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Chapter 1

			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 colored 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 gray-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 color 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 minuscule 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 savor. Big, bold tango and fandango on her tongue. The shift, the hint, the smallest component of flavor 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 fairy-tale ending. No. She endowed the infant Minha with the ability to experience, wildly, vividly, appetite.
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Chapter 2

			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 harbor 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, farther 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 backward 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 toward 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 drafts 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 the other side, flat and many-colored-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 upward, 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 phrase book, 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 toward 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 multilayered 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-colored 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 fourth 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 countless varieties of cheese.

			“Je peux vous aider?”

			The stallholder, a buttery blond 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 leaned 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, savory 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 flavor 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 toward 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 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 out front of a baker’s shop while balancing the tray on one hip, her movements quick and well practiced.

			“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 toward 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, roundheaded youth stopped to greet Camille.

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

			“Who’s this in honor 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 multicolored 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 midair. “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 center 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 flavor in that little berry than in a bowl of her grandfather’s best. More flavor and a different flavor. 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 center of her back. Propelling her over toward 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 back, and followed the broad back and uncertain path ahead.
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Chapter 3

			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 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 was in control of the cart then he couldn’t attempt to leave her behind. He waved a big hand to gesture her toward 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 farther 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 redbrick 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 center 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, 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 otherworldly 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-gray flagstones. A confection of a fountain bubbled at the center of it, sending shoots of clear water arching skyward.

			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 toward the sea, the sails of the ship she had come in on. From where she was standing it barely looked like a real boat anymore. 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 colorful group of men who carried him along with them. Laughing, with singsong 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 colored 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 realizing 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 mustache. 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 backward. 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 traveling? 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 toward 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 toward Minha.

			“What are you looking at?”

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

			Minha moved toward 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.
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Chapter 4

			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 farther 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 on 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 tall as himself, flaming, and carrying a multitude of roasting birds on spits. He was even redder in the face than previously, as he leaned 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 upward.”

			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 toward the 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 caramelized 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 thrust 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 toward 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 adrenaline 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 Jacques 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 directly 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.

			He had said she must leave. Immediately. But no one was chasing her off; she was alone again now. Grateful for the dimly lit corridor, its lamps low. For want of any better plan, she hid in the washroom. For the meantime, with the sous-chef as knife-carrier upstairs, she would wait. Maybe she would be sent away. She was far from sure she wanted to stay. But it was evening; the light was dimming outside. And she had experience of those who barked, and then forgot all about it later. Her mother. Her grandmother. Maybe Chef Jacques was one of them, though instinct told her probably not.

			Chibou caught her up, and slipped into the washroom not long behind her. Chef Jacques and his entourage must have continued on, and the little cat would know the washroom was where the dishes came when they reappeared. Perhaps he hoped for scraps. Although there was a pig bucket, Matthieu had shown her, that she was expected to fill.

			“Don’t worry, Chibou, I’ll throw you the choicest bits.”

			She spoke into the silent room, stepped up and filled the sinks, then looked around to see where the cat had settled himself. There was no movement. She turned, wondered whether he had slipped out again. But there, to the side of the door, half lit by a wedge of light flowing in from the corridor, lay Chibou. He was spread flat, as if in a deep and relaxed sleep. Odd, that he had chosen the stone floor. Not very cozy, and by the door, she might have tripped over him. He was profoundly still. More than still. Motionless.

			As she reached him, Minha pulled in a sharp breath, flung a hand to her mouth. What was wrong? The duck! Had he eaten the duck? Surely, the chef wouldn’t have fed him a bit after she had said it was poisoned? But he hadn’t believed her. Although she had been right, clearly. Scooping the little animal into her arms, her eyes flooded at the sweet, soft weight of him. So far Chibou was the only one who had eaten any duck, she hoped. She dashed the tears away, and heart speeding, she charged through the door, into the corridor, and smack into Matthieu.

			“Matthieu!”

			He looked down at her, startled. Indignance at her presence written across his features. She shook her head.

			“Matthieu, quickly. I thought there was poison, and there is poison. Look!”

			She thrust the lifeless cat at him. His eyes started in horror; he took a step away from her.

			“What have you done?”

			“Me? Nothing. I thought there was poison in the duck. The chef didn’t listen. He must have given a bit to his cat, and he’s gone upstairs with the rest of it!”

			“Duc Nicolas!” said Matthieu, suddenly energized. He took Chibou from Minha, turned toward the potential scene of disaster, and ran.

			“Hurry!” she called after him, but it was to an empty corridor. He was already bounding up the stairs.

			She didn’t have long to wait. She stationed herself at the bottom of the stairs, desperate not to hear anything that indicated that Matthieu hadn’t got there in time. The banquet hall must be quite far off; she could hear nothing. But Matthieu reappeared within five minutes.

			“He wants to see you.”

			“Did you get there in time?” She wrung her hands as she spoke.

			“Yes, yes.” Matthieu was panting. “But hurry, he wants to see you.”

			Minha breathed again.

			“Who?”

			“Duc Nicolas.”

			She froze. She looked past Matthieu, trying to see something of the unknown world he was insisting she step into.

			“Hurry!” He was shuffling from foot to foot.

			“But I can’t…” She looked down at herself. At the faded, crumpled dress she had been wearing for days now. She dreaded to think what she looked like. Or how she smelled. “No. Matthieu, really. Tell him thank you. But I can’t!”

			Matthieu charged down the stairs, took her by the hand, and pulled her up them.

			“It isn’t an invitation. You want to work here, don’t you?”

			“Yes, but. No. I…Chef Jacques told me to leave. I’m meant to have left.”

			“But you haven’t, and the duc wants to see you.”

			Minha shook her head. Tried to slow their progress through the vast hall that she was being dragged across. The place was hung with wall-sized tapestries, richly patterned, their red, gold, and green threads picked out in the dark red ribs and painted curlicues of the wooden lined ceiling. Her feet faltered.

			“The duc himself,” urged Matthieu.

			“Is he angry?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			Minha took a deep breath, wrested her arm out of Matthieu’s clutch, but continued to follow. She tucked an errant curl behind her ear, dashed a spot of dirt from her skirt, felt her grandfather’s knife through the fabric of her pocket.

			“It’s this way.”

			She would have known it, even if he hadn’t said. Would have sensed that the banqueting hall was down the passageway ahead, and through the oak-leaf-carved door. This time not because of the rich scents of the feast emanating from it, the bitter note, her detection of which was now, unhappily, validated. No. It was the unholy bellow that met her. Less attacking. More protesting, pleading. But the boom and reach of that giant voice was unmistakable. She quailed, paused, looked away from the door she must walk through.

			There was a painting there. A portrait. A woman, or she supposed it was. There was no prettifying, no smiles, no jewelry or any embellishment. It was a severe picture of a figure in a dark dress, with a dark hat, of sorts, covering her ears and most of her hair. The woman’s hands were held still in front of her, joined on a scroll of paper, her wrists revealing the only evidence of luxury: a peep of cream lace beneath the heavy shine of her sleeves. The background of the picture was a touch brighter than her dress, a rich green-tinged blue, and there was a small painting of a bird on the wall behind her, perhaps a goldfinch. Her face held great beauty, despite being pale and bare. Two clear gray eyes met Minha’s now. Impassive. Seeing, but silent.

			Minha pulled herself up; she had been right, about the poison, and acted as she should. Matthieu was already at the door, opening it, entering. She could see heads turning toward it, toward her.

			“Well, now. I believe I have you to thank for my life, young lady.”

			She was standing at the center of a hundred pairs of eyes. Although they had said it was just an extended family gathering, the guests filled every seat around a long, silk-draped horseshoe table. The surface was covered in dishes piled high with food. Glossy and tempting and untouched. Bowls of fruit sat every few places down its length. Strawberries and greengages. Walnuts and almonds. Apricots and peaches. Peaches! There, untouchable. Minha wondered if she would make it through the evening in that place. If she did, might a peach be spared…And the duck, the fateful duck, was held by a row of servants, suspended, uncomfortable, behind the duc and his guests.

			The orchestra, instruments silent, was behind her. She was in the middle, alone. Chef Jacques, his leonine features set, icy, stood to the right of Duc Nicolas. Seated close on the duc’s left was a young woman, so richly dressed she must be his duchesse, with piled-up flaxen hair, and a small girl on her knee.

			Minha blinked, attempted to nod.

			“I understand that you detected poison in the duck, and this poor animal seems to have proved you right.”

			The duc nodded at Matthieu, who stood a little behind him, and at Chibou laid to rest on a stool alongside him. Minha’s voice wouldn’t work, although he was looking to her for an answer. The hundred eyes seemed to have stolen it. Or the dazzle of the place. Every high-ceilinged inch of it was draped in gold-embroidered red. Even Duc Nicolas was dazzling. His considerable girth was clothed in fine red suiting, and gold buttons as bright as flames ran the length of him in double ranks. His high forehead and the full oval of his face were framed by wheat-gold hair. Minha cast a quick startled look at Matthieu, who took a small step forward. She gathered herself in, shifted her feet apart for balance.

			“Yes, she thought there was poison in the duck, Your Grace.”

			“There can’t have been poison,” said Chef Jacques, bending toward the duc.

			“I did not ask your opinion,” replied the duc, silencing the chef with a hand. “Your kitchen will be searched and every member of staff questioned, including you.”

			The duc turned back to Matthieu, who gave a slight bow, then stepped back again. Minha’s breath slowed somewhat, and she looked directly at Duc Nicolas.

			“There was poison in it,” she confirmed.

			“Did you taste it? The duck?” he asked.

			“No, Your Grace. I could smell it.”

			“Smell it?” He lifted a finger and indicated for Minha to approach. “Come closer, let me take a look at you. What’s your name?”

			“Minha, Your Grace.”

			She moved toward him. Raised her chin and focused on his shining buttons. Tried not to see Chef Jacques’s flared nostrils, the tight line of his mouth.

			“That’s unusual. You’re very dark, aren’t you? From the south?”

			“No, Your Grace. My father was from India.”

			“India indeed! Lots of mystics in India, I’m told.”

			He kept his eyes on her but seemed not to expect a response. Which was fortunate, as she had no idea if there were mystics in India. Or even what that meant.

			“Are you a mystic?”

			“No, Your Grace.” She didn’t see how she could be something she had never heard of.

			“But you could tell there was poison in the food without tasting it? Just from smell.”

			“Yes, Your Grace.”

			“Hmm.” He put a hand to his chin. Chef Jacques managed a sly smile.

			“Smell is the greater part of taste,” she said. “When you were small, if you didn’t like something you were given to eat, what did you do?”

			“I handed it back to the chef,” said the duc, eyebrows raised in indignance.

			A rumble of laughter spread around the room. Minha took a breath, pulled herself up.

			“Well, if you had to eat it, did you close your nose like this?”

			She pinched her nose closed with the fingers of one hand. The duc looked at her askew. His lady cocked her head on one side. Their little girl giggled, cheeks pinking. Clearly, they had never been faced with food they didn’t like, or been made to eat it. Minha lifted her mouth into a smile, a question.

			“Would you like to try? You’ll be fine, even with something you really don’t like!”

			The duc and duchesse cast a look at each other.

			“I’d like to try,” said the duchesse, her golden head now turned toward Minha.

			“We’ll all try,” added her duc, sweeping a mischievous hand the length of the table.

			“What don’t you like?” Minha indicated the laden plates in front of Duc Nicolas. He huffed.

			“I like all of it, of course. It is prepared for me. The chef wouldn’t last long if he served up food I hated.”

			There was more laughter, a little muted, this time. Minha ignored Chef Jacques taking a step back out of the duc’s sight.

			“Of course, then let’s do it with something you love. That works just as well. What’s your favorite?”

			The duc reached his hand out toward a dish of dried sugarplums in the middle of the table and pulled it closer, but paused, looking to Minha.

			“Is this safe?”

			She nodded. He took one between thumb and forefinger, then wrinkled his brow.

			“But if I can’t taste it, that will be a waste.”

			“Trust me,” Minha smiled, then scanned the room. “Is everyone ready?”

			“Yes, but you go first. I’d rather be certain there’s nothing lurking in the sugarplums, too.”

			Fingers plucked fruits from similar dishes all along the table. She took one from the duc’s dish.

			“Copy me.” She held her plum aloft. “Pinch your nose shut, pop it in your mouth and chew, then don’t let go until you’ve swallowed it down. Or at least, that’s what you do if you don’t like it.” She remembered a particularly long-lived pot of her mother’s mutton-bone soup. “But, with the plums, because you like it, let go as soon as it’s gone.”

			Minha went first, exaggerating her chewing and her nose pinching in demonstration. The duc peered at her, and at her hand to check it was definitely now empty of sugarplums. She opened out her palm to show him, stopped short of opening her mouth to reassure him she was eating the fruit, and there was no harm done. He then followed suit, eyebrows raised a little, and the others followed him. She couldn’t taste much. Well, more than the others would. But still, a pale version of the plum. Some sweetness, a little sharpness. The main sensations were the chewy texture, her tongue finding the hard pit that she now spat into her hand, casting about for somewhere to put it. Perhaps she ought to have used a napkin? There was one, of downy white linen, laid across the lap, or in the hands, of each member of her audience. They were all following her every move. So she carried on regardless, and swallowed, releasing her nose, and her senses were flooded. Rich and fruity, honeyed sweet and gently aromatic—the chef must have added some cinnamon to the mix as he dried them. And the plum itself, a variety she didn’t know. Full and a little floral. Something a cut above even the plums her grandfather had grown in Kent. Delicious! A slow smile stole over her, and it was with an effort that she suppressed it, not to give the game away. Not to give herself away. She pulled her attention back to the duc, his lady, each of the courtiers around the table as they munched and pinched, sour-faced. But then lit up as the full flavor of the plums filled their nostrils, their mouths. She needn’t have worried. It was a child’s trick. But it worked.

			“Ooh.” The duchesse clapped her hands, beaming.

			“Well, well…” The duc looked startled, shook his head as if confounded. “Why on earth does that happen?”

			“As I said, most of flavor is scent. So if you can’t smell it, you can’t really taste it.”

			A murmur of interest rumbled about the hall. Chef Jacques scoffed audibly. Duc Nicolas rested his chin on a cupped hand and leaned toward Minha. “How interesting…Nonetheless, detecting poison?”

			“I know it sounds improbable, but it’s not just that I can smell what I can taste. It’s that I can taste anything, everything. All the detail of it, every ingredient in a recipe. The earth in which the potatoes were grown, the tree on which the fruits ripened. These sugarplums, for example, couldn’t have been grown around here. There is a touch of the sea in the taste, mineral and the tang of salt. Also the smallest floral hint of lavender. The plum tree must have grown near the sea and some lavender bushes.”

			“Chef, where are the sugarplums from?” asked the duc, his mouth a twist of amusement.

			Chef grumbled wordlessly, answering nothing, then spoke up as the duc repeated his question.

			“We buy them in, as you like them so much.” Chef paused, stony-faced. “The merchant gets them sent from Aix-en-Provence.”

			“On the coast?”

			Chef nodded, his jaw working.

			“Remarkable, quite remarkable.”

			“So you see,” continued Minha, looking at the duc, not looking at the chef, “I could detect anything amiss, that small trace of poison. I’ve just always been able to do so. I was born like that.”

			The duc tapped his fingers to his lips, then smiled.

			“Very useful,” he said. “Very useful indeed. Call me silly,” he laughed, “but I don’t much like this business of being poisoned. You will stay, here in the château; you will test my food before they give it to me. Make certain there is no poison. Can you do that?”

			“Certainly.” Minha nodded. His tone didn’t invite questions, let alone disagreement. It softened a little now at her answer.

			“If people are out to get me”—he laughed again, but it was a hollow laugh—“I’m not sure I’ll leave anything to chance.”

			“She must always taste the food, not just smell it,” added the duchesse, pressing a hand on her duc’s arm. The duc nodded, smiled at his wife and daughter.

			“Of course, we wouldn’t want you to come to any harm,” he said to Minha. “But don’t let anything past you if you are even the smallest bit unsure of it. Is that understood?”

			“Yes, Your Grace.”

			Minha pulled in a breath. What had she just agreed to? She pressed her feet to the ground, trying to still her thoughts. It would be fine. She was sure she would be able to smell it, just like this time, if she did find poison again.

			“Good.”

			With that, he waved a hand at Minha in dismissal. Dismissed also the servants who were still waiting for his judgment on the duck. Then turned toward Chef Jacques, who looked like he was struggling to contain himself.

			“You, Chef, get your staff ready for a full inspection. I’ll send my man down to the kitchen shortly. And while you’re at it, make me something else to eat.” He pointed at Minha. “And she’ll taste it before they bring it up. Make it good, will you; it is my birthday.”

			Chef Jacques dipped a nod, without meeting the duc’s eye, his mouth tight.

			With that, Duc Nicolas raised his glass, and swept the whole table up in a toast. The atmosphere broke, and chatter burst out. The kitchen crew slipped to the sides of the room and toward the door. Minha turned to join them. She could see the orchestra now, who struck up a tune. It was jolly music. A relief after the tension, the question-studded hush. The party mood reentered the room. Minha looked at the players as she left, at their cheery clothing and shiny instruments, anything to avoid the chef’s eyes. To hang back so she could take up the rear of the group.

			Her exit from the dining room was accompanied by a constant growl from Chef Jacques ahead of her. Barking instructions at his brigade as to how they were now going to assemble a birthday supper without having shopped for it. With whatever they had available in the shortest time possible. She was glad she wasn’t one of his chefs. Really, the man had too big a voice, was too big altogether, and had been in the wrong. She hung back away from the onslaught of him. Caught the eye of the pale, dark-clothed lady of the portrait. Still impassive. Perhaps a little less forbidding.

			As she reached the stairs that would take her back below, she shivered. The duc’s well-tended fires fell behind her, and she hadn’t yet reached the ferocious heat of kitchen and industry below. Her feet caught on the rougher stone of the back stairs, less well polished, not the smooth surface fit for ducal feet. A hole in her sole found a gritty patch, unimportant there, to whoever had swept, less likely to elicit a telling-off. Her stocking picked it up, to bother her further with it. There were sharp bits that caused her to hobble.

			She hung back to avoid confrontation below. But she did not slip into the washroom unhindered. Chef Jacques was waiting for her, at the door. He towered over her. Big and bullish and immovable, in his gleaming chef’s whites and his towering toque. Her stomach constricted. Her fingers clutched together in her skirts.

			“You!” he hissed. His hiss was a giant’s hiss, more like a wind of hate blown toward her. “I don’t know how you did it. But you will not get away with it. You are not welcome here.”

			Throat tight, Minha kept her head up and backed toward the door. He thrust a big, muscled arm across it.

			“And you owe me a cat.”

			He pulled his arm away, flung the door wide with such force that it banged, ringing dark notes out of the stone. He thrust a broad finger at the sinks.

			“Now get to work.”

			She did not wait to be asked twice. She did not wait to see him turn and stride toward his kitchen. She was already at the sinks: gripped their cool porcelain sides, then sank to the floor, her arms around her knees. Trying to still her trembling. Trying to still the swooping in her belly. Trying to regather some strength. She rocked back and forth a moment, arms tight about her, then held steady, blew out a sharp breath. She pulled off her boots and her grit-studded stockings and got to her bare feet. Pressed them into the floor, stood wide, plunged her hands into the stinging soapy water, and washed the remnants of duck jus from a dozen gilded platters.
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Chapter 5

			No one bothered with her after that. Aside from bringing her the chicken fricassée they whipped up, before its journey upstairs. It was a simpler dish than any of the others that made up the feast, those the chef had planned. Yet finer than anything Minha had eaten since her London days. Since tastes snatched from her mother’s suppers at some gentleman’s expense.

			Then the dirty dishes arrived in earnest, great trays of them brought by the servants clearing the tables. But she was spared Chef Jacques, or even Gustave, by the time the plates started coming. The chef’s nightmare, having to create a new dish out of nothing, saved her. And the presence of some of the duc’s footmen, presumably his most trusted servants, waylaying and getting in the way of the chefs, demanding their attention with their questions, their accusations. So Minha was left alone. There was a job in hand. She did it. She was used to that. With her grandfather at her shoulder, or at least the idea of him, she did what she was told.

			By the time she dropped to the floor, curled on an old folded-up carpet between the crockery cabinets, she would have slept if they tipped her out into the courtyard. After she had washed what felt like every plate, platter, pot, pan, drinking glass, fork, knife, and spoon in the entire castle. But no one came to tell her where to go. There was no one else around. The chefs had all finished. The servants who brought the laden trays to her didn’t wait.

			With hands rubbed sore, screaming from hot water and harsh soap, she wrapped her shawl tight about her. She fixed her gaze through the one high-up window in the washroom. Uncurtained, its window frame laced with cobwebs, it brought her little comfort, and a view out into the starless black of night in this unknown land.

			

			—

			“You have been appointed poison taster to Duc Nicolas,” said Chef Gustave, as he indicated for her to follow him.

			“Have they not found…Do they not know where the poison came from?”

			“Not as yet. The investigation continues, of course. So, you will remain, to protect the duc. I will show you what you need to be shown to get started, as this is a kitchen matter, and Chef Jacques is…fully occupied.”

			Minha had woken when the light was only a thin promise of itself at the window. Woken by the sounds of sweeping, despite the early hour. Of windows flung wide, to air the place before it became hotter out than in. By the clank of kettles for early ablutions. By sharp first orders and ragged pushback. By the beguiling and unfamiliar scent of chocolate melting into hot milk, being prepared for the ducal bedrooms. She had little time to straighten herself, effect a rudimentary wash at the sinks, before the sous-chef came to find her. With not a word of inquiry as to how she had spent the time since he last saw her in the banqueting hall, he arrived to dispatch his duty and tell Minha hers.

			“As poison taster you will be on duty prior to and during all meals. Available in between, in case the duc asks for a little something extra to be sent to him. He may wish for something to be cooked for him at any time.”

			Gustave’s lips were set in a line, his hands atop his considerable stomach. He and the duc were built on similar lines, and the slight upturn of his mouth as he told her of this last possibility declared his obvious approval of his master’s love of food. Minha nodded. He led her to the stairs up which Matthieu had dragged her the previous evening. In the middle of the flight, on a sort of half landing that she hadn’t noticed yesterday, there was a door painted in a dull green, with a curved metal handle, discolored from lack of use.

			“This is where you will sit and taste. All food going up into the château passes up this flight of stairs.”

			He opened the door, and indicated to her to take a look around. There was not much to see. It was barely a room, little more than a cupboard. No window. Just big enough for a small table and chair, which were already in there. It was an odd place to be. Away from the buzz and the clatter, the heart of the place. But not upstairs either, not in among the family. She would not have known truly what to do in either place. Chef Jacques prowling below, the duc and his family in possession above. So she took a deep breath. She sat, she stood, she nodded. He led on. Back down the stairs.

			“You will share sleeping quarters with the laundress.”

			Minha’s thoughts groaned. How would that go? The woman already hated her. Gustave cast a look back at her, clearly expecting some acquiescence, or even gratitude. She managed a nod, a mumbled thank-you.

			“There are no other female servants downstairs. The maids sleep in the attics, or their master’s anterooms. It goes without saying that we expect complete propriety.”

			“Of course.”

			Heat rose into Minha’s cheeks. Then she had to suppress a giggle, as she looked at the raised brow and pursed lips made to emphasize the sous-chef’s point. His propriety was safe with her, at least.

			They went into the laundry, still scorching, the fire lit and irons at the ready—Sophie was mercifully absent at that moment—then through a door Minha hadn’t noticed at the back. It was a storage room, with just one high fixed porthole of a window, bright sunshine now kicking through it, picking out a column of dust motes. The walls were shelved floor to ceiling, holding piles upon piles of neatly folded white. It smelled of soap, clean cotton, and stone, remnants of the other woman. A broom lay against the wall in one corner, the floor sweepings still a tangle of dust and hair at the base of it. Several weeks’ worth, it looked. She could finish the job later.

			“One of the maids will bring you a sleeping pad.” He waved at a bed-shaped length of stuff that must belong to Sophie—mostly tumbled sheets—that was on the floor. “You can keep your things in there.” He pointed at an armoire against one wall. “Staff meals are directly after service. The duc eats first. You may use the washroom two doors along on the right. Any questions?”

			“Yes, I…”

			She wanted to ask about the duc, the château. She wanted to know when she might go outside, back down to the village. It seemed she was to be on call all day and into the night. She hadn’t looked outside the building since she entered it with Matthieu yesterday morning. While she was glad to have work, a place to stay, she also wanted to explore. She wanted to catch sight again of the castle, atop the hillside. To visit Camille in the village, see what lay beyond. But as she formed the questions, she was silenced. They were back in the main laundry, and Sophie had entered. She was standing in the doorway, scowling at her.

			“Ah, Sophie,” began Gustave. “You will have heard that Min is now in the duc’s employ.”

			“Yes,” answered the laundress. It would have been hard to put more reluctance in her affirmative. Minha’s chest tightened.

			“She will share your quarters.”

			“I can’t share with her! She’s not…”

			“Ma-de-moi-selle So-phie,” said the sous-chef, stressing every syllable like each had power, the power to restore order.

			Minha flushed hot at the woman’s set jaw, her evident disgust. She held her place alongside Gustave, steadied herself, looked to him.

			“These are the duc’s orders, and you will behave with good grace. Or you will find yourself without quarters to share.”

			Minha looked sideways, saw the woman’s nod, the muscle at her jaw, the fists at her sides. This feeble barely-compliance seemed to be enough for the sous-chef. It was hardly an invitation. He nodded at them both, clicked his heels, indicated for Sophie to step aside, and made for the door. Minha went to follow him, but he turned before leaving.

			“You will wait here. The servant will be along shortly with your bedding. You will be needed in your tasting room at noon.”

			She watched him along the corridor, through into the kitchen. They were alone then. She could feel the laundress’s eyes on the back of her, and then her breath, warm and damp. Minha shuddered.

			“I know about you. I know what you did. I’m not taking my eyes off you for a second.”

			Minha wiped the other woman’s spittle from the back of her neck. Tried to wipe away the hate. She looked up at Sophie, who stood, hands on hips, round blue eyes hard. Her insides felt liquid.

			“What? What have I done?”

			“You put poison in the food. Then you ‘discovered’ it. Very clever, or so you thought. I know, Matthieu told me, that you were desperate for work.”

			“Yes, I need work. But why would I poison anyone?”

			“So you could make the duc think you had saved his life, had stopped someone from poisoning him.”

			“But why would I come up with that? It isn’t the Dark Ages. Why would anyone want to poison the duc?”

			“They wouldn’t. Exactly. It’s a stupid plan.”

			Sophie sniffed, pulled back her shoulders.

			“Stupid?” said Minha. “But it seems to have worked.”

			“Ha! Chef Jacques was right—it was you all along.”

			“No, he was not right. But is that what he thinks?” She paced away, turned in frustration. “I didn’t put poison in anything. I detected it. I could smell it, and I said so, precisely because I didn’t want anyone to eat it.”

			“Chibou did. Chef Jacques is distraught.”

			Minha thought of the little cat, rubbing at her leg, sniffing the air. She swallowed, took in a slow breath.

			“Yes, that was very sad. The chef must have given his cat some of the meat after I told him it was poisoned. I promise, I didn’t poison anyone, cat or duc.”

			“Well, somebody did. And thanks to you all of us are being questioned.”

			“The duc thinks it was one of the servants?”

			“No! I am sure he only thinks one of us might have observed something unusual.”

			Sophie’s features hadn’t softened one bit.

			“Perhaps it was an accident. It was rat poison; that’s used in lots of barns and stores.”

			“Accident! I don’t think so.”

			“But you haven’t answered me. Why would anyone want to poison him? Does he have enemies? Or else why would the duc even think such a thing?”

			“I’ve no idea why he thinks he needs someone like you.” Sophie pulled herself up, crossed her arms, and stared down at Minha. “I’ll have you know the duc is adored by everyone who knows him.”

			Minha drew in a breath, her jaw tight. She would gain nothing from antagonizing this woman, but she would prefer to know what she was dealing with; whether the poison she had detected was likely to be followed by more.

			“Of course, I didn’t mean to offend. But the duc obviously thinks someone is after him.”

			“Important people inspire jealousy, from those who might want such privileges. Chef heard the duc mulling over old scores; thought perhaps there might be a rival from his university days.” The laundress gave Minha a knowing sneer. “There are all sorts of hangers-on.”

			“Is theirs a big family?” asked Minha, ignoring the insinuation.

			“The old duc and duchesse are long gone. She was still alive when I started work here, a fierce old bird, but not dangerous to anyone but a clumsy maid. There was a younger brother, but he disappeared years ago. He died overseas; I remember the day the letter came. It’s just Duc Nicolas and his duchesse, and it is plain to see they adore each other. You should see the rubies he bought her when they had their little girl, Marguerite. That little one is doted on by the both of them.”

			“I am sure. Perhaps they would like next to have a son?” asked Minha, much preferring this version of Sophie. If she could just keep her talking.

			But the laundress caught herself, straightened, tightened her lips.

			“That is the business of the duc’s household.”

			Minha took a step away from the other woman, to the now unguarded door.

			“Of course.”

			“And you, no matter who you think you are, or where the hell you came from, no matter how you wangled yourself in here, you are not part of the duc’s household.”

			The laundress narrowed the gap between them again, her color high, her eyes cold. Minha could smell the soap and sweat of the other woman’s body, see the fine blond hairs of her upper lip. She was startled by a finger thrust into her chest.

			“You…” The finger jabbed at her. “You are not wanted here.”

			Heart pounding, eyes straining to keep tears from starting, Minha stepped backward, straight into the servant that Gustave had said would come. A maid with her arms full of a sleeping pad, sheets and blanket, towel, and bar of soap. Minha apologized, took the maid’s load from her. And under Sophie’s watchful eye, set her shoulders back and took everything through into the back room, placing it as far as possible across the space from where the laundress had her things. She put her small bag of possessions in the armoire Gustave had indicated: her two books, a spare shift and pair of stockings, a very few coins. Folding her pink scarf carefully and tucking it underneath the bag, she left her grandfather’s knife in her pocket.

			She turned, holding on to the knife, talismanic within her grasp, and walked with her head up, calm and steady, past Sophie, until she was out of her sight. Then she ran.

			Past the kitchen. The length of the corridor, through the anteroom. Until she made it out into the archway she hadn’t seen since she entered it with Matthieu and the market cart. It was still there. Still cool. Still bathed in green, sun on the grass of the moat glowing into it. The courtyard at one end was pale, smooth, untroubled. Still surrounded by fairy-tale turrets and the promise of dreams coming true. Of happy endings. Minha caught her breath, stifled a sob, and dashed a tear away. Not very happy beginnings.

			She stood at the edge of the dry moat, the other end of the archway. The moat was deep. Steep down and then steep up again. It looked difficult to manage, but it should be possible. She scrambled down into the depths—that was easy, like falling. A slip and a slide that made her heart swoop along with her. She paused a moment in the belly of it. A green, cool belly. From which she could see the bright sky, the turrets rising toward it, but couldn’t be seen. She felt her breath expand. There was this place, then, alongside the château.

			The climb out took effort. She was glad that her boots had been made with gardening in mind. Her mother would have laughed at such shoes. She liked the kind that dangled from a toe, the color of roses, or the finest sweets. But Minha liked strong, hardy leather boots that you laced up over your ankles. That you could run in. They served her in good stead. She clambered up and out the other side of the moat, and ran behind the nearest tree and the shade of its lush canopy, so as not to be seen from any windows. She didn’t know if she was allowed to walk in the grounds, although she didn’t see that they could actually keep her from leaving the building. She just needed some fresh air. A little distance. A moment.

			She looked about her. Was there an orchard? There might be fruit trees. A peach tree. She couldn’t see anything that looked like one, but as she scanned left and right her heart swelled. Such beauty! What was the matter with everyone; why were they all so sour? Couldn’t they see what a wonderland they lived in? It was a fine, open park. Apple-green velvet carpets of grass stretched flat and well kempt, cut through only by pale sand pathways coming to and from the château. The paths from the front entrance led to the village; that she knew. But the other way, as she now faced? To the far left was a cluster of buildings. Not houses; they didn’t have that look, or enough windows. Garden buildings, perhaps, or barns. Of course, Duc Nicolas would have a farm of some sort. Minha thought back to the pretty doe-eyed cattle at Great Tidebrook. Might there be cows? She hoped there were cows.

			The building to the right was a little closer to the house, much grander, and altogether more mysterious. As she got closer she saw that it was a four-sided courtyard, with an ornate gilt and ironwork gate as entrance. At each corner of the courtyard was a fat round tower of patterned brickwork, with its own sleek slate-tiled hat, its own sky-reaching spire. What was this? Servants’ quarters? But surely nothing so smart would be built for servants, and they were kept near at hand. Whatever it was, it was huge, and undeniably impressive.

			There was no one about. She stepped closer, up to the gate, which was ajar. But before she got there, she knew. It was astonishing, but it was undeniable. The farmyard scent, sweet hay and wet grain, the smell of warm fur, which she had assumed she was picking up from the barns just beyond, was much closer. And a whicker, a call, in response to her footsteps, was only a few feet away. A stable. A stable! One of the grandest buildings she had ever seen, for the horses. Why not, she supposed. They might well be a nicer lot than the people she had met so far. But still, it was luxury above and beyond.

			She stepped through the gate and into the center of the courtyard, onto the precise pattern of the bright brick floor. Double doors stood wide, onto each of the spaces that sat all around it, revealing great-wheeled, gloss-painted, insignia-bearing carriages, shiny within the shadows. But more interesting, more beautiful, through the half doors around the rest of it, she could make out the gleaming flanks and noble heads of a dozen or more magnificent horses.

			She spun about, but they were alone, Minha and this wonderful find. She slipped out of the sunshine and into the cool and the sweet animal fug of one row of stables. After her initial uncertainty of the cattle at Great Tidebrook, she had grown to love them, the placid solidity of them. Their slow-moving presence. Horses were a different matter: could be quiet, could be quicksilver. Her grandparents hadn’t had one. But still, she knew them. Lord Tidebrook’s hunters, during the summer when they slept out in the fields. The innkeeper’s stolid cart horse. These beasts, though, were a breed apart, even from the lord’s thoroughbreds. They were bigger, sleeker, generously muscled, and entirely at home and deserving of their splendid accommodation.

			Minha walked along the row, offering a hand to down-soft noses.

			“M. Bertille…Hercule…Cesar…Renard…”

			She read the names engraved in curled script into brass plaques at each stable. She paused as Renard snuffled down into her palm, his soft breath warm. Warming her.

			“Renard, fox, yes, that suits you.”

			He had a bright chestnut coat, listening ears, and alert eyes. She took a step closer, laid a palm along his neck, let him nibble at her ear, her neck. She plunged her hand into a tub of oats, letting them run out through her fingers. Then closed them on enough grain to dig her nose into, to fill herself up with their earthy-sweet scent, before offering them to her new friend. She greeted them all, but Renard was already her favorite.

			At the end of the row of stables was an empty one, with no nameplate. Just a couple of bales of straw piled up. For storage, she supposed. She climbed up, took a straw bale seat. She could see the tops of her companions’ heads, ears searching. She breathed in the peace and order of the place, the clean and earthy smells of it: fragrant hay, pine-tinged wood shavings, damp sand. The animal warmth. And a part of her uncurled, unknotted, at rest for the first time since her grandfather had not got out of bed on that too-recent morning.

			This was more of a beginning. Could dreadful things happen in a place with such calm and beauty? No. She willed them not to. Surely, there was not really a poison plot? Just an accident, with some rat poison, kept too close to the produce in some larder or storeroom. A servant who had been careless, or ignorant. Nothing more than that. But she had a job now, and she would go and do it. She would taste, which she knew she could do. She would keep the duc safe, from whatever poison, or paranoia, assailed him. She would live in the shadows of a fairy castle. And more so in the sunlit courtyard and this unlit corner of the stable. In the glow of Renard, the other horses, and their welcome.
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Chapter 6

			They came then, the dishes. When she was at her tasting station, they came. The sight of them. What a sight! Delicate morsels, piled, fanned, and tweaked. The gilt-edged plates, the chinoiserie roses on shell-fine porcelain. The sound of them. The sizzle and bubble of the soups, the daubes, the pastries, and the veloutés. The feel of them. Myriad textures, temperatures. Cool, slippery, crunchy, hot. Scalding sometimes, more than hot. Who knew what Chef Jacques was cooking up in the kitchen, where she was not invited? She took it all on, this nonverbal conversation with a chef she couldn’t see. And while her comments were directed abovestairs, sometimes she threw one back down.

			“Tell Chef Jacques the addition of morels to the sauce was a stroke of genius!”

			She imagined him pleased…or infuriated. Who knew which way his thoughts turned in the knowledge of her there, halfway up the stairs? Or what he put into those dishes. The dishes that would get to her first.

			She thought of her mother, and her indifference to the fancy foods that some men fed her. She had liked fine dining, her mother, but only for the telling of it, for the sound of luxury in her mouth. She thought of her father, of foods unimaginable to her, from India, from the oceans and the lands of his travels. Of the memory of spice that was his parting gift to her. Sweet cinnamon, fiery-sharp ginger, the aromatic heat of chili, and fragrant mustard seed. They mingled together in her imagination, her memory, and ghostly in her mouth; conjuring the promise of those untasted dishes, bringing the spirit of her father to her, even if not her father himself. She rallied at that. This was her travel, her culinary exploration. A journey in taste and smell.

			The smells, they reached her first. They gave her some warning; an advance party that allowed her to prepare her palate, her thoughts. The cloud of temptation rising up the stairway from pork roasting juices, speaking of the deep, sweet-savory meat. Promising chew, promising the crunch of crackling. The gentle, garden-fresh green, almost-not-there scent of paper-thin cucumber; a sprinkle of salt, a crack of pepper, a rare moment of relief, that cooling cucumber. Smelling was an exercise in searching. In refining her gift. In learning each and every detail of this edible world, and what might not be edible; research that in an unknown country was undertaken with no small sense of urgency. Her palate might offer protection against poisons, but her body carried no such immunity. She wouldn’t actually want to eat the thing, if it came to her. No matter what the duchesse had said.

			But it did not, and eat she did. Tastes. Morsels. Mouse portions. Just enough to make her judgment, nod her approval to the waiting staff, wave the plate onward to the duc. Morsels of the rich, the butter-laden, the sauce-slicked, the seasoned and spiced, the overladen. She hoped for a peach. She might have stolen a whole bite. But there was never a peach. Once, a peach pudding. But the peach within was so muffled and mangled with cream and butter that she could barely reach it. She shed a tear for its time alone, sun-ripening in the breeze under shade of leaf. As the last weeks of August passed, out of peach season, her hopes passed with them.

			Chef Jacques was a master of his particular art. She could not deny that. Each plate and platter was deserving of a centerpiece, would not have been out of place among the culinary still life paintings that hung on the walls of the château. They spoke of opulence and excellence, and of craft elevated to high art. But the palate, Minha’s palate, was a more fragile creature than the eye. It did not mind being dazzled, sometimes. But bombardment was a different matter.

			Often, when she emerged from her post, she was reeling, nauseous, with the all-too-muchness of it. She stood, stretched, closed the green-painted door behind her, and paused mid-stair before going down to the kitchens. Despite having filled her belly only from the water jug, without which any meal would have become a taste assault, she could not face much of the staff meal. A potato, a hunk of bread, a wedge of cheese. To the others, grateful for the food needed to fuel the long days of labor, this was yet another thing that set her apart. Without understanding her need to clear her palate, to recalibrate, they saw—Chef Jacques saw—only a girl who could taste, but would not eat. He watched her—she saw it out of the corner of lowered eyes—with flared nostrils, squared jaw set, long eyes narrowed. She turned, nodded in acknowledgment of the splendor of that day’s feast. She knew better than to enrage the beast.

			She got away as soon as she could, for as long as she could. Not to the back room of the laundry, where she slept, where her meager stock of possessions was kept scrupulously to one side, not so much as a toe or a stocking overstepping her boundary. Not to where she fell into uneasy sleep, her face to the cold wall, her back to the hard blue gaze that emanated resentment. Not to where she woke, tiptoed out and away from the other woman, who in sleep spread her ample body and smiled the easy smile she shared with everyone apart from Minha. No. The inside of the château was not her place.

			So far, although she knew the village nestled at the base of the cliff was a mere five or ten minutes’ downhill walk, she had not made it back there. She would like to thank the baker. She would like a moment in less rarefied air, to clear her head. She was lightheaded with it. But she must never be unavailable, in case. She must never be outside calling distance. If they had their way, she would never leave her airless room halfway down, halfway up, the stairs. Of course, they said, her time was her own when she was not wanted. But in case she was wanted, she must not leave the grounds.

			So, she sought out the stables. Despite its grandeur, despite her having no right to be there, it was her place. No one but the grooms inhabited the stables, and they did not bother her. They did not talk to any of the main staff. They barely talked at all. As a breed, or maybe because of the gentle, silent beasts they spent their days with, they had a different rhythm, different concerns. Occasionally, they would throw her a body brush, and she would join in the meditative process of grooming the already gleaming coats. But mostly, if they were there at all, they just ignored her.

			So she would run. As the heat and kitchen-smoke and crowd and loneliness of the château got too much, she would duck into the archway. Dip into the green belly of the moat. Scrabble up the far side, her limbs finding life in the effort of it. The grass and tree-scented freshness of the park clearing her head. The sensory overload of the too-rich cooking falling away. Pushed away from sullying the memory bank of cherished flavors she could still call up at will, still held to. As she ran, then, across the open space toward those easier shadowed spaces, her thoughts found hope again, and she found herself. She could regain the subtlety and beauty of the world. As summer winked its eye at autumn, she ran away the jumble of cloying foods. Drank in the shifts in air, the addition of soft bosky notes to the scent of growth, and cooler slipstreams. She freed herself with them.

			She took comfort and solace in the scratch of straw through the cotton of her dress. In the sweet-plain smell of sugar beet. In the scent of stone, of brick, of fresh manure and old wood. In the melting softness of the tender crease behind a horse’s ear. In the infinitely gentle nuzzling at her ever-willing palm. Breath-puffed, pink-blushed velvet against her skin. Breathing warmth and life and hope into her.
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Chapter 7

			Chestnuts

			London, 1888

			Minha picked up her skirts. She curled her big toe in and away from the hole in her shoe, in an attempt to keep it back from the icy pavement, and chased after her mother. It was chill, even for December. If she kept herself moving, kept her six-year-old legs going as fast as she could, then she might warm up a bit. And she might manage to keep sight of her mother’s rapidly disappearing figure.

			Minha’s slight form dodged between purposeful coats and boots that paid no attention to her, along the embankment. Her eyes far ahead, to the pink shawl dancing away from her. It was faded now, the shawl, but vibrant nonetheless in the London dusk. The last they had of Qazi; the last Minha had of her father.

			Her mother played a good game with it. Her tired and hungry complexion was lifted by the blush of its reflected color. Just long enough to fool the men whose eye she caught that the bloom was in her cheeks. And that there might be a corresponding warmth in her exotically dressed body.

			It was a funny game. Her mother fishing to be seen, and yet they hovered in hiding. Minha was to hide, anyhow. It was safer for her to hide, her mother said.

			London was good for hiding in. Good for getting lost, her mother said. But Minha didn’t want to get lost. She had already lost her father. She could remember, despite what her mother thought about it. She saw him when she looked in a puddle and found her own round, dark eyes. But she could also taste him. Taste that night of her birth. Her very first air. Laced with sharp frost, and rich in the toasted promise of the baker’s oven. And then spiced, and sweetly milky. She knew. She remembered. She would not lose one single note savored, then or since. She must not lose this trace, this wisp, of her father.

			She might have stayed in their attic when her mother went out. But she had tried that, and when the baker’s oven scents woke her to an empty room, several hours before dawn, she hadn’t liked that. The bread lost something of its flavor when her mother didn’t come home.

			No, Minha preferred to follow. She would wait. She was good at waiting.

			She caught up with her mother as she knocked at the side entrance of a tall building facing the Thames. Minha barreled into Judith’s skirts, arms wide, only to be propelled backward.

			“Wait over there, Min.”

			She ran back.

			“Please, can’t we go to the play tonight?”

			Her mother liked the play, could sometimes be tempted, but tonight she shook her head.

			“Or just stay home?”

			“You can.”

			“The two of us.”

			“I can’t; you know I can’t.”

			Her mother’s expression silenced her. Accompanied by a sharp flick of the hand in the direction of the embankment. Minha sought the shadows, and watched as her mother turned, schooled her features, lifted them, suffused with a welcoming glow as the door opened to admit her.

			Minha’s gaze remained fixed on the light memory of her mother’s face, inviting, invited in. Until it faded, leaving her alone in the darkness. She watched her breath float white in front of her. The crowd was thinning, making its way indoors, home. Or to the bars that could be found along the Strand, in the alleys that snaked down from there to where she shivered. Their customers added a distant chatter and hum to the steady slosh and slap of the river against its banks. The sour tang of wine pricked at her nostrils, an undercurrent to the damp wet smells of the Thames.

			Minha walked toward the dark river, eyes trained on the glossy surface tossing back lamplight in wavy pools. A different smell reached her, tugged hard at her belly. She could see the glow of a brazier farther along the river-path. But far more vivid to her than the fire-red of its coals, even as she moved toward them, moved within the circle of their heat, was the intoxicating scent of roasting chestnuts.

			Minha had no coin. But the warmth was needed, the scent was heady, and she would bask in it, almost tasting, if nothing else. She had learned young that scent is the greater part of flavor. Was it salty, or sweet, or bitter, or sour? She could tell that, just with her tongue. But any detail, any joy? Unlikely. She drew in a deep inhalation of chestnut-laced air. Ah, well, that was still pretty good. Even if her belly rumbled. She knew how to watch, too. Could tell by each customer’s eyes, when they gathered up their purchase, who might munch a few, then chuck the still half-full packet into the gutter. Fair game for whoever got there first.

			“Hey there, watch yourself!”

			Minha jumped back, fear replacing wonder.

			“It’s all right,” added the chestnut seller. He was a big man, made bigger by the heavy overcoat and apron necessary to his trade. “I didn’t want you to burn yourself. It’s hot, that is!”

			He reached out a finger and feigned touching the scorching metal, then leaped away with a yowl. Minha laughed.

			“That’s better. You’re a small one to be out this late. Where’s your mother, then?”

			She stilled, stopped herself from looking over at the building in which her mother would not want to be disturbed.

			“Your father, then?”

			She cast a quick look at the dark river, at the shadow outline of a boat moored at the far bank, before shrugging her shoulders with a slight frown.

			“Like that, is it? Let’s have a look at you.”

			He crouched down, facing her, with a kind expression. She looked him straight in the eye as he pushed back her curls with a gloved hand. The suede of his brazier gloves tickled her cheek.

			“What’s your name, then?”

			“Min…” She stopped herself. She knew her name was Minha; it was written in a note her father left her.

			
				Minha, our gift, my little one. As you grow, grow curious. It is the only way to be. Life is an adventure. My ship sails to take me away on mine. Keep courage, and find your own. My heart will be with you. Qazi

			

			Her mother read it to her sometimes. Her mother was teaching her to read. Her father had taught her, she said, and it was worth the learning, if you wanted to make your way in the world. So Minha knew her full name, but her mother called her Min. She said it was better. That it didn’t draw too much attention.

			“It’s Min.”

			“Well, Min. I wonder if you didn’t sail in on one of them boats yourself, dark as you are. A stowaway from a foreign land.”

			“No, I…I’m from London, sir.”

			“If you say so. But what I’m thinking”—he smiled—“is that if you’ve traveled far, you might be a bit hungry, after such a journey. That you might be in need of some of them chestnuts.”

			Minha nodded with enough force to shake her curls back into her eyes, leaving a broad grin below. The chestnut seller chuckled. She did not take her eyes from his hands, as they filled a paper packet to bursting. Then lowered it into her own, waiting.

			“Mind now, they’re hot!”

			They were, deliciously, enticingly hot, and she warmed the whole of her slight, cold self with them. In anticipation, and in pulling in the nutty breath of her very own stash, she stepped back, leaned against the bridge wall, more than content to watch other customers approach, buy, scorch their fingers and lips with their impatience.

			When she came to unpeel her first chestnut, she was ready. Sated with the scent of them. But the true magic happened in her mouth. She lost sight of the world around her. The seller’s banter faded to a muffled back-note. Her whole being lived within the gradual and vivid unfolding of flavor. Gentle, powerfully comforting, the chestnuts spoke of freshly baked rolls and hot potatoes, of the burnt edges of a Christmas cake, of sweet apple, and of the high old trees in Kent where they were harvested. They had one flavor, and a hundred, or more. And they shut out the cold, the hunger that she often lived with, and the panic of her solitude, on the riverbank, in the big harsh city, in the one room she shared with her mother.

			“Good?”

			She nodded at the chestnut seller. But she didn’t need to.

			She remained in the shadows then, but near him. Content to savor her feast and watch the steady flow of customers.

			“Who’s this, then?”

			Minha looked up at the quick figure scanning the embankment, settling on them, bustling over. A familiar figure that caused relief and a tight knot to compete inside her.

			The chestnut seller touched his cap, gave a nod.

			“Good evening, ma’am.”

			“Evening.”

			Judith nodded at the chestnut seller, scanned Minha up and down.

			“I told you to wait back there, Min. What are you bothering this gentleman for?”

			Minha cast a look at the man, remained silent.

			“Stupid question. It’s always food with you. Well, I’m not laying out any of my hard-earned cash to satisfy your whims, missy. There’ll be something to eat at home.”

			Minha knew exactly what food there was back home. The heel of a week-old loaf of bread. Two-fingers-width of cheese, old enough to present a challenge to her teeth, and home to a promising blue mold. A cup of milk, of almost the same vintage, and with a stronger cheese smell. But her mother wasn’t much bothered about the state of their pantry, and judging by the rich aroma of roasted meat rising off her skirts, she wouldn’t feel the need to investigate it. Minha reached small, cold fingers down into the pocket of her thin coat, wrapping them around the few remaining chestnuts. They were cold now, but still warmed her.

			“She’s been no bother.” The seller winked at Minha.

			“Well, that’s kind of you, sir.”

			Judith took a step closer to the big man, readjusted the broad pink shawl that lay across her bosom.

			“A busy night?”

			“It’s always busy along this stretch of the river. They get peckish after a drink or two. Even the swells.” He looked up. “Like this bloke here.” He nodded at a tall man, dressed in a long coat and a high hat, swaying gently as he worked his way toward them.

			Judith straightened herself, patted the back of her hair, and put a hand on one hip. Minha moved closer behind her mother.

			“Evenin’, sir.”

			“Good evening.”

			The gentleman’s poached eyes widened as he caught sight of Judith’s bright curls. At the invitation into which she lifted her weary gaze.

			“A very good evening!”

			He fumbled in a pocket for some change, and handed it over to the chestnut seller without taking his eyes off Minha’s mother. Minha held tight to her mother’s skirts.

			“Now, what’s a fine lady like you doing out so late in the evening?”

			“Just taking the air, sir.”

			“Taking the air, eh! What would you say to taking a stroll?”

			He reached out a hand, took a shaky step closer. His arm found not the slim waist he was intending to grab, but Minha’s head.

			“Ow!”

			He recoiled as she cried out, but his grip tightened, and he pulled her out from behind her mother and into the lamplight.

			“What the…?” His glazed eyes sharpened momentarily. “You’ve picked up some rubbish, ma’am.”

			Minha swallowed, heat rising into her cheeks. Her eyes searched her mother’s. Judith took a step away from her, and said nothing.

			“Wonder where it came from. Not yours, is it?” the man asked.

			“Why, sir, what sort of a girl do you think me?”

			The gentleman smiled, swayed toward her mother again. Minha twisted out of his grasp, slunk back into the shadows, and leaned against the cold wall behind her. Would her mother leave again? Could they not go home? Could she just run? It was fully dark now, and hard to tell what the shadows were, in the lamplight. A shiver pulsed through her. Her eyes smarted. She dashed away a tear, instantly icy on her cheek, with her shoulder.

			“You take care, pretty woman like you. The streets are full of thieves, and worse! You just come along with me. I’ll take care of you.”

			His arm was around her mother now, tugging at her. She didn’t pull away, but cast an eye at Minha, remained unmoving. The attempt to pull her to him unbalanced the gentleman, whose limbs flailed about as Judith set him to rights. He stood, still swaying, the lids of his eyes drooping.

			“You ain’t going to get much out of him tonight, ma’am,” said the chestnut seller. “You leave him with me. Why not call it a night and take that little one home?”

			He shot a smile at Minha, before taking the gentleman in hand. Leading him over to a stone step, helping him sit. His hat toppled off as his head fell against the adjacent wall.

			“He can sober up there for a bit.”

			Judith’s lips set in a tight line. She looked from the big man to the drunk gentleman, his head now sliding down the wall, mouth dropped and drooling. Then she turned on her heel and bustled away along the riverbank.

			Minha released a sigh, and drew in a deep, night-fresh lungful of air. She fixed once again on her mother’s diminishing figure, the pink scarf almost all that was visible now in the half-light. A big hand dropped onto her shoulder, stilling her shivers. She cast a look up into the chestnut seller’s face, broke into a smile. He gave a small nod. She paused a moment, steeling herself, and charged forward along the embankment into the night.
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Chapter 8

			Bellefalaise, 1899

			Sometime at the beginning of September, the first small gust of village air to stir the castle atmosphere blew across Minha’s path. It was early morning. Too early even for the duc’s hot chocolate, for the duchesse’s crisp toast. They took their first refreshment of the day in bed. But it had been a late one the night before, for the duc. The duchesse was expecting, and sleeping late, in preparation.

			Minha was in the outer kitchen. Alone, for once. None of the duc’s personal staff were there yet. They seemed to start watch now earlier and earlier, attempting to spy out whatever enemy the duc thought was lurking. Their absence allowed her this moment: her eye on the exit route, through the open door. She would get away later. But the morning’s demands on her were imminent; she didn’t dare now.

			The kitchen was flagstone cool. But it would be hotter in there than out once the ovens started up. The previous month had been August at its hottest, and it was a relief that the temperature was easing. The mornings began now with the occasional metallic tang of night-fresh air, before a mellower sun rose full.

			The figure that appeared in the doorway was a movement only, of puff and wilt, hidden behind a giant basket.

			“Oh my goodness, that hill will finish me off one day.”

			“Camille!”

			Minha knew it was her from just the voice. Although they had only met so briefly, she had been met with kindness then, and that imprints itself. And it was in such contrast to everything since. She had replayed it, that kind and welcoming voice. Singular amid the bark and shrill cries she lived with now. When the basket was lowered, there Camille stood. Flour-dusted. Pink-faced from the climb. Elbows wide, hands to legs, bent over to catch her breath. And beaming at Minha.

			“There! I hoped I’d see you. Where’ve you been hiding?”

			“Here, sit.” Minha pulled out a stool. Cast her eye back at the still-empty kitchen behind her. “You can stay a moment, can’t you?”

			“Yes, yes. Don’t fret.”

			The baker sat, with a flump of apron, generating a small flour cloud, and patted Minha’s hand. The touch of that hand, the scent of flour that had seen the insides of a baker’s oven, jogged Minha momentarily backward, into her father’s arms above the bakery on the Strand.

			“So, you’ve stayed. They gave you a job?”

			“Yes, did no one say?”

			“This lot”—it was Camille’s turn to check they were alone—“are not always very communicative.”

			“No.” Trouble flashed through Minha’s thoughts, before the other woman’s eager face chased it away. “I’m so very glad to see you.”

			“Work is work, we all need that. But I hope you are happy here? They are treating you well? What is it that you do?”

			“She”—they both jumped as Sophie’s shrill tones cut a path between them—“lurks about where she is not supposed to be, and fails to be where she is.”

			Minha cast a pained look at Camille and turned to go. But she was stalled by a firm hand on her shoulder. Sophie’s other hand was on Camille.

			“Only joking.” Sophie’s mouth smiled wide, yet her hands remained firm. The negation of an embrace. “The duc is delighted with her. I’m sure he’d wish me to thank you for the introduction, Camille.”

			“Not at all, I…Forgive me for interrupting. I was puffed from the climb, so I took a moment. I’m sure I should be off now.”

			“Yes, I…I offered Camille a seat. I’m sorry, I…” Minha wasn’t sure what to apologize for, or why she should be apologizing.

			“Not at all. You were quite right, Min. The duc’s hospitality is legendary, and he always wishes us all belowstairs to make others welcome. Just as we have done with you.”

			Sophie’s voice was sharp as lemons. She let go of them now, then turned to Camille, stepping between her and Minha. “How are things in the village? You must give me all the gossip. It’s an age since I’ve been down. My responsibilities here, you know.”

			Sophie spun about, looked down on Minha.

			“Oh, and I wasn’t joking about you being needed elsewhere. Chef has the first breakfast trays ready. Up in your tasting room. Now.”

			Minha raised a hand in goodbye to Camille, whose look was a little puzzled. Minha didn’t trust her voice. She scooted back along the corridor, her answers to the baker’s questions unsaid.

			The main kitchen door was wide as she passed it. The room was still. The stoves and rotisserie silent and heavy, sleeping metal-armored monsters. Had they finished up that early shift already? She really was late, then. Delaying the tray’s onward journey to the ducal bedrooms. Delaying the servant who would be waiting for her. Causing the hot chocolate to cool. The toast to dry out. There would be displeasure. At best, displeasure.

			She rounded the corner, bounded up the stair. There was no one outside her tasting room. The door was closed. There was no one inside. No trays, no waiting early-morning ducal refreshment. Had they gone on, not waited for her? If so, would they lie, pretend she had carried out the tasting? Pander to the duc’s paranoia—for surely it was paranoia? Cover for her? That, she was sure, they would not, resentful as they were that she had inadvertently caused the duc’s mistrust, caused the discomfort of his scrutiny. So she would sit. She would wait. For them to come back down when the duc huffed and puffed, and insisted they return and ensure the thing was tasted before he touched it. If it came back, it would also have to be remade. Stone-cold chocolate was not a ducal greeting to the day.

			Perhaps she should sleep in this little room. Then she would never be found absent. And it would be a relief to sleep away from the living, breathing dislike from the laundress. Whose eyes had started to crop up in Minha’s dreams, sure as she was that she could see them fixed on her in the dark. But there was no space here, unless she curled under the table. It would be hard to find a smaller room. It had likely been a cupboard of some sort before its current incarnation. Before her. It was a job to air it, to clear the many-colored smells of all the foods that passed through it each day.

			She sniffed. She could still detect the jus from the daube the night before. Chef had burned it a little, let it catch. He would already be in a mood because of that, and more so because he would know that she knew of his error. But in the air, with the slightly charred daube, there was no hot chocolate, no toast. If they had been there, this very morning, even if only for a moment, she would scent them now. She pulled in a long draft. Strained her nostrils, rolled the scents on her tongue. Nothing.

			They had not been yet. There was no breakfast tray in the air because there had not, as yet, been any breakfast tray.

			Sure enough, as she passed the kitchen, Gustave was just setting things out on the central kitchen table. He had not yet cut the bread for the toast. He raised his head as she passed the door, nodded back toward her room. She was going in the wrong direction.

			“Yes,” she replied. “I won’t be a moment.”

			Perhaps Camille was still there. They could not talk there, freely. But she could say goodbye properly, for the moment. Arrange some other time to meet.

			The baker had left. Her goodbye a small mountain of bread, and the sweet warm-wheat air of it. Sophie was there still, helping herself to a chunk. Minha stalled in the doorway. The laundress looked up.

			“There was no one there. The trays weren’t started yet.”

			Sophie cocked her head on one side, eyes wide, on Minha.

			“Oh, did I get that wrong? How silly of me. They’ll be needing you now, though, I imagine.”

			Minha turned sharp on her heel to await her task, with no idea when she might see her friend again.
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Chapter 9

			September became a particular challenge. Bringing with it a new baby, Corisande, a second girl, to add to the ducal household. Bringing with it a procession of gifts from local grandees. Silver to be polished. Jewels to be stored for the future young lady, or worn by the duchesse when she emerged. Treats for Marguerite, to congratulate her on her new baby sister, or sweeten her out of sibling jealousy. Delivery after delivery from Paris. A many-skirted christening gown for the diminutive very important person to wear, only once. Intricately embroidered baby linens, for the baby to wear for a day, or an hour, and be sick on, and require washing, drying, ironing below. Silken, pastel-hued coverlets, for the duchesse to lay her fatigued head on while the wet nurse took the baby away.

			While the duchesse rested, the duc hosted a succession of soirées for local friends. A fortnight of lunches for extended family, mass gatherings for the duc to be benevolent toward the villagers, suppers for the grandees. And at each party, food—abundant food. By mid-month, at an intimate gathering of thirty of Duc Nicolas’s oldest friends, Minha was saturated. The following night, when the most important local aristocrats were to assemble, she was stifling dread. At the procession of dishes, the procession of demands, the sensory overload.

			She stifled it as she had no one to talk about it with. But equally, there was no one who would be sympathetic if she had. The staff at Bellefalaise did not go hungry. But their hours were long, and their meals were far apart, rushed, and plain. They worked in the service of the chef and his vision, to send out culinary fantasies to honor their master, with which the duc took every opportunity to boast the superiority of his household. The staff did not, never had, eaten such dishes. No, Minha knew she was envied, in the way they looked at her at mealtimes. They thought she had it easy. And yet, she would have swapped in a heartbeat. Indeed, any one of them could have sat in her chair with greater ease. Would probably have loved it. Her gift was her undoing, as she suffered the amplification of every single bite to deafening volume.

			The dessert was on its way to her, and no possible chance of the whiff of a peach. Would she survive until next year, next peach season, when she might have another chance to find one? It was questionable, at this rate. She had poison-tasted choux puffs loaded with cheese. Mini tartlets stuffed with garlicky chanterelles. Venison, potatoes roasted in goose fat, buttered carrots. She had tasted with interest, and the hopes that it was now the end of the meal, a tarte vigneronne: a disk of flaky caramelized pastry, topped with finely sliced apples and sweet wine jelly. That she had heard of, had been told was a local specialty, but never tasted. That proved good, simple in its flavors, was in fact made by Camille, who made these for all of the village. After which Minha felt deserving of a medal, for surviving the weeks of revels, and still proving able to appreciate such a fine creation when it was served.

			But no, the deep breath of relief she had taken was premature. Of course, a bought-in pastry that everyone else in the village, in France, could eat would not be enough on this occasion. Would not say enough to the duc’s guests. No, Chef Jacques would take this chance to impress on the duc that his chef was a treasure, was beyond reproach. He would ensure that each guest envied Duc Nicolas’s chef, was filled to the brim with admiration and enough food for a week. Would roll to their carriages with straining waistbands.

			When it came, it was astounding. Chef Jacques came with it; he would take it personally to the duc. Even less welcome, a maidservant from upstairs insisted that Duc Nicolas had called for Minha. The duc had asked that she come with the chef, and taste the dessert in the dining room.

			Minha was just in her tired old work dress. Not fit for the dining room. She could surely be excused. Yes, she saw that it would be a pity to break into the dish before the duc had seen it. Could Chef show the dessert to the duc intact, bring her some back down? They could wait a moment for her to taste. They could do that, surely. She would send up word immediately. She would not keep them waiting. But that was not what the duc wanted. He wanted to show his guests how things were done at Bellefalaise. What he had that the rest of them didn’t. Immediately. So she was marched upstairs, her faded clothes in unhappy contrast with the dark beauty of the dress in the portrait. The woman’s pale, inscrutable face unmoved by Minha’s tumbling insides.

			“They are all intrigued by my acquisition of a poison taster. They wanted to see you for themselves. I told them I was delighted.” The duc ushered her into the room, even ahead of Chef Jacques; ushered her to his side. “Is she not delightful? A mystic, from an ancient city in Persia.”

			Minha flinched. How do you correct a duc? How can you stand not to?

			“Quite delightful, quite so,” said the faces around the table. Chef Jacques’s eyes were flinty, measured, measuring. All other eyes—direct, bespectacled, youthful, monocled—trained on her. All male. It seemed the women, including the recovering duchesse, were not invited to this celebration. All delighted, except the chef who, as the duc required Minha to sit alongside him, was now forced to place his masterpiece before Minha, as well as Duc Nicolas. But for the duc, she would be served the first plate. And her performance of tasting would draw more eyes from the assembled company than the magnificent creation itself. They were used to grand dishes, she supposed. The novelty here was something else. It was her.

			The chef didn’t stay to watch; that was too much to expect of him. He had thrown every patisserie technique in his arsenal at this one dish. And what a dish. No one could escape the marvel that was this man’s talent. Was he trying to impress her, too? Was he trying to finish her off? Maybe he was entirely indifferent to her. He had, nonetheless, thrown at this plate the entirety of that talent.

			A towering talent. A tower of talent. It was a dessert, yes. But it was sculpture. It was architecture. It was a representation of Château de Bellefalaise served up on a silver salver. The foundations were of sablé biscuit, surrounded by a scattering of candied green peel for grass, of pink praline hazelnuts for flowers. The building rose out of this, layers of génoise sponge cake, sweet pastry cream, interspersed with nougatine, for crunch, for structure. The round towers were encircled by toasted golden langues de chat biscuits. The archway was delineated with almonds, with slices of sweet prune. The high hats of the tower roofs, the weathercocks, the filigree, were crafted with caramel: spun, molded, dark and at the edge of bitter. And the courtyard, had this been forgotten? Of course not. Its pale expanse was rendered by a sea—smooth-surfaced, improbably held in place by a meringue wall—of syllabub. Syllabub scented with sweet Beaumes de Venise wine and aromatic ginger.

			Normally, in her tasting room, under the watchful eye of the sous-chef, the serving staff, or both, Minha took her own small samples of the dishes. They did not serve her, and she knew better than to make any but the most minimal impact into the elaborate plating the chefs labored over. But in the dining room, the duc waved his manservant forward, told the maid to hold a plate. Told the two of them to serve her, and ensure that she was given a little of every single part of it, just in case. Heat stole up Minha’s cheeks as she sat and watched the pair perform their tasks with rigid correctness. With rigid expressions. The eager semicircle of aristocrats was benign by comparison.

			She continued to sit until she had tasted it all, until the servants had left, until the whole was served, and each man had a plate in front of him. Then they were more to handle. They were delighted. Delighted, to call her between them, to taste their portions, too, just in case. To hear her detail the ingredients, repeat that, yes, she could taste vanilla in both the langues de chat and the génoise.

			“In both, are you sure? Taste again.”

			And they watched her taste again. As little as she could get away with. But again, and again.

			“The prunes, what type of plums do you think they are made from?”

			“They must be the prune d’Ente, specialty of Agen.” She was sure they were the same; she had tasted them last week for the first time and they were unmistakable.

			Would she like another? He “would be honored” to feed it to her.

			The gentleman in question was across the room. Despite his desires, she was out of reach. His suggestion elicited guffaws, and a nod from the duc, who said she could go down now. They were done with her.

			“Yes, you are right to look self-satisfied,” she whispered to the portrait as she slunk into the corridor and past her. “You don’t have to go in there.”

			The syllabub alone could have been a triumph. She could have managed that, appreciated it, even after the preceding feast. But by the time she had tasted it a dozen times, having similarly scaled the patisserie château walls with her taste buds, she struggled to swallow. She reeled. She kept her mouth closed as she curtsied her good night to the duc.

			She wondered why he still felt the need to have all his food tasted. Their interrogation of the kitchen staff had revealed nothing. She had not detected a single thing amiss with the food since that first night, the duck. Not apart from a chicken on the turn, which wouldn’t have given anyone anything more than an upset stomach. Perhaps he wanted reassurance nonetheless. It couldn’t be comfortable even to think that rat poison had accidentally made its way to his table. And he certainly liked that he had a poison taster. None of his friends had one. So that seemed to have become at least part of her reason for being there. But there was surely no threat to his person?

			The threat, Minha felt, as she made her shaky way down the stairs toward sleep, was to herself. Her heart was sugar-quickened. The rest of her, rich-food-doped. Her mouth and nose ringing, raw from the scream of tastes, of too much. Her belly was a muddle of groans, of gag and twist. Rebelling against what her mouth had led it to expect. An ordinary nourishing meal. Yearning for what it had not received, despite the overload of nibbles. Supper.

			Supper for the kitchen staff was over. It was night-dark at the windows, bedtime-dark in the corridors. Silent, too. She had been so delayed by the multilayered nuts-and-sugar château, it was now well after the rest of them had done for the night. She would sleep. She must sleep. Sleep that could restore and reset. Clean out the old and fade the confusion in her mouth, her head.

			No point looking for Chef to congratulate him; she could do it the next day. Keep him sweet—or less bitter, at least—with praise. It worked better when there were others about; their eyes growing wide in admiration of him at her words. Tonight’s creation deserved extra special notice. A layering of praise. Even if he’d rather she weren’t there, she could at least keep some sort of peace by fanning his ego. Did he believe her words of admiration? Did that matter? The others did, and he liked that, she was sure.

			There was just enough glow from the dying coals to pick her way across the laundry. There was just enough moonlight from the high window of the back room to leave her in no doubt that Sophie was not alone. Although, in truth, she could not see Sophie at all. Minha could hear a mew, a moan, but Sophie was entirely hidden, entirely covered, by a broad expanse of shoulders, of back, of swiftly moving buttock. The youthful bulk of it, the round head, spoke of Matthieu. Stark naked Matthieu, moonlit, ghostly pale. All too real and solid. And, so far, his gyrations escalating, unaware of her presence.

			Minha held her breath, but could do nothing to still her frantic heartbeat. It was Sophie who broke the grunt-and-gasp-punctuated silence, who detected the sharp shuffle backward with which Minha quietly, but too loudly, tried to exit unseen. Her blond head, disheveled, kiss-flustered, peered out from under Matthieu. She pushed moon-silvered hair out of her eyes against her lover’s shoulder. Those eyes widened with amusement, and fixed themselves on Minha. Sophie nuzzled the big white shoulder, took a playful bite, then laughed. The corners of her lips curled.

			“Make yourself scarce and come back a bit later, will you?”

			It wasn’t really a question. Sophie looked up at Minha through mocking eyes, before dropping her head back out of sight. Minha groaned inwardly, and backed out of the room. She paused a moment in the laundry, trembling, bone-tired, faint-headed. A low moan, a wail of pleasure, reached her. And she turned and quickened toward the corridor.
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Chapter 10

			Apart from the unwelcome scene behind her, there was no evidence of life in the bowels of the château around her. Unmuffled by drape or carpet, her steps struck stone, reverberating, jarring. She slowed and heel-to-toed it, fluid, attempting silence. The corridor was unlit, and only familiarity with every part of it allowed her to feel her way along. But outside, there was moonlight. It would illuminate the park that she loved. Not the sights and sounds of a place, of people, of whom she had had quite enough.

			Round a bend, there was a small window giving enough light to pick out the doorway to the kitchens it faced. It announced itself by a doorway-shaped scent-cloud of that evening’s dishes, a now souring jumble of cheese and garlic, meat growing funky, sugar rendering it all sickly. A small table sat outside the door, on which was a bread basket, a few dirty plates that Matthieu had clearly felt could wait until tomorrow. More important things than completing his duties as pot-wash had demanded his attention. The basket wasn’t empty—Minha found it still half-full of bread when she made her way toward it. Plain bread. Perfect. The only thing her overwhelmed palate and mind could accept. The only thing her stomach would keep down.

			As she went to put a loaf in her apron pocket, she noticed the kitchen door ajar. Dim light was coming through it. Not moonlight, but warm light, lone candlelight. Someone was sitting, slumped, at a worktable across the kitchen. Silhouetted against the hanging armory of pots and pans, the occasional glint from his wall-mounted weaponry of whisk and knife. His thick hair was thrust up and askew. One big hand wrapped around an uncorked bottle, the other clutched a drinking vessel. Not a brandy glass, as might have made sense. But a bowl. Like the ones the servants carried in state to wake Duc Nicolas, his duchesse, or any particularly favored guests, steaming, filled with hot chocolate. Made with the finest cacao from Venezuelan plantations, the very same beans that had been most sought after at the royal French court. They were the most expensive ingredient in the ducal kitchen. And no one, no one, made the duc’s hot chocolate but the head chef himself. If a bean was wasted there would be hell to pay. Minha was urged, every morning, to take only the most infinitesimal sip; to go by scent alone, if she were able. It was the one thing the duc was mean with. He would not get out of bed without it. His supply was precious. More precious even than the very fine cognac with which he rounded off each day.

			It was evident, to Minha’s well-honed if exhausted nose, that Chef Jacques, presiding over his nighttime kitchen, was helping himself liberally to both precious elixirs. His leonine head, heavy, heady with his libations, lifted up and toward her. Frozen. Framed by the doorway. Her startled face dimly candlelit. His was blank, then oddly smiling, challenging. Why shouldn’t he sit with a late-night drink in his kitchen? She wished she had run. She wished she hadn’t dropped her eyes to the table. To the hot chocolate. The cognac. Wished she hadn’t seen the menace in his eyes, his look into hers, of dawning understanding. It was bad enough that she had the first taste of all his hard work, his creations, that she sat in judgment. But she would know, of course, she would know what he was drinking. He sneered. She quailed, turned. There was no point trying to talk sense to him. Her childhood had taught her when to keep quiet, to withdraw.

			“Not so fast.”

			It was a drawl. A low, venom-soaked drawl. He had thrown his bulk across the kitchen, surprisingly nimble. Surprisingly fast. He grabbed her by the upper arm, pinching, pulling her into the kitchen, not-so-surprisingly strong. He was a lion of a man. Now he exuded all that beast’s menace.

			“You saw nothing!”

			His hiss struck her ear, shot a wave of warm-sour, brandy-chocolate tang across her face. Minha swallowed; her pulse quickened.

			“No. Of course not.” She attempted lightness.

			“Good girl.”

			His tone was ugly, a demand. She recoiled, tried to step back. A muscled arm, broad fingers, snaked around her waist. Yanked her off her feet, yanked her into his side. Thrust the soft of her into him.

			“So you are female under there,” he laughed. A humorless bark of a laugh.

			Minha’s heart raced and thudded. She could not lift her arms, or reach for her grandfather’s knife. She could only feel it, with a hand pinned to her side, through the fabric of her pocket where it always was. She pulled herself inward. Tried to put some distance, any distance, between herself and the big bully’s body she was clamped to.

			“You talk to anyone about this, about me, and I will make your life hell.”

			His spit fell on her nose, her eyelids. His breath stabbed at her. It stung, made her eyes smart. Made bile rise up in her throat.

			“Anyhow,” he said, thrusting her away from him as easily as he had forced her to him. “We’ll get rid of you in the end. You won’t last here.”

			She stumbled back, before he changed his mind. But he had turned from her, slumped back into his seat, fallen back onto his nightcap, his stolen indulgence.

			She fell through out into the corridor, through the prep kitchen, toward the archway, and then backward against the outer wall. Her tightly held body against the night-cold stone. She felt the pale glow of the moonlit courtyard at the edges of her vision. Felt her heart start to ease. She pulled in a deep breath of autumnal midnight air, felt the ebbing of panic. Of mingled sand and stone and velvet-dark green grass and tree. Of narrow miss; only just escape.
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Chapter 11

			Champagne & Turkish Delight

			London, 1888

			Sometimes they went up Piccadilly as the theaters disgorged their richly clad patrons. Round the back it was better. Her mother was friends with some actors, who emerged with the night’s performance evident in their still-dramatic voices, their faces partially smeared with exaggerated expressions. They lifted Minha on their shoulders and called her a fellow misfit, which sounded like something it was good to be. And they made her mother laugh! Not the high, quick laugh she did when she met a man. But round and rising. Especially the clown, when he fell over. Minha tumbled over herself, pretending. It made her mother laugh, too. But not as much as the clown did.

			Sometimes she followed her mother down the Strand. Fewer shadows there than the Embankment. But the Embankment, where the back doors were, was rich pickings. That was what her mother called it. Rich pickings.

			The Louis was the swankiest gentleman’s club in town. It stood to reason the folk who stayed there were the swankiest. And swank meant money.

			It had meant money last night. There was even a pie on the way home. It was edging toward morning by the time her mother emerged, although still dark as night, the way December nights seem to last long into the day. Her mother appeared smelling of musk and buttery sauces, to scoop her up out of the alley. They caught the early seller outside Charing Cross station on their way home. Judith laughed, stopped, jangled her purse, and bought a pie. Not one to share even, not half a pie, a whole one. Each. And not just a potato pie, although those were good, too. Mutton.

			Minha could still feel it now, hot steam mingling with her icy breath in the darkness. Even though the sweet fattiness of the meat, the savory gravy, the flaky toast-and-butter pastry were gone. They had given her a rare, deep, dreamless night’s sleep. And her body a mellow ease, a dopey sense of well-being, that was even rarer.

			It was late now, though, and she could see from the glint of an icicle at the window and the frosted wisp of her own breath that it was chill. But she was warm. Warm still from the pie. Warm from the heavy arm of her mother’s embrace. She didn’t want to wake her.

			Judith stirred, moaned a little. Rolled away, bringing a column of chill between them. Releasing a wave of odor. Of pie, with a darker base note. Of the powder and paint that now left a ghost face on their sheets. Of whatever bottles had been drunk the previous night. It was not a scent Minha knew. Not unlike the sour tang of wine, but sharper. There must have been a lot of it. It had jumbled her mother’s steps, given her laughter a shrill edge as they approached the pie-seller. Now it breathed off her mother’s skin, catching the back of her throat.

			There was no warmth to be had now from staying in bed, and the outside air beckoned. When she returned, with a fresh loaf, new milk, her mother was still in bed.

			“He said to come back tonight! Lord Hawkdale, no less. Did I tell you?” her mother asked, pink-cheeked, with a lazy smile, reaching for the hunk of bread Minha offered.

			Minha shook her head, curls flying. Squashing the sick dread she already felt. Another night waiting alone on the Embankment.

			“We’ll get sick of pies, we will!” Judith cuffed her daughter on the ear, and Minha fell back on the mattress, giggling, clutching at her imaginary distended belly.

			“Wake me when it’s time to get ready, will you, Min?”

			

			—

			It wasn’t always easy to wake her mother. That evening was no exception. But if she missed her assignation, there would be no pie. No smile. The next cuff might hurt.

			Judith was still heavy-eyed as she sat at the broken fragment that served for their mirror. Minha laid out the powder, the rouge. She watched, as her mother painted herself brighter, lifted the arch of her brows, puffed away the pink-and-white mottle of sleep, dabbed on the welcoming mouth. She preferred her mother paler, softer. But the night demanded a louder face.

			It was long dark again before they went back down to the Embankment. To the back door of The Louis, where it housed the chambres privées that allowed its gentlemen members to entertain as they saw fit.

			Minha scanned the dark for a chestnut seller. The air was thick with the usual soup of drink and river, the smell of it somehow undiminished by how chill it was. But no chestnuts. Not a one. She’d have liked someone to sit with, would have found the wait a lot easier in the warmth of the brazier. When her mother visited the same gentleman more than once, the visits only ever got longer.

			Judith made for the door into the back of The Louis, knocked, then swung about.

			“Right, Min, keep yourself out of mischief.”

			Judith slipped through the open doorway. Minha stood, biting back tears. She jumped as a shout broke through a few feet away and footsteps thumped toward her. A big man appeared at the entrance to the alley, followed by another in pursuit. Minha threw herself hard against the wall behind, as both men barreled toward her, the second man gaining on the first. He was swaying, his bulk unsteady, unseeing, but only inches from her as he let out a garbled shout. His voice jolted her further into the cold wall. Flecks of spit landed on her forehead, her cheek. The gap between the men disappeared as the two hit the flagstones, kicking and grunting.

			She tried not to breathe. She tried to keep breathing. An icy breeze ran through the alley, finding the holes in her clothing. A sliver of light cast down the side of her face pulled her attention from the fight. The door; the breeze had eased it open. It couldn’t have shut properly after her mother stepped through it. And the inside glowed now, a vertical stripe of warmth, of escape. She mustn’t go inside. She couldn’t stay here. Not a moment longer. A flinging punch landed with a bone crunch. Not a second.

			Minha closed the door behind her. She had to find her mother. Her heart sped at that. Her mother would be angry. But she couldn’t want her to stay out in the midst of a fight?

			She was in a plain, wood-floored corridor. It couldn’t be here, wherever her mother was. She sniffed the air: no trace of supper, and rich men who made purses jangle would be dining, and somewhere fancy.

			There was a narrow staircase halfway along, with a door at the top, covered in thick green felt. It released a wave of tempting aromas. This was more like it. This corridor was floor-to-ceiling red and gold, more vibrant and richly patterned than her mother’s scarves. There were high-shine doors with curly metal handles. Minha jumped as one opened farther along the corridor. Raised voices, mingled laughter, the discordant music of silver on porcelain. It swung wide, forcing her backward, but showing her a dazzling world. Bright and sharp, lit by a hundred brilliants from the highest of ceilings. People, seated and moving, black-and-white clad, jewel-and-silk clad. A cacophony of scent. Richly savory, floral, tangy and honeyed, expensive and musky, human and pungent.

			She reeled, then started, ducking back as a black-clad figure emerged. He came through the door and brushed against her. She smelled the grease and soap of his hair pomade. And something else. One note from that orchestra of smells got louder, came into sharper focus, and pulled her tiptoeing after the waiter. It was savory, salted, buttery. It had been on her mother last night. Minha kept low, kept soft, but didn’t let that scent out of reach. The buttery scent climbed more stairs, reached another corridor. Quieter, hung with gold drapes, an even deeper carpet. It cost her no effort to remain noiseless in such a padded space. To remain undetected, as long as he didn’t turn around. He was opening another door, going in. A ripple of sound. Not an orchestra: a duet. Voices and laughter, that jarred into silence as the door swung closed, rooted her to the spot. Her mother’s voice, her mother’s laughter. Minha froze, eyes fixed on the right door in the line of doors.

			She waited, eyes unmoving, until the waiter reemerged and headed away, releasing another wave of sound. Her mother, high and tinkling. A low-voiced companion. A round moment of laughter. She rapped at the polished wood with a shaky fist. The voices halted. The laughter, too. Her mother would be so angry. What was she thinking? She spent enough time in alleyways to know she was small and quick enough to duck away from trouble. She had seen fights before and got away safely.

			The low voice rumbled something. Shuffled movement, a lazy tread. A bead of sweat trickled down Minha’s backbone. The door opened and cast her in a pool, of candlelight, of the mingled scents of warm wax and salted soup. And close to, a musky, floral perfume that made her head swim.

			“Well, hello. What do we have here?”

			The doorway was filled with the height of him. All long limbs and broad shoulders, a laughing mouth beneath lustrous mustaches, and dark, amused eyes. Beyond him at a table for two, her mother’s eyes fixed on her, glittering.

			“What the…?” her mother began, sharp-voiced, then stopped herself.

			“I…I’m sorry. I couldn’t wait outside.”

			Minha’s voice trailed off under her mother’s glare, the knit brows above painted eyes. Heat stole up her cheeks.

			“Yours, I presume?”

			He didn’t leave Judith time to reply. She was, anyhow, silent. Silent with troubled eyes.

			“Come in, let’s get a look at you.”

			The gentleman sat down again, took Minha by the shoulders, swayed her a little left and right, lifted her chin with a large, warm hand.

			“Hmm, you don’t take after your mother, do you? Altogether too dusky. Pretty little thing, though.”

			“Lord Hawkdale, I’m so sorry,” said her mother. “She knows not to come in. She knows her way home. She can go now.”

			“When she’s only just got here? No, no. You’d like to stay for a bit, wouldn’t you? You’d like some supper?”

			Yesterday’s pie was a long time ago, and the rich scents snaking into Minha’s nostrils were working their magic. She nodded.

			“Excellent! Come and sit with us. Oh, there isn’t another chair. Not to worry, you can sit with me. That’ll be fun, won’t it?”

			He hoisted her onto his lap, closer to the silver, the crystal, the delicately scented temptation of his soup. She looked up at her mother opposite, saw a frown erased with a rapid smile.

			“Yes, of course. A high treat for you, Min.”

			There was also a smile in her mother’s voice. But not one that reached her eyes.

			This was unlike any room she had been in. The whole place was trussed up, shiny. The light only came from a couple of shell-shaped wall lights and a silver candelabra. Low, yellow, sparkles and shimmers. It bounced off the crystals that hung from the wall lights and her mother’s earlobes. It glinted off the candlestick and the shafts of a small army of cutlery. It glowed, from the candle flames, and their dull reflection in a silken curtain that formed one wall of the small room. Minha closed her eyes, dazzled. Tried to find her breath, pulling in only the heady mixture of her mother’s spicy floral scent and the musk of Lord Hawkdale’s perfume, with hot wax and steaming soup.

			She snapped her eyes back open. With them closed, she was all too aware of the shift and heat of the man behind her. A big, breathing chair, of muscle and intention. She moved herself forward a little. He shifted, too, reaching for the soup, close up against her again. She would not follow her mother next time. Maybe it would be all right to stay back at home. She was older now, almost seven.

			“What have they brought us, Judith?”

			“Leek and potato soup.”

			It was green, vibrant in the bowl, and on the spoon that he now lifted to Minha’s mouth. She watched her mother, whose eyes followed the spoon raised to her daughter’s lips. It was good, the soup. Unlike any leek and potato soup Minha had tasted. Brighter, smoother, rich with butter. And curdled in her stomach by her mother’s displeasure.

			She stored the taste of it away. And that of the chicken that followed, the paper-thin slices of turnip baked in cream and nutmeg. When the waiter’s knock sounded for a final time, she took her opportunity and sprang down to answer it, hovered closer to her mother, shot her a look. Hoping for warmer eyes. She did not find them.

			“Ah, Turkish delight. I bet you’ve never tasted such a thing.”

			Lord Hawkdale proffered her a gilded dish, piled with seashell-pink, powder-dusted nuggets.

			“Your mother doesn’t like them.” He barked a laugh and shot Judith a grin. “But you, little one, with so much of the exotic about you…”

			They glowed, the sweets. Candlelight glancing through each small, translucent chunk. A scent rose off them, blocking out the room. More insistent than the fact she was full, too full, already. More important than her mother’s fingers gripping the stem of her glass, her tight lips. Minha reached out a hand, lifted one sweet away from the pile, and bit into it. It revealed an interior like jelly, like rose-tinted glass. The powder was sweet, sugar-dust; it dissolved on her tongue on impact.

			“Oh!”

			Her eyes widened, and she lifted them to see round dark eyes smiling encouragement. For a moment, just a moment, she thought of a father she didn’t know.

			Lord Hawkdale was still, his hand against her neck. She breathed, focused on the tastes filling her senses, took a step away.

			“Soft sugar, and lemons,” she began. “There’s something else. Something…it can’t be, but it tastes like roses smell, like the pale pink ones in Regent’s Park near the statue.”

			“Judith, you’ve a budding connoisseur on your hands.”

			He grinned and cupped her cheek, plucked at the dish of sweets, pushing two more into her mouth. Her mother curled her tight mouth into a closed smile. Minha held to the edge of the table, her mouth full, her senses fuller, too full. Her heart uncertain. She lowered her head and surreptitiously spat the forced sweets into her hand. Untasted, lumpy, sticky. She dropped them unseen onto the carpet behind her.

			Judith raised her glass, dipped her head at Lord Hawkdale. He scooped a long arm around Minha, drew her into his side.

			“Good idea, darling. Let’s drink to your charming little daughter.”

			He lifted his glass, brought it to Minha’s lips, and tipped the glass back. She parted her lips, swallowed in order that the golden liquid did not spill down her front, did not choke her. Bubbles caught the back of her throat, harsh, sour. It jogged a memory. This, on her mother’s skin that morning, this in her embrace. Minha closed her eyes, felt only the wide, heavy grip of Lord Hawkdale, his hand splayed across her belly.

			“Ah, she’s tired.” Lord Hawkdale’s voice rumbled into her.

			The sound of a chair shifting back, the rustle of skirts. The slight chinking of long crystal earrings.

			“Shall we let her rest, your lordship?”

			The smile was back in her mother’s voice, playful now, cajoling. It was met by a low laugh. Minha was lifted. She made herself limp, pliable. When she opened the corner of an eye, she was on a bench along the wall. Her mother was opposite, at the wall of curtain. A hand on one hip, her head on one side, golden curls dropping onto a creamy shoulder.

			“Give me that, will you?” Lord Hawkdale asked, reaching out and pulling at her mother’s pink Indian scarf. There was a small tussle; her mother held to it a moment. “Come now, it’s coming off anyhow.” He laughed; her mother relaxed her grip and joined in.

			The scarf was dropped over Minha. Big hands wrapped it about her slight body. Stroked a curl off her cheek. Her mother’s eyes remained on her, sharp, wary. Until Lord Hawkdale stepped away, snaked an arm around her mother’s waist, and the two of them slipped behind the curtain.

			Minha lay, pulling the scarf about her. Pulling in its scent, of her mother—her rich perfume and her sharp sweat, the earthy warmth of her hair, and undertones of yesterday’s booze—along with the almost-memory of her father. Trying to be soothed into sleep by it, by the warmth of the room, and her full stomach, and her mother’s certain proximity. And yet she was only pulled away from it. By the discovery of her favorite flower’s appearance on her tongue. By the swell and churn of too much of the supper that wasn’t meant for her. By the muffled high and low whispers, the creak and shift and pucker, that reached her from behind the curtain. She squinched her eyes more tightly shut, and drew her hands up, pressing one against each ear.
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Chapter 12

			Bellefalaise, 1899

			It took the scramble down into the moat and out the other side. It took long-as-she-could-make-them strides away from the château and out into the park, away from its stifling opulence and cold corridors, away from the odious chef, to steady Minha’s heart to something like normal. To slow her breath. Peculiar, that rocketing out into the cold, the almost blindness of deep night, felt safer, with more rightness to it, than remaining within the shelter of those walls.

			The sky was something else that night, profound and star-glittered. A canopy of purity. An ocean to wash herself clean.

			At each step into the velvet black of it, the fall-away of the castle. With one big step, she sloughed off the cheesy choux puffs. She paced away the venison, the potatoes and carrots, the goose fat, the butter. A leap to discard the flaky-pastry-wine-jelly excess of the tarte vigneronne. She ran, a crazy, leg-flinging run, throwing off the insane magnificence of pompous patisserie architecture. Buttery sablé biscuit. Run. Candied peel grass, pink praline flowers. Run. Génoise sponge, sweet pastry cream, nougatine. Run. Langues de chats, tuiles aux amandes, prunes and caramel. Run. Meringue, syllabub, sweet honeyed wine, ginger. Run, run, run.

			It took lung burn, flying and pounding feet, to put Sophie’s arch command behind Minha. Matthieu’s sweat-slicked expanse of back. Chef Jacques, his sneer, his big, blond, muscled pawing of her. The rich-sour charge of all that spat from his self-righteous mouth. His threat.

			She pushed away, back behind her, the cling of each. The cloying layers. The overblown, the over-egged. And the heavy looming figures who presided over it all with their dislike, their distrust, their rejection.

			The night took it all. September night that no longer felt the need to hold on to the heat of the day the way August did. A proper, cool night. It dispersed each fat-laden particle and shot it to the heavens. She ran hectic into the darkness, losing the hate. And losing the very thing that had been her joy. The vibrant sing of flavor. The chorus it sounded within her. The clashes, the harmony that she had once savored. How had it all turned sour? Why was she still running? Was she still waiting? She had been waiting since the alleyways in which time warped, endless, as she waited for her mother. She had waited, without success, for her grandmother to love her. The respite of her grandfather was gone forever. So she had run away, trying to run toward him. His France. His peaches. But still, she found herself running. Running away. No, she would not stay where she was not wanted.

			Minha ran in the direction of the stables. Although it wasn’t until she was almost there that she could make them out, and then it was only a shift in the quality of darkness that indicated a wall. A denser dark that stopped her walking slap into it. She might have done so anyhow, if her nose hadn’t been looking out for her. Her nose, now free of its culinary fug, first picked up, then reveled in, the wholesome stable scent. The bosky, the sweet, the mingling of warm animal air and crisp night sky.

			There was, she knew, a small lantern in the first stable block. She had never had reason to use it, but she had seen it there, presumably for the stable-hands, the grooms, to see to the horses during dark evenings. That would be nice, wouldn’t it? For this to be where she had a duty. Where she was meant to be rather than where she hid. Maybe, if she asked the duc nicely, he would let her work with his horses instead? Surely, he didn’t really need a poison taster? And she had done all that was asked of her with vigilance. She would find some time to ask. If not—well, she would find a way to leave. Chef Jacques would like that. He would clap his meaty hands, and celebrate with the creation of a belly-busting feast. One that she would not have to taste.

			The light was just enough to illuminate the noble heads, the white breath-puffs from broad, welcoming nostrils. The sleeping form of Renard, more massive somehow lying curled in the straw, glowed a burnished red. It was more than tempting to make a bed within the curve of him. But she smiled at him instead, and went to the empty stable. She took straw bales down from the pile and laid them side by side, against the wooden partition. A bed fashioned of wood and straw. Lying on it, she scrunched her pink shawl into a misshapen pillow.

			As she closed her eyes, there was movement about her. A stomp, a rustle, a big-nostriled snort. A moan. Her eyes snapped open.

			Her heart sped. She lifted her head a little. It came again: a low moan, long, and ending in a catch, a sharp expression of pain. Not an animal, no. Or none that she had heard before.

			She was bolt upright on the straw. It was to the left of her. But there were no stables to the left of her, just the outside wall of the building. The stable she lay in was at the corner of the courtyard. So, outside then—out in the park, the dark. The dark that had so welcomed and held her moments ago.

			Her heart was thudding hard now. The hand that reached for the knife in her pocket was trembling. She gripped it, welding her palm, her fingers, into her grandfather’s imprint. She stood, made her way to a small door in that end stable that she had never used, that let out into the park. A voice, definitely a voice, yelled out. Wild, ragged. Unmistakably male. Unmistakably close. Just the other side of this door. She could hear a shift in the grasses, a scrape against the wall. She reached shakily for the key. Her fingers on it caused it to rattle. A tiny rattle, that had her catch her breath, concentrate all her body in her ears. But there was no more movement. No more yell. Just small, and then building, hopeless sobbing. The slurp of an interrupting breath, and the panting exhalation of misery.

			Minha’s fingers tightened, and then turned the key. With one hand, she held the lantern in front of her; the other remained clutching her knife. She stepped through the low door and back out under the night sky.

			This night air had been her friend, and it was still welcoming, clean-scented, damp and grassy. But it was wrapped around something else now: old clothes on the air, and ragged breath. She looked at the figure bunched at the base of the wall. She looked, as he turned a tear-streaked face toward her.

			Her grip on her knife loosened. There could be no threat from this almost-cadaver. If she had found him with his eyes closed, she might have thought him dead, pale as he was. Pale as the moon itself, despite the warm light of the lamp. It only picked out the bloodless pallor of his sunken cheeks, the hollow temples flanking a high forehead. His skeleton seemed exposed to her—any of it that was not covered by long pale hair and beard, by his ragged suit of indeterminate color. His feet were bare, muddied, and twisted away from her as she stepped closer.

			She steadied her gaze, to hide her concern and the questions her heart was filling with. She found his eyes, and held them. They showed no alarm. Nor any welcome. They showed nothing, although the color of them was like pale fire. Rare, striking. Unexpected gems in the neglect and dust of him. She crouched in the scrubby grass at the base of the wall, putting the lamp beside her.

			“Hello. Are you all right?” she asked.

			He didn’t answer, nor did he blink.

			“Stupid question. I…I’m Minha.”

			A long-fingered white hand stirred in his lap, fingers extending a touch toward her.

			She moved slowly, very slowly. Reached out her own small hand and laid it over his. Ice-cold. Skin tight over bone. Her heart sped. A lump stoppered her throat, whisked her back to another lifeless hand she had held once, and ached at remembering. But these fingers beneath her own responded unlike those others. They softened a little, taking in the warmth of her. And a spark—minuscule, but a spark nonetheless—lit somewhere deep in those extraordinary eyes.

			“Can I help? I work here.”

			The eyes slid into the dark, in the direction of the château. He winced, returned his gaze to her. A night breeze caused her skirts to stir, a lock of his hair to blow across the prominent tendons at his neck, and the welcome scent of bread to recall Minha to the loaf in her pocket. She sat back on her haunches, tugged out the bread, tore a hunk of it, and held it toward him. His eyes remained fixed on hers. She lifted the food into his eyeline. She saw him register it, blink, then stare through it, a tear sliding out over a dirt-smeared cheekbone.

			“For you. Just plain bread, I’m afraid. Here, take it.”

			The fingers beneath hers twitched, but the hand remained still. Minha turned it over, and placed the bread within his palm. Her chest tightened as she watched.

			“Eat,” she said. “You must eat.”

			She reached out again and slowly closed each of his fingers around the bread. As she lifted his thumb, he looped it around hers. A clutch something like the cry she had heard earlier. She caught her breath, then freed herself, and left him holding only the bread. Looking back at him, she indicated the food, nodded, and mimed lifting her hand to her mouth. He lifted his own: slow, jerky. Wavering and wayward in its attempts to reach his lips. But he made it. She breathed again. He opened his mouth to reveal an unexpectedly unblemished, broad set of teeth. They closed on the corner of the bread, chewed. The painfully slow bob of his Adam’s apple, the visible effort to swallow, grew smoother.

			As he ate, utterly absorbed, his whole being needed for the effort of it, she was able to take a closer look at him, her gaze now freed from the searing intensity of his. His age was hard to tell. The wear and tear of him, the diminished body, suggested an old man. But his hair was pale gold, not silver, and the skin that seemed little more than a painted layer over his bones was barely lined. It called Minha’s fingers to it, somehow. He was older than her, surely, but not an old man. A comparatively young one. His clothing, although ragged, must have once been elegant. His scent, too, which she might expect to be rank, or rotten, given the state of him, was nothing of the sort. Now she was up close, while his clothes smelled of dust and dirt, the rest of him gave off only the cool, dark scent she might expect if she put her nose to rain-lashed flint, or stone.

			When he finished, he still didn’t move his body. Just let the hand that had fed him fall back into his lap. But he looked at her now with something different in his expression. The light in his eyes had strengthened, and animated his features: an arched brow, a long, straight nose with lightly flared nostrils. His lips lifted at the edges, and he opened his mouth again, this time in a tender smile.

			“Thank you.”

			The voice was low, hoarse. But the agony of his earlier moans had gone, and the words and their meaning were clear. Minha beamed, drew her knees toward her.

			“Min…Minha.”

			“Yes.”

			She wrapped her arms tighter, pulling her name into her. Her name on his lips.

			“What is your name?”

			His mouth tightened a moment. Then relaxed again.

			“Alexandre. Alex…I’m Alex.”

			“Alex, then.”

			His eyes smiled, still lit, still on her. She could feel every tiniest piece of herself that now lived under his gaze. This Alex. This unknown man on the edge of death. She must keep him alive.

			“I’m sorry I don’t have more. Food, that is.”

			He managed a slow shake of the head, moved a hand across the concave space that was his belly. His smile remained as a soft heaviness whispered across his eyelids. The evening was still. The breeze made night music of the trees; the air was filled with the unhurried shuffle and rumble of the nearby horses. If she could have stopped time in that moment, she would have done. Her head roared with the moment, with the wild adventure of this particular night. Her discovery, Alex, was succumbing to sleep. A great shiver wracked his skin-and-bone limbs.

			A low whinny reached her, pulling her toward some sense. The sun would start to intrude soon.

			“Here, come.” She reached out to him, indicated the door through which she had come and found him. “Can you get up? There’s shelter inside.”

			He rallied, forced himself up to sit away from the wall. Then slumped, too weak for more. Minha dipped her head closer.

			“Put your arms around me, around my neck.”

			He managed that, clutching his own hands together as she stood, raising him up into her arms. Her body strained under the weight. There was little of him, but up against her, his frame was big, his shoulders broad. His legs long, so that they dragged wide of her as she moved him. But she managed to get him through the door, to lower him onto her straw bed.

			He paused her with a hand on her arm, as she laid him down. Featherlight touch. He rallied then to catch her eye, seemed to gather himself into his gaze and reach toward her with it. He spoke to her with the infinitely gentle pressure of his fingertips. And then released her.

			She pulled in a shaken breath, fetched the lamp back inside. By the light of it, and within the homelier smells of its small flame and sweet hay, she watched, still spellbound, the almost-sleeping Alex settle himself, his arms now wrapped about him in an attempt to still his presleep shivers.

			Minha hesitated a minute, but only a minute. She would bring him something else tomorrow; it was only one night. She unwound the pink shawl from around herself; draping it over him, she tucked it front and back. He grasped the corner of it, pulled it up and under his cheek.

			“Thank you.”

			His slow voice hit her heart like a call to prayer.

			“I…”

			His lids started to lower.

			“I’ll come back tomorrow, when I can. Bring more food and a proper blanket. Here, here is the key. Let yourself out of the door here if you need to.”

			Eyes closed, he gave a slight nod.

			Minha stood a moment, watching. For further movement. For further reasons to stay. For the carved porcelain beauty of him. She turned back along the stalls, grounding herself with the sight and scent of Renard, still big, gleaming, emanating his toasted earth scent in the straw. She put the lamp back on the shelf and blew it out, disappearing the world of the stables.
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Chapter 13

			The hot chocolate was too strong the next morning. But she didn’t care. Chef Jacques had clearly dipped too hard into the brandy. But the tiny sip she was allowed—too darkly roasted, astringent, not enough sugar to temper it—invigorated her. It took the scant sleep she had managed and made enough of it. Though honestly, she would have beamed and bounded into the morning without it. If Chef Jacques himself had scowled and growled his way into the tasting room with the chocolate cup, she would have given him a smile, and told him she had never tasted better.

			She had a mission. She had a purpose. She had a person. A person who wanted to see her, who needed her. And she set about the task of meeting those needs. She didn’t desert her post. No, she did any and all tasks expected of her. She did more. She would have done the work of two men if someone had asked her nicely. She folded tablecloths with a baffled Sophie, who looked at her askance. Whose lust-infused boldness of the previous night had the good grace to bring a tinge of pink to her countenance the following morning. But she wasn’t going to question Minha’s silent acceptance of her midnight dismissal, nor her offer of help. It served Minha in good stead. The other woman didn’t question her statement that she found the nights cold, and would it be possible to get another blanket? The laundress just laughed at her, said the girl had no idea, and that she’d never cope at Bellefalaise in the snow—yet she procured another blanket. She raised her eyebrows a little at the request for more soap, some warmer stockings. Said that Minha had a cheek, and who did she think she was? Though this was delivered with an almost-smile.

			But her smile slipped when extra clothes arrived from someone else. They were brought, not an hour later, as the two of them were folding the table linen. It was good that Minha was able to help the laundress, but it was a disaster that she was helping her at that moment. The maid who interrupted them was rarely seen belowstairs, and did not deign to look at or address Sophie. And she was carrying a lot more than a blanket, a pair of stockings, and a bar of soap.

			“Min? These things are for you: some clothes.”

			“Oh, thank you so much. I asked for another pair of stockings, but this…”

			“Asked? I don’t know about that. The duc considers that you were not adequately dressed to grace the dining room. He assumes that you had nothing better to wear and gives you the benefit of the doubt. That you would not wish to give offense?”

			“No, of course not.” Minha knit her brow.

			“So you will wear these clothes if you are called upstairs again.”

			“Thank you. Yes. Of course.”

			The maid left, leaving Minha with her arms full. She would have liked to take them into the back room and put them away, safely. This was finer clothing than she had ever owned. There was a rustle to the stuff of it, some shine to the blue of the fabric. Sophie scowled, nodded at the unfolded linens, tapped a foot. Minha set the pile down, only for them to be immediately snatched up by the laundress.

			“Well, la-di-da,” she said, pulling the deep blue something into her arms.

			A dress, then. It had a nipped waist, full sleeves narrowing to the wrist, and finely scalloped collar-points. Plain, by the duchesse’s standards, even by that of some of the upper maids. But crisp and shiny and of pleasing stuff. Like the dark eye of a butterfly wing. Glorious, next to the coarse fabric of Sophie’s dress as she held it against her. It looked the right size for Minha, too, not an old one of the duchesse’s. She was statuesque. Minha was cut on smaller lines.

			“It’ll have been left behind by some guest, or one of their servants,” added Sophie, throwing the dress back down. “Even so, bloody waste to put fine clothes on someone like you.”

			Minha held her breath, her chest tightened, but the laundress didn’t trouble herself with the soft slippers, the new stockings. A warm pair, like Minha had asked for. But another pair too—fine, slippery, as they tumbled to the floor when the other woman yanked up the dress. Minha reached to pick the clothes up, one by one, folded each and put them back on the settle. Then turned her attention back to the linens, and the woman who hated her just a little bit more than she had done ten minutes ago.

			Later, when she found a moment to put the things on a shelf in the armoire alongside where she slept, she thought of the bare prone feet of the young man in the stable. Feet currently unable to carry him. That must be cold, at least at night. The nights would start to get colder as autumn settled in, and stockings, women’s stockings, in her small size, were not ideal. But while she had been given more than she asked for, she didn’t see how she could ask for men’s clothing.

			Minha had hours of inactivity in the daytime the other servants didn’t have. But it would not help her to draw attention to it, and she could hardly run off over the park with her arms full of provisions in broad daylight. It was also the time when Duc Nicolas and his family took their leisure in the grounds, and when the grooms and stable lads would be out and about in the stables. She prayed that they wouldn’t find Alexandre.

			No, she would have to wait until after sunset, which was still not until relatively late, which meant she would not get away until after her suppertime duties. And more important than the blanket, the soap, and stockings, was food. She could not just swan into the kitchen or the storerooms and help herself. It didn’t even help that she was presented with food from morning till night. The times in between the tastings, she was anyhow compelled to remain in earshot ready to receive more, meaning that much of it was spent within four close walls, between the faint chatter of companionable work below and high jinks above. And when the food was brought, she was always watched. Stood over, both by the chefs who brought the dishes up from the kitchen and the servants who would take it on to the upper house. Watching, waiting for her verdict. It took a committee to approve the duc’s breakfast, lunch, tea, and supper. So there was no chance to grab a little extra for Alexandre. The best she could do was to join in at the staff meals that day with a lot more gusto. To arrive with empty pockets, and help herself to all she could. Chef Jacques looked bemused by her sudden surge in appetite. However, though his eyes were narrowed, he largely ignored her, for the moment.

			It was not until Minha was back out in the park, in the dark, that she stopped charging through the day. After she had scaled the moat—not an easy task with her arms full—she steadied her stride. Her mood slowed, too. She had taken the fact of last night, the fact of him, and run with it. But what had really happened? Who was he? He had simply appeared out of nowhere. Who was to say he would not have disappeared just as suddenly?

			Her memory of his hand’s bone-cold stillness made her shiver as she walked. It was colder tonight. Autumn was gaining on them, and winter would start to show its cruelty. Would she suffer from the cold there, as Sophie had said? Would he? She must build him up, put meat on his bones. He needed that, if he was still there.

			The stable was absolutely still, absolutely quiet, but for the constant rustle and huff of the horses. The lamp was where she had left it. Unlit, pitch-dark. Her heart dropped, constricted a little. But a swarm of big-winged somethings still flapped and swooped inside her as she lit the lamp. She walked along to the end stable, even while she told herself that she would find it empty. That was most likely. There was nothing in her life that had led her to expect any other outcome.

			It was so quiet in the end stable that as the small pool of light started to pick out the details of the place, a tear sprang up in the corner of her eye. He was not there. Of course he was not there. But she moved closer, and at the very far edge of the straw bale bed, huddled back against the partition wall, there he was. Her heart pounded. He was so motionless it was not surprising that she hadn’t seen him at first. But as the lamp bathed his face and lit the space between them, she saw that his eyes were open, and fixed on her. Seeing her, and not some nighttime intruder, his bright spirit eyes, huge in the too-thin face, lost their startled look and regained their spark.

			“You’re here. I wasn’t sure…” She took a step forward, faltered.

			A smile broke out then, flooding his expression with a sweet vigor that belied his stillness, his weakness. Although he didn’t move, a hand opened out toward her. He spoke with a tilt of the head.

			“I’m not really up to going anywhere.”

			Minha laughed in reply, a wrinkle knitting her brows. “You were all right, though?”

			“Yes. No one bothered me. I heard them moving about, but no one came in here. Which was lucky.”

			“You’ll be stronger soon.”

			A look of pain flashed across his face. She reached out a hand, before withdrawing it. He appeared to master his distress; his features relaxed again, became quizzical. His arched brow brought heat to her cheeks. She pushed a couple of stray curls out of her eyes, and lowered her gaze.

			“I’ve brought things. For you.”

			She perched on the edge of the straw and set down the blanket, the soap, the food that wasn’t in her pockets. A whole loaf of yesterday’s bread; fresh bread was brought up to the castle every morning, and any left over from the previous day wouldn’t be missed. A couple of carrots, still with their feathery tops, that Chef Jacques had discarded as past their best. And from her pockets she took the spoils from her own lunch and supper. A chunk of rich-orange Mimolette cheese, a sausage, a sliver of ham, and a twist of paper into which she had illicitly dropped a small lump of butter.

			“Oh my, a feast!”

			“I’m sorry I couldn’t bring more.”

			“More…” The humor in his expression faded again and he glanced away from her, his jaw working. When he looked at her again, his eyes were a little startled. A little red. “You…you’ve no idea.”

			She reached out a hand and this time left it there. Not touching, but close to him. He shuffled his hand directly alongside hers, their two hands now meeting. Each slight point of contact was charged, pulled her whole self toward it. She forced a smile, a slight laugh, even.

			“Well, you’ve no idea what they eat up at the château! They feast day and night, with the chefs constantly ready for action.”

			“Do you work in the kitchens?”

			“Not exactly.” Minha paused. “I found poison in a dish that had been prepared for the duc. So now he employs me as his poison taster.”

			“You…how? You didn’t eat poison?”

			Her listener winced, shifting himself, his hand moving away from hers. She missed it, immediately.

			“No. I have an unusual sense of taste. Which also means I can smell things; things others can’t, perhaps. I just smelled the poison.”

			“And now you smell all the duc’s food?”

			She smiled.

			“He has me taste it too.”

			“Ah, well, the duc must be pleased he is now safe from harm.”

			“I doubt there is any real threat. Except perhaps from overindulgence. I’ve never seen anything like it, and I used to live in London—a decadent city if ever there was one.”

			“Ah yes, what a city. I was there for a while, but years ago. You lived in London?”

			There was that telling eyebrow, arched again. Taking with it the frown lines between his brows.

			“Indeed. And I’ve dined at no less a place than The Louis.”

			A bark of laughter. The easiest sound she had yet heard from him. And the spark in his pale-fire eyes grew stronger, turned full on her. Did he believe her? Likely not. Likely he would quiz her later as to how she had even heard of such a place. But it didn’t matter; he looked calmer. His body, that had so alarmed her, had lost its rigidity. He still lay where she had left him the previous night, but he wore his limbs differently now. And he was listening, really listening. To her.

			She broke apart the bread, controlling a tremble in herself. Her fingers alive with the task. She moved it all a little closer to him, near enough for him to reach. She smiled again as he took the cheese, its savory tang reaching her nose, their fingertips touching. He paused there a grateful moment, then took it to his lips.

			“We dined on fine leek soup and tender chicken. Aromatic Turkish delight, and the very best champagne.”

			“Turkish delight? How very exotic you are. I’ve never tried that. But chicken…ah, I’ve missed chicken.” He looked down at the hay bale picnic. “And cheese, all of this. Thank you.”

			He nibbled the cheese, ate the whole sausage, made a proper meal of it, while she detailed a meal she had not thought she would ever wish to remember. She delivered it up to him, as story, as encouragement. Reclaiming that fateful meal as finally useful, nourishing, for someone at least. And he ate as he then told her he had not in weeks, months.

			“Thank you,” he said again, when she had finished, when he had eaten all he could manage. “You have saved my life, you know.”

			Her heart skipped a beat. She worked to hold herself still, not betray her fluster.

			“You know that, don’t you?”

			“I know you need some food, that you are not in a good way.”

			“That is kindly put. This last month or so I’ve had…I’ve had nothing. Anyhow, thank you.”

			His hand was resting alongside hers again. And his voice, while still weak, was infused with tenderness and thick with tears.

			She wanted to thank him back. She opened her mouth to do so, then felt herself redden, and closed it. He would not understand why she was thanking him. But he had given her back her joy of food, and she could not tell him that yet.

			She looked at him. Now full, ready for sleep, but soft eyes still on her. She shifted on the straw. Shivered.

			“You’re cold. I have your shawl.”

			He nodded at the pink scarf that was still tucked about him.

			“Yes, I…Would you mind?”

			He nodded again, smiled acceptance, and she unwound her scarf, draping it around her own neck. Then she shook out the blanket she had brought him and laid it over him, tucked it front and back.

			“Is that comfortable?”

			“Yes. Yes, it is.”

			His eyes were heavy now. She stood.

			“You still have the key?”

			He nodded.

			“I will come tomorrow.”

			Eyes closed, he smiled. A sweet, full-belly smile.

			It was close to dawn, a gentle dove gray suffusing the edges of the black sky, as she retraced last night’s dark early-hours steps, back to the château. Her thoughts were no more certain than they had been then. But they were bigger now. Harder even to contain. They went beyond the moment, the hour. Beyond even the night and day, the next day, the week, the month. When they sailed forward to imagine a young man standing, a young man strong, she quickened her steps. She strode harder. She drew bracing air in through her nose. Shuddering, she pulled her scarf from where it was draped about her neck and wrapped it around her, held herself tight.

			Mistake. Big mistake. Heady and wonderful mistake. His scent rose up, brought alive by the heat of her own striding body. The straw on which he lay, the earth and old cotton that clothed him, breadcrumbs. The particular scent of silver-gold hair, the rain-on-stone scent of his skin. It caught her. All of it. Out there in the park it swept away even the vastness of the night sky.

			She crossed the park, scrambled the moat, crept the corridors, tiptoed the laundry, and eased down onto her simple hard mat of a bed. Reeling.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			



	

Chapter 14

			No Pie

			London & Kent, 1888

			There was no pie in the end, on their way home from The Louis that night. Anyway, Minha could not have stomached it, even though she was hollow by the time they made their way back out into the night. She threw up the rich meal not long after. She should have rejected it sooner, ought not to have been inside and eaten it in the first place. She saw that on her mother’s face, felt it in her silence. The sharp night air hit Minha’s cheeks, adding shock to unease. Forcing the muddle of sweet and sour, champagne-laced confusion, out onto the alley floor. Mingling with the blood of whoever had lost the fight.

			Her mother’s lip curled. Her nostrils flared, even while she lifted Minha clear of the mess, wiped her mouth with her own scarf. She reached out a hand toward her, tucked a tendril of hair away from a sticky cheek. Plucked at the scarf, now spattered.

			“This isn’t going to work.” Her mother took a step back, looked at her.

			“I shouldn’t have come in.”

			“No, you shouldn’t. Lucky that Lord Hawkdale was a gentleman about it.”

			“There was a fight…I got scared.”

			Her mother’s eyes darted the length of the dark alley, deserted now.

			“I won’t do it again.”

			“It’s not safe though, is it? You shouldn’t be here in the city with me.”

			Minha set her shoulders back, wiped the back of a hand across her mouth.

			“I can take care of myself. You needn’t worry about me.”

			

			—

			The pink scarf had taken an age to scrub. It was wrapped tight around her now, against the bleak chill of that late December afternoon. Her mother didn’t want it anymore. It was Minha’s; she could keep it. She would need it.

			She had nothing else of her father, nor any possessions of her own to take with her as they left London. She had no idea what it would be like in Kent, with her grandparents. No memory of the home that was now “the best place for her.” She moved a little closer to her mother, inching along the seat, and followed her gaze out of the train window. It was a blur, a green, rain-lashed blur. Her eyes slipped ever sideways as she tried to fix them on something. How fast were they going? Faster than anything she had known. A girl of walking, of footspeed, of London’s busy pavements.

			“Mama…is it true my grandfather is French?”

			“Yes. He came to England as a teenager.”

			“Does he speak French?” she asked, with a frown.

			“Yes.” Her mother’s face lifted into a laugh. “But he speaks English, too.”

			“Oh.”

			“Maybe he’ll teach you, if you ask him nicely. He’s a one for teaching, even us girls.”

			“Did he arrive in a ship, like my father?”

			“Well, a ship is a ship, but not much like your father, no.”

			It was said sharply, and Minha knew she should probably not ask more. They so rarely talked of Qazi, but as they left London, the little she knew of him seemed to be slipping further away.

			“What was he like, my father?”

			Judith huffed a sigh, but took a look at Minha, then crossed her hands.

			“Well, you’re more like him than me, that much is obvious.” She paused.

			“And…?” said Minha, hoping for more.

			“He liked a dance—he had a sort of dance-like walk, at that. And he knew how to make a girl laugh. That’s for sure.”

			Judith sniffed, tapped her fingers against the train window.

			“But he was besotted with that wretched ship of his, with his life on the seas. Thought himself something of a spice explorer. So, pretty hopeless as a father, out there somewhere or far away in India. Not the type to hang about…”

			Minha watched her mother’s face close up.

			“But your father?” Minha asked. “He came by ship too. Is it not so far then, France?”

			“He came across the sea, but it’s not so far as India…no.”

			Minha sighed, looked out the window.

			“Didn’t he want to go back?”

			“Your grandmother would have had something to say about that.” Her mother turned to her, her face softening. “You understand why we’re going, why you’re going to stay there?”

			Minha shook her head, hair whipping, mouth set.

			Her mother took a breath.

			“It’s hard in London, love. Harder with the two of us.”

			“I can work.” Minha lifted her chin, looked her mother in the eye.

			Judith rubbed a tear from Minha’s cheek. “It’s…it’s nice there.” Judith’s voice was closed. “You’ll like it, you’ll see.”

			Her mother returned her gaze to the window. Minha turned hers to her mother’s profile, and the world that sped at the edges of it as the train plowed into unknown lands.

			

			—

			There were no pavements, just an irregular grass and mud verge either side of a dirt track, when the cart that had met their train finally arrived at their destination. Although she couldn’t see much—only what was picked out by the driver’s lamp, swinging. The frosty air caught at her cheeks, the back of her throat. At least it had stopped raining.

			“There you are!”

			Another lamp, held aloft, lit a small face. A pale and slimmer version of her mother’s. Without her mother’s color, her full lips, and with sparse gray hair pulled back from it, instead of golden curls. A tight smile. A smile that was new, and also familiar.

			“Your father’s inside. You’ll come out of the cold.”

			“Of course,” her mother answered for them.

			“Good you could come for Christmas, Judith.”

			Minha’s mother was swallowed up by the dark, away in the direction of soft light at a pair of square windows, one on top of the other. All else that was visible of the cottage was a deep black square against the softer blue-black of the sky.

			Her grandmother glanced at Minha. The high lamp cast low shadows down from her grandmother’s brows, blacking her eyes, hiding them from view. She turned, swinging the light ahead of her. It cast a long shadow behind her, engulfing Minha in darkness. The silhouetted figure rustled forward. Minha followed.

			It was warmer inside the cottage, but not much, the heat coming from a small stove, on top of which a pot was bubbling. Something earthy, vegetal; she pulled in a long draft of it. There was meat there, too, pie-like. There was no other fire.

			Three pairs of eyes stopped Minha on the threshold. Judith was flanked by her mother and a small man.

			“Well, Ma, Dad, this is Min.”

			“We know who she is,” her grandmother sniffed.

			The two women had the same eyes, both now glaring. Her grandmother’s were a paler blue, as if the color had faded after too many washes. But for all that they were pale, they were sharp.

			“She’s not changed much. Still as dark.”

			Minha’s belly twisted.

			“Martha.”

			It was the man who had spoken. His voice slight and spare, like himself. He reached out a hand and laid it on her grandmother’s arm.

			“What! It’s true, isn’t it? Quite right to leave London. A few more years and they wouldn’t know where to put her.”

			“Well, that won’t be a problem. She’s here now,” said the man.

			“And goodness knows what we’re going to do with her. We need work done, not another mouth to feed. She doesn’t look strong enough to do the housework, let alone work in the gardens with you.”

			Minha shivered, took a step backward into the now-closed front door. Away from that hot, churning voice of displeasure.

			“You’re out there, Ma,” said Judith, giving Minha a wink. “Min’s a helpful little thing. That’s why I thought she might be a help to you. Given as I’m not here. I shall miss her.”

			I shall miss her…

			Then don’t leave. An involuntary tear rolled down a small cheek.

			“Come, let’s get you some supper.”

			The man came and took one of Minha’s small fists, wrapping it in his hand, and led her to a seat at the table. He lifted her hand, eased the fingers open.

			“Small, nimble fingers. Very good for planting.”

			Her heart unfurled a little. Yes, he spoke English, his words clear enough. But his voice had something unfamiliar to it, a soft croak, a burr? Anyhow, she liked it.

			“Good hands for flowers, for fruit.”

			Minha looked at both their hands. Her own small brown one; his, larger, paler, weathered, freckled. But each narrow, with fine fingers.

			“Happy to have you here, Min.” He gave her a smile. “I’m your grandpa.”

			“I’m Martha,” said the older woman. “And that’s what you’ll call me.”

			Martha lifted the lid of the pot, obscuring the air between them with richly scented steam, slow-cooked mutton, sweet parsnip, dark gravy, the verdant aromatic notes of rosemary and bay.

			A ladle was lowered, lifted, laden, and a round bowl was put in front of Minha. The stew was good, the meat tender, the sauce well salted, layered and nourishing. The perfect accompaniment for the pappy goodness of Minha’s first soft flour dumpling. She took in the knowledge that her grandmother could cook, and that she did not want her there, in equal measure. It fought in her insides, this unwelcome-welcome.

			It was her grandfather who pulled a ladder down, waited as she climbed up to the attic that had been her mother’s room until she left for London at sixteen. The only light up there came up through the hatch from below. Not enough to describe anything much more than the edge of a mattress that she lay down on. Just about enough, along with the continued murmur of voices from below, to keep her from panic. She didn’t sleep, though, despite the food in her belly slurring her thoughts, making her limbs heavy. Not until the voices got closer, divided, and her mother joined her on the attic mattress.
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Chapter 15

			Bellefalaise, 1899

			She was determined to bring Alex chicken. Chef put chicken on the menu often. Usually. But not that week and not the next. It was as if he knew and kept it off the menu to spite her. He certainly looked askance at her newly eager approach to the staff meal, asked where she had found her appetite. She quipped she’d lost it behind the sinks when she arrived at the château, and yet there it had been, waiting for her, when she thought to look. His mouth set in a thin line, and she retreated. A mistake, to attempt a joke with him. Bold. Too bold. She was emboldened somehow, these days. But it wouldn’t serve her. Not if she wanted to stash food away unnoticed and take it to Alex.

			It was not until the middle of the fourth week after she found him. There it was. Plump, with crisp golden skin, oozing rich cooking juices and its salted, tarragon-laced, sweet meat scent. She was careful to hide the lift of her heart, the number of times she reached for another drumstick, another wing, her heavy apron pocket as she got up from the table.

			It was agony to wait until Sophie was asleep. Delicious agony. An agony of time Minha attempted to twitch and finger-tap away. Time that was the smooth texture of an anticipation she had never known before. She could have bathed in it indefinitely. She fidgeted. She basked. And she imagined Alex, how his face would light up when she said the magic word. Chicken.

			It did.

			He was awake now. He was looking out for her, even though it was a little earlier than she normally risked it. She had been pretty sure Sophie was out for the count; her breathing had been heavy. And Minha just couldn’t wait any longer. She ran across the dusky park, her breath puffing, visible now ahead of her, as the nights were getting colder.

			He was sitting cross-legged, his back against the stable partition. Out of sight. But just where she now knew that she would find him. One long arm reached up to pat Renard’s fox-red nostrils blowing at his hair. The lamp she carried announced her, lit his expectant smile. She matched it.

			“What is it?” he asked.

			“Nothing. What?”

			She shook her head. Tried to dislodge her grin, her too-big feelings.

			“It’s just that you look especially pleased with yourself. Come…”

			He patted the hay bale next to him. He was able to sit up now, though he still rested much of the time, he had told her. His body was rebuilding itself from all her choice morsels, he had said. And that took lots of sleep.

			He was wrapped in the blanket she had brought, his trousers tucked into the stockings. She must try and fatten him up a bit before November, before winter set in. She sat, brought out her package, then let her smile blossom.

			“Chicken.”

			“Oh, you beauty!”

			Alex clapped in glee. Clapped as though she had brought him a four-course banquet, on fine porcelain, with sparkling silverware. Rather than a couple of chicken legs, a hotchpotch of wings, a potato, all tumbled about and ever so slightly fluffy from the linen napkin they were wrapped in. He pulled her to him, planted a kiss on her cheek, then let go and grabbed a chicken leg with both hands, and a grunt of pleasure.

			Minha righted herself, or tried to; pulled out her knife and cut up the bread she had brought into chunks. He could eat now, with gusto. He was all animation. And she…she was alert. To the exact place on her shoulder where his arm had encircled her. The ghost imprint of his fingers, on her upper arm, where they had momentarily lain. And the point, alive still, on her cheek, where he had kissed her.

			She was alert also, suddenly, to a sound other than his chewing, his breath. Other than Renard’s lazy shuffle, or that same sound repeated by the other horses. Footsteps.

			“Alex!”

			It was a whisper, one she had to repeat to gain his attention, occupied as he was.

			“The lamp,” he whispered in reply. She snuffed it out, plunging them into darkness. Her breath held; every sound was amplified. The footsteps were circling, out in the yard, by the sound of it.

			“Can you walk? Come on.”

			She bundled up the food by touch. Fumbled to get it back in her apron pocket. He reached for her, arms groping until their hands met, and she helped him to his feet. They stood, steadied each other in the disorientation of the dark.

			“The door,” Minha whispered, as the footsteps got louder. “The key’s still in it?”

			“Yes.”

			They moved by memory and a bare sliver of moonlight, Minha picking up her feet high and slow, laying each down silently. Alex could not do the same, and his every shuffle was too loud. They made it to the door. Sweat pricked down Minha’s back, across her upper lip.

			Her fingers on the key, she froze. Alex wobbled, then stilled against her. A trembling stillness. The footsteps were closer now, turning toward them. Too close to risk even the tiny metallic clatter of key turning in lock, let alone the creak of door, their exit.

			They held there, her breath a shallow nothing. Her heart as thumping and unhelpful as the steps that beat close in the near stables. They were not within sight, unless whoever it was came right into the end stall. But they might—there was nothing to stop them. Except Renard, his whinny demanding attention. An answering voice, low, crooning. A pause, during which Minha felt only the strain of holding herself muscle-frozen, Alex’s breath on the top of her head, and liquid fear. A gentle goodnight to the horse, followed by the turn of boot leather on flagstone and the fade of the light as it was held in front of a body turning away. Retreating.

			They stayed held, against the door, to each other, until they heard the heavy front gate of the stable block swing.

			Alex relaxed his hold. Minha heard their door clunk as he leaned himself against it. She struggled to breathe again. Struggled with the lamp. It sparked into light, faltering as if it wasn’t quite sure it was safe yet. Illuminated their faces. Staring. Wide-eyed with alarm.

			Alex giggled first. Minha caught it. The giggle grew between them, and inside her with relief, a mad-heightened sense of the moment. Alex collapsed back across the stable, the few steps to the straw bales, eyes streaming. Minha followed. The few steps that had seemed such a distance only moments earlier.

			“That was close,” she said, when she could find her voice again. “Have they been that close before?”

			“Probably. I’m mostly asleep. But they’ve never looked in here.”

			She looked around the small stall; bare, with nowhere much to hide.

			“Do you want me to try and get you over to the château? Perhaps you could be made more comfortable.”

			“Oh no, I’m more than comfortable here. And I’m unlikely to receive much of a welcome,” he said, looking down at his shabby self.

			“I’m sure that’s not true,” she replied, but without great conviction, thinking of the lack of welcome she had received.

			“Well, perhaps when I’m a bit stronger.”

			“Are you all right here in the meantime? You don’t think the grooms will find you?”

			“I don’t think they bother much with this corner of the building. As it’s empty, and it seems nothing much is stored here. They won’t notice anything. Unless you’re with me…because of the lamp, and us talking, and tonight the smell of chicken…God, I’m hungry!”

			She nodded, handed the food back to him. Watched as he recommenced his meal.

			“They probably do a walk-round every evening. It’s just that I was earlier than usual tonight. I was impatient. I’ll have to wait until later next time,” Minha said.

			There was a catch in her voice. The ebbing of the giggles. The echo of the panic she had felt as the footsteps got closer. Alex looked up at her, stopped eating a moment, reaching a hand and laying it over hers.

			“Don’t worry. We’re fine. They left.” He raised his chicken leg at her in salute. “And this chicken is bloody wonderful.”

			She couldn’t help but smile. His touch erased the sweat-prick and belly-swoop of their narrow escape, replacing it with the memory of his breath on her head, and his arms about her as she held him steady.
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Chapter 16

			It was sort of a dream space she entered after that. Long days and weeks in the château, through which she stumbled, sleep-deprived. Dizzy. High, from lack of sleep and wakeful dreaming, and the nights that she lived for. Nights when she came fully alive. She would not have told him, but she was glad that he wanted to remain in hiding. That she had him to herself, had him to take care of in secret. No matter how much she risked in taking food, in sneaking out. It was all that mattered.

			The duchesse’s birthday, in December, was a good day. Or rather, a good night heralded by a grueling flurry of preparation belowstairs, a flutter of anticipation and the ordering of new gowns above. In celebration of her birthday, the duchesse’s favorite dishes were prepared for supper in such abundance as to grace the staff supper, too, in acknowledgment of all their hard work. Or their devotion to the duchesse.

			Whichever reason, they gathered in the kitchen to eat an uncommon meal. Minha sat at the giant central table, now cleared of pots and pans, of knives and chopping boards, with the cooks, who so rarely got to taste their finest creations, and with the laundress and those maids and servants who were able to get away for long enough. Even the footman on duty that night, still nominally keeping an eye on them all, pulled up a chair. They piled their plates high, ready to toast the duchesse with guinea fowl and chanterelles, with truffled goose-fat potatoes, as was her wish. The air was thick, perfumed with the roasted, buttery juices of their banquet.

			“Her Grace,” said Chef, spearing a potato, raising it aloft. “Bon appétit.”

			The others took that as a signal to begin, and the room, already crowded with the warmth and smells of rich food and work-weary bodies, filled also with the clatter of cutlery.

			“Not bad, eh?” said Matthieu, nudging Minha.

			“No need to talk to her about it,” said Sophie, pulling Matthieu toward her from his other side, speaking across him at Minha. “She eats like this every day. Thinks herself above the rest of us.”

			“I don’t eat it, I just taste,” she began. But she was now speaking to the back of Matthieu’s head.

			He raised his glass to Sophie, laughing at some hushed remark. Minha turned back to her plate, raised her own glass to her lips. There was wine on the table, blood-dark red, which Minha only sipped, quickly retreating from the heady sensation it gave her. She filled a spare glass with water, took a draft of that. She didn’t need to be knocked out; she needed to stay alert. There was too much to take in. But the others thought differently. They welcomed such plenty.

			“Bon anniversaire,” Chef added now, tipping his head up at the ceiling and the duchesse above, then refilling his glass and knocking it back.

			An invitation to the assembled company to do the same, which was met with universal enthusiasm. They raised many glasses, and drank, and paid very little notice to Minha pulling each serving dish toward her, filling her plate. Emptying it into waiting wax paper on her lap, into her apron pockets.

			Sophie leaned across Matthieu and grabbed a dish of guinea fowl from Minha.

			“You are a genius, Chef,” said Sophie, her voice overloud, a little uneven now.

			Minha watched Chef acknowledge the compliment with a lift of the head. Sophie, unsteady eyes momentarily pulled away from Chef Jacques, turned to Minha, slurred at her not to wait up. Then wobbled a cold-eyed wink. Minha met her unfocused gaze and nodded. Untouchable. A fly on the wall that evening would have said they were every one of them part of a happy crew, and Minha a part of it all.

			They all looked up in unison as the kitchen door opened, and the upstairs maid who had delivered Minha’s new dress stood on the threshold. A long time had passed since that day, but the maid had not been down since. Gustave got up quickly, ready to jump at the duc’s command.

			“The poison taster is wanted upstairs.”

			“I’m here.” Minha sighed inwardly, but she was already on her feet. She had thought she was done for the night. Gustave sat back down.

			The maid nodded at Minha, then left. Minha followed, casting a quick look back at the others’ resumed revels. She would not be missed. The laundress was the only one watching her—though at least for once she was smiling.

			They passed along the corridor, the maid turning as they got to the stairs, her voice sharp and rapid.

			“You will need to change. Don’t keep them waiting.”

			“No, of course not. Where?”

			“The main dining room.”

			Minha ran to the back laundry room, took off her heavy boots, and pulled off her clothes, instantly regretting the warmth they took with them. She opened the armoire where her smart things were folded, just where she had left them. The fine stockings fell out from within the neat folds of the dress. Reaching out for them, she found her fingers tangled through them. She caught her breath, holding them out before her. There was little left of them. The lengths, the gossamer-fine fabric: all were a mess of holes. Silken ladders, all but shredded. Her heart plunged. She dashed a look at the door, half expecting the culprit to be standing there.

			She picked up the dress, put her hand through a great hole running down the side of it, and sweat ran down her spine, cold and instant. But the dress must be worn. It must be. Chest tight, she prayed thanks for one thing: the multitude of needles and thread in the laundry. She sat, shivering in her underwear, and pricked her fingers in her haste. They…she…had not used any scissors. The stockings had been got at by fingers and nails; the dress had been pulled apart. The rip followed a seam. Gaping. Ghastly. But along a seam, thankfully.

			With trembling hands, Minha stitched and knotted, then pulled the thing over her head. The slippers were quick to pull on, fewer laces than her big boots. But they would not fit over her usual heavy stockings. Still, the lack of stockings would not be seen. The slippers would, perhaps. A gift from the duc; she must wear them, though the fine dress and slippers felt flimsy for a winter evening. The boots had no place with this dress. Bare-legged she must go.

			She ran for the door, with no time to enjoy the lightness of the dress. To feel the crisp rustle on her skin, the movement of her very finest clothing. No time to check herself in the glass. She sped upward, with only the briefest backward glance at the kitchen corridor, in the direction of the crowd that must contain whoever had done this.

			She stalled, just for an instant, in front of the portrait. Gathered to her something of the woman’s poise with her rich dark dress; tried to gather some of her indifference, too, as she smoothed the resewn seams of her skirts, with no mind now except to hope she had not taken too long, was not too late. Would not enter a room already displeased with her.
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Chapter 17

			They were not displeased. She soon saw, as she let herself into the dining room, that nobody was displeased. When she had knocked, nobody answered, but the door was ajar, and the noise coming through it was such that she doubted they could hear her. Even if she knocked again. Even if she cried out.

			So she let herself in, and nobody was displeased. Nobody noticed. She was tempted to retreat from this scene of revelry that put the servants’ hall to shame. Downstairs, they thought they were feasting, making merry. They didn’t know the half of it. Minha was not able to imagine her place in such a scene. And the dress that had been inadequate in the winter-chill of the belowstairs corridors, here stuck sweaty against her skin. Here where great piles of logs blazed in fireplaces at both ends of the room, and an army of candles scorched the air. Where the many hot and rowdy bodies added their own fevered heat to the mix. Minha gulped.

			The long horseshoe of table was draped in indigo velvet, and studded with crystal decanters and gold platters, which were in their turn filled with dark wine, and covered in jellies, in fruits, in sugary confections; the piles of which were much denuded now. Gilt-edged plates with amber nuts and snow-white meringue, glossy pears and pearly marzipan, sat in front of each guest. The men and women were as richly clad and overloaded as their plates, in many-colored silks and velvets, their faces rosy with pleasure, with the excessive warmth of the room, with sweet-wine infusion from their rounded goblets.

			It was their goblets, not their spoons, that Minha saw lifted, put to eager lips. It was the volatile tang and scratch of alcohol that dominated the wave of aromas that almost floored her as she entered. Alcohol, seasoned with burned wood and hot sweat, sweetened with an overload of floral perfumes and sugared confections. Yes, she was tempted to retreat. Would have done, if it were not for the duc just then lifting his head, catching sight of her, and calling her in.

			“Ah, there you are!”

			“Duc Nicolas.” She curtsied. “Do you need me?”

			She took a step back. He beckoned her forward. She noticed that his own plate of sweets was untouched.

			“I did taste every one of these,” she said in a low voice, indicating his plate.

			His expression eased, and he picked up a sablé biscuit in the shape of a flower.

			“The duchesse, it is her birthday. She was shut away with the baby the last time we invited you up to a party, and my friends”—he swept a hand about the room—“remember you.”

			The duchesse, resplendent in emerald green, now looked at Minha from the tall throne on which she sat. Smiling down, she thrust her plate across the table. The smile was a little lopsided, her head not quite steady. A little worse for wear than the duc himself, but perhaps less than the lady and gentleman, both upholstered in matching coral pink, who flanked them.

			“Yes, yes, quite a treat, a birthday party. My treat. Taste my food. That is what you do, isn’t it?” She flung a hand, in wild echo of her husband’s gesture. “We all want you to taste our food.”

			The duchesse dipped her head, setting pearl eardrops bobbing, and whispered to the pink-velvet gentleman on her left. Her lips curled into a smile. He giggled, and bowed, and looked again at Minha. Their eyes were on her.

			“Now, my lady?”

			There was no point. There was no poison-tasting to be done here, of a meal she had already tasted below. No point tasting that which had already been largely consumed. But what could she say? Was it not her job to do as she was told? And it did not appear that anyone was in much of a state to make sense of their request. They were already well advanced in the business of poisoning themselves. A merry poison, for sure.

			The duchesse nodded in answer. Reached out a milky hand and grasped Minha’s, pulled her close up against the table. The thick gold bands of the duchesse’s many rings pressed into Minha’s fingers, while into Minha’s other hand was thrust a sugared almond: a tiny white smooth-skinned egg of a thing. The duchesse nodded again, and Minha ate it, all eyes on hers while her teeth broke the crisp outer, while she crunched at it, the sugar and the nutty flesh mingling on her tongue. While she swallowed. While the duchesse stroked her hand, distractedly, and the duchesse and her confidant nodded, then chuckled, whispered to one another, and then waved Minha onward.

			So she must tour the table? Taking the residue of the sweet nut and their sweeter perfumes with her.

			The duc called her closer to him. She approached and dropped a curtsy.

			“Thank you, Your Grace.”

			He looked at her blankly a moment.

			“For the dress.” She put her hands to the skirt, held it toward him a fraction.

			“Yes, you look better.” He smiled. “Can’t entertain my guests in rags.”

			“Entertain?”

			“Just see if they want anything. My friends have all asked to see you, especially the gentlemen who were at my party when you so amused us last time. Monsieur de Bonfleur asked after you particularly. He’s always had a taste for the exotic.” The duc pointed to a man at one end of the horseshoe. A big man, tightly encased in dark purple clothes, with a florid complexion and pointed red beard. “See what he wants. Say hello to everyone.”

			Minha’s chest tightened. The men she was remembered by now sat to the left and right, emitting sharp laughter and sharper stares. Their heads were bowed to one another about the tables. Whispering and giggling. Mouths to ears, to cheeks. They were enchanted to see her, he said. So yes, she must tour the table and taste their food.

			The duc leaned in to whisper to her, as his wife had done. But unlike his wife, whose skin was scented with fine perfume and sugar dust, the duc’s whisper brought the stench of secondhand wine, hot breath on Minha’s face, a wonky smile. And a tidal wave of unease.

			“Of course,” he slurred, “I’m the only one who needs a poison taster. Just me. But let’s humor them.”

			He pulled back, patted her on the cheek, pointed at a lady a little along from him, and turned to face his duchesse. Relieving Minha of his unsettling proximity. Requiring her to begin her uneasy tour of the table. Was she to force her presence on each in turn? Very few of them seemed unoccupied. She could walk, place by place, behind the other guests. If they paused, asked anything of her, then surely, she had played her part.

			The lady near to the duc did not lift her head, although she was in discussion only with a dish of oranges that matched the coppery shine of her dress and hair. Minha would not have minded an orange. It was not a peach, but fresh at least; a delicacy, she knew. But the copper-colored lady, her hand hovering as she made her selection, was guard of the bright fruit. Minha got only a whiff of tart zest, then moved on. The gentleman next along was young, really quite young. The beginnings of a beard peppered his jutting chin. His face was glossy, flushed with heat, and probably with wine. His voice was louder than needed. He said he remembered Minha from the duc’s celebration of his new daughter. She remembered him too, though she would not admit as much, would not enter into anything that might feel like an exchange. Not when she remembered his roving eyes, and that she had then not been standing in such close proximity. She took a breath, reminding herself that she was there by invitation, and that she was not in danger. There were women at the table. This was mixed company. The duc and duchesse were both in the room, if a bit preoccupied.

			She smiled, was offered a dish of marzipan with a flourish, took a piece. Did they think that she was here to eat? Was the game one of servant and benevolent, generous master? The gentleman did not put the dish down, kept his eyes fixed on her. So she ate the nugget of marzipan, let the tender sugar and almond paste soften on her tongue, and having fulfilled her role, whatever that was, stepped rapidly away. Away from a raised brow, a curled lip, a clumsy grab.

			Thus, she toured the table. Some ignored her; others fed her, watched her eat. Tittered, or clapped. Attempted to pet her. Pleased with themselves, for reasons unknown to her. Unwanted by her. Others turned away before the food had touched her lips. She saved herself the trouble, then. Dropped the macaroon, the sugarplum, the marzipan, the orangette, into a napkin and saved herself the overload of sugar. Clawed herself back from nausea a notch.

			The others downstairs would be so glad of these treats, these confections. To Alexandre, they would be untold treasures, this abundance in such stark contrast to his meager suppers. She must only think of Alexandre. That she had more to bring him tonight, when she could get away. When could she get away?

			She was almost at the end of the table now, by the door. By the man—M. de Bonfleur, the duc had called him—to whom she must make sure she paid attention. He was occupied. His neighbor appeared to be in the midst of a very funny story. Two heads were thrown back in laughter. Neither was watching her. The door was just beyond. Really, she had done her duty. Really, the man was already enjoying himself well enough. To interrupt their conversation would be rude. She slipped past him. She would slip out. But as her hand reached for the door handle, another hand, bigger, reached for her.

			“Spare me a little of your company. You left before I got the chance to say hello last time.”

			“Good evening, sir.”

			She tried to move away a little, but a purple-clad arm was now firm around her waist. Her hand went to her pocket, her grandfather’s knife, and her heart dipped as she found only the smooth silk of the upstairs dress; her everyday dress and her knife were far away in the laundry room below.

			“Have you enjoyed the party?” she asked, heart thudding.

			“I have, Mademoiselle, but I’m enjoying it much more now. That cake, though, that stupendous cake that you tasted for us last time. The chef hasn’t attempted anything so wonderful tonight.”

			“That was in honor of the arrival of the new baby.”

			“Of course, but nothing so significant to tempt you this evening.”

			He smiled, gave her a squeeze. It jogged her off her feet a moment, dizzied her.

			“The food is always very tempting. But it is not cooked to please me. I am here only to taste for the duc.”

			“That’s how it is, I see. Well said. I can’t offer you anything, then? Perhaps a drink?”

			He pointed to his goblet, to one side of which was a decanter of pale yellow wine. She could smell it: heavy, honeyed. On the other side, a jug of water. Thirst tugged at her sugar-dried mouth, suddenly parched.

			“Some water, please.”

			He was offering. She accepted. Then she could leave.

			“Only water? The wine is very good, you know. The duc prides himself on his wine.”

			She knew. She could measure her days in heady sips from every newly opened bottle.

			“No, thank you.”

			“Water it is, then.”

			He poured her a cupful, put it to her closed lips. His big red hand wrapped right up around the goblet, one well-fed pinkie raised. The scent of musk rose off his fingers, and of meat, of the pith of an orange, of his neighbor’s thigh. Minha pulled the goblet away from him, dislodging his grasp, his balance on the chair. Then she drank. And while the cup was raised, he steadied himself, then dropped his hands.

			She dropped the goblet with a clatter, a splash. Water shocked at her leg, her bare leg, which his hand had exposed, where it was now clasped.

			“I thought as much. Saucy!”

			She kicked her leg wide of his hands. Of his leer. Of his insinuation. Fury flaring inside her, she made for the door. Away from the hands, from the eyes, from the uninterrupted shriek-and-chatter. From his rolling, ringing laugh.

			The dark lady of the portrait was waiting outside. Not with indifference after all, but something like resignation.

			Minha dashed down the stairs. There was no one yet in the laundry room. She pulled on woolen stockings, changed quickly into her old dress, with pockets stuffed for the stables, and felt the weight of her knife fall against her thigh. She took a breath, then snatched up her apron, with the rest of her stashed-away food. The napkin of confectionery was a casualty of her upstairs encounter—the dogs would find it on the floor before the party was over. She could not bring Alexandre those delights after all. But she had the food she had gathered earlier, and she could get out of there.

			The kitchens still buzzed with the downstairs crowd. She passed the door and glanced in, unseen. It looked like only a very few had gone to bed. And of the others, some might not even make it that far, their glazed eyes now all but unseeing. They were still at it. She had not been gone so long. It felt like hours.
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Chapter 18

			The night-black park welcomed her. Tonight it received her shudders, her urgency to get away, with the generosity of its expanse. She loved these walks across it—sometimes moonlit, sometimes relying on her determination to get there, and one small candle, if she could get one. She had missed London so much when she first left; the constant noise, the never-dark of it. But now she was glad, every day, to step away from the noise and light into the darkness. The empty stretch of land, crisp and iced, deep-shadowed by ancient trees, wet turf underfoot, the earthy-sweet scent of the stables calling her. It now felt like home. She had never needed it more.

			She lit the lamp. It illuminated the figure of Alex, standing in the dark, at the small high window of the stable that looked out over the park, through which the moonlight could sometimes pick out her approaching figure. Her heart swelled to see him there. Standing. Three months had passed, and her heart had swelled with each milestone of his recovery. As he had shifted from a prone shell of a man, to this tall figure she saw now. From a weakness that defined him, to ever-increasing strength. So much stronger now. Strong enough to walk. To let himself out of the stable each day, while the grooms went about their business. He had so far evaded discovery, but how long could that continue? She had once seen him off in the distance through the window in the laundry, walking away from the château. Fear had churned with the pride she felt at the sight of his striding figure. Could he also now run? But he did not run. Why continue his strange, nighttime, fugitive existence? Minha had her own thoughts as to why, her hopes. That when he did leave, he might ask her to leave with him. But she did not voice this. Not even to herself, if she could help it.

			Alexandre’s fingers drummed against his leg. He turned to her a waiting face; impatient. Seeing her, a look of something like relief met her joy. Indeed, for her it was a nightly miracle that he hadn’t vanished.

			“You’re here, finally. I’m starving.”

			“I got here as soon as I was able.”

			“It feels very late.”

			He took a step toward her, dropped eyes she could now see were ringed with fatigue. Then lifted them again, attempted a smile. She stepped forward, indicating her bulging pockets. His smile grew. She moved toward those now-familiar straw bales that served as a table, bed, and chair. He sat, his gaze fixed on the makeshift table-setting she fashioned out of a napkin and the unwrapped wax paper parcels.

			“It is the duchesse’s birthday. She had me join them upstairs to the dining hall. She sent a feast for the servants, too. And the others were all too drunk to notice me slipping away.”

			Could she tell him of M. de Bonfleur? How she had been frightened, had to run? No, he had problems of his own…

			“How very generous of her.”

			“Yes, here’s guinea fowl with chanterelles, and goose-fat roast potatoes.”

			He had grabbed a drumstick already, sunk his teeth into it. His eyes closed momentarily as he chewed.

			“Ah, I remember this dish.”

			“Have you had it before?”

			His eyes sprang open, looking at her. He took another bite, chewed a moment in silence.

			“Yes, I have. In Paris, I think it was. Yes, Paris.”

			He took a potato, popped it into his mouth, spoke through it.

			“It’s very nice, thank you. I needed that. I miss Parisian food.”

			“Is it wonderful there? I’ve heard a little. My grandfather went once, as a boy. He said it was huge and noisy.”

			“Well, it is huge and noisy. But it’s also wonderful. Glittering and elegant, and filled with elegant men and beautiful women. And the food!”

			“Oh! I’d love to go.”

			“Hmm.” He put his head on one side and grinned. “Not sure what they’d make of you.”

			Minha looked down, away from him, fixed on her hands, dark in the lamplight, clutching each other in her lap. She thought of her father, who might be at that moment traveling somewhere in the world. Perhaps even in Paris. Did he get to go where he wished? Perhaps if she kept moving, she would find him. If she kept moving…But she only held still.

			Heat rose in her cheeks. She could still feel Alexandre’s eyes on her. A long finger reached out, lifted her chin, lifted her smarting eyes toward him. A shot bolted down into her belly, seared a memory into her skin.

			“As for me, I am charmed.” He trailed a finger along her jawline as he dropped his hand back down to the food. “Yes…absolutely charmed.”

			The heat in her was of a different color now. Yellow and gold, as well as red. She couldn’t speak. She watched him eat, knew the goodness of the roast meat and the crunchy edge of a potato, and felt the speeding of her heart, the finger-trail branding along her chin. He made a good meal of it, ate almost all she had brought.

			“Thank you, Duchesse,” he said, raising a cup of water with a nod in the direction of the château. “Was it a good party? Lots of people?”

			“Lots of people, yes. I suppose it was a good party. The duchesse seemed to be enjoying herself.” She paused, her throat tightening. The memory of her enforced tour of the dining table, M. de Bonfleur’s ugly, jarring touch, flashing through her thoughts. They must have flashed across her expression too, as Alex looked at her then, his porcelain brow furrowed. His eyes a question.

			“You didn’t enjoy the party?”

			She attempted to school her features.

			“It’s not for me to enjoy.”

			“No, but…something happened?”

			She hadn’t meant to be so transparent. She didn’t want him to know how they looked at her, about the hand on her leg.

			“Not really. I mean, they are all just having fun. This one man was a bit of a handful tonight. But I’m fine. I left.”

			Alex’s jaw tightened.

			“Brute.”

			“I think they were all just drunk.”

			“A drunken brute, then.”

			“The wine was flowing freely. They offered me some, but I have to keep my wits about me.”

			She managed a laugh.

			“Yes, you do that.” He laughed with her, then. “Maybe one day. It is delicious stuff. The duc…I’m sure, he has a good cellar.”

			“Yes, so I can tell from all those tastes of it. But never a full glass.”

			“I miss it actually, wine. It’s been an awfully long time.”

			“I could try and get you some?”

			But a bottle wasn’t like sausages, or chunks of bread; not something she could stuff into her apron.

			“If you can. I’d much appreciate it. I’ve almost forgotten what it tastes like,” he said with a raised brow.

			“I’ll try, then.” She smoothed her skirts, looked over in the direction of the château. “Maybe we’ll get another feast for all the staff at Christmastime, and they’ll all get drunk again and won’t notice if I take a bottle.”

			“Yes! Why shouldn’t we feast along with the grandees?”

			“Should we?”

			Minha stilled, then felt her cheeks redden at her question. There was a set to his chin, angry fire in his eyes as he spoke. It was hard to meet them. She wanted to ask more, ask what kind of a life he had led, what kind of a life he might want to return to. But for that she would have to know where he had come from, and what had brought him so low, brought him here. He looked into her; the fire pushed aside with a twitch of his lips at her furrowed brow.

			“Ah well, one can dream. I’m more than glad of this stable, and of you, my savior.”

			He raised his cup to her. Minha’s thoughts lifted, and she raised an empty hand, mimed drinking a toast. Giggled at the fact of it. But she faltered as something serious flashed across his features. A note of inquiry, of sadness, even.

			“Can I ask…?” She hadn’t dared until now. The sadness was easier to approach than the anger. She picked at the straw as she spoke. “You’ve been to London and Paris. You’ve traveled. And your clothes…” She looked at the worn and torn clothes beneath the extras she’d managed to pilfer for him. “They aren’t like this.” She plucked at the crude, unadorned fabric of her dress, feeling a moment’s pang for the other dress, now hidden more securely in the laundry room. Perhaps she might have risked it in the stables, shown herself a little finer. “Yours were rich clothes once. Weren’t they?”

			“Yes.”

			He nodded. Looking at her, but also looking through her to some far-off place that deepened the sadness in his clear, pale eyes. He pulled in a sniff. Dashed a hand across his forehead, throwing a hank of gold hair off his face. He had the stark, undeniable beauty of a marble portrait, perpetually noble, perpetually smooth and flawless. The beauty of another, higher, world—yet he was here, thrown down to earth, her earth.

			Minha nodded. Shifted a hand further along her knee, closer.

			“What happened?”

			He shook his head, his gaze returning to the room. He barked a laugh. An ugly laugh this time.

			“I was hurt. Not wanted by those who ought to have given me their love and protection. I didn’t always behave as they would have liked—but who does, when they’re young?”

			“Yes, and you…How did you behave?”

			She leaned in toward him.

			“I was rather too keen on the cards for their liking, and I had some rather expensive…friends. Nothing that unusual, almost expected of a young man in my position, especially in London and Paris. Nonetheless, they got rid of me—threw me out, in fact.” He looked at her, his lips curling in bitter lack of amusement. “You wouldn’t understand.”

			“Yes…” Her voice was low; her eyes held his. So he had been unwanted, too, thrown out even. “Yes, I do understand. Was that when you fell on hard times?”

			“Not straightaway, no. I had some friends, and I have my pride. I didn’t need to stay where I wasn’t wanted. Some people were very happy to have me around.”

			“But something happened to them?”

			She thought of her grandfather, and his lost welcome.

			“They were overdue a visit from a family of cousins. And there was no longer room for me,” he said. Then he jogged himself, clapping his hands together, his expression closed again. “No point lamenting the past. It’s almost spoiling my appetite.”

			He was rootless, then, like her. Dependent on the whims of others, who probably had no idea how that felt. She watched his gaze flick to the remaining food, his mouth twitch.

			He grabbed the final guinea fowl wing with both hands and tore into it. Arched a brow.

			“So, how do you like your mistress? What’s she like, the duchesse?”

			“I’ve hardly spoken to her.” She said it quickly, bit her teeth together. “She looks very grand, and is certainly gracious. I understand she’s kind and fair. That’s what the maids say.”

			“They would, I suppose. And a very successful duchesse, with a brace of sons now, by the sounds of it.”

			“No, they have two daughters.”

			He didn’t reply, but studied the last of his guinea fowl, stripped the bone with his teeth, crunched off the end, then lifted his eyes to her with an easier look than before.

			“Well, at least he threw her a fine birthday feast.” He tossed the bare fractured bone end across the floor. “The guinea fowl was excellent.”

			“Yes.”

			She didn’t tell him that she had brought him hers. She had nibbled her obligatory taste, of course. She had made do with a few potatoes, as there had been more of them, and all those sugary bites. And now, although she had not eaten anything much nourishing, she couldn’t eat a thing. Hunger escaped her.

			“Chef does everything comme il faut…so you have told me. All fit for a duc.”

			“Certainly. Better suited to the duc than me.”

			“I don’t know. From all you tell me, you know a lot about fine food. You can appreciate the best.”

			“Yes. But the chef is a bit heavy-handed with the salt pot, the butter, with all of it really.” She shrugged, tried a smile. “So maybe not the best.”

			“Ha! What would the duc think of that?”

			Minha felt herself flush, started to apologize. Maybe she should not have spoken so freely. This man, even if she had found him starving and in rags, was clearly a gentleman.

			“No need to blush on my account, I assure you. Although you look adorable when you do so. And by the way, I agree, although I’ve hardly been in a position to be picky lately. But the duc, with a fancy chef who doesn’t meet your approval? I love it! You, with a palate fit for a king.”

			The tightness in her chest unwound a little. She glanced back up at him.

			“Maybe I was wrong about Paris. The glamorous French appreciate someone who knows their food. So where did you get it, this palate of yours? Dinners at The Louis, you tell me. But I thought you only went there once?”

			Somehow, across the weeks, they had talked of food, of the passing of the seasons and the minutiae of the world outside the stables. But as he hadn’t revealed his past, she had been in no hurry to reveal hers, either. Not in any way that counted.

			“Yes, that’s right. But it’s just something I was born with.”

			“Are your parents great gourmets, then?” He cocked his head on one side. “I’ve wondered about your parentage.”

			She took a breath, looked at their hands on the straw. His, long-fingered, milky pale. Her own, small and brown and so less visible in the half-light.

			“My mother doesn’t care much about food. I’ve not seen her for years. She lives in London.”

			The thought of Judith pulled her into herself, wondering what she had got from her mother, and all she had not.

			“And your father?”

			She shrugged.

			“He sailed up the Thames in a boat, met my mother, and then not long after, sailed away. He was a spice merchant, from India.”

			“Ah, that explains you, then.”

			He swept a hand to indicate the length of her. His eyes followed, lingering. She felt heat rise up again, shifted where she sat. Then came thoughts of the father she had never known. Of her deeply embedded sense of him. Of how he had left, and yet added color to her life. Color for always.

			“Yes, that explains me.”

			“How very exotic.” He put a finger to his chin. “Although, it doesn’t explain some things, does it? Or was your father blessed with your…powers, too?”

			“No, my mother would have told me. She was always telling me how unnatural I am. Although I like to think perhaps, with his affinity for spice, that might have been the beginnings of it. But I can’t explain it, really. It’s just how I have always been; I don’t know anything different.”

			He was holding her gaze now, his brows raised, a hand close to hers on the straw. Her breath held, she watched him pick up her hand, turn it over, stroke an idle finger down the tender center of her palm. Heat flashed through her—but then ebbed, her hand suddenly icy, as he yawned, letting go of her to wipe his mouth, to push a hank of pale gold hair behind an ear.

			“I think I’ll get some sleep. Those stable lads seem to arrive earlier and earlier. And you’d best get some rest, too. Mustn’t go wearing yourself out when I need you.”

			I need you.

			She held it to her as she left. She held it to her as he sent her off to rest, to sleep. How would she possibly do either? Thrumming as she was. Her insides singing, hot and wild, despite the freezing night she made her way through, the wind that whipped about her. Her skin scorching where he had touched her. Her eyes, unseeing. The night invisible to her. Her vision filled, still, with the cool high forehead, the arched brows, the curling lips, the white-hot intensity of his eyes. There had been anger there tonight, and restlessness, that she could not deny. What did that mean? What was he thinking? But there were also his words, their meaning clear. I need you.

			The château was quiet when she got there. The entrance hanging open as she had left it. The corridors empty. The kitchen shuttered, in darkness. The staff dining room a mess of uncleared plates, cups, poultry bones, and wine spills. Something more pungent, somewhere. But it would all have to wait for the morning.

			By the time she reached her bed, her heart rate was a fraction closer to normal. The wind threw itself noisily at the high window as she lay down, gathered her bedding tight around her, trying to generate some warmth. She scanned the darkness, trying to settle, picking out the piles of laundry in the almost-black. Picking out the spread-eagled form of the other woman. Sophie hadn’t landed her prey, then. Or if she had, then it had been a quick one. Her breath was heavy, regular. Then a cough, a shift of body weight, a sharp hiss, and a pair of eyes that Minha could feel, even if she could not see them.

			“You back, then? From your night gallivanting.”

			Minha froze, pinned to her mattress. Sweat pricked across her upper lip, in the hollow of her back.

			“Don’t tell me then, you dirty good-for-nothing. But there’s something I’ll tell you. I don’t trust you. You’re up to something, and sooner or later, I’ll find out what.”

			The other woman spat in the darkness, turned her ample body over and away from Minha, and was soon breathing heavily again. Minha lay, wide eyes staring at the shadow-filled room, her heart beating hard against the thin mattress. They hated her; they all hated her. Chef Jacques and Sophie, and all the others simply followed their lead. Why? She knew why. But what the hell difference did it make what color her skin was? And so what if she had a freakish sense of taste? That was what they thought she was: a freak.

			They wanted her out.

			As if she wanted to stay. Even her grandmother, her mother, had to be better than a whole château-full out to get her.

			But she couldn’t leave. Not now. Not yet. Not when he needed her.
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Chapter 19

			Carrots, Goose, & Brandy

			Great Tidebrook, Kent, 1888

			There wasn’t a window up there in the cottage attic. Minha had always anchored herself with a glance at their window above the Strand. It was only small, and cracked, and they didn’t have any kind of a curtain. Her mother wasn’t woken by the light. And she didn’t feel the cold, not the way Minha did. The window’s light, or lack of it, rain or ice dappling it, snow at the base of it, began Minha’s day. There was information at that window. She hadn’t realized how untethered she would feel without it.

			Despite the dark, it couldn’t be that early. She had been woken by the scent of cinnamon. Cinnamon, and movement below. Minha looked to her mother’s sleeping form, wished she were awake, inched over to the ladder stairway.

			Christmas morning, and there had been mention of a day off, a special lunch. Judith’s first Christmas lunch at home for years, Martha had said with tight emphasis. Martha, who Minha was soon going to be left with, who didn’t seem to like her very much. She must go down and help.

			“You up?” Her grandmother was at the kitchen table. “Well, at least you’re not a slugabed like your mother, that’s something.” Martha looked back to the apple she was paring. “You’d be most use outside at present. Armand is in the kitchen garden. Out the front door. Turn left.”

			Minha paused a minute, filling her nostrils with apple and cinnamon, the promise of a sugared pie. Holding it to her. Steadying against the uncertainty of breakfast.

			It was icy outside. Icy on the ground. Icy on her breath. Ice bleaching the blue out of the sky, the green from the field that dropped gently downhill away behind the cottage. Ice dusting the strange conical roof of the building across the farmyard in front of her.

			She let herself into the walled garden, and walked over to her grandfather.

			“Hello…I…”

			Her grandfather glanced up and smiled, his eyes crinkling into fans at the corners. Her heart calmed a little. Minha looked at the half-full trug of carrots at his feet. Orange earth-dusted lengths, fluffy green tops spilling out from one end of the basket.

			“You handy with a hoe, Min?”

			She shook her head.

			“Come closer, I’ll show you.”

			He sliced at the earth. Then reached down, grabbing the base of the plant. Pulling and jiggling until the plant came away, and brought with it an earth-encrusted root.

			“Over here.”

			He ran to a barrel at the edge of the kitchen garden. Rubbed a thumb across the root, dislodging most of the earth, before dipping it into the ice-topped water that filled the barrel and pulling out the clean, vividly hued vegetable.

			“Here, taste it. Nothing beats the taste of it straight from the ground.”

			Carrots came in pies, or pasties. Or, on a rare occasion that her mother chose to cook, from the market. But he had said the word taste, and that she knew. She accepted the carrot, took a bite out of it, and shivered. The cold now inside of her was heady, forcing out a giggle. Earth and freezing water were the first things her tongue detected—but she persevered, her grandfather’s grin encouraging. Crisp and sweet, bright and fresh, the icy crunch of it, the earthy warmth of it. Every other carrot she had eaten in her life was a washed-out imitation of what she now had in her mouth. This first straight-from-the-earth taste.

			“Good?”

			“Yes.” She nodded, then looked over at the carrot patch as the flavor opened out further still. “Are there parsnips planted over there?”

			“Next to the carrots, yes.”

			“I can taste them, too.” She beamed, head bobbing with pleasure. “I love parsnips.”

			“You can taste them…because they are growing alongside?”

			He stilled her, with a hand on her shoulder, a tilt of his head.

			“Yes, I…I can taste everything.”

			She looked into his eyes, uncertain a moment.

			“Well, I’ll be.” He smiled, banishing her uncertainty. “Your mother never said.”

			“No, she thinks it’s strange.”

			“I think it’s grand,” he replied, his smile full of warmth.

			Maybe it would be okay, being here.

			“Right,” he said. “Let’s fill that basket.”

			When the basket was full to overflowing, Minha slid a small hand into his and went with him back out into the lane. Frost-pale fields rolled away in every direction, and the gate to a farmyard swung wide just ahead to their left.

			“Is this all yours?” she asked, step-and-a-half-ing to keep up.

			“Heavens, no. Martha and I just have the little cottage. The rest all belongs to the master.”

			“Is that where he lives?” Minha indicated the building with the funny conical roof across the farmyard.

			Her grandfather laughed. “No, that’s just the oast house. It’s where they dry the hops they use to make beer.”

			Oh. Beer. She knew beer. That was drunk on nights out with her mother that took her to the common pubs, rather than the private clubs. It was found in great metal tankards, and then clung bitter on her mother’s breath and skin.

			Her grandfather crouched down, and pointed away, down through the avenue of trees.

			“The master lives over there.”

			She saw a redbrick square, with a curved roofline. It was small from where they were, but it had four or five rows of windows, one above the other. It must be huge.

			“One man lives there?”

			“With his wife, and children, and his old mother. The house is called Great Tidebrook, and he is Lord Tidebrook.”

			Minha flinched at “Lord.” She had some experience of lords.

			He gave her hand a squeeze.

			“You should have seen the place where I lived at your age. Now, that was grand. My father was head gardener of a huge place in the Touraine—that’s back in France. A great château, a castle.”

			Her eyes searched his as he spoke.

			“You’ll like it here. The cook up at the house is a friend of mine. You can meet her later when we go over to pick up the goose. They’ve ovens big enough to be roasting birds up there. Not us.” He stood up. “Right, I’ve to get these vegetables up there before the cook turns on me, nice as she is. You run back to Martha. See they’ve a pot of tea on. I’m gasping.”

			

			—

			They went together, to collect the goose, when everything else was ready. The table laid, places set around it. A pudding, made by Martha, had been talking in bubbles and splatters from the back of the stovetop all morning. Warming the little kitchen with scents of dried plums and sweet butter.

			It wasn’t so far, the big house. Her grandfather said it would be a great help that she’d be able to run over for him sometimes. But not that day. Not her first visit over there. Anyhow, she might drop the goose. They were to have a big bird, an enormous bird, in her honor! A Christmas goose was a Christmas goose. And they would bring it home together.

			She walked in front. Strode out toward her first Christmas goose, but fell back alongside her grandfather when they reached the door. It was just the kitchen door. Lord Tidebrook wouldn’t answer it, her grandfather promised her. It would most likely be Maggie—Mrs. Pomfrey, the cook.

			But it wasn’t. It was a tall boy, thin and high. He opened the door, releasing a cloud of savory roast onion–laced steam that pulled at Min, even while the sight of him drew her back. He had wisps of pale hair peeking out from under a disheveled white cap. His small dishwater-gray eyes stared as he caught sight of Minha.

			“Oi oi, what’s this, Armand?”

			Minha felt her grandfather stiffen, and slipped behind him.

			“Merry Christmas to you too, Billy. This is my granddaughter, Min.”

			He nodded at the scant visible evidence of Minha, her hand clutching at his trouser leg.

			“I thought your Judith went to London, not Timbuktu.”

			Billy laughed, on his own. Minha’s tummy tightened at the sound of her mother’s name on this stranger’s lips. He stepped out of the door, reached a hand toward her.

			“No need to hide. I don’t bite,” Billy said, and laid a hand on her shoulder. She twisted out of reach, exposed now, a few feet away from her grandfather.

			“Or perhaps you’re the one that bites.” Billy grinned.

			Minha froze, her hands grasped to her chest. Armand stepped between them.

			“Maggie’ll have the goose ready for me.”

			“I wouldn’t come in,” replied Billy, moving back to the door. “She’s up to her eyes in it. You wait there.”

			Minha was happy to wait outside, stamping her feet against the cold, just with her grandfather, and then to carry one corner of the dish. It was too big for her on her own, this year at least.

			“You’ll meet Maggie next time,” her grandfather said, once they were back out on the lane. He paused a minute, shifted his weight. “You mustn’t mind Billy.”

			“Who is he?”

			“Just one of the kitchen boys. No one.”

			“Where’s Tim…Timbuk…?”

			“It’s a long way from here. Out east, I think.”

			“I don’t think Mama’s ever been there.” A frown wrinkled her brow.

			“No.”

			She lifted her chin, and they walked on. Roasted steam filtered out from under the lid of the dish, seasoned by the crisp air; a cloud of temptation. Minha’s grandfather cast her a quick look.

			“Min,” he began. “I do not presume to know a lot. But I do know how to tend to my garden, the plants under my care. And, even though I have once crossed the sea, I know that the wide world is vast beyond my understanding. It strikes me that those that think they know more are in danger of knowing less.”

			He paused, leaning the goose dish on a hip, and put his free hand on top of Minha’s head. He left it there a moment, warm from the roasting dish, before giving her a nod and moving on. She kept step with him, allowing her senses to fill with anticipation of roast goose. His voice, the warmth of his hand through her hair, had eased the wrinkle from between her brows.

			

			—

			The goose was every bit as delicious as its scent had hinted: salted and savory and satisfying like pie. There were potatoes, too, trailing fragrant rosemary and oven steam. They were cloud-fluffy on the inside, dark and crunchy outside, too hot to eat when they were first piled on Minha’s plate. She scorched her lip, unable to resist an attempt. And the carrots, roasted alongside the potatoes, were brown at the edges, and tasted of the earth, of sweet root, of the achievement of having pulled them up herself.

			Minha savored every mouthful, even managed seconds. Then watched her mother refill her mug of beer, releasing a wave of its bitter-hop fragrance. She caught her eye, mouthed, “Happy Christmas, Min.”

			“Why won’t you eat properly?” Martha scowled at Judith, at the neglected plate in front of her. “You and your London ways. You think you’re too good for anything but champagne and chicken.”

			“Just because I like fine things. Just because you choose not to go farther than the garden fence, Mother. And you wonder why I’ve not been home for a while.”

			“Well, you haven’t. We’ve barely met the child.”

			Minha dropped her gaze to her lap, feeling her cheeks redden.

			“You could come and see me,” replied Judith. “I’d show you the sights. London’s not so far away.”

			“It is to me.”

			“Now, stop,” said Armand, his voice sharp. “The both of you. It’s Christmas. Min’s first Christmas with us. You’ll have some of your mother’s pudding, Judy?”

			Martha rose from the table, sniffing, and bustled over to the stove. The pudding was lifted from the pot, the basin disrobed of its steaming muslin, and the whole upended onto a platter.

			“The brandy, Armand,” said Martha.

			He disappeared, reappeared with a fat-bellied bottle. Then beamed at Minha, bringing a sprig of holly out from behind his back, and planting it into the top of the dark pudding dome. Martha anointed the dish with a splash from the bottle. A blue flame sprang up, growing into a wavy halo around the pudding, lighting their clustered faces. Minha’s eyes were wide, deep brown reflecting unearthly blue. Her nostrils were wider. Assailed with the sharp, hot, volatile tang of the alcohol, layered over dark fruit, dark sugar.

			The scents and tastes of it all would remain stamped Christmas in her memory bank: an abundance of roast goose, and that pudding, so spicy, rich, and sweet. Her mother finished her portion, before reaching out for the brandy bottle and pulling it to her. She filled her glass, and Martha’s too, and the two of them chinked a toast, tipping down the gilded amber liquid.

			“A fine dinner, Ma, thank you,” said Judith.

			“Thanks for coming. I’m glad you did,” replied Minha’s grandmother.

			Minha watched the two of them from across the table, and pulled back into her chair. It was Martha who topped up the glasses next, and they laughed, her mother and her grandmother, they embraced, and thanked each other again, but louder.

			Her grandfather stood and began to clear the dishes, as the two women’s voices got higher, and the liquid in the bottle got lower.

			Minha’s mother slapped the table with a bark of laughter, startling her. She tried to catch her eye. But Judith’s gaze was glazed and roving. Minha looked instead at her grandfather’s back, quiet at the sink, and drew her knees up onto the seat of her chair, wrapping her arms tight about them.
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Chapter 20

			Bellefalaise, 1899

			Christmas and the year-end celebrations had always been busy at Great Tidebrook. There was extra work for all, and a sense of camaraderie that got them through it. Even Minha’s grandmother had been quite jolly at the prospect of a day off and a tipple. But the Great Tidebrook Christmas had nothing on that of Bellefalaise. The striking beauty of snow-topped turrets and towers. The swathes of glowing silk decking the halls, the brilliants and baubles, the constellations of candle flame in every swagged corner. The influx of guests. The banqueting. Extra mouths to feed, and extra dishes with which to feed them.

			Belowstairs, too, musicians to entertain, servants of the duc’s visitors. A pastry chef brought in for the season from Paris, to help Chef Jacques, who in reality put his nose right out of joint, and being an outsider there in the kitchens, upped the duc’s paranoia. He ordered a thorough new search for anything suspicious belowstairs. Minha must taste each dish twice, once from each side—even though there had been no further poisoning attempt during the entirety of her time as poison taster. She firmly believed that it must have been an accident with common rodent poison. But as no one came forward to confess to such an accident, and no poisoner had yet been found, the duc continued to require Minha’s services from morning till evening. And with all the revels, they were very long evenings. A series of them. Weeks of them, it seemed. One following another, during each of which Minha must wait until the last morsel was brought forth from the kitchen. The last cup of wine, the last tisane, the last macaroon or marzipan, which she forced between reluctant lips before nodding her reassurance with a tired head.

			Sophie stayed in the kitchen after her own work was done. It seemed she liked this time of extra people about, the buzz and bustle. The Parisian pastry chef also had a fine pair of shoulders and a finer mustache. It was clear Sophie liked him, in the way she swayed and lingered. To Minha he was something that might distract the laundress. If only she would get a move on with the pastry chef, she wouldn’t care where Minha was. But Sophie’s eye was ever-present. It huddled in corners with Chef Jacques, whose jealousy of the pastry chef Sophie used to gain his attention. Minha was often waiting into the small hours, in order to ensure neither of them would detect her forays to the stable.

			Alexandre was restless. There were nights she could not make it. One night, the snow blew so thick and wild, she couldn’t see the hand in front of her face, let alone a moonlit path ahead. Other nights she braved it, set her snow-soaked boots by the laundry fire on her return, in hopes they would be dry by morning and not give her away. But some nights it was impossible, and she had not yet been able to take him so much as a beer, let alone a bottle of wine. And in the few hours that she lay in bed herself, scant hours in that cold and comfortless place, she thought of him. His bright-spirit eyes—whether fixed on her or darting to something else she couldn’t quite reach, couldn’t yet draw out of him. She thought of his hunger, and the elaborate excess of food she had endured sat heavy, like a reproach.

			His hurt fueled her. Kept her courage up, her cunning active, her heart wild. And her body strong, even when running on empty. For she gave him almost all that came to her. There were extra treats through the season; she pocketed hers and offered them up. It was the least she could do. He had been starving. She had never been that. He had been thrown out. She never had. Well, her grandmother had yelled at her to get out, but it had been Minha’s choice to run. It hadn’t sounded like Alexandre had had a choice. He smiled at her, into her, right past her brown skin. He could talk of food, Paris food, London food, rich and strange and humble and magnificent food. He reveled in her gift, all the food her memory could bring him. Fed off it, he told her, thought it miraculous. She had never had that.

			So it hurt her, caused her physical pain, when she could not ease his hunger, his hurt. And New Year’s Eve was an impossibility. It was a banquet of over thirty dishes. The duc didn’t intend to begin the party proper until after the clock struck midnight.

			It was past one when they called for her. A different maid took her up this time, one who had her nose firmly stuck in the air. Minha hadn’t been up there since the duchesse’s birthday party, and she had no desire for a repeat encounter with M. de Bonfleur, or to form any essential part of this household. That would make it far too hard to leave, when…when circumstances allowed.

			Hope for those circumstances kept her upright and onward. Physical exhaustion slowed her down. And was reflected in the dark-clad lady’s face, as she nodded her hellos to the portrait in passing. She was exhausted too; it was a lot to bear, this standing in wait. It helped that the dark lady knew that.

			The hangings, the clothes inside the hall, were as opulent as at the birthday party. The duc and his lady were in blue this time, the duc with a regiment of silver buttons, the duchesse with silvered lace at her wrists and throat. With their silver, their bright blue velvets, and their gleaming yellow hair, they were oddly bright for a winter night, more like a summer day. A quick scan of the room relieved Minha of the fear that Bonfleur was of their number. Her shoulders dropped, a little. There were, though, if anything, even more guests clustered about the laden horseshoe table. A snake of piled-high dishes ran around the full length of it. Minha’s stomach turned over as the mingled smell of it all hit her. Meat and sweet caramel, fish and baked apples, cinnamon and anise and butter and candle wax and the scorch of the pan and the sweat of the chef. Like last time, she had already tasted every dish, and this further assault on her senses was far from welcome.

			“Come in.”

			It was the duc who spoke. Minha pulled herself up and in, stepped forward. Every eye was on her, crawled over her, pricking goose bumps up in their wake. What did they want from her?

			“It was amusing, that time when you had us all eating dried plums,” said the duchesse. “We thought we might have another little game.”

			They did not seem as drunk as last time. Minha took a breath, squared her shoulders, and steeled herself. There were children at the table, too. Marguerite sat at the center of a small gathering of miniature velvet-clad lords and ladies. Little Corisande was in her mother’s arm, small and pink and wriggling. A holiday treat, Minha supposed. This would be a different kind of performance. Less hazardous, she hoped. She scanned the duchesse’s face for clues as to what they wanted, wracked her brain as to what else she could turn into a party trick. She turned to the duc.

			“I’m…I’m not sure what you want, Your Grace.”

			He gave her a smile that was not lacking in warmth.

			“You won’t let me down, my little poison taster. No, much better if it is a surprise. We couldn’t have you cheating.” He let out a shout of laughter, which was echoed around the room. “We’re going to put you to the test.”

			“Test?”

			“Yes. Put your palate to the test. A kind of guessing game.”

			Minha steadied herself, her hands gripped tight together. It was unbearably hot. Why did they have such a blazing fire in a room so packed with people and steaming food?

			“Let’s start, shall we? We’ve prepared a seat for you.”

			The duc swept a hand, to indicate not so much a seat, as a stage. A chair and a small table had been placed on a dais directly at the center of the horseshoe, in fine view of the assembled company. Small her on this small chair, right at the center of them. That’s what they were asking for. Minha smoothed the skirt of her dress, the fine blue dress, her fingertips drawing something from the crisp, sleek fabric, from the sheen of it. She stepped to the chair, pulled it toward the table. There was a cup, a jug of what she hoped was water, but otherwise the table was bare. Minha’s eyes flicked back to the duc, who nodded encouragement and was flush with anticipation of his fine game. She spun back again, taking in a hundred pairs of eyes, then the door. Could she run? As if compelled by her thoughts, the door creaked, flung wide by a sous-chef in whites. Followed by Chef Jacques, wearing an uncharacteristic smile. White teeth, white shoulders, white toque, towering high. His arms were wide, supporting a tray on which lay several dishes. New dishes, ones that hadn’t passed by her tasting room. He must have been busy since the last of the New Year’s Eve supper plates had been taken up. Busy cooking these up for her. For her…or against her.

			Well, well…He had picked the wrong challenge. This she could do. She pulled in a deep breath. The first hints of these new dishes reached her. Countless spices, winter herbs, a bosky mushroom note. She nodded at the duc, who surprised her with a conspiratorial wink, and she climbed up onto her stage and sat, ignoring the assembled eyes.

			Chef Jacques handed his tray to two minions, hovered over the dishes, selected one, and placed it on Minha’s table. She sniffed. No poison. But she wouldn’t put it past him. He stepped over to the duc.

			“The fricassée, Your Grace.”

			“Here, I have it here.”

			The duc beamed, pulling out one of a sheaf of papers and waving it about for all to see. A list. It was too far for Minha to see, but it must be a list of ingredients. They had planned this little stunt ahead, then. She picked up the fork, ate a mouthful, lifted her head to face the duc. The duc shot Chef Jacques a challenging look, then nodded enthusiastically at Minha.

			“Butter, onion, salt and pepper, leeks, savoy cabbage, white wine—one splash of red, too—thyme, a single sprig of rosemary, cream…”

			“And the meat?” the duc interrupted. “Chicken?”

			“No, turkey.”

			“She’s right!”

			The duc beamed, his lady clapped her hands, Marguerite bounced in her seat, and Corisande burbled.

			“Next.”

			Chef Jacques stepped forward, sharp-eyed.

			There followed a dark stew, in which both chanterelles and morel mushrooms competed for attention in an overload of port. A clear soup, almost a relief, but made from the bones of chicken, quail, duck, geese, and the turkey that had graced the fricassée. Minha was surprised he hadn’t gone out and shot a local rabbit, too, in the hopes of adding one element more for her to detect. There was a soufflé, scented with rose, violet, and bergamot essence. Heaven knows where the chef had sourced that last ingredient; it must be one of his most prized and expensive. It almost made her sorry for him when she spelled it out for them all.

			The duc was down to one last list of ingredients. Chef Jacques brought a small plate forward. Unassuming. Furnished only with a small dark cake. Round, and visibly studded with fruits.

			“Goodness me, you have done well,” said the duc, a note of satisfaction in his voice as he looked not at her, but at his guests. “What a show! Not that I’m surprised,” he stage-whispered, half to Minha, half to his lady. “Just a small one now, to finish.”

			“She’s equal to it,” replied the duchesse, raising her glass.

			Only one left. The small plate was dwarfed by Chef Jacques’s great hand as he placed it in front of her. What had he packed into that little dark bomb? He would have saved the hardest for last, or at least the hardest in his estimation. Minha looked around the hall, saw delighted eyes upon her, pinning her to the center of their party. The chef was behind the duc now, but his eyes were even brighter than his master’s. They could not hide his glee, despite how she had performed so far. He was convinced he had her. He thought she would be weak by now, her taste buds confounded by all he had so far thrown at them. And she would be, they would be, if she were anyone other than herself. Her stomach ached to empty itself of the overload she had asked it to carry. But her mouth, her nose—she retained mastery of those.

			He had almost made it easy for her. Yes, he had thrown twenty or more ingredients at the little cake. But he knew no subtlety; he had simply sprinkled, grated, infused the entire contents of his spice cupboard into the mix.

			“Flour, both wheat and a touch of spelt, butter, sugar, eggs, brandy and port, a little chocolate. Raisins, dried figs, and dates. Lemon and orange rind, a squirt of their juice. Cinnamon, clove, pepper and salt, ginger, saffron, nutmeg…”

			The chef leaned forward; he was almost at the duc’s ear. His features lifted. He thought she had finished. It wasn’t easy. Not easy to detect the delicate aroma of that most elusive spice, from behind the thick curtain of clove, the soapy whack of too much saffron. But it was there.

			“Mace.”

			“She’s done it!”

			The duc jumped out his chair, waving the completed list. The duchesse applauded. Chef Jacques brought his fist down onto the table, before retreating in apology away from the startled duchesse. Dashing forward, the duc slapped Minha on the back, dug her in the ribs with an enthusiastic elbow. She looked down at her hands, the desire to laugh, the desire to sob, held in check. She glanced to the door.

			“You may go,” nodded the duc. “Tell them to send up more champagne,” he added, before turning back to his neighbor at the table. “I told you. I win the bet, I think.”

			The portrait was partly in shadow. But the two women shared a moment’s pause after Minha shut the door behind her, muffling the dining room to an indistinct chatter. The dark lady was undisturbed, a half smile beneath bruised eyes.
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Chapter 21

			Minha dashed down the stairs and hid away in her tasting room. Cold had seeped into the walls. The laundry back room would be warmer, and she longed for even the thin comfort of her sleeping mat. She thought of Alex sleeping only on straw, and suffered a sharp pang; she hoped he wasn’t too hungry. But she knew he would be, and within such close proximity to stomachs satiated, groaning, no doubt calling for more. Yet she could do nothing that night, had no desire to go nearer the kitchen. Somehow, she doubted the chef would be pleased to see her, no matter that between them they had entertained the company so royally. She would, anyhow, be expected to stay where she was—as long as there were guests, there might be more food demanded. And more demands on her battered stomach.

			It must have been four in the morning when Gustave ran past her tasting room. She lifted a heavy head from her hands in inquiry. But he merely nodded at her, didn’t stop.

			“The duc and duchesse have gone to bed. No need to taste this.”

			He raised the platter he was holding a little.

			“Could I get some sleep?”

			“I don’t see why not.”

			Minha nodded thanks, and headed down the stairs. Gustave was on duty now, and the guests would not be unattended. But there was a stillness to the corridor, to the walls. The night was profound. It showed black as pitch through the small high windows, stone-cold breath through the walls. It settled its night-quiet, despite the activity upstairs. It was then perhaps the one moment of the night when the early tasks had not yet begun, and the hours were only for the restless or inebriated.

			She did not have the strength to do more than find the right door in the shadowed corridor, feeling her way across the dark toward the back room. Sophie must have gone to sleep as there was no light left on, and almost no sound. Her ears were pricked for the laundress’s well-fed breathing, the heavy rhythm of her slumber. There it was, the slightest rise and fall.

			Sophie’s body was unmoving. Once Minha’s eyes had adjusted, moonlight from the high window allowed her to pick out the other woman’s form. Alone, thank heaven, and curled to face Minha’s sleeping place. Despite bone-deep exhaustion, Minha approached her bed in slow motion, so as not to wake the other woman. To try and gain a sense of solitude within these never-alone walls. Quiet was the closest she got to safety there.

			It was fortunate that she never felt safe. Fortunate that even in that shattered state, when she was all but alone, she remained in some part of her vigilant. Watchful. That she sensed an icy, crystalline quality in the air, that belonged to something other than the castle’s muffling of snow. Stripped to her shift, she stepped shivering to her sleeping mat, lifted a foot and eased it under covers. But so slowly, so quietly, that the movement within the bed was not undetected. A movement more rapid, more fluid, than that of her slow and cautious limbs. She flung the covers wide, seeing what was there. Leaped up. Leaped back. A hand to her mouth. Not sufficient to silence her scream. Sweat prickling her body, despite the cold night.

			The snake was fine, sinuous, black-and-yellow-patterned in the moonlight. Slippery. Sinister. It stayed absolutely still, a moment. Still through Minha’s leap. Her scream. But as she went deathly quiet and froze, her body’s involuntary shudders notwithstanding, it moved, fast and flowing. Abandoning the bed, it poured itself toward the wall, the corner. Its eyes were picked out gold in the almost-black. They were unblinking. On her.

			The slightest movement came from Minha’s left. She cast a startled look, and found a second pair of eyes. Bigger, rounder, equally intent, equally unblinking. Sophie shifted when Minha looked at her. Let out an impatient sound, a brief and joy-stripped laugh. Sophie stood, reached for an object on the floor beside her, and approached the snake, lifting it high. An iron, cold now, but heavy, blunt-edged. A waft of something reached Minha from that snake-inhabited corner, a noxious, rotted meat smell that made her gag. She watched, unable to move, as the laundress crossed the room. As the snake watched the laundress.

			Sophie brought the iron down on the snake’s head. Smashed the staring eyes, stilled the tightly coiled body. Bile rose up in Minha’s throat. She felt the cold room chill the sweat on her, play around her skin. Snake imaginings shivering her head to toe.

			Sophie held steady, kicked the lifeless length of it with a foot. Her eyes found Minha’s; her mouth was set.

			Crossing the room and returning to bed, Sophie lowered herself and turned her back. Within moments Minha heard the small room fill with the loud, gruff breathing of the other woman’s sleep.

			Minha moved toward her own bed, lifted the covers high, shook them out. Scoured the bedclothes, the floor. She took her knife from the pocket of her dress before she lay down, then pulled the covers up, tucked them tight in and around every part of her. The pink scarf and the worn wood and metal of her grandfather’s knife held against her cheek and neck. A strange kind of comfort blanket. Her body was leaden with fatigue from the overlong day, from the passing of panic, yet her head was alive with it still. The room was a maelstrom of eyes: the chef’s, the duc’s, Sophie’s, and the ghosts of a hundred snakes. She was awake for what was left of the night.
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Chapter 22

			Bone Broth

			Great Tidebrook, Kent, 1888

			The cart came back on Boxing Day evening to collect her mother.

			They hadn’t spent much of the day together. Judith stayed in bed. Minha climbed down from the attic, out of the brandy-and-body fug. Her mother wouldn’t wake for hours, and wouldn’t want to be woken. Minha knew the morning after brandy.

			Later that day, she got to the cart ahead of the others, put a finger to her lips to silence the driver. He gave her a wink. The horse stamped big feet on hard ground and blew white plumes out of furred nostrils. Minha climbed in behind, pulling her scarf over her small-as-she-could-make-it self. Her mother saw her, though. Her grandmother tutted. Her grandfather took her hand as they brought her down out of the cart.

			“Can I not come with you?”

			“I’ve explained already, you’re better off here,” said Minha’s mother, laying a hand on her shoulder. “They can take care of you better.”

			“Then…then don’t leave, yet.”

			“I can’t stay longer, Min.” She brushed a tear from Minha’s cheek with a scratchy sleeve. “Now don’t fuss.”

			Minha didn’t fuss. Her grandparents went back in as soon as Judith had climbed up alongside the driver and Minha gathered her sick, tight tummy to herself. Held it still as the cart turned and swung away back up the lane, with the echo of a long-ago ship she never saw leave. Still, she could swear sometimes she could smell it. Spice and river water, vegetable-dyed linen and her first scent of skin.

			She held herself still in that cold, darkening lane. Stayed as the cart got small, and smaller, turned a bend and disappeared. Tears flowed then, unseen, joining ice spits of rain on her cheeks. Tears flowed and she let them, running either side of her nose. She stayed until her stillness was broken by shivering, until a step sounded on the lane behind her.

			Her grandfather led her inside, to the table. Placed a parcel in front of her, roughly wrapped in newspaper, tied with string, and nodded at her to open it. It was a trug, like his own. But half-size. Her size.

			Martha sniffed, served up soup that smelled of thin broth, of goose bones and cut-up day-old roast potato. An echo, a memory. Their Christmas dinner, but without the meat.

			Without her mother in the house.

			There was no chatter floating up from below when Minha went up into the attic to bed. No lubricated laughter, not even dry bickering. Just the slow clank and shuffle of her grandparents putting things to rights, getting themselves ready for rest. The mattress was too big for her. The attic space, too. She pulled the quilt she had shared with her mother the night before tight up against her backbone, rolled back onto it so it held her. She tugged the blotched pink Indian scarf over on top of her, breathed in its familiar scent. London street air, stale attic, a wisp of her own distress, soap, mother, father.

			She had not moved an inch when she woke. Tight, still, clutching the edge of the scarf to her cheek. Its familiar presence masked the panic for a moment. But only a moment. Until the darkness crowded in, and extended infinitely. Until the absolute absence of sound left her totally adrift. Her memory of the previous day, her mother’s parting, was almost a relief in that it was something to tether herself to.

			It was a lousy thing to cling to in the pitch dark and the unknown.

			

			—

			Her grandfather gave her something, the following night. After she said good night to her grandmother, he waylaid her, holding out a small yellowing volume.

			“A phrase book. French to English, which I know is the wrong way round to be really useful to you.”

			She shook her head, reached for the book, glanced eagerly at the first page. The letters were familiar, as were many of the words down the right-hand column. But the patterns they formed on the left-hand side were unknown to her. An invitation.

			“I’ll help you use it. You can learn some of my language, if you’d like that.”

			She clutched the book to herself; looked up at him, eyes sparking.

			“Thank you,” she said, and flung her arms about him.

			Her tears soaked into the rough weave of his jersey, and he held still until they had ebbed.
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Chapter 23

			Bellefalaise, 1900

			She was not the only one awake all night, that New Year’s Eve, although the other servants had less dramatic reasons for being so. For while the duc allowed Minha a few hours of uneasy rest, the many and varied guests in the château ensured a relentless demand for his servants: attention. While Minha lay, unable to generate any warmth that might allow her body to relax, unable to get the scent of the snake out of her nostrils, the maids who lit the morning fires crossed paths with chefs still sending up snacks to mop up the champagne. The turning of a century. Nineteen hundred would be greeted in style. They would all watch it arrive, and get no rest until the end of its first day. Upstairs this meant a short, brisk walk on the first of January, sheepskin boots and thick furs donned to best enjoy the snow. Otherwise, they lazed, continuing the lounging and the laughter. Bottles were called for. Food was a little simpler than the previous night, but no less abundant. Belowstairs a crew of sleepwalkers kept the machine running, and planned how to keep it running while ensuring they made their beds at the earliest point possible. They got it done. They were professionals. But they were none of them sharp that day.

			Even Chef Jacques took his eye off Minha for long enough that she gathered a stash fit to make up for the previous night. Was he defeated? She doubted it. Just licking his wounds and planning his next move. So she used the momentary pause in hostilities, and gathered up her absent energy into determination. She was unwatched as she took a bottle of wine. There were banks of them; the servants rarely had wine, and now there was an excess. One wouldn’t be missed, surely. But it was a sufficient rarity, that taking it unseen seemed audacious. Leaving unseen, too.

			But on the first night of the new year, the château slept the sleep of the bone-tired. And Minha felt calmer, safer, slipping out through the archway, shinning down into the moat, than she had felt since the early hours and Sophie’s dispatching of the snake. There was still only a modest covering of snow, despite the blizzards. She would be in trouble if it settled in earnest. So far, the moat was still manageable, resulting in a wet backside, but nothing more dramatic.

			That night the sky was darkly brilliant and clear, a scattering of stars pricked bright across it. Her breath returned as she got away from the château, even while her heart quickened. She dashed, slipped on slush and ice-slicked earth, righted herself. Eating up the park as fast as she was able, the wine bottle thudding into her side. The edible spoils reanimated by the growing warmth of her rushing body, tempting aromas to bring to him coiling up to her nostrils. Soft-fleshed duck. Buttery brioche. Tender cakes packed with almonds, spices, and chocolate. She could not wait to show him all she had brought. To see his face. To see him.

			When she got to the stable, he was pacing. He turned sharply on his heel.

			“Dear god, is a man supposed to go a whole day and night without sustenance?”

			Minha faltered, paused at the edge of the stall.

			“I could not get away. I…I am watched.”

			“Hmm, I see. Very important, aren’t you?”

			His sneer, his words, drove heat across her chest, up into her cheeks. She thought of herself on her little stage the night before. The orchestra of tastes she had conjured forth for the audience now forgotten, the stare of their too-many eyes all that she could recall. She dropped her gaze, spoke softly.

			“It was New Year’s Eve. There was a party, an all-night party. I had to stay, to play poison taster. The duc has guests, lots of guests.”

			“Does he now?”

			His voice held a knife-sharp edge. She watched his feet, his long legs, moving back and forth.

			“Yes. Everyone worked into the night. And I…I am not trusted, so they watch me. I am not liked.”

			Could she tell him about the snake? Should she have said that she was not liked? He might wonder why. She wished it unsaid.

			He sniffed the air—the duck had made its presence known. Finally, he stopped pacing.

			“Ah well, I like you. Now, what have you brought me? Roast duck, I think?”

			I like you…She lifted her eyes, was relieved to see the fire in his eyes settle. I like you…He gave her a quick smile, which brought heat of a different kind to her cheeks.

			“Yes, duck, and it was very fine.”

			“Did the servants have duck, too? Goodness, he’s very generous.”

			“No, just for upstairs. But of course, I tasted it.”

			“Ah, yes. And what else?”

			“All the trimmings, some cakes, and…” She pulled a hand from behind her back, thrust the wine bottle at him. “Ta-da!”

			“Oh, you little beauty!” He took the bottle from her and surveyed the label. “Clos Roche Blanche, 1879, a gamay. So not just any wine.” He grinned, and put the bottle immediately to his lips.

			Her breath restored, she watched him, his head thrown back, lips open, eyes closed. He was almost unrecognizable from the wraith she had found those months ago. He had not grown taller, of course, but the tall frame now held itself well. Held itself well above her. His shoulders, with flesh and muscle across them, were broad, purposeful. His marble skin, and the smooth oval of his face, no longer jagged with hollows. His silver-gold hair, lifting away from the high forehead, had regained a luster she had not known it had missed. But now it was there, it was evident how much glow there was about him. She looked and felt it; of course the splendor of him could not have been another way.

			Having drained a fair amount of the bottle, he lowered it, beaming again. The air between them was volatile, dark grapes, tannic and astringent.

			“Right, food!”

			He patted the straw seat, and pulled a morsel of duck from her fingers even while she was still setting it all out. They sat.

			“You’ve eaten?”

			He indicated the feast she had laid for him. She nodded. He smiled, tucked in. He didn’t offer her the bottle but sat with it wedged between his legs, and swigged from it after each mouthful. The prowling tension of him when she had first entered fell away. The exhaustion that might have overcome her, now she had achieved her immediate goal, was tempered by the presence of him. There was too much of her heart here, too much of her hope.

			“You know what?” he asked, with a swing of the almost-empty bottle. The whole of him was swinging a little with it. “I’m bored of waiting.”

			Minha’s ears pricked. Of course, he was well now. He could do as he wished. A fact she had not wanted to admit. Her heart sped.

			“Waiting is a fool’s game. Don’t you think?”

			“Yes, I…”

			She nodded, didn’t know what further to say. She thought of the hours she had waited in the past days, weeks, months. The time spent serving the duc, tasting, waiting for the clock to tick out the day. Waiting for the moment she could safely pocket a potato, a lamb chop. Waiting for the silent castle, a safe exit. Waiting, wanting, not wanting, the end to their current arrangement. Waiting for him to talk of his plans. Wishing for it to be their plan.

			“Glad you agree. I’m bored of this. Waiting, waiting. Why? What’s the need?”

			He swept his arm in a wide gesture, dashing the last bits of food to the floor. A brioche rolled across the straw-strewn stone to the side door that led out to the park. Minha gripped her hands together in her lap, her eyes large on him.

			“Yes, honestly, there’s no need for me to wait,” he continued. “It’s not like the world is going to extend an invitation. It can’t do while I’m here in hiding. Why not get on with life, now I’m back on my feet? I’ve made mistakes, I know.” He flicked a look at her, laughed to himself at some secret joke. “I don’t need everything—not even a lot. I’ve learned my lesson. Just enough, I know now that’ll do. So, why can’t I start to live, to have what I want?”

			His eyes were sparking ice now, and roving the small space. Minha could not catch his gaze. Uncertainty fought the hope inside her.

			“What do you want?” she asked, then shrank from the boldness of her question, from how much the answer might mean to her.

			His eyes fixed on her, head stilled as though she had surprised him, as though only just remembering that she could hear him.

			“What do I want?” His tone was altered, drawn out, back in the room. A lazy smile played at the edges of his mouth. He leaned in toward her. There was a red flush high on his pale cheeks.

			“Come to think of it…you’ll do for a start, my exotic little poison taster.”

			That title, that phrase, something in his tone of voice made her flinch. Her eyes swiveled away from him in the direction of the château.

			He plunged, planted his mouth on hers. Hard, unexpected. Her heart pounded, wild, sore in her chest. She threw out a hand toward his chest. So close to her now. Too close.

			“No, I…”

			Her voice didn’t belong to her. Wouldn’t work.

			“You like me, don’t you?”

			It wasn’t really a question, phrased as it was, accompanied by his breath.

			Like him? Did she like him? Like this? She did not know. Did not. No.

			His breath into her breath. Loaded with duck-butter heat, sour-wine tang. She tried to swallow; a lump in her throat prevented it. She leaned into the hand that pushed against his chest. He didn’t budge. There was too much of him. Too close. Stealing her breath. Souring her breath. He slapped one of his hands over hers. Hot, broad. Pulled it away from his chest. Grabbed the other, that shook in her lap, and wrapped one hand about both her wrists. He swigged the last of the wine above her. Spilled most of it. It trickled down her tensed neck. Goose bumps sprang up from the chill of it, picked up by the January night air.

			She couldn’t move her hands. Couldn’t reach the knife, whose small weight she could feel through her pocket, against her thigh.

			She couldn’t move.

			She still couldn’t breathe. What had happened to her breath? She held it until her head swam. She gulped it. Faster. Dizzy. Fuzzy.

			The limbs that weren’t pinned tried, pushed and kicked. It made him laugh. Made him rise up, throw himself down, cover her, heavy, forceful, immovable. Her body was stuck still. Her body was shivering, burning hot from the blanket of muscle and intent that pinned her. Ice-cold, from his hollow laugh. From the ice-burn of his eyes. They pinned her like lamps. Like steel.

			A wail. Her own scream. Cut off. Clamped shut by his free hand, by his hard-boned, acrid-smelling hand, hairs-that-scratched-her-raw-face hand. The other hand went elsewhere. Fumbled, pulled at fabric, ripped. The sound of it like a muted echo of her scream. Otherwise, silence. There was only the tearing, and the guttural grunts. On her. In her. Her every cell was alive to the violence of it. Her every cell took it, still as she was. And her every cell flew away, flew up to the ceiling of the stable, looked down and wailed. A silent wail, for Minha, ground into the straw, pushed hard against the wooden partition. Unmoving. Moved about. Being broken.

			Too broken to move when the force ebbed from him. When the wrong teeth lifted away and released her mouth. When his grip loosened. When he shifted himself off her, patted her bloodied cheek. Stood. Swayed. Righted himself, pulled at his clothing and swore. Staggered to the side door and flung it wide, ducking out into the night and away.

			Get away, go away. Now they came. The words unspoken. Unscreamed. Unyelled into his face. Go away.

			Go away.
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Chapter 24

			She heard uneven footsteps, fading, muffled by snow and earth. Swallowed, eventually, by the night.

			A sob rose in her throat, hit a hard lump, gagged her. She pressed her lips together, winced, tried to swallow. Her mouth was hard. Unfamiliar. Wrong teeth. Wrong blood. Had she bitten him? She didn’t know. Didn’t care. Cared too much. She hoped she had. She spat, that wrong spit. Spat, and retched, dry and hollow. Nothing came up. No more left of her to lose. No more left of her.

			The door swung open. Deep-night air washed in, added to her full-body shivers. Shivering even while her chest burned. It bathed her too, the night. Bathed unwanted sensation back into the fingers clenched tight, the fingernails digging hard into her hands at her side. She felt the bite of it, and dug harder.

			She scrabbled at the straw, tore chunks of it, tore at her legs with it. Wiping. Scraping. Scraping away the slick, the shine. Scraping away the blood. Scraping till she was red raw and the straw mixed blood from inside and outside. She couldn’t tell which was which. And she couldn’t tell what was him. She couldn’t see it anymore, at least. Could no longer feel it, for the howling pain of her scraped-raw skin. She pulled her knees to her, up, up inside her skirts. She bundled herself all inside her skirts and her tightly wrapped pink shawl, nose buried in it, searching for something, anything, familiar. A ball of girl and a ball of pain. She rocked, spine against the tightly packed straw, until the movement took over, and she fell to the side, face into the wood, eyes scrunched tight, painfully tight.

			She could see nothing, smell nothing.

			She heard a shift, steps in straw. Her belly lurched, but it came from the other side of the wooden partition. Hooves, not boots, a low whicker. The sweetest, cleanest, only welcome sound. The slow clunk of hooves coming closer, against the wood. The infinitesimal sound of soft breath from a head swung over the partition wall, and the tiny pull of warmth that came with it.

			She opened her eyes, released one arm from its tight grip about her knees, and lifted trembling fingers up to him. To the familiar head of Renard, oxblood dark in the low light. Breathing on her. Breathing for her, at that moment. She anchored herself to the tip of his nose, to the strong and wise and wily thing she had not been. That she had now to be.

			In that moment, until the darkness started to lift, she saw the horse and the horse saw her. Though they didn’t belong to one another, just then they somehow did. And it made life bearable, for a moment.
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Chapter 25

			She might have stayed there, but for the winter chill that added to her shivers, as the night ticked past into the early hours of the following day. She stood, somehow, although her legs didn’t work right. They were no longer her legs, but foreign appendages; things that had been through something she could not own.

			She locked the door he had staggered through. Locked it from the inside and pocketed the key, although it belonged to the stable, not to her. He must not use it again. He must not be there again. She had let him in and now she would shut him out. He would not look for her, surely, when he had broken her in that way. Did he know what he had done? Had he been too drunk to know? Well, he would not find her. There was nothing left of her to find.

			She kissed Renard’s nose.

			“I will bring you a carrot,” she said. Her voice failed on the last word. Locked or not, she would not come back here. Could not.

			She went a long route back to the château, avoiding her own snow-marked footsteps going the other way—eager, direct, so very hopeful. Stifling a sob, she stuck to the profound shadows beneath the trees, even though any light was still dim. Moonlight, tinged with only a drop of the coming day. She hid herself. Even though she felt somehow intangibly smaller, as though she would barely be visible in broad daylight, out in the open. Each additional step shot pain through her, made no sense. Each breath snatched ice down into her, kept her alive even though she did not want to be.

			The fact of her body moving across the park, of her continued existence beyond what had happened, of the time it took to reach the high, cream-stone walls, did nothing to reconcile the seismic shift in her.

			She fell into the moat, hit her head, and rested there a minute. Grateful for the new, acute, and unrelated sensation. For the distraction of it. Might it finish her off? Might she never have to climb out of this grassy bed? They would find her, sometime, but she would be long gone. No, the immediate dizziness ebbed. The moat failed to embrace her, offering instead a bed of creeping damp, slush seeping into her clothing, and cold that bit, rather than numbed. She scrambled on and crawled into the archway. A sliver of light from the kitchen door lit the familiar arc. And a figure.

			Minha shrank back, jolted into shudders. Her fingers crept around her knife within her pocket. Where had he gone? Was he here now? Her heart stoppered her throat until her blind terror regained sight. It was a man, but a big broad one. Not him. The man was leaning into the wall, one arm curled above his head, steadying his body against the stone. The other down below, holding on to himself. He was pissing. She could hear it, the liquid jet, the trickle. Could see the steam rise off it, off him. How did he dare? Why would you piss on your own doorstep? Well, it wasn’t his own, even though Chef Jacques did treat it as such. Bladder filled and brain fuddled by all that stolen brandy, no doubt.

			The pool of piss, liquid lit shiny by the kitchen glow, spread out toward her. She twisted her nose away from it, but somehow did not smell it. Could not smell him. Perhaps the vast and freezing night sky had stolen those scents, saved her at least that stench. She shifted a foot, the base of her skirt, to avoid it. He whipped his head round at the sound.

			“Who’s there?”

			The chef’s voice was heavy with drink and menace, amplified by the stone curve. Minha clenched her jaw, frozen a moment. The deep moat was behind her. Chef Jacques blocked the way into and across the courtyard. The kitchen door was open; her route in, to her bed, to where she was meant to be. He knew that. Would no doubt punish her for being out. But Chef was out there too, and she had seen him, had seen enough surely for him to keep quiet. Quiet hatred, yes. But quiet at least.

			She darted forward, making for the door. She would simply pass by, not look at him. Pointless man. She reached out to push the door wide, but found her arm gripped; one big hand encircled the whole of it, yanking her to face him.

			“You.”

			He spat the word. One word, spittle, and ugly satisfaction. She pulled, tried to turn her body, but she was held.

			“Please, Chef Jacques.”

			“Please, eh? Polite to me now, are you? Well, it’s too bloody late.”

			He leered toward her, his heavy features monstrous in the half-light. She stiffened, arched away from him, closed her eyes against the sight. She could not see, and could not smell. She had only the ugly tethering of his painful grip on her upper arm.

			“As if!” he said. Biting, low-voiced. “Think I’d bother myself with someone like you? A dirty freak.”

			He threw her arm away. She opened her eyes to moor herself, to stop herself from falling. She saw his snarl.

			“Anyhow, you stink.”

			“I…”

			But she couldn’t go on. Couldn’t acknowledge what had happened to her body, what rank scents had attached themselves to her, let alone voice it. It must cling to her. She must carry it. He must know, nonetheless. Of course, people would know, everyone would know.

			Minha caught her breath, then found she had no breath. She was trembling; wild, vicious trembling from deep within her. She could see it in her hands, feel it in the fiber of herself. Her body trying to expel it, do the undoable. She gasped, then managed to pull some air in through her nose. Nothing. She could not smell herself, any more than she could smell Chef Jacques.

			“Don’t think I don’t know…”

			Her heart wracked her shaking frame.

			“Clever of you, never to drink at mealtimes. Secret drinker, are you? They’re always the worst, and last night’s gamay must have been all too tempting. So many bottles of it, surely one wouldn’t be missed?”

			“But…no. I haven’t been drinking. I wouldn’t. I don’t.”

			Minha, jolted into the reality of what he was saying, what he was accusing her of, took a step away.

			“Pull the other one. You reek of it!”

			His nostrils flared. Her own were empty. Her own had failed her, failed to alert her to this fresh danger. He thrust out a broad-tipped finger, digging it into her chest. Pulled it away—damp, an ugly red. Her head swam, momentarily seeing blood in the half-light. Yet more blood. Chef Jacques put his finger to his lips and licked it.

			“Yes, the gamay. Good choice.” His expression turned ugly, uglier. “Bad choice.”

			Minha put a hand to her chest, remembering. The last swing of the bottle, the final swig. It had missed his mouth. Spilling down, spilling on her. The front of her dress was wet with it, as the back was wet with moat-slush. Shivers pricked out across her skin as the night air found her, damp and unprotected. She splayed her fingers, pressed them to her chest, tried to cover the spillage, and managed only to damp her hand, stick the cold fabric to her skin. She dropped her eyes, looked at her palm, darkly pinked, with brown edges. Chef Jacques gathered the contents of his throat, and spat at her feet. Fat glob of spittle, floating on piss. Accompanied by his hiss.

			“I’ve got you now.”

			She recoiled, and ducked inside. Ran through the kitchen and out the other side. The corridor was black, bleak. It was made of bitter stone and chill air. She slid along it, lit only by the faint beginnings of a day as unsure of itself as she was. Powered only by habit, to where she could pull the torn and sopping clothes away from her, and lie down. Cover herself.

			In bed, she shut her eyes tight, felt only a body she did not want to own. Opened her eyes, saw the ghost outlines of a room, of Sophie’s sleeping figure. Things that she didn’t want to be with, be in, be near, but that were better than being alone in her own head, her body. The outlines blurred as her eyes flooded, as her cheeks and pillow grew damp. A river of the unbearable, the unthinkable. The red raw, the numb.

			Rest, she wanted to rest. To achieve the oblivion of sleep. But her body shrieked its pain. The wild howls of her shattered soul were louder.

			She groped for her pink shawl, identifiable only by touch. By the worn-soft familiarity against her fingertips. She pulled it to her cheek, tears and snot soaking it. Burying her face in it, putting it to her nose, she reached for the smells of her life it contained, for the residual scent of her ever-absent father. But she found nothing. No call, no song of her past. Not a whisper.

			Eventually, everything taken, her body exhaled, and passed into unconsciousness.

			

			—

			Minha did not rest. But she was somehow asleep. Which meant waking, and the return of consciousness. Which meant the return of knowledge that howled through her as if experienced anew. She turned wild eyes toward Sophie, who was rousing.

			“Hurry, you’d best get up. The duc’s already sent for his chocolate tray.”

			Minha lifted her head, reeled, fell back.

			“I…I can’t.”

			The laundress stopped, one leg stockinged, one bare.

			“Lord, what happened to you? You look a sight.”

			She could not move and she would not move. But lying still was cold comfort.

			“Yes. I can’t get up. Will you tell them?”

			“You’ll be in trouble.”

			“I’m sick. Tell them I’m sick.”

			Sophie smirked.

			“Sick are you? Sick to your stomach?”

			Minha nodded, and set off a stab of pain that had her clutch at her head.

			“Food poisoning? What a pity. I wonder…You’d best hope it was nothing you let the duc eat. Or you’ll be out of a job.”

			Sophie hitched up her skirt, turned on her heel, and left. Laughing, a sharp, mocking laugh that would have cut into Minha just a short while ago. Now, though, it had no power to hurt her. No power to even touch the surface of the well of hurt that she had fallen deep into.

			She gathered herself in. Closed her eyes. Hated the inside of her own head. She focused on what she could hear, trying to leave her screaming body, her nightmarish mind, by concentrating on the sounds that began around her. The château waking. The clatter of a dustpan and brush. A spoon against a copper in the kitchen. The howl of a hound somewhere not too far beyond the walls. Water, being drawn for the washstands. Footsteps in the corridor. Footsteps overhead. Voices, barking orders, chattering intimacies. It grew, in number and variety, the sound world about her, and it pulled her out and away from herself. Made it possible to lie there, tightly held, waiting for time to pass without absolute, breath-battering agony. Almost made it possible.
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Chapter 26

			She held still there, all that day, as snow gathered in an icy smile at the back room’s small round window. While the world continued, whirled about her. While her world continued, unrecognizable, ghastly, within her. Her thoughts scrabbled about, searching for a foothold, some way to begin the ascent out of such depths.

			No one disturbed her. Which was a blessed relief. Which was unremitting hell. She expected a messenger, forcing her to her post. In over four months, the duc had not put a morsel in his mouth that she had not tasted first. Surely, he would demand she get up—he would be panicked, he would be furious? But he did not come himself, of course, down to the back room of the laundry. Nor did he send someone.

			The duc was not bothered that day by her absence. He seemed to allow this break in concern for his person. She could only be glad of it. Even though glad was no longer in her vocabulary.

			She found out it had been an unusual day upstairs. A happy day. In among the duc’s many happy days, this one stood out. Not just a regular day of leisure, fine food, pleasure. No, something out of the ordinary. The healing of a long hurt. The restoration of a part of himself that had been missing. The return of a beloved and much-missed brother.

			Or at least those were the words that Matthieu used.

			“That’s exactly how he put it, the duc. Gustave said so. Just like that, word for word. There’s to be a party tomorrow night, with everyone invited.”

			Matthieu put down the tray with soup and bread he had brought to Minha. Trailing a plume of steam, holding warmth, if only she could reach it. He looked pleased with himself, gratified to be the one to bring news. Everywhere else in the château he would not have been so listened to. Not have been heard with such tense attention, such wide, startled eyes.

			“But…but I thought the duc’s brother was dead. I thought…” She stopped, noticed her heart was making an attempt to escape her chest, struggled to continue. A miraculous arrival, just last night? Could it be? What had she thought? Or had she—willfully, madly—not been thinking? “I thought that he had gone far away, died overseas somewhere?”

			“Well, he did go overseas. There was a rift. Duc Nicolas threw him out. And later there was some letter, proclaiming him dead. It was the younger brother’s joke, it seems; he wanted to make his brother sorry. He always was a one, always resented his brother’s title. They were regularly at each other’s throats, apparently. Mostly over money—the younger brother burned through his inheritance before he got old enough to know better, and Duc Nicolas was always bailing him out. But that’s nothing between brothers, or at least it is nothing now. At the time there was also some woman they were fighting over. The younger brother got her—he’s the handsome one of the two. And the duc didn’t like that, told him to leave.”

			Minha laid her head back down, paused a moment. It might not be him, just a coincidence of timing. One man disappears, another arrives.

			“So he is married, the younger brother, in some foreign land. And now just visiting, with his lady?”

			“No, the lady didn’t want him once he’d been cast out of the family fold. She wasn’t interested in penury, even with such a charmer. He’d no notion of how to support himself, enjoyed others’ hospitality for as long as they’d have him, and then fell on hard times, from the stories he’s telling!”

			Minha cast clouded eyes at the ceiling. Found her head was too heavy to lift. Too full of unwanted thoughts.

			“They are friends again, then?” she managed.

			“Oh yes, the duc’s got his duchesse now, hasn’t he? So, it’s all fine by him.”

			“And the younger brother? Why has he returned?”

			“For forgiveness.”

			“Forgiveness…” Her stomach roiled. What was forgivable? And what wasn’t? “What for?”

			“Seems he took it hard, being banished. Didn’t see why his older brother got to be called duc.”

			Minha wrapped shivering arms tight around her belly. Her body seemed to be rebelling, trying to escape itself, without success. She was all too aware of the wave of pain gathering itself.

			“And now?”

			“Lately, he got to hear about his brother having a family, and thought that might have mellowed him, thought he might be willing to have him back. Decided he was quite happy to be the younger brother after all. ‘Better than nothing, better than starving,’ he said. You should have heard the laughter, from both of them—the duc and Master Alexandre.”

			The name was, of course, not a surprise. The name was expected by then. Nonetheless it crashed through her, then, that wave. Of course he was noble, brother to a duc, natural inhabitant of the upstairs halls and chambers of Bellefalaise. He was up there as the next wave gathered, and a wild shudder broke through her. Eyes spinning to the open door, she clutched the mat she lay on, to stop herself from grabbing her few things and racing out, running in terror from this place.

			But, she told herself, aristocrat that he was, he would never come belowstairs. He would not deign to do so. No, she would be left alone here; the stairs were a form of protection. And until she could stand—which was impossible now, impossible in such pain—she could not exactly run.

			She must work on being able to stand. Walk. Then run.

			There it was; the foothold she had been searching for among her thoughts. Fury.

			She looked unseeing at the food Matthieu had brought her, then managed to focus on him looking down at her, with something not unlike kindness in his eyes. She must try to eat, although her alien body was not asking for food. Her thoughts reminded her she was unlikely to stand, ever, if she didn’t get around to eating.

			“Thank you, Matthieu, for the soup.”

			“Sorry you’re poorly. Soup’s good when you’re poorly. I’d best get back to the sink; there are still supper dishes need doing.”

			She watched him go, then managed to shift and sit up, her back against a dresser full of sheets. It was dark again already, and she was grateful for the half-light. It expected less of her, somehow, as she tried to remain alive, than sunshine might have done.

			She cast her eyes at the ceiling again, and a shiver convulsed her, trailing more pain in its wake. She pulled in a deep breath, remembering the fury, the harnessing of it she intended, and then dragged the tray toward her. An earthenware bowl filled with a thick milky soup, a torn-off hunk of bread. A little pile of salt, a crack of pepper, on the plate next to the bread. That was kind of Matthieu. He could be kind, when he didn’t have Sophie at his back. He didn’t care, but he could be kind. What kind of soup? She sniffed the air, could sense nothing. Potato, probably, from the look of it. There were other pale, cream-colored soups. A fine Spanish one made of almonds. A velouté of white asparagus. But that wasn’t what they’d be bringing her. To taste, for sure, but not to eat.

			She reached for the spoon. Her hand was shaking, clanked against the side of the bowl.

			She had no idea what soup it was. Not when it was in the bowl, nor when she managed a shaky spoon to her lips, nor on her tongue. Nor after she had swallowed, had suffered the first food or drink since…Since. She reached for the flavor. Searched for it. She felt the heat of it. No longer scalding, thanks to Matthieu’s chatter. She felt the texture—a mushy puree, occasional lumps, the more fibrous chew of a parsley stalk. She could have sworn it was potato soup. She did swear. Out loud, with a hollow sob. But she did not know; she could not tell. She refilled her spoon, topped it with pepper, with salt. The salt was there! She got that, just on her tongue, the presence of it. And the pepper, the heat of it, maybe—but it was flat, nothing aromatic. No aroma. No smell.

			She dropped the spoon with a clatter. Grabbed the bread. Still warm. Stuffed her nose into it. Searching for the scent of bread, warm from the oven, that had been with her all her days, that grounded her. Nothing. Her nose was stuffed into a soft, warm blank space. She tore at the bread with her teeth. Crunch, chew, tongue finding the crusty edge, the tender crumb.

			No flavor.

			Heart thudding, a sweat across her brow, her upper lip, down her spine, she put her fingers to the wet and earth and dried wine at her chest, and then to her mouth. She licked them, sucked them. She could not taste the dirt, the filthy iron tang of the wine, her own fear, her own blood, her own skin. She could taste nothing, smell nothing.

			She gripped the mattress, gripped herself. Found a panic that was too big to allow. She looked about her, but her eyes felt inadequate. She had no sense of things. She groped, in the sense-dark, with her rising panic. Groping as though all the light had gone.

			She was absolutely untethered. Like a cat without whiskers. She was surrounded by an unnatural silence, no matter how she pricked up her ears; her world was now muffled and unnavigable.
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Chapter 27

			A Peach

			Great Tidebrook, Kent, 1899

			She had lived in the countryside ten years by then, that bright and blue-skied market day. Ten years and then some. Ten years learning the ways of the countryside, of the kitchen garden, of her grandparents. Her grandfather’s languages, spoken and unspoken.

			Her grandfather was loading crates with produce from a record August harvest onto the back of the Great Tidebrook cart, bound for the market on the coast at Folkestone.

			“Fèves, haricots verts, betteraves, groseilles…”

			“I’ll bring you back a sea fish.” He smiled, then paused. “Tu dois rester avec ta grandmère.”

			Martha couldn’t spare Minha, but she would have liked to go with her grandfather. To see the market and the sea. Maybe to see a boat, like the one he had sailed in on all those years ago. To see another building, beyond the cottage, the oast house, Great Tidebrook.

			London was long past, and Minha’s mother didn’t come back anymore. She had made it for Christmas the first couple of years. Then she missed a year. Sent her a book of fairy tales instead, expanding Minha’s library to two volumes, alongside the well-thumbed French phrase book. Then Minha turned ten, and surely she was grown up enough now to manage without her? She managed, and she stayed with Martha, who didn’t go anywhere, and didn’t like Minha to, either.

			Today, she wasn’t too sorry to stay at home. The cart was being driven by Billy.

			“We’ll not be too late, love,” said her grandfather, climbing into the cart. “There’s a stash of blackberries we’ve not yet got to, across the orchard. If you’ve time.”

			“Pick some for me, will you?” Billy added with a wink.

			Minha took a step back away from the cart, away from his swinging hand.

			“No? Give us a smile then,” he added, and blew her a kiss. “You know you want to. Sourpuss.”

			

			—

			There was shade from a sun getting hotter by the half hour, in the orchard, and under the high oaks that grew on the far side, sheltering the plumpest blackberries. Sore fingers and lips were soon stained inky from the sweet, earthy fruit. There were more than she could eat, and Armand would like to follow his fish with a blackberry and apple pie. She knew the right pastry recipe, a good and crumbly one that Mrs. Pomfrey had taught her, that would be perfect.

			

			—

			It was a fine pudding, no doubt. Dark juices staining golden edges, haloed by ambrosial aromas of oven-mellowed berries and sweet-buttered pastry. Minha brought it to the table herself, flushed from the heat of the stove and hesitant pride.

			Her grandfather dug his spoon straight in.

			“Wonderful!” he said. “I’ve never tasted finer. And cooked especially for me. I can die happy now.”

			A warm glow spread through her at his pleasure. She picked up the spoon to help herself.

			“Wait a moment, love.”

			Armand stood and indicated to her to follow him outside, where the light was just beginning to mellow toward night.

			“I’ve something for you.”

			He reached down into soft hay in the empty market crates and lifted something, with gentle fingers. He turned his hand, held it toward her. And there, nestled in his palm, was a soft and downy globe.

			“A peach.”

			Did it glow like that from within, or was it the sunset? Rose-gold, rose-tinted. It was soft to the touch. Like rabbit fur. Like young skin. Like a peach. A perfect peach.

			“There was a boat just in, from France.”

			“From France? Like the one you came on?”

			“Just like.” He nodded.

			“It’s perfect!”

			He laughed. “You haven’t eaten it yet.”

			“I know, though.”

			There was a rumbling from inside, a shifting chair.

			“I’d best go in to your grandmother. Keep the stone, Min, will you?”

			She sat on the sun-dried earth, her back to the brick wall. Away from the scents of supper. Her nose filled only with the myriad green smells of a garden at dusk in late summer, and the promise of her peach. She lifted it to her nose, her cheek. If she could have done, she would have preserved that moment for all time, that peach.

			She bit into it, unhurried, reverent. It was warm to the stone, its white flesh pearly with juice. Juice ran joyous down her chin. Too juicy to contain. It was honeyed, sweet and sharp, fragrant with tender ripeness, with the sea breeze that had whisked it to her, with the sun-drenched garden on the Mediterranean in which it had grown. It was a flavor to etch deep among her deeply etched taste memories. Startling in its purity, its call to a far-off tree, its link to a near and precious love. She sucked the stone clean.

			They took the stone with them when they set out next morning to the shaded far side of the orchard, where the overlooked blackberries thrived, and alongside the hop garden, whose bines snaked light green and laden up its corridors of poles.

			“They’ll start picking in a week or so,” said Armand, pointing uphill toward the oast house, its redbrick walls and conical hat ready to receive the crop. “The hop pickers are gathering.”

			Minha poked her nose around a tree trunk. She breathed in the spiced scent of the hops, the familiar annual visitor, whose appearance was something she looked forward to, along with the raggle-taggle bright colors of the pickers’ tents.

			“Now, where shall we plant our tree?”

			Her grandfather was circling, moving farther to the edge of the orchard, where a wave in the hedgerow created a hidden corner. “I like this spot—it’s away from view.”

			The earth was already warm when they dug into it, stirring up wafts of damp-mud air.

			“They take years, you know that.”

			“Of course, Grandpa.”

			“The climate might not be right. Peach trees I knew as a boy drank in the sun.”

			“It’s sunny here now.”

			“And even once we’ve a tree, it’ll be a long while till we’ve any fruit.”

			She nodded.

			“If we’ve any fruit.”

			He could be cynical as he liked, but she could see the pleasure, the excitement, adding extra brightness to the blue of his eyes.

			They planted the stone, covered it with earth, then set off back to the cottage. Minha glanced back, to the corner where the would-be peach tree lay unseen, and willed it into existence.
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Chapter 28

			Bellefalaise, 1900

			She did not tell anyone, could not explain. How do you explain something as intangible as taste, or the lack of it? How do you explain the loss of the most vibrant part of yourself? How do you explain the loss of yourself? But she still had a job to do, even though she could no longer do it. The duc and his brother had banquets to host, friends to entertain. The footman standing guard over the kitchens had disappeared. The belowstairs interrogations had stopped. Perhaps the duc had at long last noticed that there was no recurrent danger. Perhaps his thoughts were now happily occupied with other things. But either way, the chefs expected her at her post; no one had seen fit to dismiss the poison taster. No one had taken that upon themselves—yet.

			So she shuffled from the sleeping mat to the tasting table. Between bare walls and hostile stares. She remained at her post, the tasting room halfway up the stairs. Lifting a fork. The room’s isolation from above and below was, this time, a gift. It gave her time to breathe, time to gather her thoughts. Gather her strength.

			She battled with an undercooked turnip, a great sense of the surreal, and profound loss. She went through the motions, lifting colorless nothings made of temperature and texture. Hot or cold, slippery or crispy. To her mouth. Her poor, battered, confused, and silent mouth. They brought her the next dish, pork rillettes, and the next, a frangipane tart. They brought her the next meal, supper, and the next, the following day’s breakfast. They brought her Tuesday’s food, and Wednesday’s food, and all-the-days-of-the-week food. And on, and again.

			A single silent thing nourished her; no less sweet for the fact that it was hers alone. Chef Jacques could no longer abuse her with the rowdy cacophony of his overblown food. The knowledge of this, the relief from that particular and relentless attack, served as precious internal armor, and she held to it. She performed her job—the job that she could no longer do. She put fork after fork to her lips, knit her brows as if in concentration, nodded her head, waved them on. She performed. A grand and exhausting performance. And she crawled down the stairs at night, copied the others at staff supper. She stayed in the half-life she was now living.

			At night, she no longer dealt with the outdoors. If the moat was a snow-muffled grave, it didn’t concern her. She crawled under her blanket. Under the shawl whose blotched and faded color, whose soft touch, was now the only thing that kept her connected to anything of herself. That, and her memories. She constructed a fragile armor out of the memory of spices and a fresh peach. Scant protection as she crashed nightly into a world of vile and violent nightmares. Until the sun forced her into it all again.

			She couldn’t last. It couldn’t last. It didn’t.

			Sophie was prowling. Chef Jacques was prowling. At what point would they pounce? And would she build the strength to leave before she had to suffer that? To that end, she did eat. She forced her body to rest, even if her mind could not.

			They pounced in the kitchen corridor, one morning; Chef Jacques, and his laundress shadow. Within the corridor’s bare stone arch, patched with few windows, and pockets of gloom, no matter the time of day. Gustave was not far behind. It was his presence that worried Minha, his puzzled frown. That meant things had gone beyond the pair’s private hatred.

			“A broken wine bottle has been found, in the stables,” began the chef, a forefinger to her chest. “What do you say to that?”

			“There’s nothing to say it was her, Chef,” said Gustave, stepping forward, eyes back and forth between them. “It’s not illegal to drink wine. And the stable-hands work hard enough. If it was found in the stable, surely that rules her out?”

			“She slips out every night that way. I reckon the stable-hands are getting more than wine,” said Sophie, with a smirk.

			Minha was backed against a wall now, her legs threatening to give. She kept herself upright with palms pressed into the cold stone.

			“They’re welcome to her.” Chef’s gaze pulsed contempt, pulling her back to their encounter, eye to eye, that night. When he had been thick and slurry with wine, and she had been sullied with it. She let out an involuntary shudder. His hand flew up. Gustave caught it.

			“Come now,” said the sous-chef. “We don’t know she was over in the stables, and it might have been anyone’s wine.”

			“It was a bottle of the gamay ’79 laid down for the centennial celebrations. A very valuable wine, not exactly something you could pick up at the market. It must have been taken from here.”

			“And I’ve checked; they have seen her over at the stables. When they found the wine bottle, they found some other things.” Sophie held a pair of stockings high, her expression triumphant. “Stockings…I wonder why she would shed her stockings?”

			Minha’s, the woolen pair. The ones she had asked for, to keep Alexandre’s feet warm.

			Alexandre…Her stomach gripped at the memory of him. Tears started at the memory of what he had been to her. She bit them back. They were no help. She looked beyond Chef, who all but blocked out the light, to Gustave. He moved a little closer.

			“Did you take this bottle of wine?” It was not unkindly said.

			There was no denying it. She hadn’t known it was valuable, but she had taken it.

			“Yes,” she said, her voice a strange betrayal of herself.

			“You understand, I am sure, that we cannot have theft. We cannot have drunkenness.”

			“I…I didn’t drink it.”

			Their six eyes pinned her further into the wall. Four of them hard, glaring, savoring the moment. Two of them puzzled, perhaps disappointed.

			“I…There was…” She stopped, stalled. As her senses were muted, so was she. There was nothing she could say. No reason she could give for why she had stolen the wine, or for whom, without exposing herself to far greater censure. Nor for the discarded stockings. Without sharing the thing that would not be believed, would further damage her. This time she was unable to bite back her tears. One welled heavy, escaped, and rolled down her cheek. She dared not move to wipe it clear. If she moved, lifted even one hand from where it pressed into the wall behind her, she would collapse.

			“I’m going upstairs,” said Chef Jacques.

			“There’s no need; they have all but forgotten about her since the duc’s brother arrived. It won’t be long before she can quietly go on her way,” said Gustave.

			Perhaps he had read her mind.

			“Yes, please, I will leave.” She pulled herself up, felt her head swim, nausea threaten. “Soon…very soon.”

			“She has admitted to taking the wine,” said Chef Jacques, addressing only his sous-chef, his voice raised.

			“One bottle. The cellars won’t run dry,” replied Gustave, acknowledging Minha with a nod.

			“Nonetheless, it is theft. I will tell the head butler later, when I’ve finished service.”

			Chef Jacques turned and headed back toward the kitchen. Sophie followed. Gustave paused a moment, looking at Minha, not unkindly.

			“It would have been better if you hadn’t taken that wine.”

			Another tear fell; she shouldered it away, then held still. She knew. Yes, she knew with her whole body—what was left of it that she could call her own. She knew just what a chain of disaster she had pulled down on her head when she had picked up that bottle of wine.

			“It would also be better if Chef did not spread the word upstairs,” he added. “There is nothing to be gained from disruption among the staff here. But you were, anyhow, coming to the end of your time here, I think.”

			She nodded.

			“Good. That’s for the best. Pull yourself together now and get to the tasting room. It isn’t long till lunch service. Most of the household are assembled, and the duc is hosting a luncheon, with his brother.”
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Chapter 29

			He was up there. And even if she was entirely convinced that he would never deign to descend the stairs, she must focus on gathering the strength to run. Even if she had not been, all but officially, given her marching orders. Yet over those weeks she seemed to be getting weaker, not stronger. Her body wasn’t happy. Her body rebelled. It demanded a bucket and rejected the food that had passed into it too silently, with so little declaration of itself. So little joy.

			She was crouching over the bucket, in the back corner of her tasting room. Hoping the sickness would ebb before they started arriving with the lunch dishes. Losing the little she had managed to eat at breakfast, losing more of her insides. Was it possible to lose so much? If they opened her up, would they find only nothing? No matter that there was nothing. Her body heaved, turned in on itself, convulsed a vile nothing out into the bucket. She tucked a dark curl that had fallen forward, away from a sticky cheek. Preparing to stand—she thought it had passed now—she turned her head toward the door.

			Alexandre was standing there, tall and high, blocking out the corridor beyond. His gold hair, the stripe of patterned waistcoat visible where his jacket hung open, his now well-nourished skin, a rainbow of color against the gray of her small, invaded room. Her heart raced while her blood ran cold; her breath wouldn’t come. She gulped. Still nothing. She struggled to her feet, tried to scrape the bucket behind her with a foot, and stood, lightheaded, unmoving. Eyes fixed on him.

			He came in, closed the door behind him, and lounged against her tasting table, an amused sneer curling his lip.

			“That’s not much of a compliment to the chef now, is it? He doesn’t like you either, it seems…Ah, but I remember, you never did much like his food.”

			He swung a leg back and forth, barked out a laugh. It vibrated off the walls of her cell.

			“Shall I tell him? Poor Chef Jacques, I’m not sure his ego would recover from the blow of your poor opinion.”

			His smile faded, his eyes hard as they raked over her. Minha swayed, her balance shaky, all too aware of how small the space was between them. She took a step back, hitting the wall behind her.

			“You understand why I’m paying you this little visit in your lair.”

			He jumped away from the table, eating up the gap between them. A sweat broke out on Minha’s upper lip, and sticky under her arms. She pressed herself still further into the wall, felt her backbone hard against the bricks. Could she reach for her knife without it catching his attention?

			“My brother doesn’t need you anymore; he is no longer dwelling on some unseen threat, and is altogether in a happier frame of mind. He’s delighted to have me back—the past is forgiven. I have mended my profligate ways, and he is filled with warmth and affection. I don’t imagine he will want you to dance attendance for much longer; your novelty has certainly faded. And he is amply entertained by the stories of my exciting travels.”

			Alexandre winked, putting a finger to the side of his nose. Minha shuddered. He shrugged in amusement.

			“Yes, my travels. Which account for the state of me.”

			He flicked at the old black jacket he was wearing, smiled.

			“His tailors are working around the clock to return me to finery. It’s rather nice, I must say, to be treated like the prodigal returned. I’d like to keep it that way. And you present something of a liability, knowing rather too much about what I have actually been doing these last months.”

			“You weren’t so sure of being well received, were you?” she said, between gritted teeth. “And so visibly no longer welcomed by anyone else. You waited for me to feed you back to something more human, didn’t you?”

			“Which leaves me almost fond of you. He is oddly rather fond of you, too, my sentimental brother. In a short while he will call you up to entertain our lunch guests, and to show you off to me. He thinks to impress me with you. Thinks I will be thrilled to meet his poison taster.” He paused. “I thought you might have made yourself scarce. But no…” He raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised you’re still here.”

			Why was she still there? She was strong enough now to go, even if only just.

			“I suppose you don’t have anywhere else to go. I do know what that feels like, don’t forget. And don’t think I am ungrateful.”

			He leaned a hand on the wall alongside her head, pinning her there with a hank of her hair. His other hand traced the curve of her cheek. Traced a curve of shock, that scorched into her, jolting her forward. She hit his cheek with a ringing slap, then recoiled from even that contact. Her scalp burned where she had wrenched her hair from his grasp.

			“You little witch.” His voice was guttural, hot with fury. One hand held to his cheek, the other reached for her. She blocked his arm with her own, grabbing the sleeve of his jacket to hold him off.

			“Get away from me.” Her voice was a rasp, quiet but knife-sharp.

			His eyes flaring, he pulled in closer. Hot breath hit the side of her cheek. She was grateful, profoundly grateful, that she could not smell him. Her stomach threatened, nonetheless. She swung at him with her free hand, her other still tight on his jacket sleeve. He blocked her, gripping her wrist, then quickly dropped it.

			“Don’t flatter yourself.” He grimaced. “He’ll forget about you soon, then you’ll be out of my hair. But in the meantime, you just remember, that if you make trouble for me…” He ducked, tried to twist out of her grip. Her fist was tight; her grasp on his sleeve felt like the only thing keeping that arm at bay. He twisted again, growling, shrugged himself out of his jacket, and flung it at her. Loomed over her for a moment in his shirtsleeves, then lunged for the door.

			“You hear me. If you make trouble…then I will not be so polite.”

			He ducked out of the room, the slam of the door vibrating through her. She slid to the floor, boneless. A great, jagged wave of terror rocked through her. She wanted to cry out, but silence gripped her and she remained dry-eyed. Her body only allowed her one outlet, and not one she could control. Her insides rebelling, heaving, she grabbed for the bucket.

			

			—

			She was to go upstairs, he said. How on earth was she to parade the mysterious brilliance of a palate that was so comprehensively absent? Or charm the assembled company with a body and spirit so broken? She took the steps as slowly as she dared. They had not even given her time to change into the upstairs dress. Just family today, and impatient, they were. Impatient for her to entertain them. How could she stand under scrutiny in this state? Under Alex’s glare. What on earth awaited her?

			The woman in the portrait knew. Minha saw her, felt her. She was softly glowing there. Eyes wide. Looking out for her.

			The party was seated at a single long table this time. The width of the room, and set out one-sided, with Alexandre seated at the very center, flanked by the others, including his brother and the duchesse. Servants stood still, watchful, to either side, Chef Jacques among them. The children were absent, and with them their merriness. The assembled company were lined up with the prodigal at its center. Like a painting of the Last Supper. It felt like hers.

			“Come in, my little poison taster.”

			It was the duc who spoke. Alexandre just looked at her, down his elegant white nose.

			“Here she is, brother. None of the others have one. And I tell you, she’s remarkable.”

			The duc had never used her name, not since the first day she arrived at the château. No doubt he’d forgotten it as soon as it was given. Reducing her to the role she played, the use she was to him. He was smiling, at least. Alexandre acknowledged his brother’s comment with so slight a nod it would have made her laugh, if she wasn’t so close to tears. And having to grit her teeth together to stop them from chattering, or herself from throwing up.

			“We thought we’d play one of our games. Give my brother a taste of what you’re capable of. How about that?”

			He wasn’t really asking, but a response seemed expected. She nodded. It was all she could trust herself to do. The duc reached out to lift the bright silver cloche from the tray the servant had placed in front of him. She had thought it was a dish for their lunch, perhaps the first of their dishes. But before he could lift it, the duchesse darted a hand across in front of Alexandre and swiped the duc’s hand away.

			“Wait, she mustn’t see.”

			Alexandre laughed, at how close his brother had been to spoiling the game. The duc crossed his arms and sat back grinning, good humor unimpaired. The guests on either side of them echoed one, or the other. The duchesse jumped up from the table toward Minha, spooling a length of fabric from within her sleeve. Minha couldn’t find enough breath in the room, despite the high ceilings, the windows open to the bright winter day. Her legs failed her, and she sank into the chair that had been placed behind her. She would have preferred to remain standing.

			She could see everything. The flight, of a bird, over a far-off oak. The smallest scrap of orange-colored paper on a high beam, left over from the New Year’s party decorations. The rhythm of the regiment of gilded cutlery, in waiting for the meal she supposed would follow her humiliation. Chef Jacques’s white-clad bulk. The winter light silvering Alexandre’s hair, a bead of sweat on his unblemished brow. A chaos of embroidered roses on the duchesse’s dress as she reached her.

			She could see nothing. As the duchesse then swept the fabric about her eyes, and stood behind her, securing it tight. A determined silken muffling into darkness. Reducing everything to the slight shift of warmth of the woman’s arms, her laugh of pleasure, of self-satisfaction. To the pressure of Minha’s own body into each stitch and wrinkle of her dress, caught between her body and the wood of the chair. To the wave of brooding presence speaking in breaths, coughs, and hushes in front of her. To the hectic racing of her lungs and heart.

			The duchesse’s footsteps retreated. Her chair was pulled back. There was a rustle of silks as she sat. For a moment Minha was entirely adrift, almost alone. She wished that she were.

			“Right, may I lift it now? May we start?”

			The assembled company laughed at a duc asking for permission, at his humble acknowledgment of his earlier misstep. There was a ripple of interest as the silver cloche rang its lifting, to reveal what lay underneath.

			“Boy?” Footsteps, presumably one of the servants. “Take this to her.” And then louder, projected at her, the duc’s voice. “We’ve got a few things. You just taste and tell us what they are. Simple.”

			Minha nodded, unable to smile. Perhaps they would not expect smiling of her. It was fine for her to look intent, serious about her task, surely? The footsteps stopped in front of her.

			“On the plate.” The servant’s voice was low.

			She groped for the plate, then the object on it. She felt the servant move out of the way in the shift of air. So she could not see, but she would be seen, as she put this thing in her mouth. It was small, no wider than her thumb. It was round-ish, crisp-ish, cool-ish. A slick surface. It broke into juice under her teeth, and there were hard, crunchable bits in the center.

			“A grape.” Her voice was small, internal. She tried again, pushed her voice toward the unseen audience. “A grape.”

			Clapping then, a slap or two. On a back, on the table?

			“Yes, good. That one was easy. But she’s good, isn’t she, Alex? We’ve had such fun with her.”

			She could not see any reply, and there was none to hear. She gripped the sides of the chair. Waiting. There was no chance she would be allowed to succeed that easily.

			“Open your mouth.” It was the servant again.

			He was in front of her at least, shielding her in that moment from the rest of the crowd. As she opened her mouth to him, all unknowing, as he placed who knew what on her tongue. Only the servant saw that, at least. She closed her mouth quickly, as she felt the servant move away again.

			There was a lump of something on her tongue. It was smooth-surfaced, or mostly. It was a little waxy, a little creamy. Perhaps butter? But that was yielding. More so than this. Her thoughts raced through the years, the tastes, the textures attached to those tastes. For clues. For some way to identify this. It was new to her, she thought. Unctuous, as it melted in the rising heat of her. Some harder fat, now giving way. Goose fat? Pork fat? Neither had this body. What on earth was it? Her upper lip was wet with sweat. Her silken binding pressed at her eyes, sticking now to her damp brow. Her head was manic, running too quickly to catch a single rational thought. Slow down. Breathe. Ah, perhaps…

			“Chocolate.”

			“Yes!” The duchesse was whooping, the duc I-told-you-so-ing.

			Minha breathed out. It had been worth a guess. It was all guessing now. But Chef had peacocked his acquisition of some fine eating chocolate a couple of weeks ago. Not that any of them had been allowed to taste it. Not even her. Perhaps now she never would. She steadied herself. It must taste like the chocolate they drank, and she had sipped that, for the duc, every morning she had been at the château.

			The servant was there again.

			“There are three spoons on this plate; take each in turn. I’ll stand to your left.”

			Three spoons, three at once. What were they foisting on her now? She fumbled and clattered, silver on bone china, lifted each to her mouth, which felt dry, lost. They each felt the same, these unknown foods, the weight of each spoon, the texture on her lips.

			The wall of unseen humans that faced her seemed restive, a buzz of chatter and shift. Her head swooped within her, as if trying to unseat her, losing her any sense of where she was. One hand gripped the chair, the other tried the spoons again. Soft, soft, soft. Paste, paste, paste. A slight graininess, only just detectable by the tongue. On one, two, three. Nothing further to be learned from swallowing, and swallowing, and swallowing. Could they have given her three spoons of the same thing? And what was it? The moments slipped by, marked out by too-fast breath and chest-banging heartbeats. Her main sensation was now the damp spreading under her arms, down her back. The cold where the chill room found it. And the sense that she must flee, or she would faint. Slip from the chair as the anonymous stuff slipped down her throat.

			“What is it, then? What do you think? We are waiting.”

			There was an edge to the duc’s voice. Then there was a short bark of dismissive laugh that she would have recognized anywhere. That punctured her paralysis.

			“Honey,” she said. She was guessing. But it was sticky and paste-like and the duc kept his own bees. He was proud of them, might have picked honey for that reason.

			The duchesse whooped again, clapping. At least, Minha thought the clap came from her. The whoop was less emphatic, this time.

			“Good, yes, honey. But which was the honey? And what kind of honey? Do all three, in order.”

			Her hand was shaking. There was little left on each spoon to make the attempt with. She was trembling so violently she could hear the wooden legs of her chair chatter against the floor tiles.

			“Honey, more honey.” She wouldn’t put it past them to put the duc’s honey, and then someone else’s, so they could crow that his was better. How on earth would she tell which was which? The last sample felt a little cooler on her lips. “Fromage frais.”

			The sound of a chair scraping back. It threw her back and out of hers.

			“No, that’s not right at all!” It was a howl of irritation. The duc banged down his fist. “Get out of here.”

			Minha staggered from the table, pulling at her mask, attempting to get her bearings. It revealed a room of disapproval.

			“What was it, then?” asked Alexandre. All the assembled company were craning to see, except Alexandre, who was looking at her, his mouth set between amusement and a sneer.

			“Apricot jam, Dijon mustard, and the last one was honey, lavender honey,” replied the duc. “I was looking forward to her getting the lavender part right. She can usually manage far more complicated things. Chef has enjoyed the challenge.”

			“Perhaps she’s lost her touch,” said Chef Jacques, with unmistakable pleasure.

			“A poison taster who can’t even taste the difference between jam and mustard? Pretty useless,” said Alexandre.

			“Evidently,” replied Chef Jacques, now close by the duc and his brother.

			“I always thought it was an odd party trick. Wonder how she did it. You’ve caught her out now, Nicolas,” said the duchesse.

			“Yes, but…” replied the duc.

			“Have another glass of wine,” she replied, placing a hand on his arm.

			Minha was at the door. They didn’t bother to watch her leave, to notice how she stumbled. She was through the door, and closed it, leaned back against it to stop from falling. Thrust sweat-damp hair out of her eyes, blinking back full sight.

			The portrait was still in darkness, but she could make her out now, the woman, her friend. She was inscrutable. No longer available to Minha. Her dress was drained of even the vestiges of color. Deeply dark. As if in mourning. Of course, she must be in mourning.

			There was no one else in the hallway. They must all be inside, dancing attendance on the duc, or downstairs, preparing the lunch. She would have to go below. She would have to cross the hall, make it down, collect anything she had left in her tasting room. Into which he had stalked that morning.

			There was no more possibility of waiting. She must leave. She had wanted to, of course. But she had hoped for a plan, some sense of something to go toward. Well, no matter, the end result was the same. She rallied herself forward onto the balls of her feet, and with an unsteady tread, walked away from that door.

			Chef Jacques caught up with her in the kitchen corridor. Gustave was with him, one of the upper house servants too. They flanked him as he filled the space, the preparation of that day’s lunch just finished, sent on upstairs, without its customary visit to her tasting table. Sophie was visible in cracks between the men. The news of Minha’s disgrace, her dismissal, must have spoken its way to them, somehow. She hadn’t seen any of the servants leave the dining hall ahead of her. Perhaps they had, while she was blinded. Perhaps the walls had ears.

			Chef Jacques was eight foot of strut and pomposity. But Chef Jacques was, even multiplied by his minions, small fry, meaningless. She regretted her earlier tears. The chef was without the power to hurt her now. Now that she knew fully, unequivocally, what hurt was. Minha lifted her chin and stepped toward her unwelcoming committee, without acknowledging their stares.
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Chapter 30

			The laundress did not follow Minha as she ducked into the laundry room, then reemerged, a bundle over one shoulder. Sophie hung at Chef Jacques’s side, and they watched Minha go. She didn’t look at them; she didn’t need to. She could feel their contempt at the back of her, their triumph. They thought they had won. The world, it seemed, thought it had won. She turned at that thought, stopped. Lifted her voice so that all around could hear her.

			“You know, Chef, I can’t say I’ll miss your fussy, oversalted food. And the cloves in that fruitcake, a mistake: you used so much, it tasted like perfume. Try cinnamon instead…and just a small pinch.”

			She turned quickly then, took the few steps down toward the doorway two at a time. Away from the growl behind her, from Sophie’s mollifying tones. She was quicker than them, but she wouldn’t put it past them to try.

			She left with almost nothing more than she arrived with. The one dress she had on, her knife, her two books. Her scarf, her father’s ghost. But her scarf failed to provide adequate protection from the blast of sharp air as she left the building, failed to still her shivering. It was flimsy and worn, and wearing thinner. So, with something between a sob and a laugh, she pulled Alexandre’s jacket around her as she grabbed her things. She couldn’t afford to reject her reluctant ownership of it.

			She left via the front gate, the grand archway, through which she had not passed since the day she arrived. It had swallowed her up then, like a giant, elaborately carved mouth. It closed its teeth, kept her in, until it made up its mind that it didn’t like the taste of her, and spat her out. Now tasteless.

			She walked the long sandy lane that dropped away from the château, through biting wind, under sharp winter sun, on legs that still did not wish to support her. She moved mechanically, limbs working as their joints allowed them to, with fury as her fuel. She made it down the hill by automatic motion, by gravity. She paused a moment at the bend in the lane, at the point after which the lane would drop toward the village and the château would disappear from view. There she turned, and looked back. At the high ivory towers, the curves and spires and filigree. At the picture-book beauty of the place. They were idiots, that lived such ugly lives inside it. But she…she had tried to belong to the castle in the sky. Fool that she was. Fool.

			She turned her head away from the too-bright glare of it. The haughty stare of it. Tucked her arms about her, a small, cold hand stuffed under each armpit, and rocked back into motion.

			She pulled herself inward, turned her thoughts toward the lesser evils of the place. Toward the ill-conceived vanity of Chef Jacques’s dishes. She trod one rich, muddled dish of nonsense underfoot at every step. She thought of Sophie, vain, jostling for a position Minha had never coveted, and trod down her hissing asides. Sophie could have it all, with Minha’s pleasure. Each step was a relief, distance from ill will. Each step was agony, as her thoughts failed to keep her from the hope with which she had arrived. The parts of her she must now leave behind. She took a deep breath, rallied, strode on.

			A hollow laugh broke from her as she thought of the pleasure-loving duc. Now that the golden brother had returned to the fold, the duc would be in no danger of caring that she was no longer at his beck and call. Now that Alexandre was back, life was too sweet. His chef could continue to show off, and to freely fleece him. And Alexandre? Her throat caught on a sob.

			He must be gloating now. He hadn’t had to do a thing to get rid of her. Had she loved such a man?

			She quickened her step, clutching herself tighter. She felt the fine wool of his jacket against her palms, and bile rose in her throat. Her idiocy made her stomach constrict. The thought of him…It made the soul shudder within her, drop out, defeated, and seep into the dirt of the lane.

			Reaching the base of the hill, in sight of the clustered village buildings, the market square, she stopped. Where should she go? Should she slink through, get another boat? Perhaps, when she had gathered some strength, some intention. An entirely new land could be good. She pulled in a long breath. The earth breath of the base of the hill, driving out the last of the high-altitude hilltop air that had gone so spectacularly to her head, made her a fool. The earth breath grounded her, helped her. The houses down here were the same pale ivory, slate-topped, as the château. But they were plain, unadorned. They spoke as the dwellings they were. The market square was pale and wide, cobbled. Empty that afternoon. No evidence of the charabanc that would spring to life each market day, but for a lone paper bag that the wind pinned against a streetlamp, and the tattered dirty-green curl of a cauliflower leaf at her feet.

			The wind picked up then, propelling her with its force across the square toward the bakery. Not, she acknowledged with a pang, by the scent of the ovens, the baking bread. The tables that had been set out front on market day were not there today, the weather too inhospitable to sit outside. The wares in the window were scant, as most everyone did their marketing in the morning. So Minha could see right through to Camille at the counter, totting up, tidying. It made her halt, stand, and stare, arrested by the other woman, solitary as she was in her rightness, contained within her space. The shop was a plain space, a workaday space, and looked comfortable beyond imagining.

			She emitted no sound, but the older woman glanced up. Looked past her remaining loaves, a lone apple tart, and fixed on Minha. Her face opened, then dropped. Camille was across the shop, and out, and holding Minha by the shoulders, before she had completed a half breath.

			“There! There you are.”

			Minha let a wiry arm encircle her, allowed herself to be bustled inside. It was quiet, heavenly quiet after the wind.

			“But what…what has happened?”

			There was warmth, unbearable warmth, in Camille’s voice.

			“I was at the château, the duc…his brother…”

			“Yes, yes, I know. Matthieu told me about the brother’s return. But that’s not what I mean.”

			The older woman put a hand on each of Minha’s elbows, held her tight, held her back to look at her.

			“What has happened?”

			Minha opened her mouth to reply, did not see how she could say enough, did not see how she could say anything. She closed it again. Camille dropped her hands to Minha’s, enfolded them in hers.

			“Are you all right?”

			“Of course, yes, I’m fine.” She pushed her chin up, fought the catch in her voice. “The work came to an end. I didn’t want to stay longer.”

			The warmth of the other woman’s hands, the steady openness of her gaze, could not but be met. Camille held her gaze, eyes inquiring. Minha shook her head, and crumpled in front of her. The mechanics that had kept her in motion for the past hour, the past days and weeks, now failed.

			“There now,” the baker began, holding her up with words, with her grip around Minha’s waist. “There now. Some rest first, I think. Isn’t it lucky that the boy has left, only last week? There’s his bed free, for as long as you need it. And I’ve more work than I can manage without him. Too much, now that there seems to be a permanent party up at the château.” Camille paused; Minha had stumbled. “But you must know all about that. So, there’s a job now too, if…when you are up to it. But for now, you lie here.”

			She led her out through the shop, through the kitchens, into a small, plain room with a single bed. It had a tiled floor, like the kitchens, with only the bed in it, and a simple wooden chair. No window, but a door, with a small glass pane onto a little sheltered courtyard. A courtyard with a cherry tree, several pots of herbs, and an uninterrupted square of sky. Camille guided her to sit on the bed, lifted her legs up to lie her down. Covered her with a quilt: heavy, tattered, soft.

			“You can close your eyes in a moment, but let’s just ensure you’ve enough in your belly to sleep, shall we?”

			Minha lay still, pinned by the quilt and the other woman’s command. Not wanting to break the spell. The baker brought a drinking bowl, full of something steamy and milky. A hunk of bread, heavily crusted, still warm.

			“I will bring you something more this evening. But you are not to disturb yourself till morning.”

			“Thank you.”

			Camille was at the door back to the kitchens, but paused at those two small, struggled words, and smiled before disappearing.

			Minha ate and drank, allowing the warmth of the food and the other woman’s generosity to seep into her. She settled her head on the pillow. Closed her eyes, only to be assailed by images of the past days, snatched comments and sneers. By a nameless thing so much uglier that she snapped open her eyes, anchoring herself in the little room. Found solace in its plainness, in the unfamiliarity of it. There was kindness here. There was goodness here. Uncommon riches. Who needs a castle if you have a bakery and a friend?

			Maybe she could stay here, despite its proximity to the château. She was altogether hidden here. Could she not gather strength, from the welcome she had been offered, from plain food and plain work, from not being hated, rejected, mistrusted, used? Until she could decide to live again. Until she was capable of seeking somewhere, something, new for herself. After all, living alongside a baker was a coming home of sorts.

			The Strand bakery swam into her mind. Her beginning, and each day of her young childhood. But something eluded her: the scents she would have expected in the kitchens, snaking into her senses. That aromatic music that she could not help but long for. The soaring, simple glory of freshly baked bread. The chamber ensemble of butter and sugar, a caramelized apple. All were absent.

			But she did not miss the stifling rich jumble that she had endured at every Bellefalaise banquet. No, not one single meal had met her notion of a feast. She was safe from all that now, from that assault on her senses, and from the outside world altogether.
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Chapter 31

			Pea & Mint Soup

			Great Tidebrook, Kent, 1899

			It was too quiet when she woke. They had worked long and late the previous day, she and her grandfather. They had taken time to plant their peach. Young and old, they had rolled their shoulders and rubbed their sides, trailing hop scent as they went to their beds. But tired or no, aching or no, her grandfather was always up early. Up first. The sound of his ablutions, his shuffle across the kitchen, the muffled clunk of the front door, were her alarm clock. She was never far behind him. She didn’t like to be far behind him.

			But it was too quiet when she woke that morning.

			Ah, there was something. Movement. A creak on the stair downward. Minha tumbled into her dress, scraped her curls off her face, fists circling her eyes, and scrambled down the stairs. Then stopped, swallowed. Her grandmother was at the stove, kettle in one hand, the other rubbing her back. A lump began in Minha’s throat.

			“Grandpa?”

			Her grandmother, her features etched with exhaustion, nodded her head upward.

			“He’s in bed. Didn’t feel too good in the night.”

			“Oh.”

			Minha furrowed her brow, took a step toward the stair, then turned back to her grandmother.

			“I should go and fetch a doctor.”

			“That you will not,” replied Martha, features set. “He’d be right as rain before the doctor got here, and we can’t spare you. You’ll have to work for the both of you until Armand is up. Best go and ask him what needs doing.”

			Minha didn’t like to go into her grandparents’ room. She never had done, in all the years she’d been there. A hand stole up to her mouth as she knocked, but her heart eased a little when she heard her grandfather’s voice, ushering her in.

			“Look at me, such a lazybones.” He lifted himself up on an elbow, gave her a smile. “I should get up.” His eyes were softer, dimmer. He winced as he pushed himself to sit.

			“No, Grandpa,” she said, a catch in her voice betraying her. She began again, lighter. “I’m sure I can manage by myself today.”

			“I’ve no doubt you can. But still…”

			“Just tell me what’s what, and I’ll whip you up a soup besides.”

			He smiled, ran through the day’s tasks. He did not protest, did not try to get out of bed, and closed his eyes again. They were still closed when she left the room.

			She did all he asked of her. Not much. He had certainly not told her all that actually needed doing. But she knew what else to do, nonetheless. He would find everything in good order when he got up, got back out there. When.

			She put a broth on, perfuming the air with chicken bones and freshly boiled water, musky bay leaf, a couple of peppercorns. She would have checked on her grandfather, but her grandmother was upstairs. Instead, she went back outside and picked all the brightest new peas. She melted an onion with a corner of bacon. Filled the kitchen with those deeper notes, the warm, inviting scent of the beginnings of soup. Hoped it was curling its way up to the bedroom above. Nourishing. Promising. When the broth was ready, she added it to the pot, then a potato, for body, for comfort, then the peas, their sweet green freshness spreading, until the rest of it all was just the supporting cast in her layered and vibrant soup. Her grandmother came back down, took a bowl for herself without speaking. Her hands were slow, her face was missing something. Its usual irritation. No sharp look or word for Minha.

			“I’ll take it up to him?”

			Her grandmother nodded, returned to her own soup. Minha ladled out a generous bowlful to give to her grandfather. She wished she could give him more than the soup. Wished she could give him her sense of taste, so that when he ate, it would flood him, reach invigorating and richly flavored into every cell of him.

			She took the stairs, her focus on not spilling a drop.

			Opening the bedroom door, she almost dropped the bowl. Would have done, if the heavy drop of her heart hadn’t also tightened her shaking grip. Could a person get smaller in a day? Could a part of them slip away, even while they lay still?

			He opened his eyes as her tread reached close. His searching nostrils, the smile that grew as he smelled her offering, the gaze that was lit from deep within, soothed her a little. Not smaller. Never smaller. Too big a soul to ever be small. But quieter for now, burning with a gentler flame.

			“Is that for me?”

			Minha nodded. His voice sounded distant, his accent muddling his words more than usual. The lump in her throat returned, grew.

			“Pop it there.”

			She put the bowl on a low table alongside the bed, and he turned his face to it, breathed it in. As she knelt next to the bed, and picked up the spoon, he shifted a hand, laid it on hers, before she took it to the bowl.

			“It’s good. Really fine. I can tell.”

			A sob escaped her and a tear rolled down her cheek. She dashed it away, with the hand he wasn’t holding.

			“You are fine, Minha. You hear me?”

			“Yes.”

			She watched as he pulled her slight brown hand slowly to his pale gray cheek. Tried to give him a smile, not the fear that burned her insides. He let out a little laugh; a spark lit his eyes.

			“I’d like something—will you do it for me?”

			“Of course.”

			“Pick mint, the freshest leaves, and make your soup perfect.”

			She dipped her head; she understood. He gave her back her hand but then groped for something in the jacket that lay alongside him. His knife, his gardening knife. Wood-handled, the size of his palm, palm-molded from all the years of use, from its ever-presence in his hand.

			“Here.” He thrust it at her. “For the mint. For you.”

			She wanted to thrust it back at him. He never worked without it; the knife was never not in his pocket. She wanted him to pick his own mint. To eat the soup. To work. She wanted to throw her arms around him.

			Taking the knife, she jumped up and went down, and out, and to the kitchen garden. To their abundant mint patch, the result of their joint labors. She knelt, and put her nose deep within the plants, and selected the best, the freshest, the most tender leaves. Mint—grassy, sweet, and peppery, to adorn her grandfather’s soup.

			Her grandmother wasn’t at the table when she let herself back in. She wasn’t downstairs. Minha tried the door of the bedroom, the bunch of mint clutched in her other hand, but it didn’t give. There was something heavy against it on the other side, keeping it closed. There was no reply to her call, no sound. Just a shift of weight on the floor, the other side of the door. And then, as she retook the stairs, a low and snotty moan.

			Minha found the table, found a chair, found the bowl of soup she had set out for herself. Cold now. She tore at the mint with shaking fingers, scattering the soup with the fresh, fragrant herb, seasoned it with the tears that tracked down her cheeks. Breathed in her grandfather’s soup, his final wish.
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Chapter 32

			Bellefalaise, 1900

			Minha rested. In the narrow room, at the back of the bakery, with the door looking onto a cherry tree. Then open to it, letting the fresh air in, once the days started to lengthen and the temperature eased. There, with the tree one side, and the kitchens the other, she was held. Stopped from spilling out and away.

			She rested in the kitchen, where her arms grew strong from kneading and her mind could lose itself in the repetition of movement. In the folding, the cutting into triangles, the rolling, the curving, that went into each hundred croissants. The smooth cold butter, the stretch of dough. The endless and varied breads. The muscle burn was distracting, numbing. It was backbreaking work. But she was broken already. She could not be broken further. Toiling in service of Camille reminded her of digging for her grandfather. They would have liked each other.

			The bakery had never been busier. The feasting did not stop. The market was denuded each week that first month after Minha left the château, and the next, and the next. Bellefalaise entered a new era of celebration, of hedonism. The duc’s parties became legendary. With his castle in the sky, his horses stabled in their own palace, and his golden, handsome young brother setting the tone. No one turned down an invitation to his parties. The duc’s servants required multiple carts, heavy with produce, to carry it all back up the hill. Camille took tarts and pastries and pies out to Matthieu, to whoever manned the other carts. Bread was asked for in quantity, every day. The baguette and the boule, the pain au levain and the pain de mie. Camille never asked Minha to take them out; she knew not to. Minha hung back, never leaving her post in the kitchen, staying well out of view on market day. She was good at hiding; her mother had seen to that.

			As the weeks passed, then months, the wind dropped and the sun stayed around for longer each day. The hateful jacket could remain on a hook at the door. She stayed inside anyhow, stayed out of sight, near to her bed, where she could lie for a moment if needed. Hoping always that her sickness, her exhaustion, wouldn’t overwhelm her, or not for any length of time. Would not take her away from her post, cause her to let Camille down. Cause Camille to ask the questions they were both avoiding.

			It was not Camille, or even Minha’s rebellious body, that finally broke the status quo. It was Guillaume, the young delivery boy who ran an order of bread up to the château each day that wasn’t a market day.

			“Guillaume has a head cold,” said Camille. “His mother told me. She insists he stay in bed today. She assures me that he will be well enough again tomorrow. I wish she had told me earlier and I could have run the order up there myself before we opened the shop.”

			Minha looked at the baker, packing up the order, asking the impossible of her. She would take it, she must. How can you let down someone who has held you up? She stood resolute, but her hands were trembling, her eyes fixed. Camille tied the last parcel with string, then paused, her frank gaze on Minha.

			“Can you manage?”

			“Of course.”

			She was strong enough, her body healed. Her legs, from the hours standing at work, more than able to climb a hill. Carrying the bread was as nothing compared to kneading, shaping, mixing batch upon batch of it. No, it was not lack of strength that had her seeking rest whenever she could, that stopped her body from readily accepting the food Camille provided.

			Still, the baker didn’t hand over the order.

			“I think not. Can you take it to the Bernard house? Guillaume may be sick, but Madame Bernard said that Marie-Laure would do the delivery today if we had no other alternative. Can you manage that?”

			“I…”

			She thought of protesting, insisting she take the parcel up to the château. It was little to ask of her. Shame flashed heat into her cheeks at the thought of refusing such a small request from someone who had given her so much, to whom she had never even given a full explanation. But her stomach curdled at the thought, even of the walk up the hill. Her chest constricted at what—who—was at the top of it.

			“I’ll take it to the Bernards’…Thank you.”

			“Here you are.”

			The various parcels, loaded into two baskets, were handed over.

			“And tell Marie-Laure to please call in here when she gets back, with tomorrow’s order.”

			Minha nodded, shouldering one of the baskets so she had a hand free to open the bakery door. She took a quick breath. The Bernards’ place was not far. Left out of the market square, left again along the river, up a small alley a few hundred yards along. To the river and along was a walk she was familiar with now. But not in broad daylight. With longer days now, the not-quite summer of early June, she had to choose each evening whether to wait for the quiet invisibility of darkness, and visit the river she had sailed in on, or go to the bed that called for so much of her time. Earlier in the year, when the bakery had closed and the kitchen prep was done for the day, it was just about dark already. Dark enough to hide in. Dark enough to ensure that everyone else, anyone from up the hill who might have had business in the village, was long gone.

			Yet here she was, in full daytime, with the fine bread she was now a part of making. It kept her alive, the bread, in more ways than one. True, she still couldn’t smell it, taste it. She lived in a world of scent-silence; it was very, very quiet. But silence does not disturb. And here she was, crossing the market square that had so charmed her on arrival. With a role, a place to stay, of kindness, of purpose.

			The sun found her, shone red through a dark curl. The hair tickled her, but she didn’t want to stop, put a basket down and tuck it away. She didn’t want to break stride. Leaf buds peeped lime green along the branches of trees that lined the street. The light, which the winter days had seen tinged blue and gray, was now dipped in yellow, in baby pink. She was out in the air, and the sunshine, so little of which she had seen these last months. And the sky had not fallen on her head.

			It was winking at her, even, with its cloud-and-sun eye. Sun dipping shy, half behind the cloud, glittering from the surface of the glassy calm river.

			An old man, coming from the other direction, took off his cap, bowed his head at her, and she dipped him the best curtsy she could manage with the laden baskets. She found the alley and ducked in and away from the bright open valley. Found door number five, and knocked. It was Marie-Laure who answered, beaming; a longer-haired, head-shorter version of her brother.

			“Your mother, she said you might take today’s order?”

			“Yes, of course. I’ll put on my boots.”

			The young girl disappeared, leaving Minha in the open doorway, looking at a narrow front room. Brick floor and whitewashed walls, like the bakery. Like all the local houses, she supposed, apart from Bellefalaise itself. A pair of boots ran downstairs, but it was not Marie-Laure yet. Her mother. Mme. Bernard approached the door, and stood wide, as if to guard the entrance to her home. She did not greet Minha, did not speak.

			“Thank you for helping us out,” Minha said. “I hope Guillaume feels better very soon.”

			The older woman nodded, but barely, as though the nod had been forced out of her by a politeness she would not fail in. Even for Minha. Minha swallowed, shifted her feet, clenching her fingers on the ever-heavier handles of the baskets she was carrying. A second set of bootsteps. Mme. Bernard indicated the baskets with outstretched hands, and Minha went to pass them to her. But the woman’s hands dropped, showing instead that she should place them just inside the door. So Minha did, and stood back, but held her chin high, no longer hidden behind the baskets. Remaining there to deliver Camille’s message about tomorrow’s order. Remaining there under an unwelcoming glare. A glare that deepened, that curled the woman’s nostrils, her lip, as she looked Minha over, from head to foot. Minha wrapped her arms tight about herself, her slim arms and spread fingers inadequate cover.

			“Marie-Laure, please could you bring Camille tomorrow’s order on your return? Thank you.”

			The message was garbled, but it was delivered. She stepped back from that doorway and turned on her heel. Turned from the glare and sped away. Free of the baskets, her arms still wrapped about her, she ran. Down the alley, back to the river, through the market and across, to the safety of the bakery. The return journey was too fast to feel the sun on her face, or gain any sense that things might be all right with the world.

			Minha raced toward the door. She didn’t see the faces of the couple that were standing at the bakery window. She heard them debating their order, which of Camille’s viennoiserie they would buy and take to eat on the riverbank. She heard them fall silent. Felt them look at her, watch her open the bakery door. The door did not reopen after her. When she was back in her kitchen, she looked up, just about able to see out and through the front window. She saw the couple across the square, sitting at a table, talking to a waiter. They had changed their minds, chosen to go to the café opposite instead.

			She kept out of sight as she got back to work in the kitchen. She paused when she heard Marie-Laure return, laughing, excited to have been sent on an errand to the castle.

			“It’s all go up there. They’re planning another party.”

			“Another?” asked Camille. “Did you get their order for tomorrow?”

			“Yes, yes. Ten boules de campagne, twenty petits pains, like today, and can you send up a box of friandises? The chef said he has no time to make any.”

			“You saw the chef?”

			“Yes.” Marie-Laure’s voice was filled with awe. “Isn’t he splendid?”

			“Impressive, certainly,” Camille replied, then asked: “Would you like to take your mother’s order now? Or will she drop by herself later?”

			“Mother said she didn’t want any bread from you today.”

			“Oh…Perhaps Guillaume is off his food, if he is unwell. Tomorrow, then?”

			“I don’t know. She didn’t say. But I’ll come by and go up to the castle for you again, if he’s still poorly.”

			Minha heard the door swing wide, then clang shut, and got back to work, punching her ugly, unhappy thoughts into the dough.
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Chapter 33

			But it wasn’t Marie-Laure who called the next morning, nor Guillaume. Early, before the shop opened, it was Mme. Bernard herself. Minha stayed entirely out of sight. She held her breath, stopped the slap and squelch of her kneading to listen. But the woman didn’t come into the shop. She spoke low and quickly, so that Minha could not hear. Minha only emerged when she heard the door close. Camille was lifting the order for the château onto her own shoulders. She raised her head when Minha came through. Trouble was pushed from her expression—a smile, a matter-of-fact shrug.

			“I’ll take it up myself. The shop isn’t yet open.”

			Minha placed a hand on the baker’s arm, to steady herself as much as anything else, and looked at her friend.

			“Guillaume? He is no longer sick, is he?”

			“No. It seems he has decided to lie in bed longer in the mornings. Or train as a butcher, or some such thing. I stopped listening when she said he wouldn’t be coming back.”

			“Marie-Laure?”

			Camille shook her head.

			Minha took a deep breath, pushed her shoulders down. “Let me.”

			Camille paused, looked into her eyes. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes, I’m sure.”

			Minha took the baskets, settling the straps across each shoulder to manage the weight. She gathered her skirts, her strength, her anger, and strode it all out of the door of the bakery, up the hill, toward the château.

			The weight of all she was carrying made it slow going. The weight of all she was carrying drove her steps onward. The thought of Camille: her kindness, and the trouble she had tried to hide. Trouble also with the madame who no longer wanted her bread. And trouble that sat at the top of the hill, in a castle, entirely free of the consequences of what he had done.

			She took another step, and another. Each one attempting to defy the trouble. The towers of the château loomed ahead, spiked turrets scratching at the sky.

			The courtyard was deserted when she reached it. Bright and shining and immaculate in the morning sun. She trembled as she crossed it. Shivering, although it was a far warmer day than the one when she had last been there. There was no one near the back door she knew so well, yet she approached it as if it might bite her. She knocked at the open door, while standing mostly to the side, away from view.

			“Bonjour, your bread is here. I’ll leave it by the door.”

			No one would hear, but no matter; she had done her job, and the bread basket would be found in a matter of moments.

			“Can you bring it in, please?”

			A youth she did not recognize stepped out from where he must have been behind the near wall. His hands were high in explanation, flour-encrusted.

			“I’m on pastry so I can’t…Just put the bread over there.”

			He was pointing, with an elbow, to the heavy oak-topped table on which the bread was cut. To the far side of the room, just next to the entry to the corridor that led to the main kitchens, to where she used to sleep, and to the rest of the château. All as dark and closed as the courtyard was bright and open. But no better able to conceal a foe. Minha looked at the expectant youth, and stepped in. Of course, her feet knew the way. Of course, her feet knew danger. They wobbled. But she was across the room, and dropped the bread like hot bricks.

			“Have you been up here before?” the youth asked. “Not local, are you?”

			“No, but I…used to work here.”

			“Ah, it’s great, isn’t it? I’m training with Chef Jacques.”

			She nodded, had no wish to be rude, but the door beckoned.

			“The bread is here.” It was the youth, over Minha’s head, to someone behind her. She spun about.

			“You!” The laundress was in the entryway, Matthieu at her back.

			“I’m leaving,” said Minha.

			“She brought the bread.” The youth looked puzzled.

			A smile had crept up Sophie’s face as she saw Minha, took her in. She elbowed the pot-wash in the ribs.

			“So that’s how it is. Well, well. Matthieu, I heard that new bakery over toward Monchamp is really good. Perhaps we should try it. The bakery here seems to be going downhill.”

			“No, I…as I said, I’m leaving.”

			Minha cast an apologetic look at the youth, turned, and ran, as fast as her heavy body would let her. Heat flared in her cheeks as she passed through the courtyard, her heart hectic as she made it to the drive, the hill.

			Sophie didn’t matter. Camille was the only one that mattered, and that her kindness should be repaid by loss of business, with hate that was so misdirected? No, that Minha could not allow.

			She returned to the bakery, her heart gradually easing back to normal, and repaid the goodness and generosity of the baker with all the force and deft movement she could muster. But she knew now it was not enough. It was not going to get easier. The white apron that had double-wrapped itself about her when she first put it on now swelled visibly, unmistakably. Even though she wished she were mistaken. It announced itself ahead of her, butting doors, hiding her feet. Even though she wished she could hide from it. She could not stay in the back room of the bakery forever, and what of Camille? What a way to repay her kindness, to be such a sight, and then a sound, that would turn people away. Minha hoped it wasn’t too late to ensure Camille didn’t lose custom from the château.

			She didn’t tell Camille she was leaving. Not that she wished to abandon her—she knew that her departure would present the baker with a problem, in the first instance. But with Minha gone, that could be fixed. Maybe Guillaume would decide he wanted to be a baker after all? Maybe Marie-Laure would take up the vacancy on deliveries? No, she didn’t tell Camille because she didn’t have enough words to express what she wanted to express. And more—worse—if the other woman made any sort of protest, asked her to change her mind, Minha knew that her courage would ebb. The vessel holding it was cracked and poorly. A tap, and it would shatter. She was terrified of how little she wanted to leave. She gathered the remainder of her strength to ensure that Camille, the good, the honorable, the generous, would not suffer the consequences of her staying.

			The baker kept earlier evening hours than Minha, and it was all too easy to gather her scant possessions. The scarf that threatened holes now where her shoulders had needed its tight embrace, where her fingers had clutched it. The jacket she couldn’t afford to leave behind, despite her revulsion. Her grandfather’s gardening knife that had found a new calling slashing the side swipes into a baguette, the crisscross into the top of a boule. Her two books. She was obliged to leave in a dress Camille had given her, an old one, a bigger one, belonging to the mother whose more ample frame the baker had not inherited. Minha’s own dress was in her small bundle.

			She had so little to take with her. And nothing to leave. Nothing to offer her friend to mark their friendship, to signify her reluctance in parting. She had a little money, not much, but she knew it would only anger Camille if she left it. Money was a cold sort of offering, an insult of a message. And she had nothing else.

			She wrote a note. She had wanted it to be long, to write of the thanks that she felt to her core—but in the end all she managed was: “Thank you.” She knew Camille would understand. Her throat caught on a sob at the thought of that understanding. How valuable it was. How much it cost her to leave it behind. And valuing it as she did, she stepped out into the night square.
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Chapter 34

			Salt

			Great Tidebrook, Kent, 1899

			Minha did not know how long she had sat there at the kitchen table. Or how she ate the soup. Cold. Love meant for another. The good flavor unable to pull her up for once, to heal. It tasted of loss. She did not know when or how she made it to her attic bedroom, only that she woke out of an eventual half sleep, shuddering, echoed by a heavy breath-sob rhythm from below. She stepped down a floor, to her grandparents’ door. Retreated at the sound of a low wail.

			Her grandmother joined her in the kitchen at some point, at which point, she couldn’t say. Martha went to speak, then did not. Minha reached a hand across the table, then withdrew it. The sun was high, searing unready eyes, pouring in through the open door. Had it been open all night?

			Minha looked toward the stairs. Her grandmother flinched, took the chair nearest to them, as if guarding the way up. Her eyes were dry, her gray hair pulled back as if keeping her features in place. They sat in silence until a shout from outside lifted both their heads. They turned toward the door, to a dust cloud stirred from their parched lane by an arrival.

			“Rag and bone, rag and boooone, any old rag and bone?”

			The clop of heavy hooves, the jingle of bridle brass, the clank of whatever bounty had already been gleaned. A ruddy sweat-damp face appeared at the door. Not their usual rag-and-bone man, but a younger man, bigger.

			“ ’Scuse me, ma’am. You got anything for me?”

			The visitor lifted his cap, looked past Martha, and saw Minha. An eyebrow went up; he twirled his cap with a flourish.

			“And who might you be?”

			“Min?” Martha forced her head up, speaking for her. “She…works for us.”

			Minha stiffened. Heat spreading to fill the hollow inside of her. Her grandmother got to her feet, moved over to the door, then talked in an under-voice.

			“Are you going into the village? To the parson? I need the parson. My husband…Can you bring him here?”

			“I’m going through the village, yes. But on to Folkestone. I can give him a message, though. He’ll get here quicker on his own horse than in my cart.”

			“Go then, you must go.”

			Her grandmother ushered the man out of the door.

			Minha looked at the stairway, now unguarded, and threw herself up it. Through the bedroom door.

			She froze. He was absolutely still. Absolutely silent. His blood, his color, his self, had retreated back from the surface of him, leaving it papery, pale, parchment dry. She dropped to her knees, clasped an icy familiar-unfamiliar hand. Kissed his dear, dear, departed cheek. He was silent, but she was gulping for air. Loud, ugly gulping. Gulping that masked her grandmother’s return.

			“Don’t touch him! Get out!”

			Minha’s heart jolted. Her hold tightened a moment, then, trembling, she laid the precious hand down. She rose heavy to her feet. Limbs heavy, heart heavy, threatening to drop out on the floor. Feet stone-heavy as she left him.

			“Here, take this out to the rag-and-bone man; he’s waiting for it. Then get to work. You’ll have to do the garden alone now.”

			Her grandmother’s voice was harsh; hectic spots were the only color in her bone-white cheeks. She shoved a coin at Minha with a shaking hand.

			It only took a moment for Minha to shove her few possessions in a bag. The pink scarf, her one spare dress, the book of fairy tales from her mother, her French phrase book. Folkestone, the man had said, where the market was. Where the boat from France had docked. Where her grandfather had found sea fish and a peach.

			When she ran out, the rag-and-bone man was tapping his feet. She gave him the coin, then held out one of her own.

			“Could I come, too?”

			He gave her a look, which she would not let deter her. She lifted her chin.

			“I don’t see why not. I reckon I could make room for you up front.” He climbed up into the driver’s seat, patting the bench alongside him. She glanced at the back, at the cart piled with the odds and ends he had collected. There was a wheelbarrow, and a pile of folded sacking.

			“I’ll climb in the back, if that’s all right? I’m tired, not much sleep last night.”

			“Suit yourself.” He paused, then continued in a gentler voice, “Sorry the old man died. I suppose it was sudden?”

			“Yes, my grandfather was out in the fields just the day before yesterday.”

			“Your grandfather? The old woman didn’t say.”

			“My grandmother.”

			“Ah, she didn’t say that, neither. Well, I’m sorry for your loss.”

			Minha dipped her head, jaw tight, and he picked up the reins, relieving her of any further need to answer.

			The old woman didn’t say. No, of course she didn’t. Get out! was what she said.

			Minha rubbed away a tear. Well, Martha would have to pick her own vegetables.

			She settled on the pile of sacking, and her nose filled with hay barn and straw dust. Spooling her pink scarf out of her bag, she wound it around her, covering her nose and mouth, to keep out the dust. To hold on to the scent of the attic bedroom she left behind, and the memories of mother and father she carried with her.

			Then she reached into her bag, turned it out, patted all her pockets, her heart faster at each that was empty. Digging a hand into her apron, she breathed again. There. There it was. She pulled it out, opened the blade. Ran her finger down the flat of it, traced the name: Laguiole. French; he must have had it since boyhood. She eased it closed, then resettled, her right hand deep inside her apron pocket, wrapped tightly around her grandfather’s gardening knife. Her palm against the smooth wood, her fingers within the soft dips created by his.
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Chapter 35

			Bellefalaise, 1900

			The moon stayed with her as she walked, as if it knew not to abandon her. That it was the last thing keeping her going, that she must keep going until she got far enough away from Bellefalaise that she could never again be connected with that place.

			A river is a natural route. A river lit by moonlight compels. Minha had watched the moonlight on the Thames when she was small, imagining her father sailing up that river, sailing in. The river was a father, in its way. So she kept her weary steps going, along the riverbank, deeper into France. She tried not to think about what she had left behind, who she had left behind. Or the absolute uncertainty of what lay ahead.

			She passed no one, saw no one. The occasional boat, moored at the river’s edge for the night, hid its inhabitants below. Everyone slept, gathering their energies for the following day. Except Minha, who could not yet imagine the following day. Would there even be one? That was too far in the future to fathom. Now was all she could face.

			She lifted a foot, reached it out ahead of her, replaced it on the ground. Lifted the other foot, reached out, replaced it. One foot. The other foot. That worked, insofar as it took her slowly forward, along the river, away. Each step was straightforward. Each step was hell. She had launched into the unknown when she had run from her grandparents’ house. But then, she had run toward something. A something she did not know, but that she had believed was good, and was out there waiting for her. Now, she was running away. From something ugly, something vile, something that she knew all too well. Before, she’d had a gift, a rich and layered window through which to experience the world. Now, she was untethered, lacking her chief method of navigation.

			The night was long, and her body was chill. She did up the top buttons of the black jacket, up to her throat. Grateful for the extra layer, and resentful as hell. It wasn’t a cold night, and far from freezing. June had begun warm. But any night is cold, spent as she was spending it. Nonetheless, she felt no joy, no sense of relief, when it came to an end. When the fractional lift of darkness arrived. That first pale infusion, that could not be called light, more a shift away from night’s profundity, simply sparked panic in her. What now?

			In the distance upriver she could see a cluster of buildings, likely another town. She could go no nearer. She could not be seen. A lone girl, big-bellied, brown, and shabby. She could not take another look like Mme. Bernard’s. Not for now.

			The river now flowed through a wide-open space. No trees to duck behind. No huts or barns or even a hedgerow. On her side of the river the land cut down sharply to the valley floor. Like a small cliff, with the sun now on it, pinking it, as it rose above her. Revealing its craggy surface, and at its base, a shaded hollow. A small cave. Not a big one, hardly big enough to live in. But to hide in?

			It was not much taller than her. The base of it not wide enough for the length of her. But deep, and wide enough to sit, to crouch. Out of the light, out of sight. She leaned her back against the cold stone, put her two hands together to cushion her cheek from the grit, and lay curled, her body an echo of the small cave floor. The sides of it rose to meet above her, a stone and dirt canopy. She rested then, out of sight. And after her night of steps, she slept.
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Chapter 36

			She was in a chamber, with walls all covered in red velvet. The air was filled with the scent of soup. Its bright flavor, verdant, buttery, filled her mouth, her senses. Then a mutton pie appeared, held out, wrapped in newspaper. She knew, though she could not see, that it was the Charing Cross station pie-seller’s hand. She bit into the pie, grew heady with its comfort, its golden pastry flaking on her tongue, the soothing gravy. A final dish appeared. A filigree dish, piled high with whitely sugared nuggets. She knew their name: Turkish delight. She took one, bit into it, looked at the rose-pink jelly her teeth had revealed. Cold, the jelly felt odd on her tongue, the sugar surrounding it like dust, like grit. Flavorless grit. She spat it out, but her mouth remained parched and sandy. She started to cough, clutching for air she couldn’t find.

			Then she woke, convulsed, her breath frenetic. Her hands at her throat were grubby with dirt. Her lips, which had fallen to the earth and sand floor of her cave in sleep, were peppered with it. She pushed herself up to sit, fell back against the stone wall, and dashed the dirt from her mouth, her cheek.

			Why did her mind have to torture her with rich and perfect flavors that she could no longer taste? Why did it have to bring her to that pie, to life as she had known it? Now so irrevocably lost. True, in the months of eating that had followed her loss of taste, she had mined her memory, unpacking past flavors. Sometimes in order to force a mouthful down her throat, sometimes to relive, to reinhabit herself. She was careful though, wanting only to remember who she was, but not to be too starkly reminded of all she had lost. Yet her dream had shown no such restraint. Her dream had been a torment. She must be careful, keep a lid on it all. Pack it all down to a muffle, a whisper, a past life.

			She leaned her head back on cool stone, pushed her fingers through her hair, and closed her eyes. The dish of Turkish delight swam before her. Sugared, pinkly glowing. She forced her eyes wide, focusing on the patch of dim light that was the exit to the cave. But her mind was already reaching for that taste memory. Her mind was reaching into an abyss. She panicked, clutching her hand into a fist within her hair. She could remember the room in the Louis, the dish, the look of it all. She knew sugar was sweet, she knew the tastes had been fruity, and more than that. Striking, floral, the echo of a particular rose. She had identified that rose. The man had smiled at her, delighted. Her mother not. She knew this. But she could find no memory of that flavor active within her. Feel none of it. She had forgotten! If she could not taste, would she lose also the memory of taste?

			She shot up to her feet, ran out into the balmy dusk, and stood under the sky, gasping. Now she was truly alone, was she losing her mind? She took a deep breath, deep enough to reach the furthest corners of her. She tipped her head back, moon-bathed tear-streaked cheeks, her arms falling to cradle the swollen front of her.

			And it moved.

			The baby. She had pushed it out of her way, muffled it. The pangs of hunger. The tug-at-life of it. She had tried not to feel, even while it grew louder. She had kept it unreal, somehow. Long enough for the threads tying it to her past to dissolve. Long enough for it to become more than its creation. And now, as if it were craning to see the moon too, it tumbled over, repositioning itself in accord with her.

			At that point, the memory of food asserted itself in a different light. Her body asserted itself too. Her empty belly growled with a fierce need. The baby kicked her; certainly it kicked. You may be uninterested in food, but I need to eat, the baby said. It was in her, of her, but the hunger was its own. And it was an imperative.

			

			—

			First, Minha ate some bread she had brought with her. The day before yesterday’s bread, nothing that Camille could have sold. It barely touched the surface of the hunger.

			She was on the move now, wandering toward the town she had spied the previous night. People were a risk, but people would have food. Food was a risk, now that she could not detect whether it was safe or not, but food there would be. Not just on people’s supper tables, but in their gardens, their bins. She must find some of it, enough of it. She had been lamenting her own loss, pining for her own hope. But what of this other person, carried within her? Was she to destroy their hope, too? No. That was clear. She had been trying to, these past months. But they would not let her.

			The next stretch of riverbank was easier to navigate. Mercifully, the night was clear and dry, and the path grew smooth as it headed to the town. A tree to one side made her catch her breath, too much like a standing figure waiting to receive her. A cherry tree of the same variety as in the bakery courtyard; she recognized the shape of the leaves against the dusky sky. Then the fruit, of course the fruit, fat and round and ready. She reached for some, filled her pockets with more. She scoured the fruit in her hand for holes, for blemishes. The crisp sound as she bit into that first cherry was good music. She felt the cool flesh against her teeth and the juice at her lips fill her mouth and calm the raging hunger.

			She stopped when she got near the buildings. There was no one visible, but she ought to turn back. Alone in the night they would take her for a vagrant, a thief. She was both, she supposed. Alone as she was, in a too-big man’s jacket that looked even more tatty after sleeping in a cave, and with its pockets filled with stolen cherries. But she was looking for more. She knew she needed more. For the first time since…since then, she wanted more.

			One of the nearest buildings had its back to her, but was letting out a little lamplight to either side. There was bustle, bursts of laughter, through windows thrown open to the warm night. She was on the outside of it, but nonetheless her heart lifted at the sound. This building was bigger than those to the sides of it. A café, maybe, or an inn? She could see crates and dustbins. If it was an inn, either of those might contain food. She stepped over. The bins were at the back of the building, and what must be the kitchen door was closer to the front. If it threatened to open, she could duck back out of sight easily enough. Nonetheless, her pulse was louder than the chatter, than the kitchen clatter, as she walked alongside the building. She would look. She would run.

			Glancing into the rubbish, she reached out and grabbed a long loaf, barely touched, stuffed with meat. Her heart leaped.

			“Look!”

			She waved the sandwich, which someone had been too busy or too well-fed to bother with, in front of her belly. She squeezed it; the bread was still crisp. It looked fresh enough.

			“Look, we have supper!”

			She went back only as far as the cherry tree. It felt like a good place to sit; a friend now. They sat, for the baby tucked itself about and settled along with her, and they ate. She held the sandwich in one hand, her belly in the other. She looked at the river, at the town, at the lights that continued to glow from the kitchens and dining rooms of her unwitting benefactors. She listened to the sounds of company, of conviviality, that reached her.

			They formed a quiet buzz, but as she finished their meal the sounds shifted, the voices dropped. Were they all going home? She felt something like sorrow. She had almost felt a part of the feast. But no one emerged. There was shifting, and scratching. A band, unseen to her, but lively and joyous, began to play. A fiddle, a piano, a flute. The sweet and soaring voice of a song. The swing and sway of a dance. There were kicks, rhythmic kicks of the fiddle player striking time. Shuffling kicks from the dancers, stomps of enjoyment, of joining in.

			And kicks, startling, gleeful, from within her belly. The magic of them sparking her into laughter.

			They danced, although Minha, heavy as she was, remained seated beneath the tree. A foot tapping, her head bobbing. They danced until the band played their last. Sometimes the baby grew tired, swimming gently to the beat. But as each new tune struck up, there was a burst of new rhythm, new response, new joy at the business of being alive.
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Chapter 37

			Did she hold this baby, keep it alive? To her, in truth, it came to seem the other way around. The baby held her in the present. Since she had felt its moves as human, since it had begun to dance, she had rediscovered joy in the simplest elements of existence. She had always known this joy, but so much of it had been experienced through taste. Her other senses came into focus now, reaching her in a way they had not before. She had that now, and she had purpose.

			Purpose, to ensure the survival of her baby, shaped her days, hard as it was to scrape survival out of a cave, a riverbank, a sleeping town. She continued to sleep in daylight. To move about under cover of the dark. The nights grew shorter, as they moved into and through summer. But aside from the shortening of the darkness, and then the gradual start of its lengthening, there was little change. It was warm, then hot. She took the jacket off and threw it in the corner of the cave. She had purpose now, and pattern. She knew the kitchen gardens. She knew to pluck modestly from each, a tomato here, a few strawberries there, so as never to invite concern.

			She found a single peach tree at the furthest of the allotments. It stopped her in her tracks, her heart big. Stepping up to it, she laid a hand on its knobbly trunk, felt it, warm even though it was past sunset. She visited that tree, then, as often as she dared. It was carefully watched by its owner, as well as by Minha on her nighttime visits. She allowed herself only one peach, down low where she believed it might have been overlooked. And she wept as she ate it, her cheeks awash, deprived of all but soft flesh, a chin of juice, and the memory of a flavor bestowed on her by her grandfather.

			She was as deft as her grandfather now with his knife, so as to nurture each plundered plant, leave no trace. And what of choosing the ripest fruits, deprived as she was of the sense that had always informed her selection? Deprived also of clear sight on her night-dark forays. Her fingers developed a new sensitivity—where she had once been dull, she grew detailed, alive. The one thing she could not risk were mushrooms. Early autumn should have brought rich pickings, but she could not forage these by sight alone, and did not dare to touch. She well knew that one mistake with a mushroom and it would all be over.

			She came to know that Saturday nights were the busiest at the inn, and resulted in the richest spoils. She could sometimes gather enough for a day or so, enough to allow Sunday to be a day of rest. A day of retreat in the cave for her heavy body, away from the worry to provide and the fear of discovery. But even those busy nights, she did not rush away. While the night still kept her quiet and invisible, while the crowd still stayed within, she sat under the cherry tree, and listened to the music. And she and her baby danced.

			There were occasions when the dustbin alley dished up more than supper. A stained chef’s apron, some worn dishrags, a bobbled woolen scarf a customer failed to reclaim, one stocking, a hat. Other people’s rubbish. For Minha, with the river to wash them in, these spoils meant the beginnings of a wardrobe for her baby, something it would sleep in, some cloths and towels. They had been basking in the ease of summer, but it would get cooler. It was already getting cooler. The day she found a child’s coat, barely worn, simply with a torn pocket, was the happiest day she had known in a long while. It was bright scarlet, with a rounded collar, and a finer piece of clothing than she had ever worn herself. Goodness, it was fine!

			This was preparation. But to prepare implies a goal, an end, and she had no wish for her current state to end. It was peaceful, in its way. After the buffeting and bashing that had preceded it. It had meaning. She could live her days in company with that and with her dancing baby.

			She would not go back and she could not see forward. She was held in the present by this particular benign master whom she chose to serve. By the rediscovery of herself, through her fingers, her eyes, her ears, her skin. She had had enough change in her life. Enough loss. Enough wrenching from one state to another.

			She was not ready.

			It did not matter that she was not ready. Not to the laws of nature. Not to her baby.

			Would it go away, if she just lay there still? If she ignored the dull tugging at the base of her belly that stripped the power from her legs? Would it go, if she wiped away all the wet? The sticky soaking liquid that terrified her until she checked, reassured herself it was not blood. The baby was still fine inside her. She could feel the kick, the punch, the insistent demand for food.

			She lay still. She could not get up. She willed her body into retreat from itself, but a shock wave crashed through her, through her attempt at control, and jolted any stillness out of her. Every muscle tensed. Every nerve fiber screamed. Her heart, her lungs, sped on high alert.

			What in hell…Was her body reaching to destroy her? The pain eased a moment, went from a deafening scream to merely a shout. And then gathered itself, redoubled its efforts, and threw her, spread-eagled, to the floor. She reached to cling to something that might save her, might at least tether her as she suffered. But she fell back, grasping nothing, while her body undid itself. This was not possible. The pain allowed her no foothold, nothing to hold on to. Pain screeched away all strength from within her. She could not hold on. The baby, who had held her so gently the last months, could not hold her now.

			This was it, then. Her purpose had shifted; her body, her mind, the whole of her, was lost. Maybe it would be soon, sooner than she might have thought. She would scream her last. For those screams that ricocheted about the cave, building and howling, and catching each other, were surely hers. They were already barely part of her; the rest must follow. She had failed to die that night on the straw, or bruised in retreat at Bellefalaise. She had failed to die in the peace of the bakery. Death had come now, then? After leading her a merry dance.

			She and her child had danced, and she had wanted to live to see them continue to dance. On legs, chubby, then long. With stumbling chuckles, with joy and grace. And if she died, what then? If she died, they would, too. What was being asked of her was superhuman, and she wasn’t even an ordinary human, just a broken half of one. What if she could not do it?

			She gripped the floor, her skirts. She rode the next wave of pain with a defiant howl. It felt likely it would destroy her, but she would scream it down. She tried to rise up, to run from it. She could only crouch, could only hope. A poor defense against searing agony, abject terror. The only possible defense. Hope had a hand in this.

			“I…” Her words to her baby were fractured by a sharply caught breath. They made it out nonetheless, on the second attempt. The third. The fourth. “I’m here. I’ve got you.”

			Yet then, despite her resolution, she felt a pain sear through her, more intense than all the others put together. She was split in two. Her heart, her breath, her spirit, could no more defy this than a thunderstorm, an earthquake. She had tried. She had truly tried. But if this was the power with which death arrived, then she was powerless in the face of it.

			She fell back, panting, sweat-slicked. Tears rolled unheeded down her cheeks, into her already drenched hair. She fell back, just as the baby fell from her. A mucky muddle of curled limbs. A slither from the unseeing darkness, into the gently dappled light. A miracle. A boy.
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Chapter 38

			She was unprepared, completely unprepared, for how his presence undid her. Was it possible to be prepared for birth? She supposed not, in the heady relief of the ebbing of pain. Was it possible to be prepared for love? No. Absolutely not. It was a beast, of a size and beauty that had been completely absent from her consciousness. And yet now it was not only real and present, but entirely certain, entirely itself. The size of the sun and the moon combined. A giant among beings. The size of a small curled boy.

			“Well, look at you.”

			She reached a hand forward, across the too-big chasm between them that birth had forced. He thought so, too, encircled a finger with his own minuscule digits and held tight. His eyes were fully wide, fully on her. They spoke of focus, and serenity. They soothed her.

			“Well, of course,” she said. “Of course, it’s you.”

			Which made no sense, and all sense. She had never seen him before that moment. She had known him forever. And she, of course, was his forever. His little soft fingers clutched. His legs pulled tightly up, knees to belly, and using her finger to ground himself, he kicked out. His knees returning to his belly, a slight curl of the tiny mouth expressing pleasure at the sensation of full movement. No longer inside, no longer restricted by his womb bed, he could fling his limbs out. He did so again, his trial smile growing. It was reflected on Minha’s lips, in her heart. As she took him in, anchoring himself by his hold on her finger, curled, kicking.

			“That’s quite a kick, my little frog.”

			He kicked again, his eyes widening further. His mouth too, as if mutely following her speech. Then reaching to latch on, in a hunger she could see in the slight tightening in his face. A hunger she could no longer feel as a direct signal from her belly, but that she could still feel within her.

			“Are you hungry, little Frog? That’s okay, you won’t go hungry.”

			She gathered him to her, this newest acquaintance. And with a will beyond duty, beyond knowledge, she set herself to care for him.

			Could she really remember her own infancy? It seemed that it was written through her. The brief but lasting warmth of her father’s dark eyes, his spice-laden embrace. The cold, changing distances between her mother’s body and her own. The uncertainty and fear of loss each distance had contained. Frog would not know such distances. He would not. She had had a roof over her head, rather than a cave, and London shops from which to buy food, and money with which to buy it, rather than a forager’s lot. And she knew that such things were not what would keep her baby smiling and replete. It was something else. A thread, of knowledge of him, of mind, of heart. A thread she was all the more aware of, having lived herself without it.

			Frog was joy, was close, was funny. He basked in the tenderness she gave him. He curled into her, limbs tucked like his namesake, better to meld with her body when she held him. He was a natural at love. And she loved him.

			She watched in delighted awe as he met all that she brought him, all that his senses received. He reflected back, not the limitations of what she was able to provide, but a limitless response to all he had ever known. To the wide-open possibilities of it, and the intensity with which he felt it. It was not that he did not express sadness; he did. With a lusty bellowing that stretched his developing lungs. With an elemental rightness of his experience of loss and longing, fear and its magnitude, that she felt was a most honest reaction to life. She loved him even more for it. Even when it took hours, a tear-drenched shoulder, to quieten him. She loved him for his honesty. Just as she loved him for his laugh.

			He first laughed very young. She could not remember laughing herself in babyhood, or much in childhood. But Frog did. He was only a month or so old. Summer had mellowed fully into autumn; the very beginnings of winter teased at the air. Her body had regained enough strength to walk out, to rejoin what little of the world she had access to. He was still small enough to carry easily for long stretches, and big enough to relish movement, a change of scene.

			“What do you think?”

			She had found a high grove of ancient trees that called to her. They held shade. They held shelter. And when she reached them, she saw in the branches, and beneath them, that both tree and ground were covered with a knobbly green abundance of walnuts.

			“Oh my goodness, a feast!”

			She had seen walnuts before. She had eaten them, many times. They were one of the joys of that part of France. But she had never had one straight from the tree.

			She laid Frog on the mossy ground and crouched beside him. His eyes were now on her, on the play of light and shadow of leaf against sky. She plucked a nut from the earth, prized its not-yet-hardened shell open, and drew out the milky nut.

			“Look, look!” She showed it to him, bopping him on the nose with it. Once, twice, again. “A prize for your mother. Not yet for you, my love, but just you wait!”

			She bopped him again, before popping the nut into her mouth. Able, at least, to enjoy the waxy firmness of it, the crisp crunch. It came then, his laugh. An eruption of rhythmic joy that emanated from his belly. It sideswiped her, catching at a new part of her that grew in response to it. Funny, how he was doing the growing, but it felt as if she grew new nerves, new emotions, almost daily to meet him. It cracked her wide open, that little laugh. He laughed with his whole body, with his whole self, his whole soul.

			By the time he was six months old, she could make him laugh with a look, a raised eyebrow. By calling his name as if it were a song that only she knew. And his curiosity sought out laughs, sought out tastes, wherever he could control his ability to do so. Which was mostly when they foraged. The last of winter’s harvest: red-tinged apples, bronzed pears. The first offerings of spring: peppery nasturtiums. Frog, wrapped up against her body in the pink shawl.

			He was in no rush to walk, at first. The ride was good in her arms. But then those legs that had needed to kick in his first moments needed to stand. And as the weather grew hot, he wanted the breeze all about him, not to be held close. When Minha first saw him walk, she suffered a shock. Her heart constricted and grew all at once. It was a shock that he could propel himself toward her, but that he could also charge away.

			She saw him more clearly then. She saw the thatch of hair that he had begun to grow. Thick and dark like hers, but a little straighter, and downy soft. She saw a sturdiness that she did not share. She saw pale skin, like porcelain. So soft as to almost disappear on touch, its color in stark contrast to her own. A reminder of someone who had nothing whatsoever to do with her son, even if he was his father. She knew about living a childhood of misunderstanding. Frog was his own person. Rewriting life and stumbling forward on his fresh and eager legs.

			By the time Frog was two, it was a challenge to keep up with him.

			“Stop! Wait!” was her constant cry. She was at his back, on his tail.

			He ran into the hut they had found just beyond the walnut trees, and out again.

			“Mama.”

			His words were accompanied by a small hand, ushering her toward him. She had steered clear of the hut. True, it looked abandoned. Nonetheless, she was cautious. But Frog tumbled forward, pushing the door open with a fist. It was empty, but for a chair that was more holes than seat, a table tipped over on its side that she bent down to put right. A pile of kindling, desiccated, brittle with age. It was barely a building. Certainly not a home. She took off Alexandre’s jacket, which, now camouflaged with her own rips and stains, caused her only fractionally less offense, and hung it across the back of the rickety chair.

			She found it hard to imagine going back to her cave after that, cozy as they were in their hut. The third and fourth summers after Minha’s first on the outskirts of the village—Villeloin, it was called; faraway town, she liked that—they circled farther and farther on their daily explorations. Calling to one another in French or English—Minha was teaching Frog both the language of their home and of her homeland—he replied in the beginnings of whichever took his mood. Frog ran far, tumbling over, picking himself up. Or they would move a footstep or two in half an hour, as every blade of grass, beetle, or pebble demanded to be discovered.

			They needed more food, as bones grew and muscles strengthened. They took what was discarded, unwanted, would not be missed. And they retreated to the trees, to their cherry tree, or back to their hut, to eat. In the allotment gardens they could sometimes afford to linger at dusk, after the others had gone. People who had a right to be in those gardens inhabited them in daylight, picked fruits at their leisure. For their pleasure. They had no need of their gardens at dusk.

			Those people missed out. They missed the lessons Minha gave Frog on what to select, her fingers now finely attuned to precise degrees of warmth and softness of fruit flesh. They missed the particular soft glow of summer fruits in fading light. They missed the cool breeze that lifted the sticky heat of the day. They missed the fruits that had held themselves back, in readiness, in perfect ripeness only as the sun went down, as they hit their succulent peak.

			Frog didn’t miss them. He found them, his small fingers nimble through the leaves, gentle with the plants. Seeking out the soft, the yielding, the joyous burst of juice on his tongue.

			When they found a garden in which Minha recognized Mara des Bois strawberries, closer to the town center—risky, maybe—she could not help herself. The fruit a little darker, a little smaller than ordinary strawberries. She could not smell them. Damn that she could not! But despite where that fruit had led her, despite all that had gone after, her heart lifted at the memory of their flavor.

			“Come,” she whispered to Frog, putting a finger to her lips. “These are special. They are my favorite berries.”

			“Shhhh,” he replied, putting a finger to his own lips, beaming through it.

			She picked a few for him. Delicately. Careful not to disturb the plant or take too many. She plucked the stalk from soft fruit flesh, and brought the berry just below Frog’s nose. She pulled an exaggerated sniff through her nose, her eyes on him as she did so, watching as he mimicked her. His eyes grew wide, and he reached for the berry that she then released into his cupped hands. He lifted it to his lips. Reverently. In understanding. As he ate, as she watched the smile of joy spread through his sweet face, she lifted a berry to her own nose, and felt the sun warmth it still held. She pulled in deep. She held the fruit tenderly. She hoped for it. But it gave her nothing.

			She swallowed air, and her loss, and drew herself outward. To her son. To plucking the stalks from the remaining few berries she dared to pick. She filled herself with the sticky, juice-stained happiness of her boy, and the memory, the vivid, detailed, dizzy memory, of the berries of years ago. She still had those things. She had not lost them. The memory was sad, for being in the past. And wonderful, for still being with her.
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Chapter 39

			He was five, or thereabouts, when things changed. Their days were measured in daylight hours, and the growing distance Frog could manage out and away from their hut. Strong and long-legged for his age, he had long ago got too big for her to carry any distance. But he could keep stride with Minha now, and their world grew with every mile they could add to their exploration, their foraging.

			The seasons were measured by the cycle of bounty that nature and the townspeople offered up. Bounty that expanded as new gardens, new orchards, new forests, came within their reach. And summer, always, signaled by the jewel-bright berries that Frog so loved, glossy red, peeking out from between green leaves. He anticipated them, counted down toward their arrival, as other children count toward Advent. The time of greatest joy and abundance for Frog, the longer days in which to roam, the lush range of tasty things to eat straight from the plant, vine, or tree—that was his Christmas.

			He would not have broken their version of a status quo, not deliberately. Not for anything. He had known nothing else. It rang out in the belly laugh that was still quick to arrive. It shone out in the broad smile with which he responded to life’s discoveries. Minha was happy too, rich with the sight and sound and newness of it all. Did it still hurt that she could not share the things he so evidently relished: a red-ripe tomato bursting on his tongue; the scent of a rose, his nose thrust down into its downy petals? No, it must not. There was no going back, even if she could. To live peacefully was precious. To see him live was more than enough; it was rich and strange and precious. She had life all around her, and her full bank of memories, of tastes more vivid than most would ever know. She had those. So did she miss what she had lost? No, she must not.

			But Frog had hunger. He had curiosity, and open, trusting ways that she could not but delight in. He believed in life. He had experienced no loss. She was seamless, she was there, she was his world, as any mother is to their child. Or can be. She knew full well that she gave what she had not been given. That the world, or the mother, does not always provide such a gift. But that he had it, and he cherished it and took it for granted in equal measure.

			He ran from her, out of their hut, on the morning of that late August day that changed everything.

			“I’m going for blackberries,” he called over his shoulder, then set off humming.

			He needn’t have told her. The plump, dark, nubbly berries were a late summer treat that he couldn’t get enough of. He loved them not least because there was a run of bushes in the field next to the walnut grove that housed their hut, and he could run there alone. She could nonetheless hear his tune. She followed, of course. To keep him in sight, to help carry his spoils, with the basket he had forgotten in his enthusiasm. But the sense of independence that the blackberry patch gave him was a delight, for both of them.

			She let him have his moment alone. She was behind him, but in no hurry; the day was hot and not made for haste. She rounded the edge of the field, still hearing his song. She came out from behind the hedgerow to see him already at the far side, where the blackberries were most abundant.

			The breath caught in her throat. There was a horseman, almost upon him. Frog hadn’t seen the rider, was too absorbed in his task. Her basket fell as she picked up her skirts and charged across the dry earth toward him. The pounding of many hooves echoed her steps, her urgency. But she could only see this one rider. One was enough. One great animal whose rider might drive him on. One strong creature, rearing up in fright with defense weapons for hooves.

			He didn’t rear up, the horse. He pulled up tight into himself, and stopped still, a matter of inches from where Frog stood, now silent, startled. It was the first horse he had seen up close, and he was as still as the horse, and staring. Up into the nostrils of the vast and glossy beast. Up at the rider, who had a tight grip on his reins.

			Minha froze, momentarily, then began approaching more gently. She didn’t want to startle the horse. He was still close, far too close, to her son. She didn’t want to shatter the comparative calm that appeared to have descended. She was close enough to see Frog smile, and lift his berry-laden, berry-stained hands to the rider. A demonstration of his purpose in being there. An offering.

			She heard a short bark of laughter, and swallowed, a lump rising in her throat, her stomach now white-hot. The man swung a well-dressed, black-booted leg over the saddle and fell to his feet, dropping to a crouch to be on Frog’s eye level. He removed his hat, revealing a head of gleaming pale gold hair, a high forehead, an easy smile. The smile was met by its mirror. Diminutive, but unmistakable. And above it, the same high forehead, the wave of hair. The hair was darker, but the skin only barely so. He was a beautiful child, she knew that. That porcelain-pale skin, his luminous eyes, a rare open expression that met the world with true interest.

			Alexandre’s gaze was arrested, amused. Minha’s blood ran cold. Her steps quickened, but remained as silent as she could make them. She was still too far away to prevent danger, to snatch Frog away. Her heart thudded fit to burst. She could only watch, her throat stoppered, as Frog proffered his newly picked fruit. As Alexandre picked a berry with long white fingers, ate it with a grin, ruffled Frog’s hair. He nodded to his horse, gave him a pat. Frog took a step closer, and in one swift movement Alexandre scooped him up, put him in the saddle. And laughed.

			They laughed, together, man and boy. Frog’s laugh round, delighted, from his unexpected, high-up, fine leather throne.

			She started to run, then.

			His fingers on him. His vile, enemy fingers in the soft curls of her son’s head. She would slap them away. She would kick him where he stood, so that he toppled into the dirt. She would not allow him to hurt her son. To touch him!

			They turned to her. Frog’s eyes were wide, questioning. Alexandre’s, too, for a moment. Until he saw her. Until his eyes roved back and forth between them, and a dawning light banished the question.

			“Well, well.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Fancy meeting you here. And there was I thinking you had disappeared completely.”

			“Frog.” She spoke to him, low, urgent, ignoring Alexandre. Tried to reach up to where Frog sat.

			“I have a son, it seems.” He was puffed out as he spoke, his voice low, clipped, only for her, but he kept a hand on Frog’s as they burrowed into the horse’s mane.

			A yelp escaped her. She threw out a hand, laid it palm upward on Frog’s knee, inviting him to take it, to help him down. Frog grinned; he had not heard Alexandre’s words, and now just emptied the sticky berries that were hampering him from fully embracing the situation into Minha’s hand. He flung his chest forward, his arms wide, nestling his cheek against the horse’s gleaming white flank. His grin widened.

			“Do you like my horse?” asked Alexandre, eyes fixed on Frog, who nodded wildly, then reestablished his wide-armed grip on the horse’s shoulders. “His name’s Star.”

			“Star…” mouthed Frog. “That’s a good name.”

			“I’m glad you like it.”

			Minha dropped the berries, stood on her toes, tried to put her purple-splattered hands about Frog’s waist. He wriggled.

			“Please!” She looked from her son into Alexandre’s amused eyes, which were alight with something she did not want to see. “I need to get him home. Just let us get home.”

			“Of course.” He was urbane then, his voice light.

			He slipped an easy arm around Frog and lifted him clear of Star’s saddle, despite Frog’s attempts to grip tight. Minha reached out to take him, but found herself standing with empty arms outstretched. Her jaw clenched as Alexandre delayed, pulling Frog to him.

			“You have to go home now, you understand?” said Alexandre.

			Minha’s insides twisted, sick, at his softer voice, at his using it to instruct her son. Frog nodded, although his brow was furrowed.

			“But would you like to take a ride on Star again?” Alexandre spoke with the broad smile that is sure of a positive answer, of causing delight. “We could go for an outing together? You’d like that.”

			Frog’s face lifted, eyes popping, wide with joy. Minha’s fists balled tight. Bile rose in her throat. She stepped up, took Frog into her arms. His eyes remained on Alexandre, on his magnificent horse.

			“Good, good. I’ll come and fetch you sometime soon. Where’s home, then? So I know where to come.”

			Before she could clamp a hand over Frog’s innocent, unknowing mouth, before she could clamp his arms to his side within her embrace, so he couldn’t point to the end of the field, the gap in the hedgerow through which their hut was reached, so he couldn’t cry out: “Our hut, it’s just there”—he had done just that. Giving their hiding place away, and ending their peace entirely.

			“Perfect. I’ll come and find you.” Alexandre reached a hand and ruffled Frog’s hair. “Handsome, aren’t you? Even if I say so myself.”

			He jumped back into the saddle, turning Star’s nose back to the bridle path.

			“I must be off now, to rejoin the others, rejoin my brother.” He looked from Frog to Minha, a smile curling his lip. “The duc still has only daughters, you know. Two more of them since you left, but still…only daughters.”

			He galloped away, kicking hot dust up at them. Frog coughed and waved. For a moment Minha remained frozen, her body coiled around her son. Her every nerve spent in remaining upright, her mind whirring in panic.

			She did start to run then, despite the heat. She ran ragged, as fear took over completely. Frog, in his glee, turned his face to hers within her tight embrace. To seek her out, to pull her in to join his fun. His eyes found hers, his heart and smile reached for her. She was required to understand how fine a thing it was to find such a prize, such a fine horse, and one that he was invited to ride. He had never imagined such a thing happening!

			She looked back at him as she ran. Attempted to neutralize her expression, knowing that she could not manage to look happy. And even so, saw confusion on his face, his failure to understand their mismatched moods, the state of play.

			“I want to go home, Mama,” said Frog, his voice now a little fearful.

			He wriggled, restless of her embrace, adding his own urgency to hers. She dropped him to the ground, and they held hands. Together, they ran.

			

			—

			They stayed inside that evening. Did not venture to their cherry tree. Did not paddle at sunset, or see if there were any spoils at the inn. Frog was tired; it had been exciting. Too exciting. Minha was terrified, and angry. Chased by visions of what might happen now, what she could do to escape it. Fury that she had to. Determination that she would. But her determination was inadequate protection against the fear that wracked her body, kept her absolutely wakeful, dry-eyed. The walls of their hut were familiar enough to feel like rest to Frog. But she sat, as he slept, her mind pacing, racing, on all that lay outside. She had got lazy. In the rhythm and simplicity of their life for two, she had ceased to be driven by caution. But why should she live by fear? It was too late to question that now, as she was forced far out of the shadows.

			Forced by Alexandre’s unavoidable and certain recognition of Frog. The disastrous accident of physical likeness. He might not have been like him; a person was not destined to look like a parent. She was nothing like her mother. And yet…her own likeness to her father was evident, was precious. Yes, it was precious, insofar as she had so little of him. And yet, it had forced Minha to identify with him. To be identified with him. At times when that had been an uneasy thing to carry.

			It was also Frog himself that preoccupied her. “I want to go home, Mama”—that’s what he’d said. And she had understood him. But where was their home? The hut was somewhere she had grown to accept living in fear and caution, in hiding. For her, home was where Frog was. She was his mother. He was her son. She reminded herself of that, repeated it to herself. Needed to repeat it, to counteract the biting recognition that had been thrown at her. The threat that Alexandre’s easy appropriation presented her with. Frog had pleased him greatly, that was clear. Even more so as the duc was still without a son, had not achieved that particular distinction. That Alexandre would want to gloat, to possess, was a threat, vicious and clear as could be.

			There was something else too, something more. Why had she felt this was enough? In Frog’s joy and expectation that he could run off to pick berries, greet another person with friendliness, offer up his proudly picked fruit, she had seen what they lacked. Freedom. Safety. A true home. Was there somewhere he could have those things? Somewhere better for them both? She had lived alongside her grandparents. If not in harmony, at least with a place to belong. Food that was not stolen. A proper bed. And a garden, a blissful, joyous garden where she had savored everything, from the smallest, sharpest berry, to the full, heavy ripeness of harvest. She wanted it back, that garden. A garden to run in, to pick fruit in, to make music in if she so wished. Her son should have a garden that he did not have to run from. Where he could pluck the fruit, and dance. Somewhere they could…be.

			Frog stirred, rolled to face her. His eyes remained closed, long lashes sweeping down onto lightly flushed cheeks. He threw out an arm, from beneath the jacket that served as his coverlet. That old black jacket, which she had, with an effort, ceased to notice too much. That noticing now brought a tidal wave of fury, of revulsion, crashing through her. She reached out and lifted the jacket from him, replacing it with her shawl, warm from her own body so that he barely noticed the switch and gathered the soft cloth to himself. Against his cheek, small fist curled against it. She was gentle in her movements just until she reached the far side of the hut, where she tore at the wretched, damnable jacket. Why had she kept it? For its warmth, when she had nothing else. For the fact that Frog liked it, liked the remnants of a gold filigree crest, worn now almost to nothing.

			The sleeve came away with little resistance. The fabric of it, once expensive, fine, had seen a hard life. The pocket ripped away from the front with the satisfying screech of tearing threads, leaving a shredded hole. A fold of worn paper fluttered to the floor. Minha bent to pick it up, to rip it. She unfolded it first, scanned the writing on it, and felt her heart quicken at the message it contained.

			
				M. Jean Augustin

				Pharmacien

				 

				11 Rue des Rosiers

				Villeloin

				Bellefalaise

				20 Juillet 1899

				Doses d’arsenic

				Attention—poison!

				Sur compte—50 centimes—payable à votre meilleure convenance

			

			The proof. The potential. Evidence here that Alexandre bought poison, just before that almost-fatal duck dish was served. Just before his descent into the desperate state in which she found him. Desperate, indeed. She had known, of course, that Alexandre was the poisoner, if she thought about it. But she did not think of him, did everything she could not to think of him. But now she must. And his jacket…She gathered up the torn bits. His jacket had given her this gift. This proof. This way to ensure that he no longer sat safe under the duc’s protection, with the power to get all he wanted, who he wanted. If the duc knew, then surely he would confront Alexandre with it and bring him to justice. If he understood what Alexandre had done, then perhaps that would offer Minha some protection, ensure he could not roam at large, could not harm Frog. It was for the duc’s current protection too. To her knowledge, Alexandre had not tried to harm the duc since the poisoning. That was true. But then he had been in no fit state, barely surviving, when she found him. And he had modified his views, his needs, over the months that she knew him. He had told her that much, hadn’t he? Although she hadn’t known exactly what needs he was referring to. But perhaps, with this newfound pride, Alexandre would find he coveted the title of duc again, after all.

			She would see to it that Duc Nicolas knew his brother for what he was. She would destroy any possibility of Alexandre sitting in state and desiring Frog by his side, pulling him into that family fold, away from her.

			Her son, part of a noble family. Frog murmured in his sleep, and her heart murmured with him. Did she have a right to deny him that? She had not been much older than he was now when her mother gave her away, cast her away from an uncertain life. But that uncertain life had been joyfully shared, by Minha at least, and she would have stayed in it willingly. All that she had longed for was for her mother to want her. And she…she wanted Frog alongside her. It would be rocky. Not swathed in red velvet, not a life of chocolates beneath cut-crystal chandeliers. Not unless they ended up back in the chambres privées of The Louis, and she would fight like hell against that. Whatever it was, wherever it was, it would be theirs.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			



	

Chapter 40

			By the morning after their encounter with Alexandre, Minha was ready to act. Ready to storm the château. By the morning, she was shattered. She had realized that if she turned up alone, with a scrap of paper, spouting accusations, she was unlikely to be believed. She would stand there, a lone, brown, outcast woman, who had left the château in disgrace, without ceremony, and not been heard from since…

			No, she needed to take the pharmacist with her. That much was clear. It was the second gift the jacket gave her, the knowledge that the pharmacy was in Villeloin. She supposed that Alexandre had not liked to acquire poison too close to the château. Or maybe his time in the wilderness had brought him, as it had her, along the river and to this place.

			Frog took tight hold of her hand as they walked the main village street in broad daylight. It was a new boldness. A necessary boldness. They would not be there for long. They would not be anywhere near there, soon.

			The door of the pharmacy swung wide and heavy, the startling clang of its bell propelling them inward. The place was lined with cabinets, drawers up to the ceiling, and shelves filled with row upon row of glass jars, their labels declaring their contents in a curly script. At the center back was a broad wooden counter, behind which the pharmacist stood, coat neatly buttoned.

			“Can I help you?”

			He did not avoid her look of inquiry. He had a frank, open face, without the closed stance she was all too familiar with, or undue curiosity at an unfamiliar young woman and child in his shop. That was a good start.

			“Yes…yes, I hope so. Are you Monsieur Augustin?”

			The man nodded. She brought out the old bill, spread it on the counter, attempting to keep her fingers from trembling. Then she took Frog’s hand, gave it a squeeze.

			“Do you sell arsenic? Did you sell this arsenic?”

			“Yes, I sell it sometimes. People have rats…Not often, though. It’s not something to leave lying about the place.” He took a closer look at the paper. “But this was years ago.”

			“Yes, but I thought you might remember. It was a young man who bought this. Tall, with pale gold hair.”

			“I do remember. He looked unwell, or perhaps down on his luck. But his voice declared him an aristocrat, and some of them are careless enough in their ways. He came regularly, bought many things on account, kept promising he would pay and never did!” The man looked at Frog for a moment, then reached in a jar and pulled out a stick of barley sugar, offering it with an encouraging smile. He turned back to Minha. “Months passed, and I asked around. I hoped to find him, to get him to settle his account. But he had disappeared.”

			“That man was the duc’s younger brother.”

			“The one who was estranged, presumed dead, but who then came back?”

			“Yes,” said Minha, simply. “And I need your help.”

			“Ah, I didn’t recognize him…I never made the connection. Does he owe you money, too?”

			“Something like that.” She took a deep breath. “This brother tried to poison him, the duc, all those years ago.”

			The pharmacist shifted, glancing at the door, then at Frog, who was ecstatically occupied with his first ever barley sugar.

			“But it is not illegal to sell this.”

			“No, there is nothing illegal in your selling it to him. But it is illegal to season a roast duck with it and serve it at a banquet.”

			M. Augustin put a hand over his mouth, took a step back.

			“How could he do that? He would certainly have been recognized if he’d stepped inside the château.”

			“I don’t exactly know,” said Minha. “But it was very busy that night. There were guests from all over, a big troupe of musicians all coming and going belowstairs. It would only have taken one of them to have been on Alexandre’s side, or in his pay.”

			“He didn’t look like he had anything to pay when I saw him.”

			“No, but he could have given them his last coins, or the promise of money later.”

			“True,” he replied. “He had a very persuasive manner. I was annoyed at myself for falling for it.”

			Minha took a breath, looked directly at M. Augustin.

			“I need the duc’s help, and for that I need him to understand what his brother is. I imagine the duc would settle his brother’s debt to you, too. Will you…” She took a deep breath, took Frog’s sticky hand in hers. “Will you help me?”

			The pharmacist moved toward them, placing both hands flat on the counter, and nodded.

			

			—

			It was not so far, the market square, Camille’s bakery. Not when you had a cart to travel in, and an urgent reason to be there. They had taken a different route, in a very different state of mind to that in which Minha had left. She was fortunate that M. Augustin had a cart. It would have been a long, hot walk, especially with a small boy in tow. More than fortunate that he was prepared to set out the following morning. She could not feel easy staying a minute extra in their hut. Where Alexandre knew they were.

			Her belly fluttered as they drew up outside the bakery, as the pharmacist handed her down. She had decided to come first to Camille, as there was no one else she could trust with Frog. And as she retraced her steps, reclaimed something of what had been taken from her, she wanted to see her friend, to feel that warmth she had left without being able to say goodbye. But as she lifted a hand to the bakery door, she found it shaking, unsure what she would find. What sort of welcome. She had left in the night, after all. Had made no attempt to contact Camille, had barely thanked her.

			Her shaking was stilled by arms thrown about her. Her worry eased by tearstained kisses.

			“Oh, thank heaven! It’s been so long…” The baker pushed her to arm’s length, then grasped her back to her. “I had given up hope. Why did you leave?”

			Minha stroked her friend’s cheek, taking in the unfamiliar graying at her temples, the beautifully familiar sharp blue of her eyes.

			“You know why.”

			Camille searched Minha’s face with a silent question. Minha nodded, led the baker outside.

			“This is Frog.”

			Frog turned, smiled down at his mother from the driver’s seat, a smile that also took in his mother’s friend. He was entirely unprepared to give up his hold on the cart horse’s reins, and as he was so happily engaged, the reunion took place in the cart.

			Once Camille had fetched coffee and croissants for all, Minha filled her friend in on the intervening years, introducing M. Augustin and their plan. Camille would remain with Frog, while Minha and M. Augustin sought an audience with the duc—insisted, if necessary. Minha hoped, with what they had to show him, they would not have to insist.

			And thoughts of Alexandre…Where he might be, that he might be there…Those thoughts she did not allow.

			

			—

			The pharmacist was tall enough to hide behind as they walked through the prep kitchen, into the corridor that she had walked so many times. A corridor filled with tall shadows and taller hazards. With unsafe memories. The hairs stood up on the back of her neck as they passed Chef Jacques’s lair, and she kept close step with M. Augustin. If the chef did look out, she would remain unseen.

			She could hide herself from the open door of the main kitchen, but not from the corridor that stretched ahead. And she could not reach the stairs if she did not proceed along it. She could not hide herself when the laundry door opened just as she was about to turn up the stairs. Even though she tried, Sophie still saw her. Still hissed, “You!” and took a step forward, before catching sight of the pharmacist, and checking herself. As Minha’s stomach turned over, she looked ahead. But not before seeing that all-too-familiar twisted smile on Sophie’s lips. Not before seeing her turn on her heel and dash toward the kitchen.

			The maid who showed them across to the duc’s study was new. That was a mercy. She gave Minha an odd look, but it contained no recognition.

			Camille was known to the kitchen staff, of course. She and Frog had been absorbed into their bustle without fuss. Frog was happy enough to be left for a time with this new friend who, as Minha left, had procured a ball of pastry scraps for him to play with.

			As they climbed the stairs, Minha gathered her skirts, tried to gather her scattered nerves. They passed the entrance to the dining room. She did not have time to pause in front of the portrait, the waiting woman. But she was still there. She held Minha’s gaze. Her hands were pressed together, against her scroll of paper, at her chest, in front of her night-dark dress. Had they always been like that? She would have noticed, surely, if the woman had always been at prayer.

			As they stood outside the richly carved, high wooden door to the duc’s study that Minha had never before entered, her legs, her belly, were rebelling. They did not agree with her decision to be in this place. They had been provoked by her sighting of Sophie, lying in wait to catch her out despite the intervening years. Would the laundress find some way to get at her during this short visit? Had she dashed off and told the chef, or someone else? M. Augustin had a simpler task, an easier understanding of their presence there, and he was through the door to the duc’s study before Minha could change her mind. They were at least in accord not to waste any time.

			Inside, the duc, brightly dressed in sky-blue shirt and orange-flowered waistcoat, was a point of color in the oak-paneled room. One small corner of Minha’s tightly wound insides eased when she saw he was alone. The maid bobbed a curtsy and left. The duc was seated in a high-backed chair, upholstered in worn leather, behind a dark wood desk that took up much of the room. He raised his eyes from some papers, looked at the pharmacist and knit his brow, then caught sight of Minha. A smile, that was not unpleasant, flickered across his lips before a flash of something else. The memory of the last time she had stepped before him, perhaps, and failed his test, passed across his features. He pressed his lips into a tight line, vanishing the smile. His voice expressed his displeasure.

			“Hello, again. What can I do for you?”

			Minha curtsied, trying to find the first words, the right words. The duc swept a hand to indicate his now-even-more-rotund person.

			“I am well, you see. I no longer require your services. Although you left us in some doubt as to what those services had been.”

			“About that, Your Grace…”

			“No, no, don’t tell me. I choose to believe there was no foul play. That you would not deliberately deceive. And I know what I saw, those other times. It is possible that I never needed you in the first place. But you know, in my position…We had fun, though, didn’t we? Before…” He turned to M. Augustin. “She had a remarkable palate! Remarkable. But it upset the chef a bit.” His stern face broke and he grinned, looking suddenly like a young boy, rather than a duc. “Best leave well alone now, I think.”

			“That’s not why we are here.” Minha clasped her hands together in front of her, held them tight. “Well, it is in part…about the poison.”

			M. Augustin stepped forward, and laid the paper bill in front of the duc. Minha brought out the ripped and dirt-impregnated pieces of Alexandre’s old jacket. Laying them alongside the paper, attempting to arrange the pieces into some disheveled semblance of their former self.

			“This is a bill,” began the pharmacist, “made out by me, a little over six years ago. This young lady found it a matter of days ago, in the pocket of this jacket, where it must have been all that time.”

			The duc picked up the bill, his eyes widening as he scanned its contents. He fingered the crest on the torn-up jacket—unmistakable, even in its sorry state. He frowned, all trace of humor gone.

			“You remember the person who bought the poison from you, then? You remember them well?”

			“Certainly, it was a very striking young man.”

			The duc stood, turned his back on them, walked away from his desk. Minha clasped her hands together, sweat damp at her temples.

			“Your Grace…”

			The duc raised a hand to silence her. He opened a cabinet on the far wall of his study, reaching inside to gather several objects. He brought them back to the desk and laid them in front of M. Augustin. They were miniatures, five of them. Each in a small frame, tortoiseshell, gilded, filigree; each making a slight clatter as it touched down on the polished wood of the desk. Each a portrait. Of the five, Minha recognized only two: one was of the duc, younger, slimmer. One was of Alexandre. Her belly tightened under his imperious painted stare. Of the other three, one must be also a family member: the oval face, the high forehead. But the hair was dark. The final two were also of young men—a redhead, another blond, both ruddy-cheeked and square-jawed. Cousins? Bosom friends of the duc? It didn’t matter. What mattered was now in the pharmacist’s hands.

			“Do you recognize your customer from among these?” M. Augustin reached out a hand, but the duc stalled him with a cry. “Be careful, now. Be careful that you are absolutely sure.”

			“I am sure, Your Grace. He came in many times, a regular customer, until perhaps six years ago.”

			The pharmacist picked up the miniature of Alexandre and handed it to the duc, turning it away from Minha, who no longer had to suffer the chill of its all-too-sharp gaze.

			“No…I…Are you sure?” replied the duc, his knuckles white as he clutched the picture.

			“Yes, I am certain,” said M. Augustin.

			“This…this is my brother.”

			“As I said, he is a very striking young man.”

			“Yes.” It was Minha who replied, softly, but with clarity.

			“Go!” the duc cried out, pressing the portrait to his chest. “Please leave, both of you. I’ve heard enough.”

			Minha shot a glance at the pharmacist, who remained impassive, who did not move. He was used to witnessing some distress, perhaps. She stayed where she was.

			“He was a regular customer, and bought poisons from you?” The duc began again, looked startled that they were still there, facing him. But his voice had lost its edge, though none of its pain.

			“I gave him this poison, yes. But also tooth powder, soap, some ointment at one point for a cut on his hand. The basic necessities, all put on account.”

			Duc Nicolas cast a quick, agonized look at the portrait.

			“Why are you here?”

			“There is the matter of an unpaid bill,” said the pharmacist. “Several unpaid bills.”

			“Ah…you will be paid, of course. My brother never was good at paying his own bills; that is nothing unusual.” The duc laid the miniature face down on the desk, looked at the back of it, dragging a hand across his brow. He looked up at Minha, the pharmacist, then wrung his hands together. “But why tell me this now? My family is well. My brother and I…all is good between us now.”

			Minha took a step closer. Toward the sorrow in the duc’s eyes.

			“I think that you should know what he is capable of, that he is not to be trusted. He might still present a threat.”

			“No! Why? My brother has all he could need here, a grand life.” The duc lifted a hand, swept it wide, as if to show them.

			“Yes, and I know that this is hard to believe.”

			“I won’t believe it. Why should I? We are no longer young, hotheaded, selfish. I am the duc; he is better looking. So be it. He is my brother…”

			Minha bowed, in understanding at his sadness, in something like defeat. The bill would be paid, but nothing more. Why would the duc upend his life based on her suspicion? Why would he confront a now-beloved brother? She took a step back, toward the door, and heard a kerfuffle there, the handle turning. She stopped breathing.

			It was not the interruption she feared most, but it was hardly a welcoming committee. Chef Jacques and Sophie jostled into the room, pushing forward, rushed and reddened, before being driven back by their innate sense of protocol, by the duc’s puzzled, affronted stare. They remained by the door, which was a small blessing. It allowed Minha to breathe again, just enough to remain standing, to remain in the room. To hear the duc, imperious.

			“To what do I owe this…interruption?”

			“Your Grace, we understood that you had the girl with you. The foreigner,” began the chef.

			“And you imagined I needed your presence. Your help?”

			“No, of course not. Forgive us. But she is devious. Belowstairs, we were all affronted by her deception. She is capable of anything.”

			“Including winding you up, it seems.”

			The duc huffed his impatience. Chef’s face reddened further.

			“There was theft, Your Grace, theft. Plain and simple. Do not forget that, whatever she may be asking for now.”

			“Theft?”

			“That bottle of wine.”

			“I know about that already. Not ideal, and of course I don’t want thieves on my staff.” The duc moved closer to the chef, and managed, despite being far shorter, to look down his elegant nose at him. “But she is no longer on my staff, and I think I can survive the loss of one bottle of wine.”

			Minha stayed where she was, arms held to her side. Flicking a look of gratitude to the duc, she caught puzzlement on the pharmacist’s face. She avoided Chef’s eyes. But the next attack came from Sophie.

			“That’s not all. It wasn’t just a bottle. The dress, too, and those new slippers and stockings. She made off with them, Your Grace. That’s stealing, too, and ungrateful when you have treated her with such generosity.”

			“Silence!”

			The duc had stilled, and stilled them all, although Minha’s heart battered at her chest. He was looking between her and the laundress. Affronted, evidently, at being invaded and interrupted by the woman, and yet, this information was new to him. News. It was news to Minha, too, who wondered where Sophie had put the smart clothes that she had tried to ruin. She couldn’t have worn them; they wouldn’t have fit her. Who had she sold them to? How much had she enjoyed her spoils? How much was she now enjoying this?

			“Is this true?” The duc was looking at Minha now. “Did you take those clothes? You might have felt you had a right to; I gave them to you. I would rather you were honest.”

			“No, Your Grace, I did not.” Her voice was tiny. Her cheeks flamed.

			Why had she come here—why?

			“I took nothing, Your Grace…except the wine. And that was for…I came back only to warn you of your brother. Only that. Your brother…”

			The door was flung wide, jolting her further into regret. That she was there. That she had felt any kind of hope. Those footsteps, she knew them all too well. Her fists tightened. Her belly dropped within her.

			She should have known that if she entered his domain, he would find her. She should have known that she was unequal to it, that it would turn her to a fear-ridden thing. She grasped the edge of the duc’s desk to steady herself. Hoped the duc would not notice. She used the desk and the best part of six years of anger to keep herself upright. She summoned the terror, and her blood-deep determination not to give in to it, to turn and face him as the others in the room did. As if he wasn’t an attacker. A beast.

			The pharmacist betrayed little other than irritation, and recognition.

			The duc was unmoving, his brother’s portrait under his hand, as the flesh and blood of him entered the room. Commanding, in his height, his elegance, and the set of his jaw, he strode in. Bright hair swept back, pale eyes somewhere between curiosity and wild heat. Alexandre took in the scene, and went to stand alongside the duc as if taking up his rightful place. Reminding his brother who he was. Who the duc was to believe.

			The duc took a small side step away from his younger brother’s self-possessed, hand-on-hip posture. Alexandre did not meet Minha’s eye, but scanned the room in a vague and proprietorial way, almost amused at the domestic scene he appeared to have stumbled in on. Bored, even.

			With a single wave of the hand, the duc dismissed the chef and the laundress. He would not confront his brother in front of them, Minha saw that. Perhaps he would not confront him at all. The servants huffed, but shuffled off. They had no choice, having already overstepped their mark by several yards.

			Minha might have unwound somewhat at their departure, if the entry of that creature to the room had not left her shut up with a far greater danger. Her very skin was on alert. Each hair on her head. The air crackled, and threatened to smother her.

			The duc lifted his hand, glanced at the back of the picture, its small oval frame. Perhaps his brother might not know it was his miniature within. He might have something to say for himself when faced with two people he must recognize, but whose accusations he had not heard.

			“I believe, brother, that you owe some money?” asked the duc, his voice careful, conveying no accusation, nor any of his distress.

			Because Alexandre did not look at her, because his answers would determine her safety, and that of her son, Minha forced herself to look at him. The question did not seem to alarm him.

			“Money? Not very much, I should imagine. He’s a pharmacist, not a jeweler.”

			Flinching, the duc quickly stilled himself.

			“Ah, so you know this man.”

			“Possibly? Probably not. Just guessing.” There were two bright spots now on Alexandre’s pale, high cheekbones. “Honestly, Nicolas, I don’t spend my time remembering shop staff.”

			“He is a pharmacist, and you owe him money,” the duc barked impatiently.

			“That can be dealt with, surely?”

			“It can.”

			The pharmacist nodded thanks. The duc’s lips were now a tight, fine line. Minha could not breathe, but she could not leave. She was held standing by threads of hope so faint that only an idiot, or a magician, would credit their existence.

			“It is not the money that concerns me.”

			“No?”

			Alexandre looked at her then. A look of pity. A look that sought to shrivel. The threads frayed a little further. Her whole soul focused on her son, somewhere below, under the protection of her trusted friend. It sought to use her last shreds of strength and build a shield around him, keep him safe from this scorching proximity to danger.

			“Our poison taster has returned. She believes, brother, that you bear me ill will.”

			Alexandre laughed; he scoffed. A filthy echo of the rare laugh she had brought out of him those years ago in the stable. As she saved him; as she told him stories, stole food for him, and brought him back into the light. The same laugh, yet an entirely different voice. A tone of hatred. Of ugliness.

			“Ill will? Why? We are not boys anymore. I have much to be grateful to you for.” Alexandre threw an arm around the duc, pulled him in, exuding bonhomie and something else. Determination.

			The duc was thrown by being pulled off his feet, by having his own sentiment tossed back at him. Minha’s desire was to yell, to tell him everything. Her desire was to run. But she knew that if she did, she would not get very far. Not now.

			“He is,” she began, “not your friend.”

			“How dare you!” It was hissed. Alexandre lunged across the desk, then remembered himself. Or remembered who he was determined to be. He drew back, laughed again, turning to the duc.

			“Honestly, Nicolas, I see you have a soft spot for a pretty girl. You always did. Didn’t we both? But the ill will goes in another direction, don’t you see? It’s true. As you know, I met her when she was here working for you, just after I arrived. But I wasn’t interested. They don’t like being rejected.” He lifted his palms upward, shrugged his shoulders. “That’s the whole of it.”

			The duc looked at Minha, who was frozen. The pharmacist looked awkward, but despite the muddle, he was there. He would not leave without his pay. What could she say that would not sound shrill, wounded, rejected? With her life in her throat, not much. The heat of her long-ago feelings rose up pink into her face, incriminating her. She was glad she could not smell him, with all his scent would cost her; glad that she was saved that at least. What could she do? He would explain away her pain, and give it a wholly different color, if she showed it. He would explain away the jacket, make her a confirmed thief. He would explain away the pharmacist’s note. Yes, a visit, once only, that he remembered. The man must be mistaken. There had been rats, didn’t Nicolas remember? Of course, a servant might have gone, but he had been over that way, trying to be helpful. He would explain away anything she could conjure.

			The room fell silent. Their eyes were on her, expectant, and then on Alexandre. The duc’s eyes were on his brother, his long-lost, now-returned brother. His tight lips began to release. He was beginning to soften. Minha was trapped between silence and the impossibility of saying anything that would help her, when there was another kerfuffle. What now? What fresh accusation had Sophie, or the chef, or some other unknown enemy, chosen to run in with, not to miss the chance to nail her, now she was there?

			All eyes turned as the door opened. The worst was already here, surely? He was here, depriving her of air. This new intrusion was not Alexandre. But he had the same high forehead, the light, searching eyes. This time lower, half-size.

			“Mama!”

			Frog threw himself into the room, wrapped himself about her legs. Camille stepped in behind him. The duc was silent, looking baffled, intent, at the inhabitants of his study. Alexandre did not move, but looked, if anything, pleased, scanning his brother’s reaction to this unexpected guest, this unexpected news.

			“Your Grace.” Camille bobbed a curtsy. “I was minding the boy in the kitchens. He needed his mother.”

			Camille looked at Minha, a mixture of apology and something more, something knowing.

			“I understand this conversation is not one for the child’s ears,” said Camille. “But I thought you might want to know about the boy.”

			“The boy? A boy…” The duc was flailing, looking between his brother and his pint-sized, dark-haired doppelgänger.

			Her strength resurfacing in her son’s presence, Minha found her voice.

			“Yes, Your Grace. Your brother didn’t know of his existence until two days ago.”

			“It’s true, Nicolas, you caught me out,” said Alexandre, raising his hands in the air. “But a son, clever me; and isn’t he handsome?” he continued, something smug about his lips alongside his irritation.

			The duc came round from behind his desk, crouched in front of Minha.

			“Let me take a look at you.”

			He held out a hand to Frog, who emerged from Minha’s skirts with a shy smile. Frog flicked his eyes up to Alexandre, looked startled at finding no corresponding smile there. The duc took the boy’s hand and shook it vigorously, shaking away his concern, setting him giggling.

			“Good to meet you. I’m your uncle.”

			“Uncle?” Frog asked, without much sense of meaning, with a glance at Minha for approval. She stayed close, but managed a nod, a squeeze of his hand. Frog turned back to the duc, open-faced. Duc Nicolas looked up at Minha.

			“He’s a fine boy.” He returned to Frog, ruffled his hair. This time, from this different stranger, Minha found the hair ruffling didn’t bother her so much. “A son, one born out of wedlock, but still, a son.”

			“Do you see now?” asked Camille. “Do you see this fresh danger?”

			Alexandre growled, but said nothing.

			“But the boy has a right to be here,” said the duc. “Just as my brother has that right.”

			“And do you think your brother will remain patient here, and nicely accept the role of younger brother? Just taking a back seat, living off your charity? Might it not be wise to admit he is not always to be trusted? To admit what he has done. Do you think he would be a kind or loving father?” Camille spoke as she stepped forward.

			“How ridiculous. Don’t listen to them,” Alexandre scoffed, his eyes now fixed on his brother.

			But Camille’s voice was hot, insistent. She said only what Minha thought, but nonetheless the accusation was a bold one to voice, to Alexandre’s flesh and blood. In front of the man himself. Minha could not have voiced it, so she was grateful to her friend, even while she was appalled that her son was there, in such close proximity to this evil. She was straining every muscle, every nerve, to escape. Would the duc accept Camille’s bald assertion? Would he help Minha? She twisted her hands within her skirts, gripping at her fingers. She knew Alexandre perhaps better, even, than his own brother did, in some ways.

			The duc got to his feet, went back behind his desk, and sat heavy in his chair, dropping his head in his hands. When he looked up, he ignored his brother. He looked at Frog, then at Minha. His expression was not unkind. Tired, but not unkind.

			“What do you want?”

			Minha flinched, snaked a hand around Frog’s shoulders. Camille took a step toward her.

			“As I said, the boy has a right to be here,” the duc continued. “But what do you want of my brother? I can compel him, you know.”

			“Nicolas!” Alexandre tensed then, all trace of bonhomie gone.

			Minha recoiled, pulling Frog with her. “No! I…”

			M. Augustin and the duc both shot her a look of alarm. Camille laid a hand on her arm.

			“No,” she spoke more gently, then. To attempt to still herself, so as not to alarm her son. “I came here to warn you, that is all. Because I think with this knowledge, that he has fathered a son, he is dangerous again. Your brother is a man who takes what he wants. Perhaps from you.”

			“And you…”

			Minha nodded, placing a hand on Frog’s head. He glanced up at her, seeking reassurance, and she summoned a smile for him, which he returned. She attempted to gather some strength for herself. Alexandre took a step forward, his body coiled, but the duc reached out to hold him back. Alexandre clenched his fists, his jaw working, but stayed where he was.

			“You asked what I want.” Her voice was an effort. Goose bumps pricked out across her skin. “I want to get away, far away. Out of reach.”

			The duc gestured her forward, along with the pharmacist. He pulled a drawer out from his desk, lifted out a purse, offered several coins to M. Augustin.

			“Enough?”

			“More than,” replied the pharmacist.

			“No matter. Have it. You’ve had to wait long enough.”

			The duc drew the cord on the purse, and pushed the whole thing across the desk toward Minha, gesturing to her to take it. She shook her head.

			“I’ve managed well enough up till now. There’s no reason why you should give me this.”

			The duc frowned at her refusal.

			“There’s every reason, as far as I can see.”

			Alexandre scowled, his nostrils flared. Minha closed her eyes, exhaling.

			“Where will you go?” the duc continued.

			“Perhaps I will travel farther into France. Perhaps I will go home.” There was a lump in her throat as she said this.

			“Then humor me. I would like to see my nephew safe on his travels.”

			Camille nudged her toward the purse. Minha reached toward it, and nodded, more to herself than any of the others. She looked up at the duc.

			“But may I ask for something else? Please. May I ask that you make sure I am not followed? Can you do that?”

			She did not look at Alexandre, although she heard him hiss. She was inviting further hatred with every word she spoke, but she would be honest now, and she would no longer hide. She had done her bit for her son. She felt sad for the duc, to bring down this knowledge on his head. But what the duc chose to do for himself, if he still wanted this poisonous-poisoner-brother, that was up to him.

			“Yes…yes, I can do that. You can be sure I will attend to that.”

			Frog wriggled, having stood still for too long, and having remembered the baker had promised him a pain aux raisins if he stood quietly to meet the duc.

			“We must leave. But thank you, for this.” Minha indicated the purse. “And for your help.”

			“One last thing, Camille,” the duc spoke to the baker. “Have a word with Gustave before you go. Get him to pack a good hamper of provisions for their journey. Tell him I requested it myself.”

			He came out from behind his desk and knelt again before Frog. Minha glanced at Camille, then watched Frog, who was looking at his magnificent uncle, with much the same wonder that he had shown for the great white horse.

			Minha turned now to the door. Soon they could leave, away from the pulsing cloud of fury emanating from Alexandre. A man who had warned her not to make trouble, for whom she had now made trouble, who she knew was merciless. Her feet itched, but she hung close to her boy. She held him, a hand on each shoulder, steadying herself, possibly, more than him, as the duc said his goodbye.

			“Have you tried chocolate?”

			Frog screwed up his face, glanced up behind him at Minha, who shook her head. He turned back to the duc and shook his head, too, setting his hair bobbing.

			“You shall try it. Remember chocolate specifically, Camille.”

			The duc gave Frog a swift hug, then stood back. Minha fell toward the door, Frog pushing ahead, Camille pulling in close behind her.

			“Monsieur.” The duc nodded at the pharmacist. “Can you stay a moment? I’m going to need your help…to convince my darling brother that I mean business.”

			Minha saw M. Augustin nod as she closed the study door. She did not look at Alexandre. Did not need to, to feel his rage, his disgust. The ugliness was wrapped around her whether she wanted it or not.

			Camille paused a moment, in the corridor, dipped her head to the dark lady in the portrait, put her fingers to her lips.

			“This painting…” began Minha.

			“I knew her, as a girl,” replied Camille. “I am glad she is still here.”

			“Who was she?”

			“Their grandmother.” Camille tipped her head back to where they had come from.

			“So, the Duchesse of Bellefalaise?”

			She didn’t seem like a duchesse, and Minha had felt she was something different, something more.

			“In her time, yes. We called her Madame du Chardonneret, because she kept a goldfinch. It used to fly about and then ride on her shoulder. The old duc wanted to remarry, tried to have her removed from the estate on grounds of insanity. But she liked it here, had lived here all her life. She fought her own case, and won, and then lived out her days in a cottage beyond the stables. She outlived him by several decades.”

			Minha looked at the face that had witnessed much of what she had been through, and much besides, it seemed.

			“And you knew her?”

			“She came down to the village, to the market. Not like this lot.”

			“No. I can see, she’s not like this lot.”

			Madame du Chardonneret bade Minha a last goodbye, with mild eyes and continued prayer. And something like a conclusion. The small painted bird behind her had a twinkle in his dark pinprick eye. Perhaps she would watch over Minha, this pale-dark lady, from her deep blue corner. Her eyes followed her, along with the loud shouts and hissed replies from behind that door, that sped her little party across the hallway and down the stairs.

			But there were no footsteps. She was free of footsteps.
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Chapter 41

			“We’re going back home. To England.”

			“But I like it here.”

			Minha looked at Frog, who was sitting on the worktop in the bakery kitchen. The sun poured through the windows, picking up the waves on his head and flour-dust on the air. She and Camille worked either side of him. Kneading, rolling the dough into loaves, to make up for the time lost on the daily bake while they’d been up at the château. To keep herself busy during the remaining hours before she could put a bearable distance between herself and the dangers of Bellefalaise. There wasn’t a boat until morning. She could not conjure one out of thin air, or fashion one out of bread dough, no matter how much she would have liked to, nor how hard it was to pause in their flight.

			“Yes…yes, I know. But when I was your age, I didn’t live here. I lived far away. And I’d like to show it to you.”

			She paused a minute, dipped her head to drop a kiss on his brow. He reached up a hand to her cheek; it came away flour-dusted. A slight furrow wrinkled his small brow.

			“Would you like to see it? To see a land far away, over the sea?”

			Her words vanished the furrow, lit a spark in his eyes.

			“In a boat?”

			She nodded, managing a smile of gratitude for boats. He knew about boats, watched them on the river. They were great mysterious magic, the fantasy of his bedtime stories, along with the places they went to. The sea, she had told him of the sea, though never that she had traveled across it. But she had told him of her grandfather’s garden, of the fruits on the trees, the carrots underground. Of her peach tree.

			“Would you like to see my grandfather’s garden?”

			At this he nodded along with her, wild, hair-bouncing nods.

			“Do we need to go in a boat to get there?”

			“Yes, we do.”

			“Oh,” he said. “I didn’t know.”

			He resettled himself, stilled himself to hear more. It must have seemed close, the garden in Kent, to him, in the way she talked of it. It was the garden by which they had measured the allotments, the cherry tree crop, the landscape about them. He had never questioned why they didn’t go there. Perhaps it featured more like a person in his imagination, like her grandfather himself, whom he knew had gone. She would make it real now. He never questioned their second language, the English she taught him, or asked why he did not hear it on anyone else’s lips. Perhaps he thought it was a language simply for them. He did know that it went along with her grandfather and his garden.

			They would go by boat, of course, to Frog’s delight. Stowing away, as she had done all those years ago, wasn’t needed this time. Not with the duc’s coins in her pocket. That stealth, the countless damp, dark hours under canvas in a neglected lifeboat, would not have been an option anyhow. Not with her wriggling, restless, curious boy. And she was done with hiding, done with stealing a life from other people’s offcuts, in other people’s shadows. From now, they would take up their space. She had had enough now, and they had enough to buy their passage across the Channel. The only things standing in their way were the hours of that night. Which Frog spent in exhausted sleep; a child’s anticipation of the unknown. And Minha spent in hushed exchanges with her friend. Of regret, of plans and uncertainties, of fear. Of hope.

			

			—

			Camille walked them to the river dock the following morning, early enough to still be relatively cool. The river was glassy, reflecting a clear and cloudless sky. There was a boat leaving, whose captain the baker knew by reputation. She would watch over them until they were safely aboard and away.

			“I wouldn’t trust these two to any old pirate.” Camille grinned at the man as they reached the boat. “You take care of them, you hear me?”

			The sailor doffed his cap to the baker, then turned to Minha.

			“You say your goodbyes, then you and the boy get on board.”

			Minha clung to her friend, as Frog clung to her skirts. In that moment, if it weren’t for the château and its inhabitants casting its long shadow from the cliff above them, she might have stayed.

			“Safe journey, now. Go!”

			Camille pushed her away, squeezed her shoulder, shrugged a last smile. Minha grasped the hand on her shoulder, then turned away with difficulty. Taking Frog’s hand, she quickened her step up onto the boat.

			As they walked, Frog clutched at her, overawed by the burly captain facing him. But Minha, remembering her long-ago journey, under cover in that stifling lifeboat, took a quick breath and stood tall. They stepped onto the boat in broad daylight, with an invitation. Minha felt a fresh breeze off the water, and pulled her pink shawl tightly about her shoulders. If they were seated among produce crates, between sacks of linen seed from Normandy, and giant wheels of cheese, it felt to her like a very fine seat nonetheless. And her son? Once he was settled, his excitement showed in the small body pulled up as high as he could sit. In the neck craning this way and that, ever looking. His nerves were exposed by the tight grasp he kept of her hand, and his eyes, whipping back to her each moment or so. To check she was there, to check this was real.

			Minha looked back too. Her heart quick in her throat, only easing as they pulled away from land. As the great white splendor of Bellefalaise disappeared from view, its creamy towers and turrets as fantastic and sky-bound as they had been on her arrival, and no black, roiling cloud of attack surged down the cliff and engulfed them. She tucked an arm about Frog. The other hand was down in her pocket, fingers wrapped around the familiar shape of her grandfather’s knife, as they settled in for the crossing.

			“There’s no end? The sea just keeps going?”

			“It looks that way, but we’ll cross it.”

			Frog pulled his eyes away from the horizon.

			“You promise?”

			“I promise. I’ve done it before.”
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Chapter 42

			When the shore came in sight it was just a fine line cutting the blues: green-flecked, white and gray. But there, certainly there. England. Kent. Frog had fought sleep long into the crossing, finally succumbing a couple of hours ago, despite his ardent desire to remain on duty. She stroked a lock of hair from his forehead, his head heavy in her lap, oblivious, while her whole body thrummed with hope, with fear, with hope again. She needed to watch the land get closer, to watch their arrival. It was time to see what they would find. Time to keep her wits about her. To greet the day.

			The sun was beating down, the air was still, and the market was in full flow when they docked. She reached her perch, the bench where she had sat before she left all those years ago, and seen the ship, made her decision to stow away. The sea visible on one side, and the market on the other. The market seemed as she had left it. It startled her, how little it had changed. She took a long breath, but she was saved the stink of it, the horse dung and the mingled pungency of meat and fish in that heat. She was denied something too. She would have breathed it in deep, the ugly funk of it, if she could have also smelled the rest. If she could have savored the scents and tastes of the late-season raspberries, peppery pink radishes, blood-red plums. If she could have dug her teeth into a hot pie from the pie stall and truly felt all its savory sweetness. She dashed a tear from her cheek with a shoulder. They were here, weren’t they? And Frog would taste, would love all of it, would live.

			She laid him, still sleeping, on the bench, before ducking back to collect their few possessions.

			“I’ll keep him if you like,” joked the captain, stepping alongside them. “He’s a natural on the water.”

			Minha laughed. Frog woke at the sound, and at the man’s low voice, and inched closer to her.

			“What do you say, would you like that, son? A job aboard my ship?”

			He looked up at the man, his face serious, quizzical.

			“Maybe, when I’m bigger.”

			“Yes, that’ll be best. I’m not sure that I can spare you just yet.” Minha smiled between them. “For now, we need to somehow get ourselves to Great Tidebrook.”

			“That’s their cart, over there,” said a man standing at the nearest stall, picking up the name amidst their exchange in French, and pointing to the edge of the square.

			“Oh, thank you,” Minha began, her English a little hesitant, having not spoken it to anyone but Frog in all that time. “I was hoping to travel on there.”

			“Maybe they’ll take you up with them, if they’ve room.”

			It was the old cart, the familiar cart, the cart with fading blue paint and a wonky tread that she had waved her grandfather off to market in.

			“Hello, are you here from Great Tidebrook?” She spoke to the driver through a lump in her throat, feeling a rush of all that had been good, and an ugly memory of all that hadn’t been. It wasn’t Billy driving.

			“Yes, that’s us. Do you know the place?” It was a young man who spoke, broad and dark-haired, at the reins.

			“I grew up there,” Minha replied, then indicated Frog alongside her, “but it’s his first time.”

			Frog shook his head into her skirts.

			“Ah well, we’re new, too,” said a pink-faced young woman sitting alongside the driver, and addressing Frog. “Tom and I are working up at the big house, and this is our first trip to market. We’re just going back now.”

			“Have you room for the two of us?” asked Minha, looking at the back of the cart, piled up with grain sacks and baskets. “We don’t mind where you put us.”

			“Of course. I’m Daisy, by the way, and you’ll sit up here with us.”

			“Minha,” she replied, taking Daisy’s hand, as the young woman made room for her on the seat. Frog was gathered up by Tom and settled onto his lap between the reins.

			“Can I?” he asked, eyes fixed on the horse’s ears, on Tom’s hold of the reins.

			“Drive? Course you can,” replied Tom, placing Frog’s hands on his own.

			Frog beamed, his eyes intent on the road ahead.

			“You’re new to Great Tidebrook, then,” said Minha, once they’d left the town behind.

			“Yes,” replied Daisy. “Tom’s mostly employed at table, and on the silver and that. And I’m helping Maggie in the kitchen.”

			“I tried to do the same when I was a girl—got under her feet, more like,” replied Minha, who had taken a breath as she’d heard the cook’s name, taking in that she was still there, at the stoves. “I still miss her apple pie.”

			“She knows how to cook up a feast,” replied Daisy. “You’ll see.” She turned to Frog. “It’s a grand fine house altogether. You’ll love it.”

			“Yes,” replied Frog, and clutched Tom’s hands tighter as they rounded a bend.

			The journey passed quickly enough for the part of Minha that was eager to arrive, and too quickly for the part of her that feared what kind of a welcome she would find. But there was no avoiding it now, as the lanes became familiar.

			“Can you set us down here, do you think?” Minha asked, a little before they reached Great Tidebrook.

			“I want to drive,” said Frog.

			“Next time,” replied Tom.

			“We’ll see Tom and Daisy again,” added Minha, “and all the horses. We’ll go up to the house.”

			It was a grand fine house indeed. Frog could see it later, afterward, if her grandmother would let them stay. Or, if she wouldn’t, they’d be up there to see if there was work at the big house, to find a place, to find a way. Now Minha was home, she was not leaving. As the cart rolled between the lush hedgerows, as it pulled to a halt back along the lane from the cottage, and she saw the low wall of the kitchen garden, the conical roof of the oast house, as she climbed down and her feet hit the dirt of the track, and she lifted Frog down alongside her, she knew she needed to stay. She was a child again too, now, as she took her child’s hand, drinking it in. Showing him the velvet-eyed cattle that had so scared her when she first arrived, that she grew so much to love. That lifted her heart now. Telling him about how they made beer from those funny berries on the laden vines. The hop pickers were bustling. Of course, it was getting to hop-picking time. How could she have forgotten? She used to measure her year with those Kentish seasons. Anyhow, it was a strange bitter drink; he might not like it, not yet. But the hops themselves were magical.

			“Can you smell that?” she asked him.

			She searched the air with her nostrils…reaching. She couldn’t smell it, but she knew it must be there. The vibrantly spicy green fug of hops, as they were stripped from their bines, as they were dried in the oast. Frog lifted his nose, and sniffed.

			“The strange smell? A bit like herbs and nuts and flowers all at once?”

			“Yes.”

			There was comfort in that. The fact of it, on the air. Home. She put a hand on his shoulder, slowed him until they came to a stop alongside the weathered redbrick walls and curly iron gate of her grandfather’s vegetable garden. She attempted to slow her heartbeat. She wanted to stop there, pull carrots there. She wanted to remain there, not continue to the cottage. Not face what might get in the way of what was now a profound yearning to stay.

			“That’s the cottage, Frog, where I grew up.”

			She pointed for him, to the irregular squat building ahead, with its graying whitewashed walls, the door that sat a little skew-whiff on its hinges, the late-summer chaos of plants embracing it.

			“That?”

			He pointed, eyes wide. Minha nodded.

			“That’s enormous.”

			She laughed at such an estimation of her grandparents’ tiny cottage. She set him laughing, too. He had seen buildings in their riverside town, in Villeloin. But he had never lived in one. Where they had lived, the home that was the most he had known so far, was the tiny forest hut.

			“Let’s see!”

			He charged forward. His laughter, his curious enthusiasm, soothed her a little. His tugging of her hand, his run, compelled her after him.

			The front door stood open. Her heart beat wild as she went inside, following her son, who had no past clouding his sense of adventure. Who had only his desire to explore. Frog stopped just inside. It wasn’t easy to see into the shaded interior after the fierce bright outside. But beyond him, Minha could make out a woman at the kitchen cupboards. Gray-haired. Her heart hammered now, with a painful force; her breath caught in her throat. She gathered herself, held herself tall. Then reached a hand forward, placed it on her son’s dark head. The woman turned.

			“Min!”

			She let her held breath go. Not her grandmother, not Martha. But Maggie—older, spare now, but definitely the cook. Her heart eased, lifted.

			“Yes, yes, it’s me. How are you, Maggie?”

			She took a step forward into the room, responding to the other woman’s smile, found welcoming arms thrown about her. In response to the question in the cook’s eyes, she pulled Frog forward, tucked a lock of his hair behind an ear.

			“I’m Frog.” He held out a hand.

			“Are you now?” Maggie dipped a chuckling curtsy, then looked up at Minha. “Your son? He’s the spit of you when you first arrived.”

			Minha smiled her thanks for the memory.

			“Where’ve you been? We’ve tried to find where you went. Have you traveled far?”

			“From France. I’ve been there since…” She swallowed, casting a look at the staircase. “Since my grandfather’s death.”

			“Heavens! And just arrived? Well sit…sit yourselves down. I’ll make a pot of tea.”

			Minha sat in the chair that had always been hers, Frog and Maggie in those of her grandparents. The hot tea was a blessing, a balm. As was the moment of silence while the cook bustled about, before she sat, with questions, with answers. Minha blew on Frog’s tea to cool it, clutched her own mug to still her trembling hands. To try and anchor herself, in a room that swirled with flashbacks, with a maelstrom of her emotions.

			“So you’ve been in France? We’d no idea. Billy thought he saw you, just after, at Folkestone market. But he was no help beyond that.”

			“Billy, is he…is he well?”

			“I imagine so. He’s no longer at the big house. Fancied himself a Londoner, didn’t he? Took himself off, and he’s not come back with his tail between his legs, at least not so far.”

			The cook laughed, and Minha took a slow breath. Let out something she hadn’t known she was holding.

			“And my grandmother? She’s not at home just now?”

			Maggie paused a moment, then leaned across the table and took one of Minha’s hands. She gave Frog a quick sad smile, taking one of his hands too, for good measure.

			“Your grandmother passed away. A month ago.”

			“Oh.”

			Minha took in the kindness of the other woman’s eyes, the furrow between her brows. She reached an arm around Frog, pulled him into her. Something dipped within her. They were too late, then. No chance to see her grandmother, whose welcome she had not expected, but a tightening of her heart told her she had perhaps hoped for. And now, not only was her grandfather gone, for always, it was gone too, this home that she had wanted to bring her son to. Her fingers wrapped tight about her mug, and Maggie refilled it.

			“How…how is my mother, do you know?”

			“Your mother? She came for the funeral. But she didn’t stay.”

			Minha took a sip.

			“It was a lovely service. They’re side by side in the churchyard. You can go and see.” Maggie patted her hand. “When you’ve had time to catch your breath. When you’re settled.”

			“Settled? Yes…”

			Minha spoke in a daze. She was frozen by the news. The momentum of getting there, ready to demand forgiveness for unknown crimes, to take her place at the table and make one for her son, all ebbed away. There was no place now. No table. Not for them. Frog stirred, restless within her arm.

			“Can I go outside?”

			Minha stood and opened the kitchen door, watching him run under the laundry line and out among a tangle of plants. The place was every color green, a riot of leaves and fronds. But overgrown, untended, not how her grandfather had left it.

			“Thank you, Maggie, for being here, for telling me.”

			“Well, you’ve saved me all sorts of worry, now you’re back.” A slight shadow passed across the cook’s face. “You are back, aren’t you? Not just in passing?”

			“Certainly, that’s what I wanted. If I can find a place to stay.”

			“Well, thank heaven! A place? Will there not be enough room, do you think? For you and the lad?”

			“Enough room?”

			“In this cottage. It did for your grandparents, I know. And for you, of course, when you were a little one. But you didn’t have a boy’s energy.”

			“Here?” She held the other woman’s eye, her own wide, questioning. “Could we stay?”

			“Of course, you don’t know…I should have said sooner. It was in his will, Armand’s, that you were to have the cottage, after they were both gone. He left it to you, not to Judith.”

			Minha’s hand flew to her mouth, her breath caught.

			“It’s all right, lovey, your mother didn’t want it.”

			His language, his favorite knife. His cottage, his home. Minha’s heart was big with it. Too big to contain in that moment. She dashed a tear away, clasped the other woman’s hands.

			“Truly? And my mother was all right with that?” She laughed, shrugged. She knew her mother. “She can stay, if she comes.”

			“Of course she can. Honestly, she couldn’t get back to London fast enough. Left me to sort everything out. That’s why I’m here now.”

			“Sort things out?”

			“Well, as we couldn’t trace you…And we need a new gardener; the last one left us in the lurch six months ago. We were going to rent the cottage out to him. We’ll find somewhere else, now, to put him.”

			“Him? Have you found one?”

			“Not yet. We thought we’d get the cottage sorted first.”

			“Maggie, could I…Would they consider, do you think…Could I have the job?”

			The cook took a look at her, pressed her hands together at her lips.

			“I’m young, and I’m very strong, and I know this garden inside out. Please!”

			“I can help.” Frog’s sun-pinked face had appeared at the door.

			“He will, you know. He’s a better fruit picker than I’ll ever be, ever so careful.”

			Maggie lowered her hands, smiled between the two of them, then turned back to Minha.

			“Given as how most of what you’ll be growing will be for my kitchen, if I’m happy, I don’t think anyone else will argue. It’ll be nice to have you back about the place. Remind me of your grandfather. And I’ve missed your expert opinion on my cooking.”

			“Maggie, I…”

			Minha faltered, couldn’t tell her childhood friend about her loss, not yet. There was too much to feel joyful about in that moment. She grinned instead, jumped up, hugged the other woman, attempting to pull Frog into the hug, too. He ducked sideways, then pulled his hands out from behind his back and presented her with a rose. Slightly crushed, a blowsy powder puff of creamy petals, and utterly perfect.

			“There’s a bush full of flowers at the back. I like it here. Can we stay?” he asked, smiling, catching the mood.

			“Yes,” said Maggie, beaming.

			“Yes, love. Yes, we can.”

			“Good. I like this house.”

			This house. Their house. Was it possible to be so lost, and then so found? She pinched herself hard, sparking tears.

			“What are you doing, Mama? Are you hurt?”

			“No. No, I’m not. I’m happy.” Minha gave the two of them another squeeze. “I’m very happy.”

			“Good,” Frog said. “Can we get some food now? I’m hungry.”
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Chapter 43

			They had a loaf of bread, warm from the oven, crusty, yielding. Just the sound of it, full of promise. Maggie had given them fresh goat’s cheese, too, and a bottle of wine.

			“There now, that’s the beginnings of a picnic. You go off and see what you can forage from among the weeds in your grandfather’s garden to go with it.”

			They set off back along the lane, from the big house where the cook had bestowed such riches upon them, toward their cottage. The hedgerows were a riot of deep greens, peppered with the orange and intense purple of berries. The sky was a vibrant blue canopy, laced over with wisps of white cloud. The dirt floor of their path was sunbaked and sandy, firm beneath their feet. Minha paused a moment, while Frog skipped around her. Breathing in the warmth of the day, of Maggie’s fresh bread, straight from the oven. How long had it been? She tore off a chunk for Frog, gave it to him, watched him tear into it, beaming. She took a piece for herself. Reveled in the warmth, the tender crumb, the crisp crust under her teeth. And breathed again, breathed on, as if she had been holding her breath for days. For years. She exhaled long, watching her dancing boy ahead of her, gleeful.

			And then it caught her.

			The wisp of it, a whisper. The ghost of a flavor, of nuance. The spirit of aroma. Not real? It couldn’t be. It must be the echo, the memory of bread. Ephemeral. Now gone.

			Her heart speeding, she put the loaf to her nose and pulled in deep, like a sea-diver coming up for air. She tore straight into the loaf with her teeth, then forced herself to slow, to breathe in and then out again. Quiet, almost unbearably so. But unmistakable. Sweet, wheaten music. Comfort and joy. Flour and water, homely and pure, the toasted depths of the oven, sour swell of yeast, the froth and bubble of the rise. The scent of her birth, laced with the noise and fug of the city, seasoned by the Strand bakery’s particular air. And now—could it be?—the scent of her rebirth. This bread of wheat from Kentish acres, infused with the soil on which she stood, yeasts on this breeze, bright water from a nearby stream. Flavored with home. She reached for it, but she found she didn’t need to reach. It was there. She was flooded with it. Bread, in all its complexity, in all its perfect simplicity. All of it!

			She ran ahead to Frog. It felt like she flew; the energy in her when she reached him was too great. She spun about, took his hand, pulled him after her.

			“Oh, isn’t this the best bread in the world!”

			He looked up at her, quizzical, then grinned to match her own.

			“Let’s look in the garden, find something delicious.”

			They whooped as they went. She jumped, stopped, sniffed the air, ran on again. It was there! Gentle, gradual, but it was all there. The bosky earth, the pale moist scents of the sun-warmed air. The sweet tang of nearby cattle. The hundred green aromas this countryside had always brought her: ancient, dark green, leaf of oak and ash, sharp pine. The fresh and ever-present back-note of grass, herbal, mellowed by the residue of that morning’s dew. And the hops, funky with spice, with the new wood and bright fruit of the vine.

			They plunged into the kitchen garden, assailed then with a whole new section of the orchestra of green scents, plus a choir of floral top notes. Her eyes scanned between the flowers, the overgrown tendrils and thorns. What was edible? What was good?

			“What are we looking for, Mama?”

			“Hmm.” She put a finger to her lips, pensive, hiding a broad smile. “For the goat’s cheese, I think let’s find some herbs?”

			He nodded, looking about the unfamiliar garden, its four high walls of variegated red brick, at present almost entirely covered with untended vines and the leafy ladders of espalier trees. The beds were reaching out to each other across weed-strewn paths. Minha strode forward, through the thick of it, following her nose.

			“Let’s see…”

			She crossed to the back wall, knelt down, plunged her head among the leaves, this way and that. She knew what she was looking for, and where it was. This was a long-overdue reunion with beloved old friends. Rosemary, aromatic, dominant but so very dear. Thyme, its cousin, but quieter, with a lemony edge. Basil, sweet basil, greener than the greenest thing, lifter of spirits.

			She closed her eyes a minute, then fixed them on an overgrown plant close by, pulled a narrow yellow-green leaf. She put it between her fingers, rubbed them together, put them to her nose. Grassy and anise-fresh. She beamed.

			“Yes! Tarragon. That’ll go well with our cheese. What do you think?”

			She pulled another leaf, handed it to Frog. He put it to his nose, into his mouth, nodded wildly. He loved it too, then, this aniseed, verdant herb. It would chime with the milky saltiness of the cheese; it would complete it. Her grandfather had known this, had loved his herbs.

			She dashed away a tear, felt the lump in her throat rise. Remembering the soup, the particular herb, mint, that he had asked for. It reached her now, stirred by her hands among the leaves. Mint, peppery and clean. The memory of him was in every plant, every color, every texture of this place. Every taste. They brought her grandfather to her. His loss, but also him standing there, hoe in hand.

			“Shall we sit in here?”

			Frog was looking left and right, for a patch of ground that wasn’t thickly planted. There wasn’t one within the kitchen garden. Minha jumped up, certain where to go.

			“I know the place. Come on.”

			She put a handful of tarragon in the basket in which Maggie had packed their goodies: a couple of beakers for the wine, a twist of black pepper for the cheese. She led him out through the garden, across the lane, and into the orchard. She picked her way through trees she knew, and some she didn’t, all groaning with fruit: plums and greengages, dusky red, amber, jade. Her belly fluttering, her hope igniting as she saw a trunk, straight and true, leaves, abundant and fluttering, and more…Fruits hanging. Peaches! The world of the tree ignited by the pink-tinged glow of a dozen or more earthbound suns.

			The place was as she remembered it: a dappled corner, sunshine and shade. The place for a peach, for their peach.

			“Look.”

			“Is this the one you planted, Mama?”

			She nodded, one hand toward a delicate leaf, the other pressed to her mouth. It was tall, taller than her. A miracle of growth from her grandfather’s gift of a single fruit. It had been busy. Busy believing. While she had run, and then hidden. Before she had found her way back to it.

			She unwound her pink shawl from about her shoulders and shook it out, let it settle on the ground for them to sit on. Frog planted himself on it beneath her tree, the dappled light playing across his tousled head, his upturned face. He unpacked their spoils, tore himself off another piece of bread. She spread smooth white cheese on it with her grandfather’s knife, topped it with a bright tarragon leaf, a pinch of black pepper, then handed it to him and watched him dig in. She sat cross-legged beside him, followed suit.

			“What does that taste like?” He pointed at the wine bottle, Maggie’s nod to a celebration for Minha’s return.

			“Hmm…it’s something like dark grapes, and something like gentle fire.”

			His eyes were wide. “Can I try?”

			“Just a little. It’s really for grown-ups.”

			She poured him out a thimbleful, poured herself not much more. They sipped together. She felt it warm her, felt herself grow with each flavor that returned to her. The milk-salt cheese, the tongue-heat of the pepper, the heavenly familiarity of bread. Even with this, with wine, tannic and bitter as it was. Frog coughed.

			“I don’t like it.”

			“Nor do I, much.”

			She tipped her head back, feeling sun and breeze on her. They brought ease, they brought the promise of something that hung above her, those lucent globes.

			“You know, I’d much prefer a peach.”

			He didn’t need asking twice. He stood on tiptoes, reaching high as she lifted him. Wrapped small hands around one soft fruit and then another, handing them down to her one by one. Frog devoured his peach in a few bites, beaming, rose-pink juice coursing down his chin. He laid the stone at her feet. Then leaped up, dashed off, and began a stomping dance among the trees.

			She held her gaze on him a moment, then dropped it to the peach in her hands. Sun-warmed, pink-blushed, down-soft. It was a lovely thing to hold. She lifted it to her cheek, her nose, her lips. Pulled in the sweet, bright, lemon-and-rose-petal scent, reveled in the beauty of peach skin and fuzz and leaf. In memory of the last peach she had eaten in this place. To give thanks for this one too. Pearly-white-fleshed, bursting with juice. She sucked hard as she bit into it, to not drench herself as Frog had done. She was flooded nonetheless. With the joy of it, with every sweet taste of it. It sang a divine melody, bright and sharp and tangy, mellow and dark-honeyed. Ambrosial. It filled her mouth. It filled her soul. It drew a line, in all its tangled detail, between the last peach eaten there and this peach. It was the best peach, the second-best peach. The same peach. It held the far-off Mediterranean gardens of its origins, and the Kentish soil from which it grew. It was something new to add to the rich diversity of her sense memories, and something to hold apart, on its own. It washed through her. Turned a page in her heart. Unfurled something there that she had coiled so tightly, she had forgotten how violently she did so. She was unfurled now, ready to spring, to live.

			She cleaned the stone, not to waste a morsel. And placed it alongside Frog’s at her feet. They would plant them tomorrow.
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			Behind the Book

			Feast is the story of a girl born with a remarkable sense of taste. She can taste the particular earth in which a peach grew, the sunshine that nurtured it. But this gift, and her mixed-race origins, set her apart. Born into the inhospitable streets of London in the 1880s, what will the world make of her, and what will she make of it?

			I am an artist, a painter, and have always had that need to express myself. I am also a chocolate expert; I taste it, teach others how to taste, and judge it. I write about it and lots of other food besides. I am very much awake to my senses, I always have been. I notice things. It is part of how I live, and how I express myself. It is also part of what I am driven to express. Food is a universal experience, in all its complexity—the joy of it, the pull toward it, the different things food, appetite, and feeding others means to each of us.

			Fiction is a place that allows us to tell emotional truths, to be full and bold with them, as we live deep within our characters. Like my character Minha, I am mixed-race, and I wrote Feast to explore what it means to be an unconventional woman in a man’s world, and at a time when bigotry and misogyny feel ever-present. I wanted to speak honestly about navigating life’s dangers, what might happen, and about ultimately thriving in all one’s unique complexity and difference.

		

	
		
			Discussion Questions

			
					
					Minha is aware of her sense of taste—and smell, which is the greater part of flavor—from her infancy. What is your first food memory? What are your earliest memories overall, and how do they reflect who you know yourself to be as an adult?

				

					
					Minha’s sense of taste is exceptional, an amplification of what we might think of as being highly sensitive or intense. Do you think those things are a blessing or a curse?

				

					
					If taste is Minha’s superpower, what is yours?

				

					
					A search for belonging is a common experience of mixed-heritage people. Why do you think that is, and how is that reflected in Minha’s story?

				

					
					There are certain food motifs in the story—bread, peaches, strawberries, hops. What foods would tell the story of your life?

				

					
					When Minha meets Alexandre he is very dependent on her. Why do you think being needed in that way has such immediate impact on Minha? And what do you understand about the difference between power and strength in the way they each behave across the novel?

				

					
					Friendship plays an important role in the novel, whether from a family member such as Minha’s grandfather or from the baker Camille. What role can friendship play in navigating acceptance of self and recovery from trauma?

				

					
					Much of the novel is set in the fairy-tale Château de Bellefalaise, which beguiles Minha at first sight. What place have you fallen in love with and found magical? Which places are important in the novel, and why?

				

					
					There are certain objects in the novel—Minha’s grandfather’s knife, the scarf her father gave her mother—that are almost talismanic for her. Do you have an object or objects that serve you in a similar way?

				

			

		

	
		
			Recommendations

			Watch:

			
					Babette’s Feast (film, 1987)

					The Taste of Things (film, 2023)

					Ratatouille (film, 2007)

					Jiro Dreams of Sushi (film, 2011)

			

			Read:

			
					Perfume by Patrick Süskind

					The Mixed-Race Experience by Naomi Evans and Natalie Evans

					The Safekeep by Yael van der Wouden

					The Marriage Portrait by Maggie O’Farrell
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