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Praise for When Sally Killed Harry

‘They say don’t get mad, get even – but Sally does both in this excellent revenge thriller. I couldn’t put it down.

The Tinder Swindler meets Sweetpea. I’ll have what Lucy Roth is having.’

L.M. Chilton, author of Don’t Swipe Right

‘Dark, funny and thought-provoking’

Jackie Kabler, author of The Murder List

‘Incredibly pacy, funny, oh-so-dark, devious and dare I say, relatable … Who hasn’t thought about getting back at someone who’s hurt you, right? I loved everything about it!’

Noelle Holton, author of His Truth Her Truth

‘A bold and clever coming-of-rage story that gives a razor sharp twist on the classic romcom’

Victoria Hawthorne, author of The Darkest Night

‘Wow! I loved it. Devoured it in two days. It was dark, delicious and deadly. Provocative and thought-provoking too. Layered, with depth and utterly addictive.’

Louise Swanson, author of End of Story

‘This is how I like my romcoms – not too much rom, a good amount of com, but most of all a wicked amount of imagination when it comes to revenge – a book of tremendous energy, delightful malice and menace.’

Robin Ince, author and comedian

Readers love When Sally Killed Harry

‘Found family, found salvation and found mission – plus a few surprises along the way.

And yep, you will root for all of them.’

‘Sally is a compelling anti-heroine who reminds me of Jason Dean – Christian Slater’s character from Heathers. She’s unhinged … and watching her unravel is part of the glee.’

‘A darkly funny and unhinged wish fulfilment tale about women pushed to the edge to get justice in a patriarchal society.’

‘If you’re looking for a rom-com that’s anything but conventional When Sally Killed Harry will have you laughing, gasping and rooting for Sally and her crew every step of the way.’

‘Sardonic and sharply written … a fun, fast-paced read’

‘A bold, unapologetic and raw exploration of frustration, fury, and the simmering rage women feel when the world constantly asks them to tiptoe around their own pain’

‘Hilariously witty, sharp and unfiltered’

‘A book that tackles toxic masculinity head-on, not with kid gloves, but with a sledgehammer’

‘It’s about amplifying the voices that have been silenced and empowering women to claim their space, their stories and their anger.’
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Dedication

To my husband Chris, mainly because I love him but also to reassure him that, despite the questionable Google searches carried out while writing this book, I plan to commit no crimes whatsoever against him, except perhaps stealing his chocolate from the fridge from time to time.
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Prologue

My body switches on suddenly like an arcade game lighting up, every feature activated. He leans in close and his scent overpowers me. A blast of warmth spreads from my torso, getting bigger and stronger like a volcanic cloud – and just as dangerous. It’s not his aftershave that gets me. It’s him. It’s just him. His pheromones or something, I don’t know. Maybe he’s born with it … maybe … I mentally shake my head ruefully. Whatever it is, it takes me back to the moment we first met. The park, the energy, the desperation. I’ve never wanted anyone like I wanted him.

Like I want him.

‘This is wrong,’ I say, as he kisses me slowly, his lips just brushing mine before he presses them closer, harder, knocking an ecstatic gasp into the back of my throat.

I feel more alive than ever. I know this is his way of numbing me from reality. This is a distraction technique. A well-worn, overused and oh-so-classic distraction. In the moment, I don’t care.

But he is a bad man. And I am a hypocrite.

I kiss him back, my stomach giving Simone Biles a run for her money. His lips hover again, teasing me. I feel drunk, woozy, euphoric. I move my head to the side so I can look at him, drink in his eyes, those sharp cheekbones, that luscious mouth.

‘But you’re never going to stop,’ I say, my hot breath in his ear. He moves his mouth back to mine.

‘Neither are you,’ he says gently, his voice broken as though he’s as lost in it all as I am. He kisses me fully this time, pulling me into him, and I feel myself crumbling, bit by bit, like a cave falling in on itself. If he gets me completely, if I lose myself in him again, I know I’ll never get back out.

I have to do something. Now.

I move my hand to the side of me, find my bag and push my fingers inside, feeling around until I find it between key rings and compacts and perfume bottles. ‘No,’ I whisper back to him, still kissing him. ‘I’m never going to stop.’

He pulls away, looking at me, fear in his eyes. Real fear. God, this is the real him. I’m finally getting to meet him – no mask, no veil. This is the real him. For the first and last time.

He can barely speak, but he’s trying. ‘You …’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry.’

I’m glad I wore my new waterproof mascara today.

I kiss his forehead gently. ‘Goodbye, Harry,’ I say.




Chapter 1

Dating used to be fun. Or at least, I thought it was. Maybe I’m simply feeling nostalgic and it’s always been like this. It’s … boring. A slog. I’ve travelled all the way from London to New York; I’ve tried blind dates, been set up, used all the apps. And nothing’s really changed. Men are still so predictable. They still want to explain to you why your opinions and tastes are incorrect.

Sorry – let me back up a moment. You’re probably wondering how I ended up killing Harry. Because I did kill Harry. Sweet, dangerous Harry. Not that it’s a major spoiler or anything. I mean, it kind of says it on the tin. But I guess the answer to how it all went so very wrong begins with my disastrous dating career. So, here we are, a few months earlier, in a restaurant called Cerutti’s, sitting across from the most boring man in Manhattan …

‘I can’t believe you’ve never been to Osaka.’ My date, this one’s called Dan, is smirking at me. ‘It’s literally the only place worth going if you’re going to try it.’

I groan inwardly, but my face seems to be set in a mask of polite interest. I am well versed in masking.

‘I go every time I visit Japan.’ He holds a glass of red in his hand, swilling it theatrically in circles as he eyeballs it. The eddying red liquid seems to taunt me. And he seems completely oblivious to how close to the edge I am. Boredom and simmering rage are strange bedfellows. No matter how many times I am subjected to this torture it never gets any easier.

Mansplaining really fucking stings.

‘They serve it as sashimi,’ he continues, shovelling a morsel of prawn into his overactive mouth with his greasy fingers. He pauses to look at me. ‘That’s raw fish, by the way.’ He winks at me as he says it. He is speaking slowly, as if my tiny brain couldn’t possibly keep up with him. He has already explained the concept of sushi to me. This was after I’d told him it was probably my favourite food. There is (happily for me) an abundance of sushi restaurants in Manhattan. I frequent them a lot. But when I informed him that I usually eat it at least a couple of times a week, he responded with: ‘Ah, but you’re probably not eating traditional Japanese sushi.’

I push down a sigh.

This date is a prime example of ‘I should’ve known better’.

I’ve found far too many reasons not to date lately, that I recently decided to just put myself out there, just in case. FOMO, you know?

This one’s profile proudly showed a photograph of him on a yacht (desperate) and the “About Me” text mentioned a couple of his favourite designer labels (cringe). Sure, he’s clearly got the cash. The oversized TAG Heuer sapphire watch and Hugo Boss suit demonstrate that (I told him he looked good, he replied with the name of the label). But his charm needs a helluva lot of work.

‘Honestly, Sal. It’s a risky business eating pufferfish,’ he says, and I wince at his shortening of my name. I don’t know the man. At what point exactly did he decide he was part of my inner circle? He continues in earnest with his tale of extreme pufferfish bravery – something, it appears, he’s done precisely once. ‘Fifty years ago, it killed hundreds of diners, but it’s just three a year in Japan now. If that.’ He confidently breaks off another prawn tail but makes a mess of it. His fingers are shiny with squished pink meat and oil. I look down at his plate. There’s prawn meat everywhere. Each discarded head and tail still stuffed with the expensive meal. I’m amazed this man has ever tried pufferfish when he can’t even shell a basic prawn.

He picks his glass of wine back up without wiping his fingers, and I dread to think what his bedroom etiquette is like. His glass is now smeared in seafood juice.

‘And eating it, well … it’s not something I suggest you should try. I wouldn’t want to feel responsible.’ He winks at me again. One of those slight, quick little winks that make my skin crawl. ‘But what can I say – me, personally, I like living on the edge.’ He sits back in his seat at this point, as if he’s waiting for me to jump up and down with delight and awe.

Instead I nod solemnly in response to his little tale, wishing he’d had the misfortune of trying this potentially toxic dish at one of Japan’s less specialist establishments. I’ve had enough.

‘So you’re a fugu connoisseur?’ I ask. His face drops momentarily and he lets out a nervous laugh before nodding and attempting to change the subject. He holds his wine glass between us.

‘This is a nice red,’ he says. ‘Good. But if I had chosen I probably would have gone for the grenache.’

I size him up. The Japanese word for pufferfish seems to have bamboozled him. I have to wonder if he’s ever even been to a fugu restaurant, never mind actually eaten the creature.

But I’m not prepared to continue being mansplained at any longer.

‘The real test of fugu – that’s pufferfish, by the way,’ I add, imitating his previous tone. ‘The real test is preparing and eating it yourself.’ Another nervous laugh emanates from him. ‘Seriously,’ I say, in a stage whisper. ‘It’s all hype. In reality it’s really difficult to get it wrong; it’s actually hard to ingest tetrodotoxin.’ I take a sip of my wine and hope I’ve planted a seed. It’s a lie of course. Real fugu chefs take years of training to learn how to do it right. It can easily kill you if you get it wrong. But if he’s egotistical enough to try prepping it himself, which I think he just might be, and if he even slightly fucks it up, at least another woman will have been saved from having to sit through his nauseating wank-fest. I pick up my glass by the stem.

‘Did you know that, not only is tetrodotoxin found in the liver of the pufferfish, it’s found in the ovaries, too. Which means …’ I pause and proceed to speak very slowly indeed, swirling the purplish liquid delicately ‘. . . that the female of the species is more deadly than the male …’

I wink at him. He is now fidgeting with his napkin and I think I can detect his knee jostling. ‘God, I used to love that song,’ I say, and hum the melody of the Nineties tune ‘Female of the Species’, which my little tale has reminded me of. ‘My mum played that one in the car when I was a kid. It’s always stuck with me.’

The restaurant is brightly lit, with comfy cushioned chairs and strains of unambitious jazz playing in the background. My date has gone kind of quiet. I pour myself another glass of red, down it in one and stand up from my seat. The chair screeches over the hard floor.

‘Would you excuse me,’ I say with a beaming smile. I attract the attention of most of the diners. Their gaze lingers on me longer than they should, thanks to my bright pink-and-turquoise stripy ra-ra dress.

‘They’re at the back.’ It takes the briefest moment for me to realise that he assumes I’m simply going to the restroom. I am not. I pick up my handbag, tilt my head to the side and waggle my fingers playfully at him. Oh yes, we Brits can’t deny we love a bit of sarcasm. Then I walk away from the table and out through the exit.

We’d made it as far as the starters. Which I guess is better than my date last week, where I didn’t make it past ordering drinks. Perhaps my immunity to dickhead behaviour is waning, I muse. But I simply couldn’t sit through any more of his guff.

He needn’t know that I’ve never been to Japan or indeed eaten fugu. I’d just picked up a lot of information from the Lonely Planet Guide to Japan. Mum and I could never afford to visit in real life, though we often spent hours there in our heads. Ditto New York, which is kind of why I’m here now. Compensation money, as painful as it is, can also make your dreams come true. Plus, even though my current job doesn’t demand much brainpower, I came to Manhattan with two and a half years of a biochemistry degree under my belt. So I kind of understand how poison works. Dropping out of uni is by no means a measure of intelligence.

It’s an indication of the crap hand life has dealt you.

The problem is, if you have exceptional taste in fashion, as I’m often told I do, you’re written off as one-dimensional. People literally think you’re stupid. Such as Dan, who immediately assumed my bright and bold sartorial choices meant I had the brainpower of a small animal and would be easy pickings. Much of the time, being underestimated tells you more about them than it does about yourself. It can work in your favour. Exposing Dan as a lazy-minded blowhard was vindicating. Swings and roundabouts and all that.

The June evening air is just the right amount of fresh and breezy, so I decide to walk home. I’m wearing my low cork wedges with hot pink crochet straps, which are always a safe bet for a stroll. Nicely worn in but not shabby enough to be retired to the back of the wardrobe just yet.

The sound of sirens and car horns intermingles with horses’ hooves clip-clopping on tarmac as they trot around the edge of Central Park, pulling tourists in fancy carriages. It’s still light outside, the tree shadows dappling the pavement and every shade of green cushioning the horizon in the distance.

I love summer nights in Manhattan, so walking from the Upper West Side to Midtown isn’t a chore – no matter how crazy the locals must think me when I can just as easily save my legs by hopping into a cab. To be fair, it is a long walk. I just need the air, sometimes. You know, like a reset.

Recalibration is so important.

I’ve spent a fair bit of time in this neighbourhood lately. On bad dates mostly. It’s greener and more affluent than where I live on 43rd, bordering on Hell’s Kitchen. But I love where I live. I love the late-night diners, Irish bars, theatres and bric-a-brac shops that are all on my doorstep. Not to mention the alluring lights of Times Square. Sure, I sometimes head north to breathe in the air of the park, just like I did back home with Hampstead Heath, but I wouldn’t change it. To be fair, I couldn’t change it – the prices up here would stretch me way beyond my means. And I haven’t even been able to get a job in a field that I am (partly) trained for so I’m resigned to working in some mediocre position in an office block where I spend all day fielding queries about corporate spaces and tenancies. It wasn’t exactly my dream job per se, but needs must.

And I needed to leave London. I had no choice about that.

The walk home is like a patchwork map of dating disasters. The cosy little Italian on the corner of 62nd and Central Park West where Megabucks Mark informed me over spaghetti arrabbiata that he was looking for a live-in nanny. Well, those weren’t his exact words, and he didn’t have kids that needed looking after, but how else would you describe the relationship dynamic where you’re doing everything for them except wiping their arse?

I left before dessert. I’ve struggled to forgive Lily for that one. Surely it’s a friend’s obligation to identify at least some common ground before matchmaking? Perhaps conduct an audit of their pros and cons? I think she just enjoys having some influence. She works in PR after all.

Then there’s the basement sports bar that was kind of nice to look at, as was my date: Russ. But given all he was interested in was watching the ice hockey on the big screen (and shouting stuff I didn’t understand at it) I, once again, bowed out early.

But the worst date I’ve had since moving to New York was actually with a British guy who insisted on showing me all the ‘hidden gems’ that I might not otherwise find by myself. Mansplaining by tourist trail. He didn’t know any, and instead proceeded to give me a tour of the Rockefeller Center (lovely, of course, but hardly ‘hidden’), Trump Tower (I know!) and Hooters. Now don’t get me wrong, I have nothing against Hooters. In fact, the wings were pretty awesome and the waitstaff were lovely. It’s how some men interact with Hooters – or what they think Hooters is or should be – that’s the problem. And when your date decides it’s perfectly acceptable to whack his palm twice across one of the women’s arses, well … Let me put it this way, the only thing that ended up on his lap was the remainder of my meal. The only bone he had in his crotch came from the barbecue chicken wings that I threw over him. The sticky residue seeping slowly through his jeans wasn’t the kind of outcome he was hoping for. I walked out of there so full of rage I had to neck an extra propranolol from my handbag stash to stop myself from going back in and chucking the rest of my drink on him too.

I’m not sure how many more disappointments I can take. It’s getting boring now. And I don’t like getting wound up. In fact, being in Manhattan was supposed to be my antidote to that. My calming lifestyle change. Yeah, I came to Manhattan for calm. Go figure! as they say in these parts.

Like I said – recalibration.

I’m close to home now and walking towards the fruit and veg store that’s situated near the bottom of our building. Its wares spill out onto the sidewalk, wooden crates packed with fruits and veggies of every shape, size and colour. Rows of radishes, carrots, chilli peppers and tomatoes line the pathway into the shop.

It’s one of those places that never seems to have consistent opening hours but this evening the lights are still on and I’m glad it’s open – I never made it through the planned three-course meal and I fancy treating myself to something sweet and sour.

I grab a little green carton already filled to the brim with shiny red morello cherries. Then I grab a brown paper bag and chuck a few lychee nuts inside, hearing them thud against the paper as they hit the bottom of the bag. I scoop a few pistachios into another bag and take my haul to the counter where I swear the woman audibly huffs at me.

I don’t know if it’s an aversion to Brits or just me in particular, but she seems to have taken an instant disliking of me since I moved here. With my housemate Priya, she’s all rainbows and sunshine, asking her how her day was, calling her ma’am. And then I rock up, and she turns up her nose as if she suddenly needs to fumigate the shop.

She silently weighs my lychee nuts and pistachios, punching numbers into the till. I make a show of how miserable she is by practically singing ‘byeee’ in as strong a British accent as I can muster as I leave. Think Julie Andrews.

She remains characteristically mute.

I head inside our apartment block, smiling at the concierge who sits behind a shiny slate-grey desk before I jump into a waiting lift. I hit number 37 and am quickly transported upwards towards my apartment.

This has been my home for the last few months and a place I’m beginning to fall in love with – despite the terrible men I’ve had the misfortune of meeting here.

This place feels a world away from London and my old life. Although I did, for a while at least, feel as though I was possibly getting my life back on track. I almost had it all figured out, enrolling onto part-time study, and finding a new job with better prospects. I was finding an equilibrium.

Until he showed up again.




Chapter 2

I’m woken by the loud whirring of the Nutribullet, pulsing on and off and on again. Priya’s making banana waffles – which is my cue to get out of bed and perch my bum on one of the stools at our high table that juts out into the centre of the kitchen.

I saunter through to the kitchen area in my silky sunflower pyjamas.

‘Morning.’ I suppress a yawn as I stretch my arms behind my head.

‘Hey, girl!’ Priya drawls in her native New York accent. She is the picture of health with impossibly glossy black hair and glowing, flawless skin. She’s dressed for a workout – which is her standard out-of-office uniform. ‘Banana waffles?’ she asks.

‘Why else would I be up this early?’

Priya glances at the clock, a subtle reminder that what feels early to me is late to her.

‘Spill then!’ she orders, as she decants the contents of the Nutribullet into the waffle maker.

‘Well, I woke up here alone, so …’

‘So what was he this time? Misogynist? Mansplainer? Dick?’

‘Try all three,’ I say, as if it’s no surprise.

‘Seriously, girl. Your luck is the pits. I swear to God there are decent men in Manhattan you know. Heaps of them. You just need to come out with Steve’s buddies. He’s got some great friends. Eligible, decent-looking.’

‘Oh, so my best match is just decent-looking, then?’

‘You know what I mean.’ She sighs.

Steve is Priya’s boyfriend. I never see him, but she’s always running off downtown to hang out with him. Quiet bloke, by all accounts. I was never sure how he ended up with such a big circle of friends.

Priya picks up the lid of the waffle maker to check on its progress. I’m hit with the warm scent of banana and cinnamon and suddenly all is well in the world. I inhale deeply, a lazy smile spreading across my face – until I’m reminded of her less tempting offer …

‘The thing is,’ I say. ‘Steve and his friends …’

‘I know, I know. But we don’t always talk psych stuff. We do have fun.’

Priya trained as a psychotherapist. And so did Steve. As did a bunch of his mates. At least, lots of them have the word ‘psych’ in common – psychotherapist, psychologist, psychiatrist. There’s even a psychopharmacologist, which is a mouthful even without all the prescription drugs they give you numbing your brain. They’ve all been mates since college, as they call it, with a shared love of how the human mind works.

Priya and Steve met a couple of years after graduating at some conference and bonded over a shared love of contemporary therapeutic models and coconut water. It’s deeply irritating to live with someone who can scrutinise me as well as Priya can, but in many ways her profession is a good thing for me. Not only do I get to rent a small room in a nice apartment for literally pennies, I also get free therapy. I get to talk about myself for hours on end with complimentary banana and cinnamon waffles thrown in for good measure.

And while I certainly don’t need saving from the world, I do sometimes need saving from myself.

I watch Priya expertly transfer the now golden waffles onto two plates. Their warm scent fills the air as she squeezes lemon juice over them, adds a few spoonfuls of Greek yoghurt and tops them with sliced banana and a sprinkle of cinnamon. She slides one plate over the table to me.

‘Thanks,’ I say, grabbing the plate before it reaches the edge. I pick up a fork and tuck in immediately.

She watches me eat. ‘So what’s your problem then?’

‘So, obviously, I’m not after getting wed or anything.’

‘Of course.’

‘But there is zero substance. I mean, even pure sexual attraction needs more than just good looks. I need …’

‘Someone intellectually challenging?’

‘Yes!’

‘Exciting?’

‘Yes!’

‘Caring?’

I shudder at the word. I know that’s what I want. Need, even. Someone to rub my feet after a crappy day at work. Someone to tell me I’m not a bad person. Someone who I respect enough that I can be vulnerable with. Just a little bit, of course. It’s kind of hard to admit that when you’ve been so fiercely independent your entire life. It’s even harder to find. Deep inside, I know that’s what I’m looking for.

I pretend otherwise, of course.

‘Bollocks.’

Priya starts giggling, setting me off at the same time. She still can’t get over some of my British imports. The word ‘bollocks’. Endless cups of English breakfast tea. Jilly Cooper’s Rivals.

I hold my hand over my face in an attempt to finish my mouthful with a little more decorum before I speak again, but she gets in there first.

‘Look,’ she says. ‘I think you’re holding back. You’re emotionally unavailable. And I think you’re choosing the wrong ones because you don’t believe that Mr Right can possibly exist. I mean, after what happened to your mom – of course you’re scared of being vulnerable. So, rather than looking for the duke from Bridgerton … you’ve been looking for …’

‘Decent banter, a few nice drinks and a decent shag,’ I say, almost setting her off again. ‘But why shouldn’t I enjoy charm and intelligence? Even if only momentarily. I need stimulation, Priya. I get bored easily. You know that.’

She raises her eyebrows, finally sitting down opposite me with her own plate of waffles. I think she sees my ‘complex personality’ (as I once overheard her describing it) as a prime psychotherapy case study. She knew when she met me that I had ‘baggage’. But she accepted me, helped me orientate myself in this strange town. Through meeting Priya, I ended up meeting everyone else – the girls she’s known since she was young. Which is handy, because she spends far more time with Steve these days than she does with them, but she does care about them in her own way. It’s almost as if she’s thrown me in with them to ease the guilt. I’m her stand-in when she’s too busy. I had little and no one else in Manhattan anyway, landing here all alone with a small carry-on suitcase and nothing else.

Don’t feel bad for me though – I kind of like it that way.

‘Anyway,’ Priya says, continuing her assessment of me, ‘your learned behaviour when it comes to dating apps will soon expose the real problem. And either you’ll keep trying to get that dopamine hit, going on more and more shitty dates, or you’ll stop, you’ll change tack.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Come on, Freud. Pretend I’m not a psychology expert. Plain English please.’

‘You’re Pavlov’s dogs.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, clearly offended even though I’m not totally sure where she’s going with this.

‘You know Pavlov’s dogs: he rang a bell every time he fed them red meat.’

I recognise the story from one of the biomedical ethics classes I took while I was still at uni. ‘And? They became conditioned to associate the bell with food.’

‘And you’ve been conditioned to think that swiping right results in meat.’ Priya smirks at me. ‘Or in sex. You’ve been salivating like a dog each time … so you keep doing it.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say …’

‘Your early online dating successes made you believe that you were going to hit the jackpot every time. But it’s just not happening anymore.’

‘My early successes?’

‘You “shagged” them, didn’t you?’ She says this in my accent. Albeit badly.

‘Shagging is only the jackpot if it’s good,’ I say. ‘And sometimes you need to do it before you can really know if there’s anything else to them. If there actually is a good match. I don’t think any of them were successes, not really. Besides, I wasn’t exactly myself when I first came here.’

‘Yeah, well,’ she says, scooping up a piece of banana, depositing it in her mouth and waving her empty fork in my face, ‘I guarantee you’re already getting bored of it. You’re becoming unconditioned. You’re not getting the meat – the emotional connection – in return. You’re no longer salivating. Soon you’ll stop swiping right. Eventually, you’ll stop using the apps altogether. And you’ll have to go out and find people in real life.’

I frown at her, feeling even more perplexed. This is why I don’t think I want to be introduced to Steve’s mates again. It’ll be this times a hundred.

‘Whatever.’ I sigh.

Priya doesn’t back down. ‘Girl, you need to find another way. Because you’re probably making yourself even more emotionally unavailable thanks to all the disappointment. You’re upping the defence mechanisms.’

She’s right. I know she’s right. But the alternative is tough. ‘Do you know how much effort you have to put in when you do it the traditional way? I’m not looking for a husband. I just want …’

‘A decent shag!’ we both repeat in unison and fall about laughing again.

‘No, really,’ I say, composing myself. ‘I do admit it. I want more than a shag. Of course I do. But I haven’t the time or the inclination to run a full audit of each potential candidate during a night out. You can’t filter out the chaff so easily in real life.’

‘But that’s my point. You’re not filtering them out. Either the dating app algorithm is fucked, or you’re just terrible at it.’

‘Oh please,’ I say. ‘I’m not terrible at anything.’

She shakes her head, smiling at my confidence. I think that’s why we get on so well. There’s no real power imbalance. Not really. Priya entertains me because she doesn’t tiptoe around me. I find her stimulating.

She finds me curious. And British.

I can’t help but wonder if psychology pros like Priya can filter out the dating chaff on autopilot based on small details. You know like, if a potential romantic partner eats the core of an apple they’re clearly a psychopath. Or if they relentlessly fiddle with their tie while talking to you they’re obviously not as important as they like to think they are.

‘I thought our girlfriends did it for you anyway,’ Priya says. ‘You know, they’re like “Sally, meet John. He’s an influencer with 2.3m Instagram followers and a sponsorship deal with Michael Kors.”’

‘That’s half the problem,’ I say. ‘It’s all superficial bullshit.’

‘True,’ she says resigned. ‘Much as I love them, they’re a bit …’ We both look up at the ceiling before taking another mouthful of banana waffle in unison, thus stopping ourselves from saying anything that we might later feel guilty about.

Priya is my only proper friend here. The only one who sees the real me. And I mean, sure, we have the others. They’re the people I go out with. Sometimes with Priya, often without. Lily, Tamara and Amanda, Priya’s friends who she has clearly grown apart from but feels a sense of loyalty towards. They’re nice enough, sweet even. Aside from Amanda who can be wicked. But they’re surface-level friends. They help me get into new restaurant launches and club VIP nights. It’s entertaining and fun – at least, the environment is. When it comes to the substance … the quality of conversation … it’s often rather lacking. In fact, I’m not even sure we speak to each other. There’s lots of chat, for sure, but I’m not sure it’s responsive. It’s just a bunch of people on broadcast about themselves. Perhaps we are all playing at creating boundaries?

I’m not sure Priya even bothers to psychoanalyse them anymore.

‘All right, I’m calling it!’ Priya suddenly announces. ‘You’ve got one last chance. And then that’s it. I’m introducing you to someone the old-fashioned way.’

‘One chance? What do you mean?’

‘Have a real go at finding someone at least half decent. Vet them somehow, I don’t know. But one more person from that godawful app and then, if they’re garbage, that’s it.’

‘But that’s going to be …’

‘Exactly. So choose wisely. One last-ditch digital attempt at finding your perfect love match for …’ she holds her fingers up as quotation marks ‘. . . bantz, drinks and shags.’

‘You’re mocking me again,’ I say. I hop down from my stool and go to put my empty plate in the dishwasher. I open it to find it sparkling clean and empty. Priya always beats me to it. Or do I let her? I briefly wonder what that means about our dynamic.

She continues. ‘And that’s it. That’s your last chance. So choose wisely, girl. Because we’re making a pact here. If the next man you date from that app has no potential for making it to date number two, then I’m taking you out with Steve’s friends and you’re meeting your next one cold. In real life. With no filter button.’

‘OK,’ I say, contemplating the idea. ‘So what are the parameters?’ My question surprises even myself. I guess I’m taking this seriously.

‘You need to find someone you’d happily – and you know I can tell when you’re lying so don’t even try – someone you’d happily share at least three dates with.’ She looks pleased with herself. ‘If he’s a mansplaining misogynistic fuckwit, you will commit to dating the old-fashioned way.’

Of course, Priya can’t force me to do anything. She knows that. But she also knows I can’t resist a challenge. I can’t resist the opportunity to prove her wrong.

‘Challenge accepted,’ I say, picking up my iPhone. ‘My last digital dating chance.’




Chapter 3

Shopping for a date should be fun. In some ways, you’re trying before you buy. You get to find out what they look like, what music they listen to, how they spend their spare time.

But as we all know in this age of social media, filters and catfishing, much of it is total bollocks.

How will I know which one to take a chance on? How will I know who’s genuine?

It’s lunchtime at the office. The air con is doing its best to keep us awake, but the cool air is drying my eyes. I blink at my phone screen, feeling overwhelmed by profile after profile. I need some air.

I chuck my iPhone in my lime green vintage shoulder bag and make my way out of the office, walking past the boss David’s desk. I notice him look at the clock. It’s 11.55. I’m just five minutes early for lunch, David. Give it a rest! I roll my eyes at nobody.

I jump in the lift and in moments I walk out into the sunshine. It’s a scorcher today, and the streets are heaving, so I pull my cat-eye sunglasses from my bag, shield my eyes and head directly to one of my favourite lunch spots for kimchi scallops and peach iced tea.

I stroll back to the office swinging my little paper bag of lunch and step into the central outdoor atrium on the ground floor. I perch on a chunky wooden bench and remove the little tray and chopsticks from the bag. Around me are exotic plants and, rather inexplicably, a raised outdoor koi pond that gleams in the sunlight.

I decide to tweak my own profile before matching with any new potentials.

I pull out my phone to look at the photos I’ve chosen. It’s one from last year, with my brown shoulder-length hair cascading like silk, red lips perfectly stained, eyeliner sharp, and I’m laughing. What was I laughing at? Maybe it was staged? Whatever, it looks good. It’s staying.

I take a mouthful of my scallop and chew, slowly and mindfully, taking a brief break from my search. I’m in no hurry – the world is hardly going to burn down if I’m not back at my desk promptly taking calls from rich people wanting to look around properties. The sun, however, does feel particularly hot on my pale cheeks today and I regret not purchasing the SPF 50 when I stocked up last week.

The second picture on my profile is similarly acceptable. It’s from a party we all went to not long after I arrived in Manhattan. I was dressed in a red polka-dot 1950s skirt and black top, red lips, flawless eyeliner. Yes, I have a look. Except for the skirt. That’s not part of it. It was Halloween, and I went for a sweet and sexy Minnie Mouse vibe.

And the third photo was also satisfactory. A black-and-white close-up of my face. Priya took it one morning without me knowing to prove that I was, indeed, a grouchy cow. I was hungover as hell. But it actually looks like a sexy bed-head shot. And the mono tones really accentuate my high cheekbones and angular jawline.

They’re all staying.

Name: Sally, age: 29, location: Manhattan, all staying.

What’s next? The prompts. I can change those up. Currently I have What I would do first in a zombie apocalypse. That can go. I always lied on that one anyway. There’s no way I’d kiss a zombie to see if it turned into a prince. Who’d bother with that when you’ve been given the prime opportunity to live out your fantasy of slicing up baddies like Michonne in The Walking Dead.

Perhaps I should go for something more … classic. Pros and cons, maybe?

I look up towards the sky for inspiration. White fluffy clouds drifting across a perfect square of blue and framed by tall exterior walls greet me. The faint sound of traffic feels almost drowned out by the peaceful view above. The sun is still blazing, making me squint slightly behind my sunglasses, but a sudden slight breeze lessens its intensity. It’s like being in an open-topped bubble here. Like I can tune out of the chaos beyond these walls. Which is good, because I’m on an important mission to have a meaningful date and that needs all my concentration.

Right then, what are my pros?

I place another piece of scallop in my mouth, finish it slowly and take a sip of my ice-cold peach tea.

OK. I’m proud of my confidence, my style and intellect. But I’m not sure that’s going to cut it. Will it scare men off? So many men are intimidated by the thought of a strong woman. But then I think back to what Priya said. Perhaps I do need to add a bit more of the real me to this dating game. Just a touch.

OK. Pros.

Fearless. Stylish. Loves a good debate.

That should scare off the mansplainers at least.

Cons.

What are my negatives? I have to be careful here. Too much honesty and I’ll get zero interest. I mean, do I really need to tell the world about my overactive fight-or-flight responses and intrusive thoughts? At least, I always thought that’s what they were, but Priya says otherwise. She says intrusive thoughts rarely result in action in most people she sees. She says I, on the other hand, just get bad ideas and act impulsively.

Ah, but being impulsive. That’s a good and a bad thing. So if I put it in cons, it kind of helps my cause, adds to my appeal and mystery. Oh, as does being British. Americans seem to find my London accent cute and interesting. So putting it in cons is another tick in the box.

Impulsive. British. Very particular when it comes to tea and gin.

That’ll do.

What’s next? Relationship preference. Mine is currently set to ‘short term’ so maybe this is what I need to change. I click on Still working it out.

Update.

Now it’s time to shop.

There are so many men to choose from. It’s like being bombarded with Netflix choices. No, not just Netflix choices. It’s like having one of those streaming boxes with every app – Netflix, Disney, Peacock, Hulu – and then within those, you’ve got every genre imaginable. Genres you’ve never even heard of. You can categorise men by location, or by interest or by relationship preference. And then you can subcategorise – again and again. And there are still too many to choose from. It’s a never-ending catalogue. I simply don’t know where to start.

The possibilities feel even more overwhelming now that Priya’s challenged me to find a decent date on my very next attempt. I have to go on at least three dates with him – not begrudgingly – in order to win the challenge. Why am I so bloody-minded?

I can’t pretend I don’t know what she’s doing though. She knows I won’t wholeheartedly admit to wanting a ‘boyfriend’. Ew, it sounds so twee. But I do think it’s time to move on. To let the guard down a bit. To, you know, find something a bit more meaningful.

Yeah, I would like that, actually.

And somehow, it’s so much easier to do it as a challenge. It’s something I can win at – even if, after three dates, it all goes tits up, as it probably will, because then I save face. Then I can make out that I wasn’t actually aiming for the long-term romance, I just wanted to win the challenge.

OK … so what am I looking for?

Confidence is a must, but arrogance is a no.

He should care about how he looks, without serving as a living breathing ad campaign for designer labels.

And of course, there needs to be that … certain something. A charge of good old-fashioned chemistry.

I scroll past men holding fish, men with their tops off and men who are overwhelmingly patriotic – in all the wrong ways (that’s another steadfast rule – no UK or US flags in profile pics – it’s too disconcerting). Sadly, there’s no way to automatically filter these ones out.

Then, something catches my eye.

I’m disregarding so many men so quickly that I almost miss him. I scroll backwards to the flash of what initially stopped me in my tracks. No, I wasn’t imagining it.

Harry Collins. Dirty blonde hair. Styled, but not overly so. A crisp-looking plain white shirt, unbuttoned just the right amount. Teeth that are white and straight but not too straight. And those eyes … eyes that …

Fuck me, Harry Collins.

I mean, if that really is you in that photo, please, go ahead. Fuck me.

I open his profile, fully expecting to find something terrifying in there. But there are no references to making America great again. There are no slimy fish being held aloft. There are no crass comments about his favourite designer labels or how much cash he has.

Harry Collins is thirty-two. He lives in Manhattan. His pros: Charming, requires little sleep, impulsive.

Cons: As above.

I am acutely and momentarily in love.




Chapter 4

Two days later, the realisation that I am running low on propranolol stops me in my tracks. I’ll no doubt be late for work now. And that makes me want my meds even more.

I check every make-up bag, toiletries bag, bathroom cabinet and bedside drawer, but nothing.

There are three left in my open blister pack. Three. What the fuck am I going to do with three? I usually double drop as it is. Spreading the effects of three is … like taking paracetamol when what you really need is morphine. I’m going to have to save them. For particularly difficult occasions.

They prescribed them for me back in London. I was adamant, at first, that I didn’t need them. I was quite capable of managing my own mind, thank you very much. But then I realised they were actually quite useful. A slowing of the heart rate. A slowing of my reactions. Not my critical reactions. I mean, I was one hundred per cent assured that my reflexes wouldn’t be slowed. But my emotional reactions. I could think before reacting. I could rationalise before giving in to feeling physically sick at the sound and smell of food frying in the takeaway. I could think before my heart raced and my blood rushed. I could stop fucking up and doing stupid things.

Well, maybe they didn’t quite stop me from being stupid. But they definitely helped a bit.

Anyway, my doctor in London thought I
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