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London, 1882


It was bread. Yes, bread that caused her infant self finally to stir. That peculiar alchemy that converts flour and yeast, in a well-seasoned oven, to what can only be called bliss. Minutes old, she could not taste it, not yet. But as the ovens were opened in the bakery below, and that infinitely tempting yeasted fug coiled up through bare floorboards, in through a single ill-fitting early-morning window, her round dark eyes opened for the first time. A mirror pair, her father’s, had been trained on her, full of concern. She was so still. His eyes brightened at this sign of life, restored to their usual carefree sparkle.


‘Ju, it’s all right, Ju, she’s awake.’


He lifted his gaze to a mattress across the room, on which a tangled lump of sheets did not bother to stir. He shifted his legs, leaning back against the wall behind him, better to accommodate his newborn daughter.


She shifted too, settling, not displeased by the handsome brown face smiling above her. Life had found her. She was held steady. She might, like her mother, lie in recovery from the trauma that is birth. But her body thrummed with purpose. Not just with excitement at whatever newly baked delicacies called her from what was certainly the finest bakery on the Strand. Closer to hand, the clothes in which she nestled, the arms of her father’s shirt were impregnated with a vibrant cocktail of spices. She opened her mouth, reaching.


‘The baby’s hungry, love.’


Her father watched as she tasted the air, eyes wide. Then stood to take her over to her mother.


‘Ju,’ he nudged the sheets.


They moaned.


‘Judith.’


The sheets cocooned themselves more tightly, then spoke.


‘Take it away.’


‘It’s a little girl.’


‘Take her away, then.’


A shadow passed across his face.


They were unattended. Judith had been happy to strut with the handsome Indian sailor, ready and able to treat her well. His ship’s cargo of cinnamon, cloves and saffron made his presence in London a welcome one. But she was not so happy to show off the results of that liaison. A child that would be born not of an act of love. Not really. Not love for Qazi, with his ready laugh, and his swagger. But for the coloured scarves, the rich sweets, and the steady supply of brandy he brought with him. When her belly had started to compromise the figure she cut at his side, she let the city swallow them. They holed themselves up in this attic above the Strand bakery. They waited. Alone. And increasingly frustrated with each other.


She wished he didn’t remain so tall, so glowing, his body firm and brown and now a world away from the swelling grey-pink mass she had become. She wished she hadn’t succumbed to that body and in so doing lost her own. Would she get her old body back, the one that tempted, the one that put food on the table?


He wished she did more than grunt at him. Show some appreciation for the supply of food he brought her. For the fact that he didn’t simply move back on-board ship. His business in England was almost done; the ship would sail in a month. He would be on it.


When it came to it, Judith could have done with an attendant. She could have done without the glamorous and irresistible man who had got her into trouble. And she could have done entirely without the trouble itself, another mouth to feed. But then, perhaps, if there had been another female in attendance, someone who saw the colour of the infant’s skin, and the distress on the exhausted woman’s face, maybe they would have obeyed when she cried ‘take it away’.


Qazi rallied, nudged the reluctant mother with a foot, and grinned. He smiled the broad and easy smile that had so beguiled her.


‘Don’t talk nonsense, Ju. She’s a peach.’


The peach twitched her miniscule nose. Judith grunted.


‘She is. She’s a gift. Our gift. That is her name, I think. Minha. It means gift.’


He looked at his soon-to-be-ex-lover for approval of his choice, her bare pink and white upper half emerging from the sheets. Her expression was blank. He looked at his daughter, whose shining eyes fixed on his, whose reaching mouth curled up at the edges, as if with amusement, with joy. Whose very being glowed.


‘Minha it is, then.’


He dropped a kiss on her forehead, and bent to hand her over. Judith lifted her heavy self, reached for her daughter without looking. Without a glance for the person, who was even then building herself, taking in her share of the sights and sounds around her. And more than her share of all that reached her nose, her tender baby mouth. Her father may have considered her a gift, named her so. But she was also, already, in her first moments, just beginning to discover her gift. Her peculiar, unwieldy and precious gift.


Minha’s gift was her sense of taste. Her ability to savour. Big, bold, tango and fandango on her tongue. The shift, the hint, the smallest component of flavour eked out and found, considered, remembered. When the unwanted fairy godmother, unseen and unknown, turned up at her birth, she did not bequeath a prophecy, or a fairytale ending. No. She endowed the infant Minha with the ability to experience, wildly, vividly, appetite.
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The Northern French Coast, 1899


Her eyes smarted at the sea breeze but her determined gaze was rewarded. Eventually, light blossomed. At first over sea and sky, only distinguishable by the faint shifting gloss of the water, that tender August early-morning light that knows that most are still in bed. When land appeared, Minha gasped, then flung a hand over her mouth to stifle the cry of joy. She had done it! How extraordinary. She, who had lived her whole life in England, and the last years of it never leaving a few small Kentish acres. Arrival across an ocean, to a new land. To France.


She was arriving and she was flung back far away. In memory of her father, arriving in foreign lands on unknown boats. He might be doing so still. Perhaps, like her, unsure how he would be received. Standing tall though, she was sure of that. She gathered something of his spirit to her. If ever there was a time to be her father’s daughter . . .


The portion of land they were fast approaching was made of wide sand flats. Beyond that, sometimes clusters of what looked like cottages, sometimes trees. She looked, but could not yet see a harbour or town. Then she was unable to look, as the crew up on deck increased in number. She ducked back down into her lifeboat hiding place. Breath held, the discomfort of her hard wooden bed now becoming unbearable, and worse as the day’s warmth began to gather itself. After what must have been hours, Minha felt the ship finally halt with profound relief. The deck seemed swarming with men. After the best part of a day and night in such cramped quarters, she would have to stand soon, and stretch out the tension in her back, her shoulders. She exhaled when the footsteps started to diminish in number. The thud of feet landing elsewhere, alongside. The thump of ropes thrown and caught. The rhythm of the line of men, lifting, passing, unloading the cargo.


The ship lifted in the water. She could feel its wooden body lighten, hear the shift and thump in its belly go quiet, the creak and spin of wheels. All nearby voices, gone. A bustle still though, further off. This wasn’t the silence of the countryside.


Minha peeled back the untied corner of canvas and hauled herself up and out of the lifeboat. She stood, wobbly on numb feet. Steadying herself on the side of her little wooden resting place, she looked up. Straight into the thin, startled face of one of the sailors. She stumbled back. The sailor, who didn’t look much older than her, paused, despite already having flung a fist in the air. His mouth hung open. His eyes were wide, not so much menacing as shocked, as they took her in.


‘Who are you? What are you doing?’


Minha opened her mouth to speak. To implore this almost-boy not to betray her. But her sojourn in the lifeboat without food or drink had taken its toll. Her voice had become a scratchy husk of itself.


‘I . . . please,’ was all she managed.


She tried a smile, which served only to get her an alarmed step backwards in response.


‘You can’t be here. Whoever you are.’ The boy cast his eyes back at the rest of the ship, scanning for the others. ‘Just make sure you’ve gone before the captain sees you.’


Minha nodded, vigorously. The youth scuttled off and climbed down below deck out of sight. She took a deep breath, grateful for his withdrawal, curious as to why he had looked quite so alarmed. She stepped towards the water barrel, where the high sun had turned the liquid’s surface into a mirror. Ah, that was why. She presented a more than curious sight. Her clothes were crumpled, certainly. Her tatty pink embroidered Indian shawl, that last remaining gift from her father, that last reminder of her mother, was swept about her upper body in an unconventional fashion. Her sleep-deprived eyes stared big and dark-rimmed out of her slim brown face. And as evidence of her last meal before she stowed away, bold pink cherry juice marked her left cheek. But the problem was mostly her hair. The hank of it that had been drenched in her efforts to get on board was plastered flat against one side of her face. To the other side, a section of curls was hectic above her forehead. The rest of it was every which way.


Clearly it would not do to alarm everyone she encountered, not if she wanted to be met with any kind of welcome. After cupping her hands and taking several long draughts of rainwater, she unwound the scarf and put it into her bag along with her very few possessions. She paused a moment, then took out the gardening knife that had been her grand­father’s and slipped it into her pocket, where she could reach it if needed. Then she smoothed her plain English dress into something closer to propriety. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and the juice stain from her cheek. Raking her fingers through her wayward tresses as best she could, she secured the mass of it at the base of her neck with a ribbon. There, much better. Or at least the best she could do for now. She then scooped up her bag and clambered off the ship, giving it a pat in thanks.


The length of time it had taken to reach land, to dock, was explained as she looked about her. The boat hadn’t stopped at the coast, but had come inland, up a wide river. She was standing in a broad sunlit valley. If she looked out across the water, the land stretched away on the other side, flat and many-coloured-green, to a far horizon. Turning to look at the side of the river on which she stood, she wrapped her arms tight about her and caught her breath. Her gaze was pulled upwards as the land rose high before her, lush with trees in full leaf. The riverbank itself opened out to the north of her. A run of pretty pale houses stretched along it, the sun glinting off their slate roofs. Elegantly proportioned, they sat nestled below the steep rise of land. It looked like a village or the beginnings of a town, positioned to take in the view out across the water, the plains beyond.


Her heart lifted. That was where she must head. She had no plan, not even the beginnings of one. She had attempted to form one in the hours spent hidden. But how do you plan for what you cannot imagine? She pulled out her French phrasebook, raising a thank you to her grand­father for the gift of this book, of his language. She suffered a sharp pang at the thought of him. The loss of him. Then took a breath, and rehearsed. ‘Bonjour Monsieur, bonjour Madame.’


Here were houses, something like a town. There would be people, and surely work, if she showed herself willing. And crucially, before she slid down in a faint, food. She lifted her nose, opened nostrils wide. Sure enough, from the same direction as the houses came a whisper, a fragrant hint of something tempting. Something that would answer her immediate needs. If she could get her hands on it.


As she made her way towards it the scent grew, and less dominant smells mingled with that which she had picked up along the riverbank. This would more than answer her needs. It was a market. She hung back as she found it, better to take it in, to manage her overloaded senses a moment before she tried to step closer, step in. Market stalls laden with the bright fruits of high summer, with verdant banks of vegetables, glistening with newly caught fish. The multi-layered sweetness of every fruit in season – some she knew: apricots, grapes, greengages; some she didn’t. The slick saline memory of the deep, from the arrested body of each fish and crab. Each new scent she encountered was a puzzle, a challenge to the senses, to her memory. But there were a dozen here, a hundred. She reeled a moment. Steadied herself, feet to cobbles. Roasted meat and toasted pastry. The funk of horse manure, the bitter tang of coffee. The many-coloured perfumes of late-morning townsfolk, sweat and cotton, youth and age, hair and soap, garlic-on-skin and hunger-on-breath.


They filled the square. A square neatly lined on three sides by smart pale buildings, some of which housed shops with striped awnings. The third side was open to the riverbank, which contributed its own dark green waterlogged scent. There, the stallholders’ carts rested, parked along the bank. Minha passed a few men and women as she made her way into the fray. There was no great crush; it was late enough in the morning for that to have passed. She might wander, look for peaches. Her grand­father had been very specific about the peaches. And in some ways, it was a peach that had brought her there.


She took a shy step closer. Then her stomach growled loud enough to make her laugh, and overcome any remaining reluctance to enter the square. There would be time to wander. For now, her need was pressing. To approach the wave of scent that called loudest.


‘Bonjour,’ said a young girl, stepping forward from a stall stacked with rounds and wedges, pyramids and drums, with creamy-yellow charcoal-dusted pearly-white cheeses. Minha had no trouble understanding, hoped her own accent wouldn’t be impenetrable. She had spoken French with increasing fluency across the last decade, but only ever with her grand­father, and Mrs Pomfrey, the cook at Great Tidebrook, who was English, after all. Back home. No longer home. She attempted to swallow the lump in her throat.


‘Bon . . . bonjour, Mademoiselle.’


The girl smiled, nodded. Minha stepped in closer and breathed in the sweetness, the lactic tang of these infinite varieties of cheese.


‘Je peux vous aidez?’


The stallholder, a buttery blonde woman who matched her wares, smiled at Minha. Minha smiled back, looked at the feast before her as her mouth watered, and shrugged shyly. Her first full sentences were faltering.


‘Bonjour, Madame . . . Je . . . je n’ai que l’argent Anglais. Et même pas beaucoup.’


The woman nodded, appeared to understand. She leant across her stall and lifted a big barrel-shaped cheese from the back to her cutting board. She shaved off a sliver, speared it with the tip of the knife, and held it out to Minha. It was fine and flat and egg-yolk yellow, looped with broad holes, and gave off an intense, savoury aroma.


‘Tenez. Have a taste, nonetheless,’ she said in French.


Minha grinned, and took the proffered gift before there was any risk of it being withdrawn. She nodded in thanks, then scuttled off to leave room for several real customers who had come up behind her.


Her first taste of France, the first thing to hit her tongue, did not disappoint. It delivered on the salivating promise that simply standing by the stall had hinted at. With a depth of flavour that spoke with some nostalgia of the cheese-room at Great Tidebrook, this was also very different. If it were a song it would be sadder. Less a morning jig, than an evening lament. It was nutty and complex; it spoke of dark grasses and soft-eyed, deep-voiced cows, and reached from the tip of her tongue to the depth of her belly.


She was pulled from her cheese-induced reverie to a distant memory. Pulled, somehow, by and towards bread. She was with her mother, in their London attic. It was early morning, the blissful aromas of the bakery snaking into her consciousness . . . She shook herself from the memory, wheeled about, and spied a bird-thin woman grappling with a tray groaning with loaves. Every size and shape, round and long and plaited and herb-studded. The woman was arranging them on a table in front of a baker’s shop while balancing the tray on one hip, her movements quick and well-practised.


‘Can I help?’ asked Minha in French, stepping up and taking the tray, so its owner could unload it unhindered.


‘Thank you,’ she replied, her lean face cracking into a warm smile, sharp blue eyes sparkling.


When the tray was empty, the woman bustled back inside and appeared with another.


‘By this time of day my table needs restocking! It’s kind of you to help,’ she said, seeing that Minha had stayed to do so.


‘That’s okay. I’ve nowhere else to be.’


‘Where are you from? You’re not from around here, I think.’


Minha winced at the familiar question. Her fingers reached around her grand­father’s knife in her pocket, searching for the dips where his fingers had been, and the ghost of his hand on her shoulder.


‘It’s a small town.’ The woman set her final tray down back inside the shop. ‘And everybody buys bread! It is just that I haven’t seen you before, and your accent is perhaps a little different?’


Minha’s heart eased a little.


‘No, you’re right. I’ve just arrived.’


‘From the south?’


‘From England.’


‘Ah, a sailor-girl!’


‘Not really, it’s my first trip. But my grand­father was French and I wanted to visit.’


‘Of course! Where was he from?’


‘The Touraine.’


‘Ah, beautiful country.’


The baker stopped to serve a customer, putting half a dozen small, round, golden-crusted loaves into a bag. She picked up a final one and handed it to Minha as the customer moved away.


‘Here, payment for your help.’


It sat more than welcome in Minha’s hands, emanating its deeply comforting fresh-from-the-oven warmth and an intoxicating yeasted scent.


‘Thank you. Madame . . . ?’


‘Camille.’


‘Minha, that’s my name,’ she offered in return. ‘But people often call me Min.’ She lifted the bread to her face, paused, then dropped her hands.


‘Welcome then, Min.’


Camille rearranged the bread, as Minha looked past her to the orderly shop, through an open door to the ovens beyond. She glanced down at the bread in her hand, swallowed, looked up and met the baker’s eye.


‘Is this . . . your bakery? Do you, maybe need more help?’


‘A job, you mean?’


Minha nodded, heat rising in her cheeks. Camille reached out a flour-dusted hand and placed it on her forearm.


‘I’m sorry. I wish. My one spare bed is the boy’s.’ She tipped her head towards the back kitchen where a white-clad youth was kneading dough. ‘And I can’t afford to pay another.’


Minha nodded again, her eyes now lowered. She took a bite of the bread, let its toasted, earthy sweetness soothe her. The bread had a different quality to Kentish bread: more stretch and chew, a finer, crisper crust. Different also from the bread rolls on the Strand. Her grand­father had been right; this bread was something special. It was delicious. It was exciting, a beginning.


A cart pulled alongside the bakery as Minha finished her snack, and a large round-headed youth stopped to greet Camille.


‘There’s a banquet tonight,’ he said. ‘So, we’ll need double the usual order.’


‘Who’s this in honour of?’ asked Camille, filling a sack with more loaves than Minha managed to count, and indicating the produce weighing down the young man’s cart: a multi-coloured garden of fruit and vegetables, a small mountain of plump pink duck.


‘Just the family. But it’s the duc’s birthday. So all their usual circle, and there’s a visiting orchestra, I think.’


Camille reached out and pulled Minha alongside her.


‘Do you need any extra help at the château? Any new staff? This young woman is looking for work.’


The man looked at Minha, only then seeming to see her. His broad face flushed pink, and he puffed out his chest.


‘I don’t think so. Anyhow, I couldn’t take it upon myself.’


‘Sophie was down earlier, and I’m sure I heard her saying you were short-staffed.’


Minha stepped forward, pulled her shoulders back. She cast a look at Camille, who gave her a quick nod. The young man huffed, took the sack of bread from Camille.


‘You could take her up with you so she could ask, eh?’


‘I don’t know . . .’


He put the sack in the final remaining bit of space on his cart.


‘That looks like quite some feast. Tell me, what is Chef Jacques making for this birthday supper?’


The young man paused at this, puffed his chest further, this time with what looked like pride rather than indignation. A smile played about his lips.


‘Roasted ducks, and pommes dauphinois.’


‘Ah, that’s fiddly. You will help the chef to cut all those paper-thin slices of potato, I’m sure.’ Camille turned to Minha. ‘Matthieu is quite the budding chef.’


The young man raised his chin, solemnly. Camille smiled back, in approval.


‘Then we’ll serve a set cream, sugar biscuits and strawberries.’


Camille stepped closer to the cart, pulling Minha with her, to look at the box piled high with strawberries that Matthieu was pointing at as though he were delivering a carton of rubies.


‘Aha!’ the baker cried out, reaching out and plucking a berry from the pile, before pausing with it in mid-air.


‘May I? Min has never tried such a strawberry.’


‘We grew fine strawberries in my grand­father’s garden.’


Camille shook a finger at her.


‘Not like this.’


She turned to Matthieu.


‘She’s from England. She won’t ever have tasted one of these.’


Matthieu, who had been still, an undecided gaze fixed on the suspended strawberry, rallied at this, and nodded at Camille. She lifted one of Minha’s hands, and placed the berry in the centre of her palm. It was warm from the sun, now high overhead. Undersized, for a strawberry, unremarkable looking. But as she lifted it to her mouth, and two pairs of eyes followed its progress, she was assailed by a perfume both unlike strawberry, and at the same time the very essence of strawberry. There was more flavour in that little berry than in a bowl of her grand­father’s best. More flavour and a different flavour. Clean and fresh, and richly aromatic. Mouth dancing, Minha looked at their expectant faces.


‘What is that?


‘Mara des Bois. Our special strawberries.’


Minha just nodded, her brain storing away every tiny nuance of its taste. She was beaming from ear to ear, in no way able to rein in such bliss. Such discovery.


‘So, you’ll take her up with you. I’m sure they could do with an extra pair of hands. Even if just for tonight.’


Camille gave her a grin and a shove. The flat of a palm in the centre of her back. Propelling her over towards Matthieu, who looked at her askance, uncertainty etched across his features. Minha stepped alongside the cart, reaching out to clasp the side of it. She would follow where those strawberries went, if they would have her.


‘I suppose . . .’


‘Good, good. Now off you both go, I’ve a queue of customers!’


Matthieu took up the cart’s handle.


‘Come on then, if you’re coming.’


Minha’s senses returned to her, and her heart sped a little. She cast a look back at the baker, already dealing with the next customer. The older woman looked up quickly, and winked. Minha couldn’t help but laugh at that. Then she took a deep breath, turned around, and followed the broad back and uncertain path ahead.
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It was fortunate that Matthieu had the laden cart to pull, as Minha had the impression that he would have raced away from her if he could. As it was, his duty to safely deliver the market produce kept him at a reasonable pace. Although his notion of safe delivery was far from her own. She thought of the reverence with which her grand­father had handed her ripe fruits from a vine, from the top of a tree. The reverence with which she would place them in baskets to take back to their cottage or up to the big house. Matthieu’s cart bumped and jogged over the cobbled track, his back turned on the bouncing bread and ducks. A strawberry broke away from the mound of fruit, and Minha shot out a hand to rescue it from falling to the ground, just at the point that the cart juddered to a halt and Matthieu spun round. His eyes flashed at the sight of her, hand poised over the strawberry crate. His mouth became a thin, hard line. Minha flushed, cheeks hot. She was putting it back! Even if the scent emanating from the fruit wound its way about her as they walked, calling her to a blissful place she now knew. She wasn’t going to eat it. She opened her lips to say so, but closed them again. Matthieu’s narrowing eyes made it clear there wasn’t much point.


‘Here, you pull the cart.’


She thought of protesting; she was very far from his size and strength. But if she were in control of the cart then he couldn’t attempt to leave her behind. He waved a big hand to gesture her towards him, passed over the big levered pull-handle. Then took up his place alongside the body of the cart and put a proprietary hand on the edge of it.


‘You can move on.’


Minha stepped forward, strained, but the cart didn’t budge. She put a hand to her back, felt the sun beat down on the back of her head, then steeled herself, gave an almighty tug, and the wheels jolted into movement. It was uphill, and she was damp with sweat after only a few yards. She forgave Matthieu something of the crudeness of his cart-pulling. Ahead, the lane narrowed, and she could see steps cut into the hillside. They wouldn’t have to lift the cart up these stairs, would they?


‘Where to now?’


She spoke back over her shoulder, continuing to pull, not wanting the cart to come to a halt and lose momentum, or to pass it back to Matthieu.


‘Those steps lead to the château, but we take the long route. Left ahead.’


He was sauntering now. The hand that wasn’t on the cart was in his pocket. He even started to whistle. Minha gritted her teeth. A few steps further and an opening revealed itself in the bushes to her left. Wide enough for their cart, but only just. She pulled left, pulled through, and was greeted by a wide track, almost a road. It was smoothly paved, and rose at a gentle gradient. Grasses and wildflowers grew at each side of it. But the track itself was clear of weeds, of dust or dirt even, as if it was regularly tended. At the end of the first length of it, the track curved a full turn, to rise up back alongside itself. To wind higher up above the river and town, but maintaining its elegant and unhurried mode of doing so. With her head bent from effort, Minha could nonetheless catch sight of the roofs of the town below, and the high sun glinting off the flat, undisturbed body of the river.


‘Look,’ said Matthieu, stopping her.


Minha looked. First at Matthieu, pink with his enjoyment of her discomfort and his carefree walk home, and with whatever he had stopped to show her. She looked then in the direction of his thrust-out finger. She gasped, her eyes widening, and her heart unable but to respond to such a place.


When he had mentioned a banquet, and a place with servants, she had imagined a big house. If she had imagined any­thing at all. A place like Tidebrook, perhaps. But this bore no resemblance to the great red brick house in whose grounds she grew up. When all was said and done, although Tidebrook was big, it was a house. Her grand­father told her as much, that it didn’t compare to the châteaux he had worked in the gardens of as a younger man, before he came to England. She had understood that those places were grand. But this was a palace, a fairy castle, a place of pale round towers and circular turrets topped with spires. It sat at the edge of the land, as if floating above the river and the town. As if, despite the grand mass of it, it was suspended up in its own sphere, its own world. It was impossible yet to gauge quite how big it was; Minha still had to pull the cart up the long final length of driveway ahead to reach it. But she could see that the centre of it, flanked by matching towers, was only the front. Towers and turrets rose up behind. Pale and creamy, topped with sleek flint roofs, adorned with a whimsy of filigree railings and ornaments.


Minha turned to Matthieu, who had the good grace to look pleased at her wide-eyed wonder.


‘Where is this?’


‘Château de Bellefalaise, home of Duc Nicolas de Bellefalaise.’


He enunciated the name, Bellefalaise, with care and evident pleasure at the pomp and elegance of it. Minha nodded, fully in agreement with his estimation of the place. The name too, it was entirely fitting. She wouldn’t want such a place to have any less of a name. She sounded it out on her own tongue, but quietly.


‘Right, the kitchen will be wondering where I’ve got to,’ said Matthieu, stepping forward again. This time he helped Minha get the cart rolling, stopping her as they got within sighting distance of the château. ‘I’d best take it from here.’


Minha stilled the cart, dropped the pull-handle and stepped clear.


‘It’s very splendid,’ she said.


‘It is.’


They rolled forward over what looked like the front entrance, across a wide slatted approach that bridged a sort of dry moat, deep and grassy. Vibrant green in contrast to the pearl-pale stone of the building. She clutched a hand at the fabric of her skirt. She had never once used the front door at Great Tidebrook, and this was so much grander. They were passing under an ornately carved archway. It must be the only entrance, or else surely the kitchen supplies would be taken around the back? The moat ran around all sides of the building, as far as Minha could see. It gave the place even more of a sense of floating. She felt as if she were passing into some other-worldly realm. She was certainly passing into the unknown. Through the archway they stepped into a great courtyard. A pristine sweep of fine pale gravel, dazzling in the bright daylight and bordered by silver-grey flagstones. A confection of a fountain bubbled at the centre of it, sending shoots of clear water arching skywards.


She had been right; the visible front of the building was only about a third of it. Two further wings, equally large and equally grand and turreted, made up the two sides of the courtyard. The fourth side was open to the sky. To a high-up view of the town rooftops, the river, the plains beyond. She could see, wending its way slowly back towards the sea, the sails of the ship she had come in on. From where she was standing it barely looked like a real boat any more. A toy boat. A dream boat. Certainly, to have brought her to such a place. The fountain spoke to the river in burbles and sploshes. There was no other sound. No other presence.


The place was dizzying. The size of it, the expansive high sweeps of pale stone, the sense of being perched almost in the sky, within a castle-shaped cloud. She needed to keep moving. To stop might be to sink.


‘Where do we go now?’


She spoke to Matthieu’s back. He was moving as if in slow-motion, but at the sound of her voice he whipped his head round and silenced her with a sharp stare. His purpose clear: to get out of the main courtyard unnoticed, no stone of gravel disturbed, no sound emitted. Minha slow-scuttled after him, head down. He and the cart eventually pulled into another archway. Lower than the front entrance, it nonetheless cut through the whole building. Within it was a pool of shadow, air and light cooler than the bright glare of the courtyard.


When her eyes adjusted, she saw they were in a space easily big enough for several carts, a bicycle or two. There were doors on either side that must lead into the building. The one to their left was flung open, and from the cacophony of sound and smell swelling from it, it must lead to the kitchens. As loud and busy as the courtyard was still and silent.


Minha paused, looked up at Matthieu, whose arms were filled with a first load of his spoils from market. He seemed to notice her again then. His look gave her pause. She pulled herself up, but her insides were any­thing but calm.


‘I don’t know that they’ll want you.’ He sniffed, looking at the top of her head, her hands tucked together in front of her. Any­where but directly at her. She swallowed, held her breath.


‘Here.’ He picked up the sack of loaves. ‘You’d best take these. See what Chef Jacques says. I’m not taking responsibility.’


Minha took the bread. She would have said something. Thank you? That of course she would speak for herself? But she was jostled back from Matthieu and silenced by the sudden entrance of a colourful group of men who carried him along with them. Laughing, with sing-song voices, they carried oddly shaped cases. One of them, talking to a young woman, broke into song. They must be the musicians for tonight’s party. They wore gaily-coloured jackets, and the young woman just inside the kitchen door greeted each of them as they stepped through. Each man lifted an instrument case, trilled a few notes, and she nodded, or laughed, and waved them in.


Minha was next. She stepped up and through the entrance into a wide, low-ceilinged space. Into a wall of too-many-people’s air. And under the glare of this doorkeeper. The laughter had gone. She had to tilt her head to look the woman in the eye. She was built on the same lines as Minha’s mother. Milky skin, pink from the heat of the day, golden-wheat hair, round blue eyes. Eyes that were now looking down at her without a hint of friendliness. Minha gave a nod and managed a smile, even if it came out a little shaky. The blue eyes hardened. Minha lifted the sack of bread, out of the top of which the loaves poked their crisp, tan heads. To indicate why she should let her enter. To try to protect herself from the distaste, the disgust even, in those deceptively open eyes.


‘I have come from the baker.’


The other woman reached for the sack, pulled it away from Minha. Leaving her exposed without her bread shield – and clearly, from her interrogator’s point of view, with no reason to be there.


‘She should have given the bread to Matthieu, or sent the boy. Tell her that. You have no reason to come into the château.’


‘No, I . . .’ Minha shifted from one foot to the other. She could not step forward; her way was barred by a wide stance and elbows on hips. ‘I don’t work for the baker.’


The woman took a quick step back, as if in surprise, as if Minha had spat at her. Then realising that she had left the entrance unguarded, she moved forward again, closer. Her breath was not as sweet as her appearance. Her words were acidic.


‘Go away.’


Minha froze, her chest tight at the unwelcome, too familiar, words. The young woman’s eyes narrowed at Minha, still there. Minha swayed, the legs that had pulled the heavy cart on little fuel now weak underneath her. She lifted a hand to steady herself against the doorframe, caught sight of her fingers. Small, brown, trembling against the pale, carved stone. Grateful for the cool of it in that airless place. The young woman flinched at her hand movement, as if recoiling from an expected blow. She looked back over her shoulder into the room behind.


‘I’ll call the others.’


It was a threat, but Minha nodded.


‘Yes, please do.’


She took a deep breath, almost a sigh. Of weariness, attempting to draw in hope. She rallied.


‘If you call Matthieu, he can tell you. The baker thought that you might have work for me. Because of the party tonight.’


‘Matthieu knows, does he?’ There was an eyebrow raised. An eyebrow that expressed its owner knew Matthieu better.


‘I think, the baker said, someone named Sophie had been down in the market earlier and said they needed some extra pairs of hands in the kitchen today.’


‘I’m Sophie. I’m the laundress here. You spoke to Camille, did you?’


Sophie did not elaborate, did not confirm or deny what Minha had said. Minha dipped her head.


‘Wait there.’


Sophie stepped back away from the door, but placed a hand in front of her to indicate that while she was moving, Minha must not. Minha could not, just at that moment. She was fighting to keep upright, her legs having borne the brunt of her efforts that morning, and understanding her despair.


The laundress returned a moment later. She was flanked by Matthieu, who had his arm around her waist, flashing an irritated look at Minha, and a small, round, black-haired man with a shiny red face. He wore a long white apron. Sophie waved a hand at Minha, to indicate to the others that this was the problem she had just told them about. The small round man came forward. The others held back.


‘I am Gustave, sous-chef to Chef Jacques, who is in charge of the kitchens here.’


His voice was hard, something like a bark. Minha left her hand on the doorframe, but pulled herself upright.


‘Yes, Chef.’


‘And you say that Camille sent you. You are a baker?’


‘No, sir. Camille . . . was kind enough to suggest I might come and ask for work.’


Gustave twitched a small straight moustache. It stood out, dark and neat on his round red face.


‘In light of the fact you have a party tonight. Soph . . .’ The laundress flashed her a hard look. ‘The baker thought you may need an extra pair of hands.’


‘Well, it’s true we are short staffed.’


Matthieu stepped forward, pushed by Sophie’s hand in the small of his back. Minha lifted her chin.


‘We don’t need her, Chef,’ he began. A huff from behind him, from Sophie. ‘I don’t think Chef Jacques would want us to let someone like her into his kitchen.’


Someone like her . . . Minha faltered, took a step backwards. Her belly tightened. She looked at the trio in front of her, each with arms crossed and faces closed. Did her father face this when he arrived in each new land? Or was what he faced worse? What gave him the courage to keep travelling? Did he sometimes find a place where he could stay, that wanted him? Did he ever . . . ?


She would go back to the village as soon as she could move. Even if Camille didn’t have work for her, even if she hadn’t a place to stay at the moment. There had been something of a welcome there. The cheese lady had been nice, too. There’d be something. Something other than this.


Gustave shot a look at Matthieu, pursed his lips.


‘I think, of all of us, I speak for Chef Jacques.’


‘Of course, Chef.’


‘As pot-wash, I am not sure your opinion is called for.’


‘But, Chef . . .’ began Sophie, leaning forward.


‘We have more to do for tonight than I can easily manage. Chef Jacques knows some of the musicians, and will not be available to step in until later,’ said Gustave, speaking only to Matthieu. ‘I think you would not want to miss this opportunity to work alongside me, Matthieu?’


Matthieu nodded frantically, like a child who’d just been asked if they would like a present. Gustave swept his hand in a flourish at Minha, compelling her into the room.


‘Voilà, we have a substitute pot-wash for tonight. Your name, Mademoiselle?’


‘Min—’


‘Min, follow Matthieu, and do as he tells you. Stay out of sight, and in the washrooms.’


Minha nodded. Gustave turned towards Matthieu.


‘Hurry. You are already behind with the potatoes.’


The sous-chef turned on his heel, walked across the room and out the other side.


‘You’re useless!’ hissed Sophie, swiping at Matthieu’s ear.


‘Don’t,’ he replied, catching her hand in his and clutching it to his lips. ‘It’s a good idea. Don’t you want me to get my training as a chef?’


Sophie wriggled, but not hard enough to free herself.


‘You told me yourself you don’t want to marry a pot-wash.’


The laundress pulled away at this, turned towards Minha.


‘What are you looking at?’


‘We’d best hurry up,’ said Matthieu. ‘I’ll show you what’s what.’


Minha moved towards him.


‘Just a minute,’ said Sophie, darting out a hand and grabbing her by the elbow. ‘You don’t need all afternoon to show her how to wash a plate. She can make herself useful to me in the meantime.’


Minha stepped up close to the taller woman. Not because she wanted to, but because the grip on her elbow was tight and insistent. She pulled in a breath and cast a look back outside. To one side there was the dazzling sun-drenched brightness of the empty courtyard. To the other there was a deep green glow, cast up from the grassy moat, painted soft on the cool stone of the archway. She drank it in a moment, then turned back to the room, to the bustle and the dusky scents of burning wood and newly skinned potatoes. She was in now. But what she was in was another matter.









Chapter 4
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She was led through a series of rooms, striding to match the other woman’s longer legs. That first kitchen had merely been an anteroom, a storage room for pots and cooking equipment. A prep room, for when there was a crowd expected, as there was today, or a lot to do. As Minha was pulled away, Matthieu settled there and continued to tackle a veritable mountain of potatoes. The noise and heat and smells intensified as they worked further into the underbelly of the building. Damp layered over stone. Meat layered over vegetables. No longer a whiff of outdoor air. More than a whiff of indoor human. Rising to a pitch alongside a high door from which Gustave dashed out, then, followed by a bellow, dashed in again. The door was open ahead of her. Sophie looked through it as she passed, her head cocked to one side, a hand on one hip. She let out a tinkling laugh too, as though terribly amused. Or as though she wanted someone to think she was. But she didn’t stop. Not for more than a momentary pause.


Minha paused too, and saw a kitchen bigger than any she had seen before. It made the one at Great Tidebrook look amateur, a cottage kitchen in comparison. Gustave was at a contraption as tall as himself, flaming and carrying a multitude of roasting birds on spits. He was even redder in the face than previously, as he leant in to test, to baste. The scent of the roasted poultry tugged at Minha, at once sweet, salted and earthy. Her belly moaned, reminding her how far she had come on how little. She wondered at what point she might ask for something to eat.


She jumped as another bellow sounded, forceful enough to cut through the clatter and chatter. Charging forward, she caught up with Sophie. She had no desire to be seen staring by the generator of such an impressive sound. But not before she saw him. He must be Chef Jacques. Or he wouldn’t have been striding through the kitchen, the one pair of hands not busily full of a pan, a knife, a wooden spoon. His voice more occupied than his hands, but for cuffing a slight man grappling with a chopping knife. If, as Matthieu had suggested, that was the man who would not want her in his kitchens, she would steer well clear. He was built on lines as impressive as his voice. A lion of a man. A lion who clearly used his roar liberally.


For all the elegance and grandeur of the château buildings above, there was no doubt that they were passing through the business end of the operation. Servants scuttled to and fro along the corridors, laden with pots or trays, a carpet or a chair. Each too full of intent for more than a nod at Sophie. But always a look, curious sometimes, mostly narrow-eyed, for Minha. She kept her chin up and her eyes ahead. The only friendly face was a small mottled cat. It slipped out of a side door and wound itself between her legs, before slinking off again. Down one further corridor they stopped, then ducked into a room stacked with laundry and linens. Smelling of newly washed fabric, the soda-tang of soap, the dirt that had been washed out with it, and iron-hot metal.


‘Right, I’ve that lot to get through. They want the gold monogrammed set for tonight.’


The laundress pointed to a basket full of snowy but crumpled napkins standing alongside an ironing table. The room was a furnace, thanks to a fire kicking out enough heat to keep several irons scorching. The cat followed them in, settled, basking. Not too close to the fire; curled up to sleep on top of a stack of laundry baskets against one wall. When Minha got close it stirred, and opened one gold eye.


‘Is that your cat? What’s his name?’


Sophie stepped over, rubbed the dozy animal under the chin and simpered.


‘Chibou is Chef Jacques’s cat, but he doesn’t like him in the main kitchen, so he hides in here with me.’


Sophie stopped stroking, taking up her station at the ironing table and getting started.


‘You fold,’ she said, indicating a small table alongside. ‘In neat quarters, the duc’s initials facing upwards.’


Minha nodded, waited, caught the first linen napkin when it was thrown at her. She attempted to line up the still-hot edges, found N de B embroidered in elaborate script at one corner, folded it over.


‘No, no, no. Give it here.’


The napkin was yanked from her, shaken out, redone. Sophie presented it to her with a tut, and a half-smile.


‘Like that. You’d best iron. I’ll fold.’


The laundress took a seat, and crossed her arms, indicating the ironing table with an imperious hand. For all her strawberries and cream prettiness, her hands told a different story; they seemed older than the rest of her. Reddened, rubbed raw. The irons were heavy. Too hot, even through the thick cloth wrapped about the handle. With the heat of the fire, and the boiling steam the damp fabric gave off at each sweep of the iron, it was close to unbearable. Minha’s head reeled. But the blue eyes on her hardened her core. She kept to it, somehow, passing each pressed cloth to the laundress, who remained seated. Used to the heat, she folded the cloths on her lap, until the pile was all done.


For the banquet itself Minha was stationed in a small room, at the sinks. She was just next to the main kitchen, out of which the dishes from tonight’s feast would process. While much of the prep, the cleaning, the butchering, the slicing, took place in the myriad small rooms that lined the corridors, the main kitchen was where the magic happened. Chef Jacques’s domain. The finishing kitchen. She might even catch sight of dishes as they were sent out. She would be able to look, up until the dirty dishes started coming back down, Matthieu told her. That was the good part about being pot-wash, he told her. You could watch. But she mustn’t be seen. Chef Jacques would not like that.


So she stood at the door to her washroom, the door open just enough to see. She stood in the shadows and listened as the chef’s yells reached each new pitch. The volume increased. The lion roared. The underlings twittered and fussed, and the whole was accompanied by a small orchestra of stirrings and clankings, a purposeful tune of knife, whisk and spoon. Above it all, louder to Minha, an orchestra of smells. Enough to fill the biggest concert hall. The top notes, the base notes, the breadth and depth of everything in the middle, had been humming all day. Now everything took on a greater clarity, more intent. They drowned out the subtler and ever-present scents of the building’s fabric, the sharp soap ready by the sink behind her. The scents of the banquet swelled above all. Minha peered forward with shining eyes, breath held in anticipation. Rehearsal was done, time for the performance.


The door where she stood was opened a little wider. Chibou pushed his way in, brushed Minha’s legs and sat alongside her. He let out a plaintive mew.


‘Shhh.’


She hushed him, finger to her lips.


‘We must be quiet if we want to watch.’


The little cat tucked his tail under him. Sat high. He lifted his small pink nose, reaching. Minha stifled a laugh. She could almost see the whorls of aroma, beyond tempting to the little creature, winding their way towards his alert nostrils. The heavy kitchen door swung wide. They were coming!


A servant was in front, had opened the door. He was dwarfed by the chef, who was made even more impressive by his toque: a starched high chef’s hat that grazed the ceiling. Chef Jacques was carrying the biggest platter. Broad hands held ornate silver, on which a dome of roasted ducks shone, darkly lacquered with basting juices. Gustave came directly behind, responsible only for a gleaming knife the length of his forearm, and a similarly lethal-looking two-pronged fork. Behind him, a small army of white-clad minions, with additional ducks, the creamy potatoes, buttered spinach, a trio of sauceboats.


Minha tucked the frayed ends of her pink scarf into the belt of her dress and stooped to put a hand on Chibou, who was twitching to pursue his master and the owner of the tempting smells. The two of them crouched, drinking it all in. A cacophony of scents. An invitation. Minha’s stomach growled. She could distinguish each element of the potato dish: the potatoes themselves, gently vegetal, their cloak of hot buttered cream, a back-note of garlic, a whisper of nutmeg. Matthieu had told her how it was made, proud to be cooking, not at the sinks that evening. The warm, subtle waft of Camille’s bread, piled high in a basket and at the back of the procession, made Minha smile. But the duck was the star of the show. She detected red wine in the glaze, still a little tangy, offsetting the sweet, earthy meat. The darkly caramelised skin, that would be crispy, irresistible from Gustave’s efforts at the rotisserie. But there was something else, too. Something that gave her pause. A bitter note. Something she couldn’t place, that didn’t fit. That had no place in a dish of roasted duck. Her heart quickened. Her thoughts charged through her memory bank, searching, trying to identify it. Identifying it, then wishing she hadn’t. There was only one thing she knew with that bitterness. She didn’t need to taste it to know. She hadn’t tasted it back then. Had just detected the slightest trace of it, in the corner of one of the storage barns at Great Tidebrook. Her grand­father had told her never to go near it, and why. Put there to protect the precious apple crop from rats. Poison.


She flung open the door and ran, dodging the line of chefs and grazing the corridor wall, so as not to upset any of the dishes they were carrying. Her breath quick, her heart quicker, she sped to the front. To the chef. To the ducks. The bitter scent getting louder at every step, until it was all she could smell. Almost as if she could taste it.


She flung out a hand, to Chef Jacques’s arm.


‘Stop!’


He lifted an elbow sharply, shaking her off without turning, without the smallest unsteadiness of the laden platter. She reached again.


‘Please, Chef. There is poison. In the duck.’


At this he stopped, and the row of men behind him concertinaed towards him.


‘There is poison in the duck,’ she repeated. More slowly, now that he had stopped.


He did not look at her. He did not talk to her, did not ask her who she was, what she meant, how she knew. Her heart was pounding, her body trembling. Flooded with the adrenalin needed to avert disaster. He looked down his long Roman nose at her, broad mouth tight, eyes flint. He looked at the small brown hand on his whiter-than-white sleeve as if it were mud. Or worse.


Minha’s chest tightened; she dropped her hand to her side. Her head was overwhelmed with the bitter poison, shouting above all the rich mingled smells of the meal. They stood in a corridor of confusion. Chef Jacques shot a half-look over his shoulder, spat words behind him, at Gustave.


‘Get rid of her.’


‘She is the pot-wash for tonight, Chef.’


‘But you must listen to me!’ Minha urged, although neither man paid her the slightest attention.


‘Do them yourself if you have to.’ Chef Jacques added, ‘You heard what I said.’


‘Yes, Chef.’


Chef Jacques sniffed, pulled back his shoulders. Minha recoiled at the acid note in the chef’s voice, at the threatening tone. They started to retreat, just as Chibou, released from her hold, and having worked his way through the distracting line of chefs, reached his master. His mew cut the silence, and had a transformative effect on the big man. The flint eyes softened, the big square-cut head lowered, the roar became a purr.


‘Eh, my Chibou.’


Chef Jaques handed the door-servant the duck platter, and Minha saw him crouch down to rub the little cat under the chin, causing the whole procession further pause. Minha was able to dip back in the direction of the washroom and away from the group, out of sight of the chef, at least temporarily forgotten.


Should she go upstairs somehow? Should she run direct to the duc and throw herself between him and his supper? Thinking of the chef’s broad-shouldered bulk, she doubted if she would get that far. She would certainly not make any friends in trying. Could she have been wrong? No, she didn’t think so. If there was one thing she did trust, it was her palate, of which the greatest part was her sense of smell. It was her one constant. But maybe, hopefully, this time she was mistaken. It would be the first time.
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