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Marion Vanelle pulled into her personal parking spot at insane-o-clock as she did most days, exited her Citroen and careened through the side entrance of what had become, at best, a difficult pleasure. The country-house style structure of Maison Vanelle was classic Georgian-era sandstone on the outside, elegantly appointed inside, and had taken Marion the lion’s share of her sixty-two years on Earth to own outright. There were thirty rooms for guests across two floors, expansive beautifully manicured grounds complete with a kitchen garden the envy of most chefs in Oxfordshire, a Parisian style cafe and a restaurant she had named Trois Chose; the name of her eatery reflecting her philosophy that all good dishes featured no more than three elements. She applied this dictum to her life as well, so much as she centered everything around work, work and more work. 

From her humble beginnings in Pont-Aven to the journeywoman culinary education that took her halfway across Europe, the woman had weathered more than her fair share of storms. By the time she started business in England, she had been well seasoned by the heat, relentlessness and cruelty that can only be found in the kitchens of the world’s best and worst restaurants. She had been married and divorced, wealthy and dirt poor, but now was the time for her to contentedly survey her kingdom built on a foundation of hard-won experience and yet, satisfaction somehow eluded her.

As soon as she breached the doorway, Marion, ever the tyrant, began barking commands at the pâtissier, restaurant manager and anyone stumbling into her line of sight. The rhythmic chopping, stirring and scraping of daily prep continued but the energy shifted, in the manner of a school classroom in receipt of its principal. Marion snaked through the kitchen examining every cooking station, sparing no one the length of her tongue if she found even the most miniscule detail lacking. Every soul in the area tightened as she entered the walk-in; they knew precisely what to expect next. Garnish-ingredients, charcuterie, even carefully clarified stocks in airtight containers that somehow offended, flew out of the refrigerated room and skittered across the recently disinfected floor. The whole performance was accompanied by cries of “Merde!”, “Putain!” and various other French curse words. It was at this point, as had become the accepted procedure, that the chef de cuisine, Anita Karem, made an appearance. 

Anita knew well enough to allow Marion Vanelle to reach boiling point before risking any sort of communion, as this meant that the woman would soon begin to cool. She stood at the walk-in's entrance, deftly dodging the odd celeriac, and waited patiently for the swearing to simmer down to irritable mumbling. Marion turned, tucking a lock of salt and pepper hair behind her ear and straightening up to her full four-foot-nine. The tiny woman’s azure eyes met Anita’s and she smoothed her gunmetal Dior suit jacket with hands sporting the burns and scars left by decades of hard graft. Anita’s lips parted but Marion silenced her with a raised finger.

“Maman needs an espresso before you come at me with the day’s melodrama,” said Marion. The referral of herself as everyone’s mother was a recently adopted habit that was endearing to some and grating to others. Anita had chosen to take it in her stride.

“Espresso for Maman!” cried Anita into the ether.

Marion motioned for her subordinate to bend down, curtailing the disparity of roughly a foot between the two women so she could slap Anita’s cheek. “You forgot my croissant.”

Anita, slightly defeated, called out for the pastry and kept pace with Marion as the pair made for the bar near the dining room’s entry where the diminutive Gallic woman always imbibed her early morning coffee. As soon as Marion climbed her stool the steaming coffee shot was placed before her, served as always in her personal espresso cup alongside the requested confection. The hollow eyed pâtissier delivering the repast was waved away by its recipient and Anita stood with her hands clasped behind her back, awaiting the customary first sip, appraisal and drainage of the coffee cup to occur before delivering her daily update. 

“First off, overnight fish delivery was light on langoustines, and they claim they were totally out of turbot,” Anita began.

“Turbot went to Migliore,” croaked Marion producing a Gitane from a silver case and lighting it. “Each week, for the past four or five, it seems, Bianchi and his cronies pay off my providores and hijack my ingredients.”

“I figured it was more than coincidence,” replied Anita.

“Yet, you did nothing to prevent it. Send a runner over as soon as one surfaces to recapture our missing produce. Now, continue with your pestering.”

“Sources say that Barrington Skaven’s visit may happen today. Lunchtime.”

Marion Vanelle pivoted in her seat, exhaled smoke through her nose like a dragon and flashed her crooked teeth. “Hope he chokes on his côte de boeuf, the fat greasy bastard. He can give me his critique from hell.”

Anita brushed imaginary lint from her smart black chef’s jacket. “With all due respect, Chef, I wanted to prepare something off-menu for Skaven.” Anita chanced a glance at Marion’s expression and was met with white-hot contempt. “I mean, since we’re trying to regain our lost star and all.”

“Michelin?” replied Marion through gritted teeth. “Michelin can fucking well kiss my wrinkly ass!” The woman vaulted from her stool, stubbed her cigarette into her empty coffee cup and hurled her uneaten pastry at a framed Toulouse-Lautrec lithograph. “Any other steaming horseshit for me to eat, or have you sufficiently ruined my day?”

“Well—”

“—Well, what?”

“We have a new dish-pig starting today. Barnaby Silver. He’s waiting in the locker room,” stuttered Anita.

“Does he have a brain in his head?” snapped Marion.

“He’s clever. We went to Swindon secondary together, so I can vouch for him.”

Marion rolled her eyes. “Fils de pute,” she spat before disappearing around the corner.

Anita smoothed out her chocolate-colored hair and breathed deeply as she near-sprinted through the kitchen to the cramped room behind it. She deflected the usual barrage of questions from the sous, the chef de partie who wasn't getting the answers he wanted from the sous, as well as the rising storm of queries from other corners of the staff roster. Ordinarily, kitchen hands aside, it would only be Marion, Anita, the pâtissier and a prep chef in attendance pre-sunrise, but considering the restaurant’s recent downgrade, it was always all hands-on deck. Marion talked tough but losing her hard-earned Michelin star had really punctured the woman’s hull, and it was taking a toll on everyone. 

Anita darted between the rows of lockers and soon found Barnaby sitting on a wooden bench engrossed in a hefty-looking book. She stood there silently for a moment wondering whether he hadn’t marked her appearance or was simply playing it cool. She found herself wanting him to sense her like a hound catching the scent of its prey, then chiding herself for the thought of it. Anita looked over Barnaby’s form like an aficionado regarding a Rodin; his dark tee shirt was roomy but hugged his broad shoulders and his legs looked lean and muscular in fitted cargo pants. A man-bun had materialized somewhere between their high school graduation and the present day, along with a Japanese-style tattoo sleeve. But overall, she liked the lad; she must have done as she’d risked her already shaky reputation by giving him a job. 

“What on earth are you reading?” said Anita finally.

Barnaby looked up and stroked his unshaven jaw. “Neet, Neet, Neet,” he said with faux disappointment. “Exec Chef at twenty-eight with such an impressive namesake, and yet you know not the name of this tome?”

“Okay first, my name’s spelt K-A-R-E-M and has nothing to do with the famous Carême and you know that, you atomic wanker.”

Barnaby stood up, towering over Anita and feigned agony. “Ouch.”

“And second, I absolutely hate your hair.” Barnaby hugged Anita, lifting her off her feet in the process causing her to give in to an uncharacteristic giggling fit. “Put me down!” she yelled.

“You used to love that, Neet,” he protested.

“I’m not ‘Neet’ in here. Here, I’m Chef. Okay?”

“Got it,” replied Barnaby earnestly.

“You ready for your first day at sea?” asked Anita.

“I definitely am, El Capitano.”

“Any second thoughts, tell me now. I don’t want you legging it during service.”

“Hey, I’m here to kickstart my culinary career but, you know... I’m also here for you,” replied Barnaby, looking shyly at his crocs. “Also, you know Miles Davis? Jazz god and one of my personal idols? He was a phenomenal cook. True story.”

“Jeez, Silver by name, silver by nature. Now let’s get you set up
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