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Author’s Note
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Darragh’s well-ordered life is about to be turned upside down. Four very different men enter his world, and it’s safe to say, nothing is going to be the same ever again.

A delightful rom-com on the one hand; a lesson in keeping an open mind on the other.

Darragh is in the business of designing ready meals. ‘Serves One’ has become a kind of mantra, and love is as elusive as crafting the perfect béchamel sauce for the trademark lasagne. Encounters with Ollie, Val, Bill, and Keith prove beyond any reasonable doubt that you can’t predict the future with any certainty, and when opportunity knocks, the best advice is to open the door.
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Chapter One - By the grace of god
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Judy suggested that we meet here before getting our nails done. I have to confess to having overlooked this little place. It used to be a wonderful Italian deli but closed during the Credit Crunch. I think it has been occupied by a succession of tat shops ever since.

Every two weeks, Judy and I get our nails done. I know exactly what you’re thinking but you’d be wrong. Yes, it’s true I have my nails cut, filed, and buffed, but there the artifice ends for me. Judy always has a silk wrap. She’s spending Mark’s money so that’s okay – he’s a complete philandering shit so there’s absolutely no question of having a conscience.

I am seated in a booth – constructed like everything else from reclaimed pallets teamed with over-stuffed cushions, upholstered in ox blood red suedette. The seats are a little hard, but the barista has a soft smile and eyes as dark and sparkly as the caramelised surface of a crème brûlée – his easy nature and dimples propelled me to order a flat white with an extra shot and a toasted teacake.

I deliberately sat so that I could keep an eye on the door – not just to see Judy arrive but to indulge in my passion of people watching. It’s a summer’s day; there are people out a plenty.

I check the bar’s clock; she’s unaccountably late. Still, there’s plenty of time before we have to be at the nail bar. I’m not particularly paying attention to the hubbub around me; the owner is exceedingly jovial, holding six different conversations while ensuring that nothing gets forgotten, even down to the love hearts that decorate every saucer under the cup – powdered chocolate. One could say a waste but every time I lift my cup, I am reminded that someone cares.

I suppose it would be helpful if I had a phone. Perhaps Judy has broken down or is stuck on the bypass. The holiday traffic has not yet reached its worst because it is still two weeks before the kids break up. Maybe after we’ve had our nails done, I will allow her to persuade me to get a phone.

“Can I get you anything else?”

His name is Val, says Judy. She wheedles like a pro.

“Oh ... maybe a cortado?”

“Coming right up!”

He whips my cup and plate away before issuing the order to the barista, whose name I do not yet know. I have a feeling I am going to become intimately acquainted with this place and everyone in it.

My coffee arrives just as Judy appears outside, looking a little harassed. However, just ahead of her is a man – I say man but what I really mean is a brick shit house – the kind that has a porch and a conservatory, maybe a loft conversion. He fills the doorway. Judy is bouncing up and down – as far as her breasts will allow – and waving. I smile and give her the finger wave. Trouble is, the man mountain thinks I am waving at him. He looks embarrassed, blushes deeply, and stammers out a takeaway order before moving to the area behind me where there is a retro pinball machine and a sofa.

He smells of bitumen and some indeterminate cologne – not an unattractive combination. Terribly oily T- Bar but he doesn’t look the type that would take too kindly to male skin care advice.

Before I can pay him any more attention, Judy bundles into the booth.

“Oh-my-god!”

I wait; experience has taught me to wait for the revelation.

“You will never guess who I bumped into in the street – only that trollop Joanne!”

I am spared none of the details of Joanne’s latest conquest as relayed by her to Judy.

“She needs her own seat in the GUM clinic!”

“By the grace of god, Judy. What will have you have to drink, sweetie?”

“Do we have time?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“Val! Can I have a cortado, please, darling ...”

We fast track to the latest gossip – meaning Mark’s misdemeanours and the fact that he is trying to camouflage the fact that some hussy has given him crabs - and chortle through our cortados before heading to the nail bar. I paid for the coffees as it was my turn. Val handed me a loyalty card, which he stamped up, informing me, “Every tenth hot drink is free. Hope to see you again.”

Outside, Judy remarks, “You should ask him out ...”

“Who; the owner?”

“No! He’s mine ... the barista ...”

“I don’t even know his name.”

“Ollie ... and he’s single.”

“And barely out of his teens.”

“He was eyeing you up not that you probably noticed.”

“Pulease! He probably had chocolate powder in his eyes. Come on; we can’t be late.”

A cut, file, buff, and cuticle condition later, and I am saying goodbye to Judy – who has a waxing appointment with Glenda. I head to the car park, planning on stopping at Marks and Spencer’s before trundling home to start work – I design gourmet vegan ready meals for an online home delivery service called The Vegan Foodie Club – not very inspiring, I admit.

However, there’s a problem. Unaccountably, the Council has decided to repair the potholes in the car park. It’s bedlam. I fight my way through the chaos as bravely as my pastel pink short sleeved oxford teamed with skinny three-quarter length jeans, pop socks and pumps will allow.

Man Mountain has hit a problem. Some cretin has ruptured the water main. He’s barking orders, heaving machinery around as though it were made of plastic, and attempting to placate the angry shoppers whose cars are either under three feet of water or blocked in by the tipper truck.

Rather than add to his woes, I decide to walk to the supermarket and let everything calm down.

However, and I suppose there is always a tipping point, just as I turn heel, some uncouth and highly inappropriate remarks are hurled my way by a couple of the younger, cretinous operatives.

I can feel the blood boiling and rising. I may look like a pansy atop a cupcake but that belies a lifetime of fighting my own corner – I was born into a house full of hard drinking Irishmen – I take after my mother, who was as delicate as a paper rose but ruled the roost with an iron fist. When father’s drinking got out of hand, she left, taking me with her, leaving him and my brothers to fend for themselves. I see them occasionally. They keep their opinions to themselves for the most part. If one of them crosses the line, I have been known to drop it on its arse.

These pimply youths therefore do not scare me in the slightest. The air turns blue with the debauch things I plan to do their arses if they dare to show their faces again.

Man Mountain looks agog. Beautiful teeth.

I flounce - because only a flounce will do - and give them all the finger – I went for a silk wrap in the end just to shut Judy up.
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Chapter Two - Don’t make a mountain out of a profiterole
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By the time I whizz around the store and get back to the car, things have calmed down – and the parking enforcement officer is gaily issuing parking enforcement notices despite the fact that we couldn’t get the cars out of the car park even if we’d wanted to. I take umbrage. He takes a photograph and stuffs a ticket under my windscreen wiper.

“Fucking Nazi!”

He’s immune.

Man Mountain is just mopping up and looks my way – I’d say apologetically but it could just be that his piles are giving him gyp. I rip the ticket up and toss the pieces behind the back seat.

Navigating my way out of the car park brings me level with him momentarily. I open the passenger side window.

“I hate to mention it, but your lorry has a puncture ...”

I drive off swiftly but not without first registering the fact that he clocked my groin through his barely disguised tears.

His, of course, had its own hard hat and PPE vest.

At home, in the tranquillity of my kitchen, I begin the next recipe. The process works like this – I design a ready meal, which obviously requires me to cook it and eat it, but also to produce a plan for the chefs, nutritional fact card, allergy information, etc. It’s not just a case of throwing a lasagne into a box. The new project is a Thai green curry with jasmine rice. Flavour is paramount.

It is all-consuming, forgive the pun. I have a budget to work within. This gig alone would not keep me in pop socks, so I also make artisanal vegan cheeses – I specialise in a cashew-based brie and an oat milk based blue stilton-style one. These I sell at the farmers’ market on a Saturday and through an online store. In season, I also make chutney.

In tabulating the weights and measures and the proportions of this spice and that, I suddenly realise it’s gone dinner time. Normally, I would lob yesterday’s final creation in the microwave, but yesterday I had a day off to make cheese.

“Pizza?”

I wouldn’t usually indulge but I don’t want to miss the second instalment of the latest two-part Death In Paradise. I could record it, and I probably would if I had a clue about Sky boxes and sound bars and fire sticks – it’s all gobbledygook to me.

Fortunately, my local pizzeria has bowed to pressure and now offers a vegan option on the mid-week meal deal. I order and clean up while I wait.

Only now do I notice the flashing light of the message machine.

‘Don’t forget it’s your father’s birthday a week on Sunday. Love you.’

It’s a fucking miracle that he’s lasted this long. It does, however, put me in a bit of a quandary. It also happens to be their wedding anniversary. They’re divorced, it’s true, but usually, I go
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