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Paris is ‘the top of the beanstalk’; a real land of enchantment, a continual, dizzy, giddy joyride. Different, dazzling, novel, colourful, bizarre, panoramic, kaleidoscopic, chic, charming, and utterly Foreign. You will want to kick holes in the sky and bite the stars; take in the Sun and shine up the Moon in Paris. And that is exactly what you are going to do!

Bruce Reynolds, The Good-Time Guide to Paris





January 3rd, 1928

Dear Pepper,

You see how my hand is shaking here? I’m that jazzed up, I can hardly write! I got some news. Today, Chef asked me if I want to go to PARIS! Just like that: ‘You want to go to Paris at Easter, Sol? You want to go learn from my buddy Toussaint over there for a couple weeks?’ I’m telling you, I nearly lost my toffee. Forgive me, New York, but for a guy who lives and breathes pastry, Paris is the greatest place on earth!

This Toussaint, he’s a pretty big cheese. I remember his shop from when I was there last year. The cakes were something else, even for Paris. Tarte au citron that made your whole body want to sing. Kaleidoscope gâteaux all covered with toffee-glass mosaics. His mille-feuille – I swear it could float on air. And he’s going to teach me all of it – or as much as we can fit into two weeks! I bring that kind of show back to New York, we’ll have people lining up around the block for a table.

Now, Pepper, I’ve got an idea for you. Paris is only a ship’s toot from London. So, how about you and Elliott come and meet me there? Ell’s momma is a good sport – you could probably get her on board easy enough. And the Captain might even want to come along, too. He didn’t have such a bad time with us in New York, did he? Maybe get Ell to ask him, though. He’s got a way with your pop – he doesn’t get him all sore-headed the way you do. Sorry, Pepper, but I guess you know what I mean!

Anyway, I’m dying to see the both of you. So, give it your best shot, all right?

À bientôt (I hope),

Sol





January 13th, 1928

Dearest Norah,

How is the show going? I keep imagining your face beaming out from the electric signs in Times Square, just like in the photograph you sent. You looked terribly glamorous with all those eyelashes! I’ve pinned it up on the wall by my desk. You’ll laugh at this, but sometimes I come home and tell your picture my news as if it were really you. It isn’t the same, of course. The ‘you’ in the photograph lets me finish every sentence, ha ha!

I do have some wonderful news, though. Emmaline is taking us to Paris! We’re going for the Easter holidays to meet up with Sol – so that’s two bits of wonderful news, really. The grand sights of Paris and all the pastries we can eat! Heaven! If only you could come, too. But I suppose you’ll be busy with another show by then.

Emmaline is already in a whirl of preparations, as I’m sure you can imagine. The house is full of guide books and maps, and she’s been speaking to us in a sort of desperate Frenglish to get us accustomed to it. I’m awfully excited, too, of course. I’ve been re-reading all of Olive Marvell’s Henriette Picot mysteries in preparation. They’re set in Paris, with the marvellous Mademoiselle Picot cracking every case before the police have even wiped the café au lait from their moustaches. The way Olive Marvell writes about the city makes me quite desperate to go poking into all its mysterious corners myself. So, I’m paying very close attention in French class, to the ‘grande surprise’ of Mademoiselle Swanson. That way, if I should happen to stumble on a crime while I’m there, I’ll have my verbs in order at the very least!

The Captain isn’t coming with us. He’ll be away at sea half the time – Aquitania is finally fixed up and good as new again. He seems more relieved than disappointed to be missing out. I’m a bit disappointed, I suppose. But I have an inkling that Emmaline on her own might be rather more ‘Parisienne’ in her views about what a young lady should be allowed to get up to, so that’s a consolation.

Well, I’ve got a gigantic stack of French homework to do, so I’d better get to it. Write soon with all your news, won’t you?

Love,

Pepper





January 26th, 1928

Pepper!

Now I have a bone to pick with you, Mademoiselle. Did you truly imagine I’d let you and Sol and Elliott go to Paris without me? Did you not think of my career? Here’s my chance to catch sight of Josephine Baker (only the greatest dancer alive!), and you think I’d miss it? Not on your life! Tell the cake shops to get busy because the Irish Nightingale will be coming in hungry!

Oh, Pepper, I’m over the moon that I can go. It’s all thanks to Sol’s ma and da – they’ve offered to stand me the fare, darlings that they are. I told them that one day when I’m properly famous I’ll be able to pay them back. You might be picturing my mug all over Times Square, but the truth is I’m not a leading lady (yet!) and the pay isn’t exactly flash for the rest of us. I couldn’t have begun to afford the passage on my own, and I could never ask Mam and Da to pay for a thing like that. But Mr and Mrs B said it wouldn’t be right for me to miss out when the three of you are having a reunion. So, Sol and I will be sailing together – on your da’s ship, as it happens. We’ll go Second Class, which is still a whopping step up from how I went last time.

Don’t worry, I’ll be a model passenger. I promise I won’t do the slightest thing to bother the Captain. He won’t even know I’m there. And our sensible Sol will make sure I keep my word about that!

Big kisses – or should I say, grosses bisous,

Norah

P.S. I’ve joined Sol’s French lessons so that I’ve half a hope of understanding what’s going on when we’re there. Actually, half a hope might be stretching it – I’m a dunce at the grammar. But if words fail me, I’m sure I can get by with a bit of the old charades. That’s French, isn’t it?





February 10th, 1928

Dear Sol,

I’m so looking forward to seeing you and Norah again, and to exploring Paris together. Pepper tells me you’re an old hand after your visit last year. I’m a novice myself – I’ve never been to France at all (though Mother is currently doing her best to pretend we’re already there).

If you haven’t arranged your accommodation yet, we were wondering if you and Norah would like to stay with us? Mother has found us a suite of rooms at a place called the Hôtel Ignatieff and there’s plenty of space for everyone. It’s on the Left Bank, which is very much the place to be.

Mother got the rooms for a bargain, so you needn’t worry about the cost. It’s quite a fancy little hotel, but not nearly as expensive as you might expect, thanks to – would you believe – a ghost. A very upper-class ghost, but still. Apparently any sort of haunting drops the price of a room considerably.

It’s a sad story, really, and a not-uncommon one in Paris, I suppose. The ghostly inhabitant is Grigory Ignatieff, the Russian nobleman who once owned the place. Not quite a grand duke, but close. It wasn’t a hotel then, of course; it was his private mansion that he used for holidays in Paris. But his last frolic was in the autumn of 1917. Terrible timing: he was on his way back to St Petersburg when the Russian Revolution broke out, and he was killed by the Bolsheviks soon after. They confiscated everything he owned. In the end, his relatives had to sell the Paris mansion for a pittance just to survive. According to Mother’s guide books (which are legion), if you close your eyes on the stairs at night you can still hear poor old Ignatieff strumming mournful songs on the balalaika and railing against the Reds.

Anyway, I hope you’ll both come and stay with us, even if there are ghosts.

Your friend,

Elliott





CHAPTER
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How perfect, Pepper thought, to arrive in the City of Light on a train called the ‘Golden Arrow’. Emmaline had informed them that la Flèche d’Or was the fastest train in the world, and the minute they stepped aboard, Pepper could see that it was the last word in luxury as well. They hadn’t even needed to wrangle their luggage off the ferry in Calais – all of that was taken care of by the railway company. They’d simply hopped off the boat and tucked themselves into one of the beautiful walnut-and-cream Pullman cars, as snug as three chocolate truffles in their fancy box. And now, a little over two hours later, they were rolling into the giant cavern of the Gare du Nord, where the setting sun poured through the glass arches like honey, setting their whole arrival aglow.

Pepper sighed. ‘I love it already!’ she said.

Elliott’s nose was pressed against the window. ‘It’s like a dream, isn’t it? I can almost taste it.’

Emmaline laughed. ‘Wait until you get a taste of the taxi ride. That’ll wake you up all right!’

Their taxi driver, a dignified gent with a heavy white moustache and what looked like old army medals pinned to his breast, did not disappoint. Sitting up perfectly straight, his face impassive in the rear-view mirror, he hurled his vehicle into the traffic, apparently joining a breakneck race against every other motorist in the city. He tore along the grand boulevards (a blur of trees in their spring coats; a flash of café awnings), performed a terrifying dogleg around a magnificent green-domed building topped with gold statues (‘Opéra Garnier!’ Emmaline shouted over the screech of the tyres), narrowly avoided a towering Egyptian obelisk (‘Place de la Concorde! Tuileries Garden!’) and flew across the river before finally coming to a juddering halt in front of their hotel. Pepper unhooked her fingers from the upholstery and let out a shaky breath. The Coney Island Thunderbolt had been tame compared to this!

The Hôtel Ignatieff was on the Boulevard Raspail. Pepper wriggled out of the taxi and gazed up at the building with delighted satisfaction. Though it had been built for a Russian gentleman, it really was the most perfectly Parisian thing imaginable. It was shorter than its neighbours: just three storeys high, or four, if you counted the attic rooms. It was capped by the kind of roof you always saw in pictures of Paris: a steep slope of grey slate shingles punctuated by little dormer windows and decorative stone medallions. Underneath, the hotel’s cream façade was embellished with carved figures of women and doves and long, elegant windows that glowed yellow in the dusk. Pepper took it all in before her gaze rested on the front door, which was flanked by two stone urns bubbling over with purple and white violets.

When they pushed through the heavy door, Pepper was startled at the state of the foyer. It didn’t match the building’s elegant façade at all. It looked more like an antique jumble sale than a fancy hotel, crammed from floor to ceiling with gilt-framed mirrors, carved side tables, bronze nymphs, alabaster elephants and lampshades dripping with glass beads. There were tall vases sprouting boughs of pink-and-white magnolias, and a gold wicker basket piled high with luxury fruits. Even the mosaic-tiled floor was busy, overlaid with thick, dark Persian rugs fringed by long cream tassels. Pepper wondered whether all this rich clutter had belonged to the Russian nobleman, too.

There was no hint of sad balalaika music, though. Instead, the air was fragrant with butter and garlic and white wine. They were just in time for dinner, said the hôtelière, Madame Lorrain, as she ushered them inside and directed a porter to take care of their luggage. Pepper did not envy the man his task: the hotel did not have an elevator, so the fellow had to lug the bags up the grand sweeping staircase.

‘And the others?’ Madame Lorrain asked Emmaline in French, looking slightly perplexed. ‘You requested five beds.’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Emmaline said. ‘Our young friends are arriving tomorrow from New York.’

Madame Lorrain cast a quick glance at Emmaline’s left hand, registering the plain gold wedding band. ‘And Monsieur?’

‘He’s busy at work.’

‘Ah.’ Madame Lorrain’s tone – and her eyebrows – seemed to pack a great deal of meaning into that one syllable. ‘That is a pity. But I do not think you will be lonely in Paris.’

Emmaline’s cheeks bloomed with a redhead’s blush. She and the Captain had only married six months ago. They’d tied the knot soon after returning from New York last autumn. It was a brisk ceremony at the Islington Town Hall; the Captain had wanted no party and no fuss. The only people in attendance were Pepper and Elliott, the registrar, and the couple’s two witnesses: the Captain’s steward, Rory Lyons, and Emmaline’s sister, Matilda.

Pepper didn’t believe in ghosts, but in the chilly registry office, she couldn’t shake the sense that her mother was there, too, standing back and watching the man she’d loved marry somebody else. Beatrice Stark been gone nearly fourteen years – since Pepper was just a baby – and Pepper had never known her. She could not easily imagine what her mother might have felt, but perhaps it was something a little like Pepper’s own feelings that day: a complicated mixture of painful pointy things and tender hope, as though she’d swallowed a shard of toffee that would take its time to melt inside her.

After the ceremony they’d had tea and cakes. And that was that: they were officially a family.

Now, six months later, Pepper was glad. She and Elliott had become fast friends thanks to their New York adventure, and she’d grown quite used to Emmaline, too. In fact, she liked her stepmother a good deal now that she’d learned how to dodge the waves of what she and Elliott privately referred to as her ‘Em-thusiasms’.

Madame Lorrain turned to Pepper. ‘How pretty your dress is,’ she said, enunciating the French words slowly and with exaggerated expression to make sure that Pepper would understand. Pepper smiled and said a polite merci. Then she added, in her best French: ‘It’s new. I’m wearing it for the first time today.’ She felt quite proud of herself, coming up with a grammatically correct reply. Understanding what was said to you was one thing, but being able to make proper conversation was quite another.

From behind Pepper came a wheezing gasp. She turned around to see a small, stooped woman scowling up at her. With her scrunched face, her trailing black shawl and the two coils of grey hair pinned high above her ears, the woman reminded Pepper irresistibly of a bat – an angry one who had been rudely disturbed in its roost.

‘Foolish girl! It brings bad luck!’ the woman said in querulous French. ‘To wear a dress for the first time on a Friday. And on Holy Friday – that is even worse!’

Pepper’s lovely new navy-and-white dress suddenly felt itchy and bothersome. It was ridiculous, of course: the old woman was talking nonsense, and Pepper was annoyed at herself for taking any notice of such an idea. How could a dress be bad luck?

Madame Lorrain shook her head in exasperation. ‘Please excuse Madame Siméon,’ she said, forgetting about speaking slowly. ‘Our night concierge. She is so superstitious, she finds bad omens everywhere.’ The hôtelière pointed out a little room tucked into the wall beside the front door. ‘If there is anything you need during the night, Madame Siméon’s office is here.’

Pepper hadn’t even noticed the office when they’d come in; its doorway was partly obscured by a potted palm and a pedestal with a bronze urn on top.

Madame Siméon raised a knotty finger. ‘But don’t ask me to climb the stairs,’ she warned. ‘I can’t do it. My hips make me suffer. Ah, the miseries of age!’

Elliott caught Pepper’s eye as the concierge turned away. He made a funny face, gazing pitifully upwards like a martyred saint. Pepper giggled.

‘You laugh!’ Madame Siméon cried, turning suddenly to glare at them. ‘I see you in the mirror! But one day you may look into the glass and find yourselves as old as I am. If the Devil doesn’t get you first!’
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Two men and two women were already seated at the table when Madame Lorrain showed Pepper, Elliott and Emmaline into the burgundy-draped dining room. The men stood when they entered, and Emmaline’s cheery ‘Bonsoir!’ was answered with hellos and good-evenings in an assortment of accents.

They made their introductions in English. The gentleman with the sardonic expression and heavy-lidded eyes was Bertie Syme, an Englishman. Next to him sat Janet Drexler, a tall, sportily attired American woman with a long, elegant nose and bobbed hair that looked as if it had been ironed flat. At the head of the table was Georges Rème, a slim, debonair Frenchman with side-parted hair and courtly manners. He shook Elliott’s hand and bowed to Emmaline and Pepper with an appreciative smile. On the other side of the table a glamorous woman turned languidly to greet them in a smoky voice and an accent that was pure Harlem. Her name was Tippy Valentine. She had brown skin and sleek black hair shaped into kiss-curls at her cheekbones, and she wore a red dress beaded in gold. To Pepper’s astonishment, there was a large lizard perched on her shoulder – an outlandish ruby-coloured creature with a curling tail and mechanical-looking goggles for eyes. The thing was so completely unexpected that Pepper initially took it for an elaborate jewelled accessory rather than a living animal.

‘Is that – a chameleon?’ Pepper asked in wonder.

Tippy laughed. ‘Yes, indeed. This here is Houdini – or “Oodini” if you’re talking to him in French. He’ll ignore you just as well in either language.’

The chameleon swivelled one eye in Pepper’s direction and made an alarming hissing sound. Pepper took a short step backwards.

‘Don’t worry,’ Tippy reassured her. ‘He doesn’t bite – much.’ She patted the chair beside her and motioned for Pepper to sit. ‘You never saw a more convenient pet. Takes care of the flies and roaches, and he changes colour to match whatever I’m wearing.’

‘He’s extraordinary,’ Elliott said, leaning across Pepper to peer into the tiny, inscrutable dot of Houdini’s pupil. ‘Where did you get him? They’re from Madagascar, aren’t they?’

‘Well, I don’t know about Madagascar. This one’s from Josephine Baker. She’s got so many animals, she’s running outta space for them all, so she gave him to me.’

Pepper sat bolt upright in her seat. ‘Josephine Baker? The Josephine Baker? Do you know her?’ Josephine Baker was Norah’s idol; the cheeky, charming American dancer who had become the darling of Paris and now held the whole world in thrall.

Tippy shrugged, making the chameleon bob its crested head and shift its grip on her gown. ‘Sure, I know her.
I work at her night-club, Chez Joséphine.’

Elliott gave a low whistle. ‘Wait until Norah hears about this. She’ll go off her bean!’

Madame Lorrain appeared at Pepper’s shoulder with a bottle tilted in her hand. ‘Un petit verre de blanc?’ the hôtelière asked, and it took Pepper a moment to realise that she was being offered white wine to drink.

‘Oh! Merci, non,’ she said hurriedly, adding that water would be very nice. How different this was from New York! There, wine was illegal for everyone, no matter their age. But here, they offered it to you even if you were fourteen years old!

A maid in apron and cap brought a basket of thickly sliced baguette to the table, and Pepper hungrily reached for a piece. Sol had gone into raptures describing the magnificence of French bread: its perfect crackling crust, the texture of what he called its ‘crumb’, and the long, exacting process the bakers employed to make it just so. As she took a bite of the baguette spread with cool, creamy butter, Pepper understood instantly what Sol had been so dotty about. It was glorious, better than any bread she’d ever tasted. ‘Isn’t this divine?’ she said to Elliott, buttering another slice. She didn’t even try the terrines and pâtés that had been laid out as appetisers. ‘I could just eat bread and butter for dinner!’

Emmaline was already busy making the acquaintance of the other guests. ‘And what brings you here, Monsieur Rème?’ she asked the Frenchman.

‘I am here for the serenity of the atmosphere,’ Rème replied in charmingly accented English. ‘I have come to work on my memoirs, the story of my life. A place like this – very quiet, very peaceful, very refined – it is perfect for me to write. And then, at the end of each day, I can permit myself to enjoy the pleasures of the city.’

‘Surely you’re too young to be writing your memoirs just yet,’ Emmaline teased.

Rème laughed. ‘Ah, Madame, I have lived nine lives already!’

‘Well, I’m very curious,’ Emmaline said, and Pepper noticed a twinkle in her stepmother’s eyes. ‘What is it that you’ve done with these nine lives?’

‘You will have to read my book to discover that,’ Rème said coyly. ‘But in brief … I have a little expertise in the domain of les évasions.’

‘Les évasions?’ Emmaline probed.

‘Escapes,’ Janet Drexler cut in. ‘Monsieur Rème is quite famous here in France. He’s escaped from prison fifteen times.’

‘Seventeen,’ Rème corrected her. ‘But three were only military prisons.’

Emmaline gaped at Rème. She didn’t know what to say to that!

Pepper was fascinated. She desperately wanted to know why Rème had been locked up so many times. It was indelicate to ask, of course. But then, the man was writing his memoirs. Presumably that meant he was quite happy for the world to know about what he’d done. Pepper swallowed her bite of baguette and asked, as if it were the most normal question in the world, ‘What were you in prison for, Monsieur Rème?’

Rème leaned back in his chair and gave his audience a rueful – but rather theatrical – smile. ‘The truth, Mademoiselle Pepper, is that I have not always been good. For many years I was in the business of, how shall I say, of taking what was not mine. A case of jewels here, a little painting there …’ Rème paused to look meaningfully at Syme, and Pepper saw the Englishman’s cheeks flush pink over his slice of baguette.

‘I tell you this not at all with pride,’ Rème went on. ‘I do not wish to be a bad influence or to corrupt the morals of the young. It is not a life that I recommend. Mais bon, it is the life that I have lived.’

‘They sure caught you plenty of times,’ Tippy Valentine said. ‘You didn’t think to quit after the first few rounds in the can?’

Rème bristled a little. ‘Perhaps they caught me one in twenty times, Mademoiselle Valentine,’ he said stiffly. ‘That is not such a bad balance. And they have never succeeded to keep me inside.’

Pepper took a sip of water to hide her grin. So much for Rème’s ‘not at all with pride’!

‘But all of that is in the past,’ Rème said lightly, regaining his cheerful nonchalance. ‘Now, I am tired of the game, of being always en fuite – on the run, as you say. That life is not for me any more. I have taken my retirement. I enjoy the tranquillity, and I write my book. Such stories! It will be a bestseller, you will see. Mademoiselle Drexler will be writing about it in the New Yorker.’

‘Oh, do you write reviews for the New Yorker?’ Emmaline asked Miss Drexler. ‘It’s such a marvellous magazine.’

Janet Drexler shook her sharp bob. ‘Not reviews, no. I do a little column called “Postcard from Paris”. A photograph, and then a bit about what’s going on here each week. It’s very much from the local point of view – not the Paris that American tourists come looking for. To them, this place is just champagne by the gallon and a procession of dancing girls—’ She stopped short and turned to Tippy Valentine. ‘No offence meant, Tippy.’

‘None taken,’ Tippy replied. ‘I’d rather dance here than back home any day. No paper bag test in Paris, and French gentlemen are glad to treat a girl so she can live in style.’

‘I’m sorry – what’s a paper bag test?’ Elliott asked.

‘It’s how they decide if you’re fair-skinned enough to be a chorus girl in America,’ Tippy said in a flat, matter-of-fact voice. ‘Any darker than a paper bag, and they won’t have you. Not even in the coloured shows.’

‘That’s … horrible,’ Pepper said uncomfortably.

‘And that’s why I’m in Paris, same as Josephine,’ Tippy replied. ‘America can kiss my—’

‘Bar au beurre blanc!’ announced Madame Lorrain, sailing into the room ahead of two maids, who were carrying dinner plates on each arm. She stopped and frowned at the two place settings that remained unoccupied. ‘But where is the Countess?’ she grumbled in French. ‘And Monsieur Mondésir? They said they wanted dinner.’

As if on cue there was a rustle and a creak from behind the maids, and then an extravagantly dressed woman burst in through the doorway, clutching the arm of a dishevelled, grim-faced young man. She gave his sleeve an indignant tug and pointed to an old-fashioned oil painting on the wall above the mantelpiece, featuring a fine lady dressed in blue silk and lots of lace. ‘There! That is how you should paint me,’ she cried in peculiarly accented French. ‘Like that, not like Picasso! You have given me the face of an old potato!’

Pepper couldn’t help staring. The Countess – Pepper could only presume that this was her – did not have a face like a potato. It was more like a very dried out apple with a thick coat of powder and rouge applied on top of its creases. Her eyebrows had been plucked away to nothing and then painted on half an inch higher than their original position so that they almost disappeared into her dyed-orange curls. And while the bright cherry red of her lips clashed rudely with her hair, it did match the big Oriental flowers embroidered on her outfit, which appeared to be some kind of dressing gown.

‘I do not invent,’ the painter muttered under his breath. ‘I can only paint what I see before my eyes.’ 

It was lucky, Pepper thought, that the Countess hadn’t heard that!

Madame Lorrain regarded the Countess with obvious dislike. ‘Good evening, Madame la Comtesse,’ she said coldly. ‘And Monsieur Mondésir. Please sit down.’

Rème introduced Emmaline, Elliott and Pepper to the late arrivals. The woman was the Countess Alexandra Fyodorovna Stroganova, no less. And the painter was Bastien Mondésir. It appeared that neither of them spoke English, so the conversation proceeded in French. Though it was rather more a monologue than a conversation once the Countess got started.

‘Excuse my attire,’ she said, plumping into the chair that Mondésir had pulled out for her next to Bertie Syme. ‘Monsieur Mondésir took so long, I did not have time to change. And I cannot risk the gown that I am wearing for the portrait. If I were to spill soup on it, imagine! It is enough that he splashes the paint around like a barbarian. Ah, you should see the mess he has made of the egg!’

Through bites of her sea bass (very delicious; Sol would approve of the butter and white wine sauce), Pepper tried to follow what the Countess was saying. She was having her portrait painted by the dishevelled young man, that much Pepper could grasp. But how did an egg come into it?

Bertie Syme was evidently interested to know the same thing. His eyes sharpened beneath their heavy lids. ‘What egg would that be, Madame?’ he asked.

The Countess cast a glance around the table, as if she was checking the trustworthiness of her audience. ‘It is one of the Romanov eggs, made by Fabergé,’ she said solemnly. ‘In my portrait, I hold it like this’ – she raised her hand and turned her head to gaze at an imaginary object balanced on the pedestal of her fingertips – ‘to show my true position as an aristocrat of the Russian court, and the anguish that I suffer until my return. I will be remembered forever as—’

‘Which one is it?’ Syme interrupted.

The Countess closed her eyes. ‘It is the Coronation Egg of 1897, presented by Tsar Nicholas to the Empress Alexandra on the tenth anniversary of their coronation. A marvel, a true marvel.’

Syme raised his eyebrows just a touch and then smoothed his expression into an indifferent smile. ‘These things turn up in the most unexpected places, don’t they?’ 

‘They do, they do,’ the Countess agreed. She leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘But I must ask you all, as friends, not to mention this treasure to anybody. It will be a surprise, only revealed when I show my portrait. This will be my legacy: “The Countess Stroganova, bearing aloft the symbol of Russian glory”! Yes, we were driven out by the Bolsheviks. But the flower of Russian nobility will return, and these revolutionaries … Ha! They will be back in the dirt from which they came!’

‘What are the Romanov eggs?’ Pepper murmured to Elliott. She had never heard of them, but this was exactly the kind of thing Elliott seemed to know about.

‘They were Easter gifts commissioned by the Romanovs – the Russian royal family. Made by Fabergé, their official jeweller,’ Elliot explained eagerly. ‘There were about fifty of them altogether and each one was unique. They were fantastically elaborate. Apparently it took a whole year to create just one egg. And each one had a surprise hidden inside.’ His expression turned wistful. ‘The Bolsheviks sold them off with all the rest of the Romanovs’ loot when they took over. I’ve always wanted to see one.’

Elliott broke off and looked across at the Countess. ‘Madame, if it is not an imposition,’ he said in very proper French, ‘could you tell us what is inside the Coronation Egg?’

‘Ah! My dear young man,’ the Countess exclaimed, evidently flattered by Elliott’s courtesy. ‘It is something really special. If you and your sister would like to see it, I would be glad to show you tomorrow. It will be an Easter treat for you! I am sure that you will appreciate the artistry of Fabergé.’ She gave Mondésir a sharp jab with her elbow, causing his wine to slosh over the side of his glass. ‘If only my portraitist could do the same!’

Mondésir winced. The poor man looked like he hadn’t slept for a week. His hair was unkempt, and his suit was shabby and stained with paint. The Countess’s hectoring seemed to force him down deeper into his crumpled clothes.

‘The torments of the artistic life, eh?’ Janet Drexler said, with more amusement than sympathy in her voice. Then she turned to Bertie Syme and switched to English. ‘Go on, Bertie, buy one of his paintings, won’t you? Make the man happy.’

Bertie Syme shook his head. ‘Art dealers don’t make people happy. We make them money. And I don’t see a sou in this one.’

Mondésir poked listlessly at his fish. It was a good thing he didn’t understand a word they were saying, Pepper thought. Or at least she hoped he didn’t.

‘L’argent et la célébrité,’ mused Rème, refilling his glass of wine. ‘Money and fame. How they make us suffer!’
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They took their breakfast early. Nobody else was about, and the baskets of croissants and bowls of jam on the table were still untouched. Pepper had enjoyed croissants before – the ones produced by Aquitania’s pastry cooks had been excellent – but she’d never tasted them like this. These croissants were a dark, burnished gold, and when Pepper bit off the first point it instantly filled her mouth with an explosion of crunchy, flaky, buttery joy. With the next bite she tasted the silky scrolls of pastry inside, feather-soft and still warm. She closed her eyes and sighed. No wonder Sol got teary talking about the croissants he’d eaten in Paris!

It was only a short walk to the Louvre Museum, which Emmaline said that they absolutely must visit before they did anything else. Pepper felt positively buoyant striding along the wide footpath as the city went snappily about its business all around her. Everything was so pretty! The gracious blocks of cream-coloured buildings with their wrought-iron balconies and moulded wreaths; the chic women and well-dressed men; the elm trees and flower stands and cake shop windows displaying row upon row of fancy treats. And here, sooner than she expected, was the river Seine, greenish in the bright morning light, with the vast palace of the Louvre waiting on the other side of the bridge like something out of a fairy tale.

The huge, dimly lit rooms of the Louvre were so numerous, and so stuffed with oil paintings, that after a short while they all seemed to look the same. Pepper could only take in so many gloomy pictures of battle scenes and po-faced nobles and listless nudes. Of course, Elliott was stopping to inspect every single one, raking his eyes minutely over the canvases as if he were trying to detect the actual brushstrokes. Pepper gave a little groan every time he flipped open his little sketchbook: there would go another ten minutes while he scribbled and sighed. Oh, she adored Elliott, but going to a museum with him was excruciating!

‘Here she is!’ Emmaline announced suddenly, gesturing beyond a small crowd clustering at the far end of the room they’d just entered. ‘Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. Or la Joconde, as they call her here. The most famous lady in the Louvre.’

From a distance, the painting seemed rather disappointing. For one thing, it was much smaller than Pepper had expected after all the fuss her art teacher at school had made about it. And it was enclosed in a glass box, which made it seem like a specimen in a jar. But as she came closer, Pepper found herself strangely compelled by the serene figure with the curious smile. She could not shake the sensation that la Joconde had been looking at her with amusement a moment before, and had just slid her gaze away before Pepper could catch her eye. Now Pepper had to stop herself from getting up on tiptoe and waving to attract the painted woman’s attention once more.

The art dealer, Bertie Syme, had been talking about la Joconde over dessert last night, and Pepper learned some very interesting things that her teacher had never mentioned. Apparently, before the war, the painting had been stolen by an Italian handyman who worked at the Louvre. It was missing for two years before the man was caught.

‘You know, the fellow who stole her did her a favour,’ Emmaline said to Pepper while Elliott gazed mistily through the glass. ‘People weren’t nearly as interested in her before that. But now she’s the most famous painting in the world.’

Pepper could just imagine what Norah would say about that: Well, nobody ever got famous by sitting quietly in a corner! And Pepper knew very well that a brush with crime gave you the kind of publicity you couldn’t buy. Just look at the boost that the Sharkey poisoning case had given Norah’s Broadway career!

As the day tipped over into afternoon and they strolled out into the blossoming Tuileries Garden, Pepper felt excitement fizzing inside her. Norah and Sol would have disembarked at Cherbourg by now and would soon be boarding a train to Paris.

Pepper could just imagine the fun they’d be having. She was a tiny bit envious that Norah and Sol had been allowed to cross the Atlantic and make their way down to Paris all by themselves, something that the Captain would
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