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For the immigrants, children of immigrants, and anyone who’s ever attempted to make a better life for themself in the face of formidable odds. May your journey and success go hand in hand.
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Why Can’t the English Learn?

In the year 1833 of the Common Era, a fair ten years since King George IV died and his much beloved daughter, Princess Charlotte, succeeded him as Queen Charlotte of England, Ireland, Hanover, and so on and so forth, one Miss Penelope Pickering stood in the shadowed portico of St. Paul’s London, wondering how much longer she’d have to wait for her dear friend Helena Higgins.

Of course, as even Penelope would admit if pressed, Helena had never been what one might call the epitome of charm. Nor would one characterize her as a lady of grace, for her sharp tongue offended nearly everyone she met. She was, however, well on her way to becoming the foremost authority of their generation on the culinary arts in Britain, and therefore considered herself entitled to tell people when they harbored incorrect assumptions about Culinaria, or indeed the world. And, to be quite honest, Helena was very often right. Most of Helena’s schoolmates found this trait downright irritating, but Penelope Pickering was of a decidedly tolerant bent.

This perhaps explained why Penelope now found herself standing across from the Covent Garden Market, wishing she’d remembered to bring an umbrella on this chilly evening in early January. She had only just returned from touring the Americas with her parents, and after not seeing Helena since the final day of their previous spring term at the Royal Academy of Culinaria Artisticus—a good six months since—most of her memories of Helena’s less-than-ladylike manners had softened. Distance and time have a way of making friends forget each other’s faults, and Penelope was not immune to this phenomenon.

She looked about her once more, then pulled a piece of paper from the pocket of her navy blue traveling dress. She held it up to the flickering gas lamp to her left with one gloved hand as she did her best to shield it from the rain with her other.

Number 9, Cavendish Square January 5, 1833

Marylebone, London

My Dear Penelope,

What a pleasure it is to welcome you to Cavendish Square! It seems an age since we first concocted this scheme to spend our final term at the Royal Academy living away from those dreary girls at school, and the day has finally come. I am pleased your parents relented at last! My own parents and brother continue their sojourn on the Continent, and therefore I must apologize for not being able to greet you myself, but I trust the staff has welcomed you with great ceremony and that you are now settling into the violet room with your every comfort well attended. I daresay your journey was decidedly unpleasant, but I hope you will be sufficiently recovered from your travels to join me this evening in some research. I shall await you at eight of the clock at St. Paul’s Church, and we shall sample London’s most authentic taste of the Americas. Bring your appetite and coin purse as the night market has markedly improved in your absence.

Yours as ever,

Helena Higgins

Penelope glanced across the street at the vendors hawking their wares and food by the light of the gas lamps. The usual assortment of unaccompanied young men and ladies her own age milled around the purveyors who had set up on the street—those who couldn’t afford stalls inside the columns of the market building. Hats, umbrellas, or hooded capes shielded most of the patrons from the worst of the rain as they bought goods and food from the roaming hawkers. Unlike Penelope, they had come prepared for the weather. None of them looked particularly like Helena, however. Penelope stuffed the letter back into her pocket and her hands back into her fur-lined muff. With the rain, many of the vendors now had a captive audience as ladies and gentlemen emerged from the theaters only to huddle under whichever awnings and porticos they could.

A party of three stopped next to Penelope and blinked at the rain. The girl, who looked to be a year or two younger than Penelope’s ten and seven, huffed. “Oh, it’s too, too tiresome. Can’t you get us a cab, Frederick?” She turned to the young man next to her. Judging by their similar looks, Penelope guessed him to be the girl’s brother.

“I’ll get deuced wet out there!” he exclaimed in a way young men reserve for sisters who irritate them. Then he seemed to remember a stranger stood nearby, for he inclined his head to Penelope. “I beg your pardon, miss.”

“I must apologize for my son,” said the third of the party, a middle-aged woman with a tall feather protruding from her coiffure. “He is a heathen, I’m afraid.”

Penelope nodded at the lady. “Quite all right.” She’d hardly call the young man a heathen for using the word “deuced” in her presence, but the woman couldn’t know that Penelope had heard far worse language in her travels. “The weather shows no sign of abating, I fear.”

“Freddie, get this lady a hackney as well.”

Penelope shook her head. “I thank you, but I’m meeting someone.”

The older woman frowned. “Here? At this time of night?”

Penelope gestured at the carts in the street and at the sheltered stalls beyond, inside the market building. Steam from the food the vendors were cooking dissipated into the dank evening air as a multiplicity of scents wafted toward Penelope. “A school friend invited me to join her here at the stalls for some culinary research. It seems this is one of the few places in London where one can find an authentic taste of the Americas.” Though Penelope rather thought she’d be the judge of that.

“The Americas?” the woman repeated as though the thought of anyone seeking out food from the continents across the ocean had never occurred to anybody in the whole history of human relations.

“Are you a Culinarian, then?” the young man asked Penelope as he swiped a piece of damp hair away from his dark blue eyes.

She nodded. “I soon will be. I’m in my final term at the Royal Academy.”

“My sister dabbled a bit but decided to go to the Royal Conservatory of Commoditas and Design in the end,” he said with a gesture at the young woman.

“I never dabbled, Freddie. My design improvements to Lady Hammersley’s chaise and four had her bragging to her neighbors for weeks. If anything, you’re the dabbler.” Freddie’s sister wrinkled her nose.

“Well,” said he with a rueful smile, “perhaps I am, but I make a dashed fine pheasant pie.” He tipped his tall hat to Penelope, murmured something to his mother about going to look for a cab, and bounded off into the rain. As he stepped off the curb, he collided with a bedraggled young man in a shapeless brown coat carrying a wooden tray covered in cloth.

Penelope winced as two half-moon-shaped pies fell from the tray and plopped onto the dirty, wet cobbles.

“Watch yourself, why don’t ya?” the young man said, throwing a glare at Freddie.

“I beg your pardon,” Freddie said. He touched his hat and hurried down the street.

“Two pasties trod in the mud,” the boy yelled at Freddie’s back. He made a great show of covering the remaining pies with their protective cloth. “Some gentleman, jostling poor cooks and knocking their livelihoods onto the street,” he said loud enough for anyone nearby to hear.

“Here, boy,” Freddie’s mother called. “I’ll pay for what my son cost you.” She turned to her daughter. “Clara, give the young man a shilling.”

“Oh, he’s your son, is he?” the boy said, approaching. Penelope figured he must be about her age, yet it was difficult to say, considering the quality of the gaslight flickering to the left of them. “Might have raised him better than to pay for his mistakes yourself. Fella might as well pay for his own mistakes, my ma always said.”

“Do you care for the shilling or not, boy?” Clara asked, holding out the coin between gloved fingers.

“I’ll take it, miss, and thank ye for it.” The boy winked at her then, and Penelope looked away from the exchange, realizing that the young man might have been attractive if he washed the dirt from his face and had the waves of his brown hair cut into a semblance of a shape.

“Well, I never,” Clara said, and pulled her mother’s arm so they stood farther away from the boy.

He smirked. His gaze then landed on Penelope, now standing alone under the portico. She scanned the stalls for Helena again, but saw no one resembling her.

“Buy a Faraway Pasty, miss?” the boy asked. He lifted the cloth off his tray, and the smell of fried dough, beef, and oregano wafted toward her.

Penelope blinked. “Empanadas?”

His light brown eyes, framed by thick lashes wet from the rain, widened. “What a clever one you are! Not one person in twenty knows ’em by their right name. Just fer that, I’ll give you two fer the price of one.”

Penelope raised a brow. She doubted she was getting much of a discount, but she had come to eat, after all. “How much?”

“Just tuppence, miss. Not a penny more.”

Penelope riffled through her pocket and handed him two copper pennies. He held out the tray for her to choose from. She pulled out her handkerchief and used it to take two plump, medium orange ones with a few browned spots from the center of the tray. Despite the cold evening, they still held some warmth. He covered them again and raised an eyebrow as though waiting for her to taste. Penelope took a bite from the flat end of one of the pouches so she could perceive the filling’s flavor. The perfectly fried corn-based dough and well-spiced minced beef, diced potato, and onion mixture yielded under her teeth. Surprised, she glanced at him. He grinned back with a slightly crooked smile.

The spices sang to Penelope of heat and love and generations of hardship. “Salvadoran?”

“Not I, but”—he tilted his head as if to tell her a secret—“I learned it from a Salvadoran.”

Penelope raised her brows. She hadn’t even known there were any Salvadorans in London. She took another bite. “Paprika in the masa instead of achiote?”

His eyes lit up. “Best I could do.”

Penelope nodded and wrapped the rest in her handkerchief. She wouldn’t think many London purveyors would carry achiote, anyway—let alone sell it cheaply. “Your Salvadoran friend taught you well.”

“These aren’t even my specialty. You should try my squash-blossom corn pasties. Best in London when they’re in season.”

Penelope raised an eyebrow. It sounded like something she’d had with her parents during their time in Mexico. The ones she’d eaten had been uncomplicated, but clean, straightforward food at its most delicious. “And where did you learn those?”

He shrugged with one shoulder. “Now, now, a fella can’t reveal all his secrets, can he?”

Penelope raised a brow. Cooks, chefs, and Culinarians alike often kept their special recipes to themselves, but so few people in Britain had any but the smallest knowledge of the cuisines of the Americas that she found herself wondering why he didn’t care to reveal his source. “I suppose not.”

“Course, for a lady so pretty as yourself, I might be persuaded . . . if you saw fit to buy another.” He lifted the tray nearer Penelope’s face as the corner of his lips kicked up at one side—the kind of smile she imagined rakish gentlemen used to attract naive girls who had greater dowries than judgment. On him, though, she didn’t know if it was anything more than a way of enticing her to buy more empanadas.

She had to hand it to him; the young man was a good salesman. “I’m afraid I’ve hit my limit for Salvadoran empanadas this evening.” After all, she had a night of tasting in front of her, and a lady had to preserve her figure somehow. Her trip across the Americas had already added more curve to her shape than she’d departed England with.

“Balderdash! Utter balderdash!” a voice boomed from behind a column.

The young man and Penelope swiveled back to look at the speaker.

“Here, what’s this?” the boy said.

A slight figure under a hooded cape emerged from the shadows. “Learned it from a Salvadoran, my foot. Why, anyone who tasted them could tell that those empanadas are Peruvian. No doubt this boy stumbled upon the combination on his own, and he’s taking advantage of your knowledge, Pen.” The lady pushed back her hood, revealing black ringlets minimally frizzed from the rain, and green eyes that tipped up slightly at the edges like those of a cat. “I am disappointed to see you making such a trivial mistake,” she stated.

Penelope smiled despite herself. “Have you been hiding behind that column this entire time? I’ve been waiting an age, Helena.”

“Seven minutes, to be precise. I had some notes to jot down on this fellow’s Peruvian pasties.” She waved a palm-sized notebook in the air. “Flavor good, but sloppy execution.”

“Who are you?” the young man asked with a frown. “And what right do you have to take notes on me?”

“As to your first query, I am Lady Helena Higgins, top of my class at the Royal Academy of Culinaria Artisticus, and soon to be the most sought-after Culinarian in Britain. Most recently, I have acted as a culinary consultant by royal appointment to Queen Charlotte and the Royal Navy. As to your second question, the same right as any creature alive, I’m sure.” Helena reached under her cloak, revealing the reticule hanging from a cord over her shoulder. She dropped her notebook and pencil inside and closed it.

The boy sniffed. “Culinary consultant, eh? Well, I don’t take kindly to people trying to steal me recipes—especially puffed-up Culinarians who haven’t even graduated. Fella’s gotta make a living somehow, and next thing I know, you’ll be cooking me empanadas for the queen and not paying me nary a ha’penny for it! Meanwhile, I have to hear you tellin’ me I don’t know me own business.”

Helena’s green eyes widened. “How dare you insinuate that I would steal your accidental recipe for a Peruvian empanada. Why, the very idea—”

“I must say I agree with him, Helena,” Penelope cut in. “Those empanadas taste far more like those I ate in Central America or Colombia. My parents and I spent weeks in each region. We didn’t make it so far as Peru, but according to my research, most Peruvian empanadas are made with a wheat-based dough.”

Helena turned to Penelope, all her outrage melting like candy floss in water. “Did you really go all the way to Colombia? I wonder if I should have taken you up on your offer to accompany you to the Americas, primitive as they are. But then I would not have been able to consult for the queen, and I daresay that will prove far better for my future culinary career.”

Penelope tried not to roll her eyes. “The Americas are not primitive, Helena. I might, perhaps, characterize some places as a bit rural, but not primitive.”

Helena waved her hand in the air. “I meant no offense, I assure you. Only how can you possibly think this street rat knows his Salvadoran anything from his Peruvian?”

The young man had had enough. “Here, how do you know what I know? You some kind of busybody? What sort of lady comes ’round Covent Garden looking to deprive a poor young cook of his livelihood by telling his customers he don’t know where his own food comes from?”

Helena stretched to her full height, which was admittedly not much, but she wore it well. “Young man, I am a Culinarian. I have no intention of stealing your so-called recipes or telling your customers anything at all. This lady, however, is my friend and a fellow Culinarian, and as second in our class at the Royal Academy, she should know better.”

Penelope let out an amused breath. Helena never took too long to bring up the fact that Penelope held a constant second place in their class to Helena’s first. “I really think you ought to take another bite of this empanada, Helena.”

“Oh, very well.” She held out her hand for the unbitten pasty, and Penelope obliged. Helena chomped into it with little delicacy, chewed a few times, and tilted her head to the side. “Ah, this one’s different from the one I ate earlier.” She nodded at Penelope and then at the boy. “You see, lad, she does know better.”

The young man frowned. “So you agree it’s Salvadoran now?”

Helena nodded and swallowed another bite. “Undoubtedly.” She weaved her arm through Penelope’s. “My friend, you know, is working toward becoming an expert on the cuisine of the Americas. Come, Penelope! The rain has practically stopped and there’s a delightful little Hungarian stand across the way that I’ve been longing for you to try.” She pulled Penelope off the curb and into the street.

The boy followed. “Hey! Just because you’re almost a Culinarian, that don’t make you the Queen of Sheba. You may have a right to take down notes on me food, but you got no right to insult me. People coming from all around tell me my pasties are the best in London. Faraway Pasties, they call ’em.”

“That may be,” Helena said, pulling Penelope to the left to skirt a pile of muddy refuse, “but you sell them for two pence apiece.”

“So what if I do? It’s an honest living.”

Helena spoke over her shoulder. “Honest it may be, but not very profitable.” They ducked between two columns and into the shelter of the market building.

“I can’t sell them for no more—I’ll get priced out.”

“Helena, do leave the lad alone,” Penelope interjected, starting to feel uncomfortable about how the young man had interpreted the conversation.

“Penelope, I have no intention of doing anything else,” Helena said with big, innocent eyes. “I only mean that if he had the training, he could easily open his own shop, be the Faraway Pasty Man, if he so desired, and end up pulling in hundreds of pounds a year.”

“Here, what’s that ya say?” the young man asked.

“But instead he’s forced to walk the streets with his wares, making barely enough to live on. If we could but educate these poor souls to a higher degree, just think how society would flourish.”

Penelope brushed droplets of rain from her shoulders. “But surely not everyone could make a success even if they had the education.”

“No, but they’d have a better chance.” Helena walked farther into the market. “Just take this bedraggled young man, Pen.” She cast a glance over her shoulder. “If I had a mind to, in six months I could turn him or anyone else into a first-rate gentleman culinary artist. One even our classmates would find impressive.”

“Hey! You saying I isn’t impressive?”

Both girls stopped and looked at him then. His eyebrows knit together as he glared back.

“Your flavors are excellent,” Penelope said.

“But nothing out of the common way,” Helena qualified. “At any rate, they’re not impressive enough for you to own your own shop or even a stall of your own—of course, you are still quite young, I suppose.” She eyed him up and down. “How old are you?”

He frowned. “Why would I tell you that?”

Helena cocked her head to the side. “Ten and seven?”

“Thereabouts,” he grumbled.

She turned to Penelope. “There, you see, he is your age, Pen, and just look at the unfortunate fellow.”

“He’s your age, too, Helena,” Penelope stated, tilting her chin down.

“Have you forgotten that I shall be eighteen in nary a month? Dear me, what a little education might do for this creature. I’ve a good mind to write a book on the subject. One day. I mean, if you think about it, had King George not given his assent to Lady Bramley’s Freedom of Female Education Bill, we might not be able to become the preeminent Culinarians we are destined to be. Truly it boggles the mind, Penelope.”

King George IV, though universally disliked by his subjects, did manage to do one good thing of note before his death, which was to grant royal assent—in person, no less—to the aforementioned bill when Parliament passed it in 1820. The fact that he only did so at the urging of his daughter, Princess Charlotte, surprised nobody.

Penelope opened her mouth to reply, but the boy spoke first.

“Just cuz you’re educated, that don’t give you the right to be insulting.”

Helena stared at him. “Was I insulting?”

Penelope cleared her throat. “He’s quite right, Helena. You were.”

Helena gasped. “I had no notion I was insulting the poor fellow.” Her cat eyes stretched into guileless green orbs. She reached under her cloak and sifted through her reticule. “As a show of good faith, young man, please accept this donation to the betterment of your culinary education.” She dropped three half crowns onto his tray, and he ogled them. “Now, good evening to you.” Helena threaded her arm through Penelope’s again. “Was everything quite satisfactory when you arrived?”

Penelope threw a glance at the money and then at the boy’s face. Judging by his wide eyes and slack jaw, she doubted he’d ever had so much value in his possession at one time. “Er . . . yes, the room is lovely.” She looked at the coins again and wondered what he would do with it all.

“I knew the violet room was for you! I can hardly believe we truly get to stay at Cavendish Square together this term instead of squeezing into that ridiculous dormitory at school with the likes of Mabel Pilkington. I fancy I’ve grown used to the privileges of being a fourth-year far too easily. Now, come along. There is so much to taste,” Helena said, dragging Penelope into the market and leaving the young man staring after their wake.
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A Room Somewhere

Late that evening, after all the stalls at Covent Garden had shuttered for the night and the theater patrons had disappeared into their homes and even the pickpockets had gone on their merry ways with springs in their steps from the accrual of more coin than they deserved, Elijah Little trudged down the stairs to the door of his uncle’s basement-floor room in Old Fish Street. The creaking on the second-to-last step always made Elijah wonder if it would give out, but again, tonight, it held his weight. He pulled out his key and opened the door to the small room.

The short wooden bed that was barely long enough to support his heels sat against the wall under the tiny window that looked out onto the street level. He’d scrunched the pallet he slept on when his uncle wasn’t at sea into the corner to make the room seem bigger, but the effect was marginal. Elijah set his empty tray down on the rickety wooden table, opened his tin tinderbox, and set about striking the cold flint and steel together until enough sparks lit the tinder. He let a brimstone match flare to life and used it to light a tallow candle before tamping down the tinder. Then he lit a few small branches in the grate with the candle and moved to the washbasin, where he set about scrubbing the food particles and other residue of the street from his hands. Since he had no looking glass, he swiped his wet hands over his face a few times, then dried everything with a piece of cloth. It was a tedious process for so late at night, but one he was well used to.

He sat at the table, pulled every coin from his pockets, and emptied it all on the table’s surface. The copper and silver he’d earned stared back at him. He took a deep breath. All told, it was more than he’d ever made in a single night, even if two-thirds of it was basically charity.

Elijah scratched his earlobe as he considered the coins. Part of him wondered if he should feel ashamed at taking so much money from a rich girl who’d belittled him multiple times in one evening. On the other hand, how many principles could a fellow have when he was as poor as he? With this money, he could buy twice or even three times as many ingredients as he was usually able. If he kept up his hours working with his neighbor Charlie in exchange for the use of his kitchen, and with this fortunate influx of funds, Elijah could do some right good business. Maybe he’d even make as much as his uncle did as an able seaman.

Elijah shrugged off his coat and waistcoat and hung them over the chair. He untied his neckcloth and placed it on top of his outer garments. Lowering himself onto the bed, he ignored the lumps and yanked off his boots. Then he lay back, cradling his head in his hands. He frowned as the face of the lady who’d given him the money appeared in his mind. One trouble Elijah had never had was trouble with the ladies, but that Helena Higgins, as she called herself, had been one of the rudest, most insulting young females he’d ever met.

Her pretty friend with the brown eyes (and superior taste in empanadas) had been kind to make her apologize, but the fact that Helena Higgins hadn’t seemed to realize how offending she’d been galled him even more. Yet what had actually kept running through his brain all night was her comment about what she could change him into if she tried. Being London’s “Faraway Pasty Man” sounded like a bloody tempting prospect when you were always counting your ha’pennies.

Elijah peered into the water stains above him. Though brown, mottled, and ever present, they were nothing compared to the black mold spread across the window casing and the moth-eaten, threadbare carpet covering the slats of the floor. The four walls barely kept the cold night air at bay. What had he here to stay for? His uncle was at sea and would likely be gone for another six months yet. He’d been kind enough to take Elijah in, and he’d given Elijah enough coin to keep the roof over his head until his uncle’s voyage to the West Indies returned, but a lad still had to eat. Besides, naval voyages had a way of extending longer than anyone expected, and Elijah couldn’t be living under his uncle’s charity forever—it just didn’t sit well.

And that girl had said she could turn him into a first-rate culinary artist. For a moment Elijah dismissed the thought as madness. What kind of fellow took up a lady on a proposition like that? Possibly the kind of fellow Elijah never wanted to become. He didn’t really think she’d meant it as a sincere offer anyway. But he’d already raised himself much higher than society thought a boy like him should climb.

She herself had said that with a little education he might go far, and who was to say that Miss High-and-Mighty Culinarian wasn’t correct? Certainly not he, an ignorant cook.

A knock sounded through the door. His landlady’s voice followed. “You awake, luv?”

Elijah closed his eyes. It had to be past one, and he had to wake with the dawn to help Charlie with his baking. Though, maybe now with this abundance of coin, he could pay Charlie for some time in the kitchen instead of working for the privilege of using it.

“Coming, Mrs. Willet,” Elijah said, swinging his legs out of bed. He pulled the door open, though not all the way so she didn’t take it as an invitation to enter, and tried to smile.

Mrs. Willet’s chins jiggled as her gaze dropped to his chest, which was half-exposed without his neckcloth.

He suppressed a grimace. “Rent’s not due fer another two weeks, Mrs. Willet.”

The old lady sniffed, then batted her eyes. “Ah, you and your uncle is always good for the rent, young ’Lijah, I know that. No, I wanted to see that you’re well. We haven’t seen you for a week or more, and Lucy’s been askin’ fer ya.”

Lucy Willet had been after him for months—ever since he’d come across her at the local market one day and walked her home. But since they lived in the same building, he hadn’t thought she’d take it as him paying her special attention. “Just been busy, Mrs. Willet. A fellow’s gotta make plans for the future.”

“Of course, of course. Nothing better a young man like you should be doing than thinking of the future. I know my Lucy would agree. Just remember you’re always welcome fer tea.” She winked.

He swallowed. He certainly hadn’t meant to imply he was thinking of marriage or Lucy in any future of his. There was nothing really wrong with her, but if there was one thing he disliked more than her mother’s ogling, it was the taste of her mother’s cheap Indian tea. He’d rather drink no tea at all than that bilge water. “You’re real kind, Mrs. Willet. Now, if you’ll ’cuse me, I gotta get some sleep.”

She grinned at him wide enough that he could see the space where her missing molar used to be. “Always thinkin’ of work, you enterprising young fellow. By all means, rest. But don’t be a stranger upstairs, mind.”

“Course not, Mrs. Willet.”

She turned from the door. “I’ll tell Lucy you said ’ello,” she called over her shoulder.

“G’night, Mrs. Willet,” Elijah said, closing the door. He swallowed once, looked about the room, and sighed. Then he yanked his satchel out from under the bed and started throwing his belongings inside.
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In the Heart of Town

The following day, in the dining room of Number 9, Cavendish Square, Helena gestured with both hands at the table. Only three plates of food and two place settings sat upon it, but Helena enjoyed acting as though things were lavish even if they were not—it gave her a sense of joy in the everyday course of events, especially since, in her mind, so many things in life were utterly mundane. Though she knew her future as a Culinarian of the highest echelon would be anything but routine, the fact that she still had a final term left to finish before her fascinating new life began irked her whenever she bothered to dwell on it.

“There, you see, Penelope, are three different versions of Jägerschnitzel. As you may or may not be aware, much debate exists throughout the German states as to the correct way to make this dish.”

Penelope raised a delicate eyebrow. “Though I don’t pretend to be an authority on Continental cuisine, I was aware of this particular debate. You wrote about it in one of your letters.”

Helena didn’t remember ever having mentioned it, but she’d written Pen quite a few letters in the months her friend had been abroad, so it was certainly possible. “So I did.”

“I take it this has some bearing on your final project?” Penelope asked.

Each student at the Royal Academy needed to create an original research project during their fourth year in order to be certified as an expert in Culinaria. Fourth-years usually spent their autumn term consulting under a Culinarian’s supervision, or in Penelope’s case, gathering information and experience abroad. In spring, the girls would compile and complete the project to be presented to their headmistress at the end of term. The ladies with the most imaginative projects went on to become the most sought-after Culinarians after commencement, and Helena had every intention of devising the most innovative project the Royal Academy had yet seen.

“I am still weighing the possibilities. This may become the first part of it. Well, I hope your knowledge of the issue doesn’t skew the experiment, but since we are here anyway, do see what you can identify.”

Penelope nodded and the medium brown curls framing her face bobbed. “So I am to taste the differences.”

“Of course, but beyond that, you must determine which version is the most authentic.” Helena’s eyes widened with excitement.

Penelope sat at the table and picked up the silver fork and knife lying next to the first dish. “Surely any version that comes from somewhere in the German states would be authentic.”

Helena moved around the table to sit across from her. “Not at all, I assure you. In any case, I have prepared these myself.”

Penelope tilted her head. “Then they are all your interpretation of Jägerschnitzel?”

“At least one is my interpretation, and at least one is as authentic as I could make it, given the ingredients I could find in London. You must determine which is which,” Helena pronounced, unable to suppress a smile.

“Very well.” Penelope cut into the first plate, a version made with venison pounded until it was thin, lightly dusted in flour, and pan-fried in butter.

Helena had decided to keep the chanterelle and chestnut mushrooms in the sauce consistent in all three dishes as they would be the easiest for Penelope to identify, but each sauce had subtle differences.

Penelope chewed the venison, then used her knife to scoop some mushrooms and sauce onto her fork. “The venison pairs quite well with the chanterelles, but I count no less than twelve variations that you’ve made to the dish. The lemon thyme and the”—she licked her lips—“saffron is particularly obvious.”

Helena nodded, though she’d thought the lemon thyme a rather clever addition considering it was much less robust than English thyme and often easily overpowered by other strong flavors. Still, a part of her would have been disappointed had Penelope missed it.

Penelope moved on to the next dish. “Wild boar fried in what I presume is its own lard. Unadulterated by flour this time. Same mushrooms, but the sauce contains cured pork belly, which complements the mushrooms and the boar. I believe I detect a fruity wine that could be from the Rhineland, but it could be French as well.”

Helena smiled but gave nothing away.

Penelope cut into the third plate. “Domesticated pork, albeit with good flavor.” She tasted the mushrooms and the sauce. She frowned, then tasted it again.

Helena tried not to grin.

“Red wine this time,” Penelope stated, “but there is an underlying flavor I don’t believe is authentic. In fact, the flavor is quite muddled.” She went back for another bite of the second plate with the wild boar. “I have doubts that the wine is German in origin, but as you were forced to make do with available ingredients, I don’t know if that should influence my decision. Still, the muddled flavor of the third makes me believe you used some kind of additive to mask ingredients.”

Helena raised an eyebrow, still maintaining a calm outward demeanor, though she was bubbling with delight on the inside.

Penelope dabbed at the corner of her lips with a napkin. “Considering all these factors, I believe the second is the most authentic of the three.”

“You’re quite wrong,” Helena pronounced. She stood and pointed at the third plate. “The muddled flavor in the third is, in fact, quite authentic! It comes from an overabundance of flour and butter in the sauce.”

Penelope’s eyes widened. “You weren’t hiding anything in that sauce?”

“I easily might have. As you can see, I’ve much improved the sauce in my version,” she said, flourishing her hand at the second dish.

“Yes, yours is superior. I suppose it proves once again that cleaner, more robust flavors can be achieved with the correct techniques—is that to be your proposal?”

Helena shook her head. “Nothing so trite, I assure you.”

“From what I see, that is the natural conclusion—I would imagine Lady Rutland would agree.”

Their headmistress approved every project before the girls could begin research in earnest. She’d approved Penelope’s trip to the Americas and helped Helena find opportunities to consult with royalty.

Helena pursed her lips and started pacing down the length of the room.

“And the wine in your version?” Penelope asked.

“A Riesling grown in Alsace, but it was the closest my purveyor had that day. Would you believe, Penelope, that he dared question my desire for Germanic wine? He claims there is no demand for it.” Helena rolled her eyes.

Penelope, who had never seen Germanic wines once in her travels through the Americas, but had often seen French and Spanish vintages, shrugged. “He may very well be correct, Helena.”

Helena scoffed and turned back to face her friend. “The man has the palate of a candlestick maker. And so does the public if no one drinks German wine as he claims. I tell you, Pen, this country mainly consists of insular fools who believe nothing resides outside of Britain.”

That had been Penelope’s perception since her early days at the Royal Academy, but she’d never heard Helena say so. Penelope stood from her chair. “Perhaps you should come with me on my next expedition. I plan to meet my parents after graduation. We’ll be sailing to the Pacific—”

“I shall give it some consideration, but I cannot imagine I would be at all suited to the climate. And I do so dislike sea voyages. And of course, I shall have so much work here once we graduate. I cannot believe you would forego the excitement of starting your vocation—of consulting with the queen and the nobility—just to go gallivanting with your parents.”

When Penelope’s father had encountered her mother while on a merchant trade expedition in the South Pacific, they’d fallen in love, and they’d soon married. Neither of their families had accepted the union. Though they’d returned to England to live when Penelope was an infant, they soon discovered that life was far more agreeable beyond British borders. When it came time for Penelope to train to become a Culinarian as she’d always dreamed, her parents agreed that they could never harm her future at the Royal Academy with their presence. They stayed abroad for that precise reason, and Penelope missed them dreadfully when she was at the Royal Academy. Knowing how much they wanted her to have everything didn’t make it any easier. “Gallivanting” with them to faraway locales during the summer holidays, therefore, was time Penelope always looked forward to.

As it happened, Penelope had quite a fair complexion and medium brown hair in a shade reminiscent of steeped tea leaves—many shades lighter than her mother’s deep raisin-brown hue. Penelope’s hair also waved like her father’s, and his hazel eye color had combined with her mother’s nearly black irises to give Penelope brown eyes that lay precisely in the middle of both their shades. Because of her appearance, most people who met Penelope believed her to be an average English girl studying to be a Culinarian. Only her hooded eyes that tipped slightly downward at the inner corners lent a clue to her heritage, if someone knew what to look for.

It had taken a full two years before Penelope had even spoken of her mother’s origin to Helena—due to some offhand remark Helena had unthinkingly made in Global Sourcing class about coconuts and “primeval little islands in the Pacific Ocean.” After Penelope had told Helena about her parents, Helena had gone to considerable pains to say she’d meant no offense. Judging by this most recent comment, however, Penelope wondered if Helena had given the matter of her lineage any further thought since they’d last spoken of it, or if, indeed, it had escaped Helena’s mind completely.

“Why, only last week,” Helena continued, “Queen Charlotte sent me an urgent summons asking me to create a menu for Princess Adelaide’s sixteenth-birthday celebration. Another opportunity you missed simply by being absent.”

Penelope raised an eyebrow. “I thought Princess Adelaide was not at all well disposed toward you after the Italian meringue incident.”

Helena shrugged. “Oh, she isn’t. That Goose wouldn’t know the difference between French, Swiss, and Italian meringue if it hit her in the nose, which it very nearly would have if the queen and Lady Rutland hadn’t walked in.”

Penelope coughed to stifle a laugh. “Then why did the queen ask for your consultation?”

“Oh, the queen quite likes me. Of course it’s common knowledge how much she and the royal family revere Culinaria, but I confess I was surprised to see how passionate they are about the field. You know, Pen, I rather fancy Queen Charlotte wishes she could have been a Culinarian herself—if her royal responsibilities might have allowed it.”

Penelope bit the inside of her cheek. “Imagine being the queen and not being able to pursue your passion. Though, I suppose we all have our limitations. Even the Queen of England.”

Helena shook her head. “I don’t agree. One can be anything one strives to be—if one strives hard enough.”

Penelope did laugh at this. “You and I could strive to be the Queen of England every day from now until doomsday, but we’d never achieve it.”

Helena rolled her eyes. “That’s because that is a hereditary title. However, if we truly cared to, we could become prime minister. And do not tell me there has never been a female prime minister before. Twenty years ago there were no Culinarians either, and now look at us! It’s only a matter of time.”

“Your point is well taken,” Penelope agreed. “Though you must admit that some people are more hindered by societal limitations than others.”

“No doubt you are right. Yet I still say they needn’t be. At any rate, I believe I was telling you about the queen and the princess.”

Penelope waved her hand in the air. “Yes, yes. Do go on.” She settled back down into the dining chair as Helena continued.

“After the success of Princess Adelaide’s midsummer fête—the food for which I organized with only minimal supervision from Lady Rutland—I believe the queen thinks quite highly of my skill. But the Goose told the queen she’d rather create the menu for her birthday herself than ask me again.”

Penelope wondered at the wisdom of calling the crown princess the Goose but said nothing. Princess Adelaide loved food as much as her mother did, and indeed, had a reputation for maintaining an ever-rotating circle of friends composed only of Culinarians, Culinarians in training, and young gentlemen chefs. None of them seemed to stay particularly long in the inner circle, however. Whether this was because the Culinarians were frequently drawn away to consult with nobility across Europe, or because the gentlemen chefs often fell into advantageous marriages just by virtue of their proximity to the princess, or due to some other reason entirely, was not well understood by anyone except, perhaps, Princess Adelaide herself.

Helena paced to the far end of the table. “But then, last week, the royal secretary came to Cavendish Square three times in the hopes that I’d magically appear. I can only assume that the pressure must have become too much for her in the end.” Helena let out a sigh. “But I wasn’t at all surprised. That Goose thinks she has all the knowledge of a Culinarian but without any of the training. I suppose that’s what happens when her parade of fawning Culinarians have more interest in being paid their fee than telling her the truth.”

Penelope didn’t bother to point out that many Culinarians lived on their fees alone. They’d all learned in Consultation Management class that a delicate balance existed between appeasing one’s client and espousing perfect culinary principles. It had been one of the few classes where Penelope had edged past Helena for the top rank. “So you weren’t here?”

“When? Oh, last week! I was in Bristol. Lady Rutland sent me to help the admiralty with their officers’ banquet and ball for the new year. It was a pity you missed it, Pen.” Helena stretched to her full height and waved her hands as though she might paint the picture in the air. “Imagine if you will, whole fish roasted to delicate firmness, their scales replaced by gold leaf, and sitting on beds of potato coins roasted in duck fat, surrounded by a silky seaweed salad. Then three-foot-high sculptures of tropical fruit inspired by naval voyages. The men had never seen the like.”

“Sounds quite impressive. Lady Rutland did not accompany you?” Lady Rutland was one of the first and most celebrated Culinarians in Britain, but since she had become headmistress of the Royal Academy some years ago, she generally solely took on consultations during the summer and winter holidays. Only her best and brightest students were invited to assist her.

“She was there for the first two days, but she left on a commission for one of the royal dukes. I carried out her plans, and she returned at the end of the week to oversee the banquet. Her time has been spread as thinly as low-pectin preserves.”

“But how good of her to consult for the admiralty. I cannot imagine the navy’s budget compares to the Duchess of Marlborough’s or to the palace’s.”

Helena laughed. “I’m certain you’re correct, but I don’t believe Lady Rutland cares a jot for the fee. She wishes to make the food the most awe-inspiring it can be, which I have to admire. It is her interest in satisfying everyone that I do not particularly agree with. I thought it would be fascinating to contrast the practicality of the navy with the whims of the aristocracy I’ve seen thus far. Instead, I learned the admiralty has an entirely different set of whims. Lady Rutland took great pains to listen to all their demands and even changed some of her ideas despite knowing her judgment to be correct. I don’t know that I would be so tolerant of clients who wouldn’t come around to what’s right”—she cleared her throat—“er, that is, to what I suggest. In the end.”

Penelope politely ignored the slip. “As the princess did?”

Helena laughed. “She just grew bored with the planning, I’m certain. She has the attention span of a waterfowl, that one. Which is why I call her the Goose, as you might have inferred.”

Penelope shook her head. “You might wish to take care, Helena. She is the future queen.”

Helena waved her hand in the air. “Oh, I never call her that in mixed company.”

Penelope raised an eyebrow. “Will you be planning her party, then?”

Helena let out a short breath. “Since I was in Bristol, they had to find someone else, and for some unfathomable reason, Lady Rutland referred them to Mabel Pilkington!”

“To Mabel?” Penelope let out a breath. “To be quite honest, I’d wondered if she’d even passed her exams last spring. She misplaced her saccharometer the day before the oenology test and then tried to talk me into loaning her mine.”

Helena scoffed and moved around the table again to stand at Penelope’s side. “And just how did she imagine you would take the exam without a saccharometer?”

“She claimed I was so advanced in my oenology that I wouldn’t need it.”

“What a halfwit. I can only infer she was the sole culinary student available and in town last week for Lady Rutland to refer. Gracious, if Princess Adelaide disliked me, can you imagine what she will think of Mabel?”

Penelope shook her head. “Poor Princess Adelaide.”

Helena plucked a mushroom off one of the plates and popped it into her mouth. “It almost serves the Goose right. Though Mabel would have thought the lemon thyme you detected in that first dish was sumac, the princess will likely find her a willing sycophant. She won’t even know how average Mabel’s palate is. I have no sympathy for either of them.”

“Do you ever wonder that I’m your only friend, Helena?” Penelope asked with a pointed stare.

Helena let out a breath. “Not at all. You’re the only girl at the Royal Academy who isn’t jealous of my abilities. So of course we’re friends.”

Penelope sighed.

“It is nice having you about, Pen. I’d forgotten what fun it is to challenge you.” Helena tapped her chin, considering. She started walking down the length of the table once more. “But I wonder if you are correct about what Lady Rutland would say about the Jägerschnitzel debate. Too commonplace by half. My project must have real significance; be something that could change our perceptions of food and society. And of course—”

“I beg your pardon, Lady Helena, but a young man is at the door.”

Helena glanced back and saw the family butler, Pierce, standing just inside the door to the dining room. She blinked, wondering how he always seemed to appear out of nowhere.

In fact, Pierce had been standing there for some time waiting for Helena to take a breath. Finding none imminent, he’d resorted to interruption.

“What sort of young man?” Helena asked. “We aren’t expecting a young man. Are we, Penelope?”

Penelope shook her head. “Not to my knowledge.”

Helena waved her hand in the air. “There you are, we’re expecting no one, Pierce.”

“He claims he’s here to see you on business, Lady Helena. I would have turned him away, but you do often see the oddest characters,” stated Pierce.

“Is he a gentleman?” Helena asked.

The butler cleared his throat. “I should say not, by his manner of dress. But he smells faintly of bread, so I would hazard he’s some sort of baker.”

“Ah, interesting! Bakers, you know, Pen, often have palates that can discern varying strains of yeast, even if they haven’t the knowledge to name them. It might be worth it to see how this fellow’s palate compares to yours.”

Penelope opened her mouth to protest.

“Just as an experiment, mind,” continued Helena. “No use in letting all this Jägerschnitzel go to waste. And I do admit I have a certain degree of curiosity as to what sort of business he could refer to.”

Penelope tilted her head. “As you like, but the next experiment should be of my choosing. In fact, I’ve half a mind to make a mole negro and see how many of the thirty odd ingredients you can decipher.”

Helena inclined her head regally. “I welcome the challenge. We’ll go down to the market after we see this fellow.”

“I’ll go to the market. You shan’t have any more unfair advantage than I had.”

“Oh, very well, you’ll go. Bring the young man in, Pierce.”

Pierce nodded. “As you wish, Lady Helena,” he said in a tone that implied he wasn’t happy about it.

“Do you often bring in people off the street to do tastings?” Penelope asked, angling her torso toward Helena.

“Not as a rule, but I have been using every opportunity to find inspiration for the most marvelous final project the Royal Academy has yet seen. The Jägerschnitzel idea came from a German immigrant I encountered on Oxford Street and—”

“Here is the young man, my lady,” Pierce interrupted. Helena turned to the door as Penelope sat forward and sucked in a breath. Just preceding Pierce stood a young man with shaggy brown hair that waved and curled over his forehead in a fashion reminiscent of a mop. He stood slightly taller than Pierce, though he stooped as if to minimize his height. Then Helena’s gaze dropped to his face. “You! You’re the fellow from last night. What are you doing here?”

The boy straightened his spine. “Well . . . I . . .”

“Out with it, boy,” Pierce said. Pierce
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