? To sit there resembling a wet dog, listening to his cheesy one-liners, and forcing conversation into the awkward silences. Perhaps the decent thing to do would have been to tell Ellis I had to leave, make an excuse, and go. The thought of returning to that table last night, though, filled me with dread. I simply couldn’t – no – I didn’t want to go back to that table and endure another second with that pretentious boy.

      I had learned one thing from the date though. I needed to adjust my age range settings on Tinder. Ellis had given the strong impression that he wasn’t looking for a serious relationship. I should definitely adjust the settings so that it was less likely I would waste my time with another Ellis. From now on, I would only date older men who were more likely to have matured past the point of their entire being revolving around a car. An older man would likely be more engaging, interesting, and have similar common life goals. An older man would be much less likely to have forgotten my name – or at least had the intelligence to look it up before meeting with me.
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