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A text from Nico: Want to see the new Spider-man?


It’s a welcome invitation given it’s only 6:24 a.m. and my high-rise apartment’s noisy air conditioner cannot keep up with the blistering LA heat. I like to pretend that the deep orange color of the air outside is the sunrise and not the smog about to spontaneously combust because it’s 100+ degrees already. 

Don’t get your hopes up: Nico is not the hero of this story, my friends. Nico is my movie buddy. Actually, he’s my closest friend (maybe the closest thing I have to a friend?) and my movie buddy. We are the only two in our friend group who consistently want to see every new Marvel movie when it first comes out. His wife Nellie is a saint (and charming, gorgeous, funny—his soulmate in every way) because she kicks him out of the house regularly with marching orders to “go play with your chaotic friend.” That’s me. I’m his chaotic friend. They are perfect for each other, and I am lucky to have them both in my life. 


IVY: Air conditioning, web slinging AND your company? Heck yes!





Before noon, Nico and I are tucked into our cushy dark red recliners with icy bottles of water, hot popcorn, and movie candy (Sour Patch Kids for him—disgusting—and peanut M&Ms for me—delicious). The gentleman seated next to me is quiet and nondescript—thank goodness. But the man seated next to him... Oh, my. 

The first thing I notice is his smile. So open and bright. The smile of someone genuinely happy to be where he is. A nicely trimmed, dark beard. Great teeth. 

Whispering to Nico I’ll be back, I get up to go to the bathroom—really, so I can sneak a better peek at the guy. I am too nervous to make eye contact, but I get enough of a look to know I like what I see. Tall, fit, with thick dark hair—and that gorgeous smile. I immediately shrink into myself (too nervous by half) and slip away to the restrooms. 

I still can’t come to the movies without a face mask, but I check to make sure I look pretty cute for a germaphobe. I clean my new black-framed glasses—I cannot fathom what took me so long to admit I needed them—on the hem of my black tank dress. 

I imagine myself being bold enough to say “hi” to the stranger. I picture his handsome smile aimed at me. I try to imagine his hi back—would he simply say hello? Or would he start a conversation? Oh, gah. How can I try to meet someone in the middle of a movie? What a nerd. What if he’s a pre-previews kind of guy and really wants to watch all the ads? What if he doesn’t like me? What if he’s not single? What if he’s with-with the guy next to him? Enough. Dry your hands. Go watch Tom Holland save the world one more time, Ivy. Sheesh. 

Deciding I am far too anxious to meet anyone (probably ever), I slip back into my comfy seat and watch the opening credits. Thinking about dating (forget dating, I’m too awkward to even say hello to this man!) has me lamenting my single-since-my-college-girlfriend-broke-my-heart status. I spent law school and my postdoc focused on my studies and little else. Occasional hookups with guys or girls met in bars or on dating apps always ended as one-night stands. Never, ever a second date. 

Here’s the thing. I got exceptionally lucky when I met my college girlfriend, Ali. I wasn’t looking to meet anyone on move-in day at the dorms, but there she was. All gorgeous and glowing and perfect. And she liked me back, just as instantly. All my first-year awkwardness melted away when the hot girl started up a conversation. It was more love at first sight than it was a meet cute. We were absolutely inseparable from the moment we met. Sigh. 

Tom Holland goes about his Peter Parkerness, but all I can think about is how Ali and I were so into each other when we met, it was difficult to know who was hitting on whom. She struck like lightning, and we spent every moment of those precious four years together. 

Until she broke up with me—no reason, no warning. Abandoned by my best friend and lover of four years. 

Hold on a second, Spider-man. Life lesson incoming: Because I was handed the best thing in life (and in this case, had the best thing in life ripped from my heart and my hands), it has been difficult to try to find another love all on my own. I don’t have the skills. More than a decade after she broke my heart, I can close my eyes and still see Ali’s face. The face of the person who gave me everything, and then stole it suddenly and completely away. 

So, yeah, I’m a little wary of dating.  

What sucks is this: If I don’t want to die alone, it is now up to me to go out and search for love again. I don’t want to be the girl who has to sift through a lot of people to find The One. The Peter Parker to my MJ. The Aunt Mae to my Happy. I’d like very much for such perfection to fall into my lap. 

Make no mistake, I do not want to die alone. I very much want to be in a relationship. Ideally, a relationship that hits me out of the blue just as instantly as it did the first time. Nothing short of that immediate kind of love at first sight will do. The people I have hooked up with in a long string of first dates and one-night stands didn’t deliver on the instant chemistry, sudden attraction, insta-love I’m looking for. 

In a life full of good fortune, meeting Ali was the luckiest moment of my life. 

Not that I want Ali back. My dating self-esteem may be low, but it ain’t that low, friends. It’s been a long time, and I have grown up and changed far too much to slink back to my ex. Maybe this guy sitting one seat over has the potential to be my soulmate. Unfortunately, I am ill-equipped to find that out. 

When the movie is over, Nico and I stay for the credits—we always do—and the two men seated next to me go about their day. Missed connection. Guess he isn’t the hero of this story either. What a shame.
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present day

“I think it’s time for you to try Bumble again,” Iris says to me on a FaceTime call. My sister and I try to speak at least once a week. The thousand (literal) miles between us don’t feel as vast when I can see her lovely, smiling face. 

Even though I just saw her at Thanksgiving at our folks’, we are catching up on this chilly Monday morning. I’ve just grabbed a coffee and am walking through Grand Park’s late fall greenery with her face in my hand and her voice in my earbuds. I need to go stare longingly at the dogs in the little off-leash area. My dog-free status is a much bigger problem than my partner-free status, if you ask me. “Oh, yeah, right. Because Bumble has worked so well for you?” I snark. 

My real issue isn’t Bumble, of course. My real issue is that I want every relationship to be exactly like the first. If I’m not instantly in love, then what’s the point? When people say they’re in it for the chase, I simply cannot relate. I’m in it for the lazy Sunday mornings. With dogs on our laps. And coffee. Immediately upon meeting Mx. Right. 

“Hey, I meet quality men on Bumble,” she retorts. Quality men she dates for a month or two then moves on to the next quality men... 

“It just seems like now that you have your career settled and you love your job, it’s time for you to meet someone.”

“You sound like Mom.”

“If I sounded like Mom, I’d say it’s time for you to meet a nice young man,” she snarks. I nearly choke on my cinnamon dolce latte. My sister tells the truth, as always. After a pause to let me recover from nearly spitting hot coffee all over myself, she says, “Too harsh?”

“No. Too true.” I sigh and perch on a hot pink bench in easy view of the pups and their owners in the little dog park bit. 

There isn’t much either of us can say about Mom that will soothe this ache. Our mother is, in many ways, very loving and sometimes even fun to be around. But her bones-deep homophobia is hurtful. My mother’s reaction to me—to my true self, to the real me, to who I am and who I love—her reaction to my coming out was bitterly painful. My sister knows it. She isn’t saying anything I don’t know to be true, and of course Iris is not trying to hurt me. But we both know that my mother only loves the part of me that is attracted to men. And maybe I’m destined to never find true love, a real relationship, someone I could love as much as I loved the first time. And maybe it’s my mom’s fault on some level. With these things in mind, I’m not sure getting back on the apps is going to be any kind of solution. But it’s nice that my sister wants to help. 

I guess. 

“An-y-way,” she draws out the syllables—with her sugary sweet expression and in her unspoken way, I know she’s apologizing for picking at an old wound while not giving up on her original point—“I think you should give the apps another chance. The algorithms are just itching to find you a quality person. I can feel it.”

A little backstory for you, friends. 

I’ve installed and removed this particular app countless times, almost always at the insistence of Iris or my best friend. Nico was particularly good at using Bumble to navigate the single women of Boulder, Colorado. I mean, he found his One True Love in less than a year in the Bumbleverse. 

After he met Nellie on the app, my sister and I were so encouraged by their success, we asked him to teach us a class.

We all hopped on a Skype call one night—my sister and Nico from their respective homes in the town where we all grew up together, me from my tiny apartment in New York. This was before any of us moved to LA, before the pandemic, before Zoom’s takeover of face-to-face communications. My sister and I were two lonely cats, and Nico’s Bumble strategy seemed like our best bet. 

After that call, Iris and I immediately adopted what we now call Nico Calabi’s Famous Foolproof Three-Question System.

As Nico explained it, “You might never need to resort to the three questions—maybe you and your potential date have enough interesting things to say to each other that you don’t need these. Or maybe your texting needs a bit of a boost—keep these in your back pocket for such an occasion. But if your dating app conversation hits a wall, try these three questions. You can give your prospect a heads-up, ‘I have three questions for you...’ or you can sneak them into conversation.”

I could see through Skype that, like me, Iris was taking notes. 

“Question One: Coffee or tea?” Nico said. “This will tell you many things about your potential date. Coffee and tea are things most adults have strong feelings about.”

This made sense to me right away. Maybe, like me, my Bumble date was a fiend for coffee but also had a sense of great self-loathing because of their inability to distinguish good coffee from bad. (I’ll drink it hot, cold, lukewarm. Hell, I’ll drink instant coffee. Just get it in me before talking to me. Is that too much to ask?) Maybe like me, my Bumble prospect switched at noon every day from coffee to strong black tea (with cream and sugar just like my coffee) thinking it would somehow be better for their caffeine addiction. This person was far too neurotic, move on.

Maybe, like my sister, my Bumble date was passionate about tea, was a great collector of tea-related things, and was proud of knowing the precise steeping times of each leaf in her vast collection of white, green, black, and rooibos teas from around the world. Too precious, move on.

Maybe, like a sane person with great taste, my Bumble date loved coffee for both the caffeine and the ritual, loved the daily interaction with their barista, savored the feel of the warm mug, the heat of the steam, the rush of the first sip. Perfect, schedule a date immediately. 

“Question Two: What’s your favorite constellation? This is a trick question,” Nico said. “It’s a test of how intellectually curious your Bumble prospect is.”

In my on-again-off-again Bumble experience, I have gotten reactions to this question as varied as, “I’m not sure I have a favorite constellation, but Jupiter’s moons should be visible with the naked eye this weekend. Want to go stargazing?” and “I guess I never look at the stars. I don’t know any constellations.” The first would have been a near-perfect answer if it came with sincerity and not with creepiness. (Sadly, when I got that particular answer, it was delivered with a strong vibe of “let’s drive off somewhere dark so I can molest and/or murder you,” so I blocked him.) The second was a near-perfect answer for eliminating this boring as fuck Bumble prospect. You have absolutely nothing in common with this person. Move on. 

“Got it,” I said.

“Third question: Who’s your favorite Beatle?” 

Iris and I balked at this question. “Nico, I don’t know if I have a favorite Beatle,” my sister argued. 

“It’s not a question about the Beatles, girls. It’s a question about music and passion.” 

Nico’s argument was that this question will help you determine if you and your Bumble date have any musical compatibility at all. 

In the years since, what has most fascinated me about Nico’s three question system is how seldom Bumble matches ask questions (these, or really any questions) back to me. I have used the three questions more than a dozen times, and only a handful of people have asked me these questions back. To be honest, if they didn’t ask back, I usually took it as a sign that they were just not that into me, and so I moved on. If they did ask them back, I have had to moderate my Beatles answer.

Because I used to hate The Beatles. I know, that’s probably sacrilege. 

Hear me out. I adored George Harrison—his Ravi Shankar collaborations made me feel like I’d been born in the wrong era and on the wrong continent when I discovered them in high school. Ringo Starr as the Conductor on Shining Time Station delighted me as a child. “Imagine” was, and still is to this day, the most beautiful song I’ve ever heard. 

However, I never understood the appeal of the band. Despite (or perhaps because of) my parents’ undying devotion to The Beatles, the Mop Tops did nothing for me. At least, they did nothing for me until Ali made me a mixtape. For Girls Who Hate The Beatles. Songs like “Blackbird”, “Rocky Raccoon”, “Dear Prudence” taught me to love the Fab Four—and my college girlfriend—a little bit more. 

That, of course, is basically the worst answer one could give to this question in any get-to-know-you situation. An answer far too complicated to say to a Bumble match, in particular. So, I usually say George is my favorite. It is a good indicator that I am a fan of the underdog. Which is true. (Underdogs usually favor their own kind.)

So, I lose the argument with my sister. First of all, Iris is the most stubborn person I know. She is a Rottweiler—especially when it comes to her baby sister. Secondly, even though I’m a lawyer, she can out-argue me every time. She quietly talks circles around me until she gets me to capitulate. If I don’t give into her now, we’ll still be talking about Bumble at Christmas dinner. Fine. I’ll get back on the apps. Dammit. 

“You win. I’ll do it,” I grumble. 

My sister’s beautifully made-up, looks years younger than mine, filled with big blue eyes face lights up. “I knew you’d see sense. Send me all the photos you’re considering posting so I can polish them up for you. I know you’ll try to put up unfiltered pictures.” She visibly shudders. 

I laugh softly to myself, and we say our goodbyes. I give the doggos in the park one last look of “I wish I could take all of you home with me” and head back to my office. 



Armed with my Bumble conversation starters, but deeply skeptical about my chances, I start swiping early the next morning. There is absolutely no way my sister is right that there’s someone out there “just waiting to meet me”. 

I’m not saying I’m unloveable, I’m saying I’m a very specific type. Not everyone is into me. First of all, being bisexual puts all kinds of people off—lesbians almost never want to date me. They tell me I’m a baby gay and not ready to see the truth of my homosexuality. Straight men just want to fulfill some kind of three-way fantasy, eyeroll emoji. If there’s one thing I know about myself, it’s that I like men as much as I like women. I’ve hooked up with enough of each to know, believe me. Plus, I’m just kind of medium: medium height and I rarely wear heels, medium build even in a push-up bra, medium hair color I at least dye to blonde, medium intellect that means I have to study extra hard. I’m neither butch nor femme; I’m just me. And there’s really no way to attract True Love when one is all those middle-of-the-road things. 

And let’s be clear, Iris wasn’t suggesting Bumble because I don’t date. She was suggesting Bumble because she’s hoping I find a partner—someone to go out with more than one time, someone to share my life with, and, most importantly for my sister, someone to bring to family dinners. As she’s told me many times, “We all liked you so much better when you were with Ali. You were just, I don’t know, nicer.” As is her habit, she draws out the word to emphasize her ridiculous point. (I’m nice. I’m always fucking nice. What the hell does she mean I was nicer?! Oh. I see.) One of the things my sweet sister fails to understand is what I want in life. Because she’s a 30-something schoolteacher focused on finding a husband who will buy her a goat farm (a very specific dream, don’t you think?), she thinks I must want the same. If she had her way, we’d be raising our kids (and our kids! see what I did there? baby goats? kids?) together in rural Colorado already. 

That’s not my dream. What I wish for most in the world isn’t children of my own. I think I’m way too selfish to be a mom. What I’d much rather do is help kids and teens who are like me—lesbian, gay, bi, questioning. Help them find answers, support, resources, medical care. (I don’t have time for a relationship, I have to save all the queer kids in the world!)

But it might be nice to meet someone. She’s right that I was maybe a little bit easier to be around when I was in a happy, long-term relationship. Sigh. 

So this morning, I’m grumpy, but I’m swiping. I’ve settled myself on my couch with a microwave-reheated cup of coffee and a cozy blanket—comfort objects to ease this painful journey, right? I try to focus on the task at hand: swipe left, swipe left, hm okay swipe right, swipe left, swipe left... On my third or fourth right swipe, I get a match! 

Oh, Bumble app designers, thank you for the match. How lovely is the interrupting animation! How bouncy and full of hope. It’s a match! (How quickly my mood elevates! Ha!)

And not just any match. A match with a very attractive guy. Adam is hot. I read his profile before I swiped—yes, people, we actually read what you write on dating apps!—and it mentioned he is pansexual. I did not swipe right because he is queer. But I didn’t swipe left because he is, either. (It also mentions he’s a physician and, I mean, I didn’t swipe right for that reason either, y’know?) 

On Bumble, girls go first. After a match is made, it’s up to the female to initiate conversation. (This is true when girls seek girls as well. Girls still go first. Not confusing at all.) So, I type, “Great smile! Good morning.” Positive, upbeat. Noncommittal. True.

There’s more to it than his brilliant smile, though. His photos are stunning. There are five (not the full complement of six, so he seems too into himself; not the suspicious single photo, always a clear sign he’s a bot). He looks like an active, fit, fun guy in all of them. He’s built like an athlete, all broad shoulders and defined arms. There’s even a shot of him playing beach volleyball that shows off a glimpse of his defined abs. Very hot. 

Well, hi there, Adam.
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Holy smokes. I never thought I’d see her again. It’s the one and only Ivy Gardiner herself. I mean, I hoped I’d see her again—fuck, I have often dreamed about seeing her again. And here she is. Matched with me on Bumble? What are the chances? 

Oh, Bumble app designers, thank you for the match. How exhilarating is the interrupting animation. A wake-up call breaking up the monotony of mindless swiping. It’s a match! And not just any match. A match with the girl of my dreams. 

I’m starting my day in my favorite coffee shop in Echo Park when there she is on my screen. The hottest girl at my college, as well as the smartest woman in any of my classes. The first time I laid eyes on this woman, I fell hard for her. But she never knew me. 

A wave of longing hits me now, exactly like the first time I met her. She is the physical embodiment of everything I have ever wanted. She’s also my intellectual, spiritual, and emotional match. I’ve known that for as long as I’ve known her. The renewed ache in my chest is like I just realized I am missing an organ. 

How crazy that we both ended up in LA. The Universe has to know we have unfinished business, because why else would fate bring us both to the same city? 

Los Angeles suits her, obviously. Her stunning profile photo—a grown-up version of the Ivy I adored for four years in college—smiles at me from my phone screen with the glittering city skyline behind her. How is a woman this gorgeous, this intelligent, this heavenly not only single, but on a dating app?

And there it is—in the tiny little thought bubble on the screen—her first contact. 


Great smile! Good morning.





Nice. She thinks I have a great smile? Has she seen her? 

Before I reply, I thank my barista for my coffee and breathe in the delicious Arabica aroma. I take my first sip of the day, thank the coffee gods for their unique gifts, and type, 


You think *I* have a great smile? Have you seen yours? Infectious and adorable. Nice to meet you. Good morning.



Too much? Why am I suddenly set to Maximum Verbosity? But she’s not scared away (hooray!): we exchange a few brief messages while I stare at the rest of her photos in the app. She’s older, more mature, but I can see the girl in her—the teenager I watched grow into a woman.

No longer as awkward as I was back then, and now that we’ve found a communication rhythm, I bring my A-game. I walk the fine line between charming flirtation and hinting at my serious interest in her.


Wow, those brown eyes...





I type. God, I hope her sense of humor is still as good as I remember.

She responds: 


My eyes
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