PROLOGUE

While it’s freezing outside, the Gubbeen’s kitchen feels like a little corner of hell. A pit of blistering heat and ceaseless clamor, with words spoken to me months ago still echoing in my ears.
Tick-tock, tick-tock. Sure, yer pipes are all clogged up. No more grain in the ould silo, mo ghrá.
Well, that wasn’t true, was it? 
With a sigh, I lay down my knife, close my eyes, and try to block out the brouhaha. 
Oh my God, you’re pregnant, I tell myself for the tenth time. At forty-five years old.
So what put me in this predicament? What happened between myself and Chef Rogan Rafferty, that’s what, in the crisp, early minutes of New Year’s Day. Against a fence streaked with graffiti, next to a drum of rodenticide, and beneath a lamp encrusted with flies—and what, dear Mother of God, was I thinking? 
Ever since then, Rafferty has seized every opportunity for us to be alone during service—to sweet-talk, to love on me, and to pay me way too much attention. This, after every other man in my life had considered sex to be his reward, his right—or just a bit of sport with no consequences at all. But why would I ever want to invest in a relationship again, only to have my hopes and dreams dashed to pieces? Why… after me vowing to never trust a man again?
Oh, sweet Jesus. Here comes Rafferty.
Here he comes, with his flared nostrils, his arrogant stride, and his hair as black as an oil slick. Rafferty, who couldn’t be accused of leading me into temptation—for that morning, wasn’t I in one unholy, wicked state of abandon and all too willing?
“Hot!” he roars. “Hot behind!”
I turn, but see no scalding pot. No blazing pan. Just six naked capons, held by their necks in his fisted hands.
Laughing, Rafferty swings the birds level with my eyes. Then he orders me to dress them for the Cock o’ the North. Going on to note out loud that I hadn’t sliced the mushrooms, diced the ham, or measured out the whiskey as yet. Nor prepped much else, by the looks of it. 
True. My mirepoix is a small heap when it should be a mountain by now.
Taking a step closer, Rafferty’s eyes darken into two deep pools of concern.
“What’s wrong?” he asks.
“Nothing,” I lie, because no way will I tell him I’m expecting his baby. 
See, I don’t need nor want a man in my life anymore. Sure, I can handle this myself.
“Hey, Carrigy!” yells Rafferty. “Take over here!”
Then he says I’m to follow him to the back room. 
The room reserved for gutting, shucking, and butchering. The room with a door latch.
Sconey on dish flashes his three gold teeth in a grin, like he knows full well what’s going on. Then the rest of the brigade join in. Dan Carrigy, the sous-chef, Thera Mundy, the line cook, and Gazzer, the busser-cum-host—all with smirks on their faces as their pace slows down to a standstill. 
Sure, hasn’t the gossip surrounding myself and Rafferty been simmering like a sauce on the stove?
And because the kitchen hubbub has dropped to the odd chime of cutlery and the rattle of a plate, it’s the jazz that takes over now, belting out through the speakers from a vinyl 33. The sort of jazz that hiccups, and belches, and spontaneously shrieks.
“What’s with the gawping?” demands Rafferty. “Doors open at five—so get a fucking move on!”
In the back room, he slaps the capons onto a block, leaving their heads dangling. Heads with gaping beaks. Heads with slits for eyes.
“Let’s get started,” he says.
While I work with the house cleaver and shears, he’s behind me, soft-biting my ear. 
I tell him to stop. Please stop, I think, for what happened on New Year’s Eve was wrong, rash, ill-judged—my fault alone.
Only for me hear Rafferty breathing hard as I hack, and clip, and slice. 
And when it’s time to draw the birds, he says, “Remember to feel for the heart and gizzard, first.”
His touch to my neck a gentle brush of the fingers, and around my waist, a soft squeeze of the hands. Oh, God, and trying to resist is sweet torture itself. But then—the sudden slide of his hands down inside my trousers makes me tear instead of scoop, and the capon’s innards burst. And for the first time in my career, the sight and smell of ruptured guts make me heave.
“Enough!” I cry out. “Leave me alone, okay?”
Rafferty’s face, corrugated with disappointment and confusion, stays with me as I rip off my bloodied gloves, unlock the door, and make for the utility area.
Crouching before the toilet bowl, I call myself an eejit for being so heedless. For being such a giddy, impulsive, and grudge-bearing fool.
And what led up to this?
Sure, my story would read like some fecking tragicomedy.
A story told in two parts.



EXCERPT PART 2

I found Benny in the middle of a flour blizzard. A brush in his one hand, a dustpan in the other. Sweat stippling a pattern across his forehead.
“I dropped the feckin’ sack,” he growled, “and Cáit and Evie Mulkerrins not here yet, and Winnie Broy now a barmaid at Patcheen’s—and where, in God’s holy name, have you been?”
Not expecting Benny to be in such a black mood, “I’m sorry,” I said, not daring to spill the beans just yet. I’d wait a while—but not too long.
“I’ve been alone all morning,” Benny ranted on.
“Did you look for Alice?” I tried.
Standing up to pat, to rub, to beat at his overalls—“Arrah, she’s out at sea with Toby Ó Brennan,” said Benny.
Alice had certainly been spending more time with Toby. Please God, I prayed, he’d make up for me being gone. Fill the gap, so to speak. Soften the blow. For hadn’t Alice’s mothering and mollycoddling only become more intense? Her devotion excessive, her vigilance too much. 
On the stove, oil foamed, steam hissed, lids rattled, food burned. 
“Where’s Moochie, then?” I asked Benny.
“Away with the baker’s wagon,” he said, “taking tourists to Trá Longbhá and An Poll bloody Dorcha.” 
Benny made for the sink, where he sluiced his hair, his face, his moustache, under a running tap. Obscenities spilling from his mouth as the sounds of footsteps, chatter, and dragging chairs carried in from the dining room.
Blotting the whole of his head with a teacloth, “Jesus,” he groaned, “I forgot to lock the feckin’ door.”
I tipped out the green beans, tossed the mushrooms, and turned the heat down under everything else. 
 Then, “I’ve something to tell you!” I blurted out.
Dear Mother of God, I knew the timing couldn’t have been worse, but I had to get it out now, for fear of bursting.
Benny’s face shifted from white to pink to magenta as I rattled off, at ten miles a minute, that I’d be moving back to the mainland—and with only a fortnight’s notice at that.
“You’re packing up and leaving?” Benny spluttered. Then he circled an arm, as if to indicate the extent of the kitchen mayhem. The total fucking chaos.
 Grabbing hold of a broom, “I’ll soon get this cleared up,” I said briskly. Then I suggested Benny take heed of those in the dining room. Those who were dinging that damned service bell.
At this, he thrust his body through the swinging doors.
“Ye’ll have to leave,” I heard him say. “Snug Magee is closed for the day.”
And his tone—ungracious. Far from apologetic. A sharp turn from how he usually dealt with customers.
The purr of the telephone’s ringtone came next, followed by Benny telling the Mulkerrins not to bother their heads turning up at all. That they could bloody well stay put at home.
Upon his return, Benny sank down onto a stool and launched into a tirade. Over me, the selfish madam I’d proved to be, coercing him into taking me on. Over me leaving him in the lurch—high and feckin’ dry. 
Never—ever—had he lashed out at me like this.
His eyes flashing, “So, after achieving everything you’d set out for,” he went on, pointing to every pan, press, and appliance in the kitchen, “—it suddenly means nothing to ya at all?” 
After achieving everything I’d set out for? No, that never happened. In fact, very little had been accomplished when I thought about it. For despite Benny and myself working shoulder to shoulder, nothing had changed. Not one bit. Good God! He was still as remote as ever.
Whenever I’d dared to peck him on the cheek, or take a hold of his hand, you’d swear he’d been scalded. As for conversation, well, no way had I managed to draw him out of himself. Not once did he attempt to bridge the distance he’d always put between us.
As for letting loose of his emotions… Well, that never happened either—not until now.
And at any mention of Mammy, he’d ducked, and he’d dodged, and he’d hemmed and hawed—and merciful God, how fiercely I’d wished for him to get to the damned bloody point.
All of which made me believe he had many secrets buried inside that fat head of his.
Secrets he certainly had no intention of ever sharing with Dorah or myself.
Well, hell! I knew where Mammy lived now, and I had a mind to demand some answers from her instead. 
In a frenzy of frustration, I threw down the broom and kicked at the flour bank I’d just made. 
As flour clouded the air, I coughed while willing away furious tears—only to catch the remnants of stunned surprise on Benny’s face, and his jaw two yards long. 
Then it occurred to me. He’d never seen me in a temper, either.
His words faltering, “Whereabouts will you be going?” he asked.
Drawing my sleeve across my eyes, I delivered my answer: that I was going to marry Povey O’Brien, and who knows where I’ll end up, and so what?
Benny appeared horrified. Panic-stricken. Shell-shocked.
“Jesus, Benny, didn’t you marry a Traveller yourself,” I raved on, “only to share a bedroom with another after she left?”
The silence that followed was interrupted by a shuffling of sheepskin boots outside. Unmistakably Nanna Magee’s, confirmed by the retreating beat of her blackthorn cane.
Well, that meddling ould muckraker would have heard everything, and so be it.
“Could you at least try and be happy for me?” I asked Benny.
Clenching his fists, “He’s an O’Brien,” was his answer. “Part of them that hailed from the Dingles.”
“He’s himself!” I threw back. Not cut from the same cloth, I insisted. Not of the same ilk at all. I was sure, I could tell.
“You were too young to know anything about those yokes,” muttered Benny.
At that, he bounced to his feet and ripped off his apron, mangling it into a ball before pitching it into the sink. Under his breath, “Arrah, fuck,” he said, looking twitchy now. All keyed-up as he scratched at the scar on his jaw with a trembling hand. The meandering track of it still raised after so many years.
Then his expression that of a profoundly troubled man as he stuttered through syllables that failed to form a single, coherent sentence… before he stormed outside.

