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Here, the skyscraper of today is the dust-pile of tomorrow; styles change in a single round of the clock, and they roast tomorrow the favoured celebrity they toast today. New York is the greatest, grandest, most glorious show on earth – and it’s never closed. It’s more than a city – it’s an adventure around the world compressed within thirty-one pulsating miles.

Rian James, All About New York – An Intimate Guide





July 21st, 1927

Dearest Pepper,

Didn’t I tell you I was destined for stardom? Didn’t I say that Broadway would come calling? Well, you heard it here first: your pal Norah Gallagher, not yet four months into her new life in New York City, has landed a part in an actual Broadway show! I keep pinching myself to make sure I’m not dreaming. But it really is happening, true as bricks! The Irish Nightingale is ready to swoop the stage! 

It isn’t just any old show, either. It’s Freddie Lush’s new musical comedy, HOLD YOUR HAT! at the Belasco Theatre. That’s REAL Broadway, in case you didn’t know – with Bette Merrill and Grant Wynn (an absolute peach!) playing the leads. My clever agent Ira gave me a few extra birthdays to get me into the show, so I’ve even been lying about my age like a real actress. (Ha ha!) And now that I’m working, I don’t have to go to school! 

Of course, it’s only a chorus role, but Ira says that’s how lots of stars got their start. And I ’m already ahead of the other girls because … I HAVE A LINE!!!! I’m the one who sings out ‘Hold your hat!’ at the start of the first big number. That’ll make me stand out all right! I’ve been shouting it all afternoon and startling Mam half to death. 

Oh, I wish you could come and see the show. Is your da’s ship fixed yet? Do you think he’d let you come across again? I’d write and beg him myself if you thought it would help. We open on the 20th of October – please, please, PLEASE try and come. Then one day when I’m a leading lady and on the front page of all the papers, you’ll be able to say that you saw me in my Broadway debut!

Write soon and tell me you’ll be there.

Loads of love,

Norah

PS I’ve a new bobbed haircut so that I look the part for the show. You’d hardly recognise me!





August 3rd, 1927

Dear Norah,

Hold your hat … 

WE’RE COMING!!! 

The Captain said yes! And he’s already booked the passage on Mauretania, so it really is happening. I’m counting down the MINUTES until I see you and Sol and the whole glorious city. I’ve been dying to go back there ever since we left.

Poor old Aquitania is still being put together again like Humpty Dumpty. The job really does seem to require all the King’s men: the Captain has been traipsing up and down between London and the Clydebank shipyards in Scotland ever since he got back, keeping an eye on the repairs. You’d imagine that he’d be terribly morose with his ship out of service, but it’s quite the opposite. He’s almost … cheerful. Though to tell you the truth, I think that has less to do with Aquitania, and more to do with one Emmaline Eagar. 

Yes, I suspect – though it hardly takes a great detective to puzzle it out – that the Captain has found himself a sweetheart. That's right: not an ocean liner, but an actual flesh-and-blood woman. I met her a couple of weeks ago, when he took me up to see the progress on Aquitania. She’s a drapery specialist working on the First Class interiors. Quite stylish and awfully friendly. And divorced. I’m not sure how I feel about any of that. It’s a bit gruesome, thinking about one’s father being in love.

Anyway, this Emmaline Eagar and her son Elliott are coming to New York, too. Elliott is a year older than me, apparently. I haven’t met him yet, so I’ve no idea what he’ll be like. Of course, it won’t be nearly the same as sailing with you and Sol. Or that rogue Toby for that matter.

But the important thing is, I’M COMING. Before you know it, we’ll be back together in the most marvellous city on earth. And I’ll be there on opening night with a bouquet for you the size of Lady Liberty’s torch!

Your loving friend and devoted fan,

Pepper





August 11th, 1927

Dear Pepper,

You’re coming! That’s just swell – all of us are as happy as a bunch of clams at high tide since we got your letter. But you know what? You could have saved the stamps. Norah got her letter the day before I got mine, and I swear the whole of Manhattan and half of Brooklyn could hear her hollering. She was waiting for me outside the restaurant when I came to work, jumping up and down like she’d sat on a nest of ants. So I heard your news twice, which was just fine – it’s the kind that makes you want a second helping. Having you back in New York will be the bee’s knees. And the elephant’s eyebrows. And the turtle’s two front teeth!

You’d better come hungry because I’ve already asked our maitre d’ to reserve the best table for you on the Saturday night. We’ll be sure to make something extra special for dessert. 

I have to split now, though – I’ve got two hundred profiteroles to fill!

Your friend,

Sol

PS Sorry about the custard stains. And can you please bring me a copy of the menu cards from the Mauretania? 





CHAPTER
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When Pepper Stark had imagined returning to New York, the ocean voyage that she saw in her mind belonged to her and the Captain alone. The other First Class passengers – all five or six hundred of them – were just a hazy background to their private adventure. She’d pictured herself and her father deep in conversation all the while: strolling on the promenade decks, taking tea in the garden lounges, touring the hidden parts of the ship that ordinary passengers were not permitted to see. And when their destination twinkled over the horizon at last, they’d be standing side by side on the command bridge to watch New York rise from the water, just as they had done on Aquitania. They’d fill their lungs with the first scents of the port: engine smoke and fishing boats and the tantalising possibility of hot dogs. Their eyes would crinkle against the sunlit dazzle of the towers, their hearts accelerating in anticipation of the city’s wonders and delights. Norah and Sol would both be waiting to welcome them, not as visitors but as people who belonged here, even if New York was not strictly their home. The city, Pepper felt, would have a place reserved especially for Captain and Pepper Stark. 

But things were not turning out quite as she had imagined. Emmaline and Elliott Eagar were sharing this voyage with them. And all the way from one side of the Atlantic to the other, Emmaline Eagar had been stuck to the Captain like a rope lashed to a buoy. 

Emmaline (she’d asked Pepper to call her by her first name the minute they met) seemed nice enough, Pepper supposed. She was small and doll-like – a good inch shorter than Pepper – with bouncy red hair and an odd, hiccupping laugh. And she was full of enthusiasm for everything, brandishing her guide book (embarrassingly titled All About New York – An Intimate Guide) and reading out great long passages about what they must do or see when they got there. This would be Emmaline’s first visit to the Big Apple, and she looked ready to gobble it up whole. Pepper had only been to New York City once, but now she felt like a citizen whose town was about to be trampled by gawping tourists. It was her mother’s city, after all. It didn’t belong to Emmaline Eagar.

The thing that really set Pepper’s teeth on edge, though, was the way Emmaline called the Captain, ‘Captain’. It was a silly thing to care about and Pepper felt awfully petty admitting it, even to herself. Everybody called him ‘Captain’, after all. But when Emmaline used the title, it sounded like a soppy private pet name. Look, Captain! Is that an albatross? Shall we have lunch in the Verandah Café, Captain? Oh, thank you, Captain, that bouillon was just what I needed … She might as well have been calling him sweet pea or sugar-plum. Pepper could feel herself wince a little every time the word ‘Captain’ came out of Emmaline's mouth. But the Captain didn’t seem to be discomfited by it at all. Could he actually be in love? It really was too gruesome to think about.

Whatever it was with Emmaline, it had certainly wrought a change in the Captain. He hadn’t gone completely soft, of course, but one might say that he’d mellowed from sheer granite to something more like slate. He was gracious with Mauretania’s crew, who insisted on saluting him at every turn, and he tolerated the inquiries of his nosy fellow passengers without growling at a single one. He slept in (sometimes until seven o’clock!), took his dinner in the grand saloon, where the four of them were guests at Captain Alexander’s table, and he accompanied Emmaline uncomplainingly to whichever shipboard entertainments took her fancy. 

As a result, Pepper and Elliott were left largely to themselves. Elliott had turned out to be quite good company in the end. Norah would probably like him all right, Pepper thought, though Sol might find him a little odd. He had a keen eye for style and was at his happiest taking in the glamorous fashions on display, pointing out a hat designed to suggest a Japanese paper crane or a shawl whose colours copied the latest costumes of the Ballets Russes. He was clever, and funny, too, once his once his initial shyness wore off. But it was a different story when the Captain was near. Then, Elliott closed up tighter than  an oyster. His chatter and charm vanished completely. His voice collapsed into an awkward mumble, and his eyes shifted from side to side as if he wanted to disappear. True, the Captain did not have any talent for making idle conversation, let alone conversation about hats and frocks. But Elliott seemed positively petrified of him. For goodness’ sake, Pepper felt like saying. The Captain’s a pussycat now. You ought to have seen what he was like before! 

All in all, the crossing was a pleasant one. There were the marvellous breakfasts and magnificent dinners that the Cunard Line was famous for; there were games and music and dancing, and lazy deckchair afternoons reading Olive Marvell mysteries while Elliott appraised the passing parade of First Class couture. As lovely and luxurious as it was, though, Pepper was itching for the six days of the crossing to be over and done with. She couldn’t wait to run down the gangway and fling herself out into the grit and glitter of the greatest of cities, where surprises waited around every corner and anything, everything, was possible. But when the last day finally arrived, Pepper got a taste of New York that startled both her and Elliott alike.
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It began with the martinis at breakfast. Pepper already knew that the First Class passengers liked to drink – and especially the Americans. Intoxicating liquor of any kind was illegal in the United States, so when Americans got aboard a British ship they couldn’t wait to pour the stuff down their throats. She’d seen plenty of tipsy behaviour on all three of her voyages, plus a few proper roaring drunks. But what Pepper had never seen before, thanks to the dramatic circumstances of her first crossing to New York, was the frenzy of the Americans when their country drew near and the bottle was about to be snatched away. Now she saw them drinking in desperation, downing tumblers of whiskey as if they were headed for an iceberg rather than for home.

By afternoon, the First Class lounge was a raucous pit of very undignified behaviour. A fur-swaddled dowager, sloppy with booze, was staggering along behind an officer, her jewelled hands flailing as she tried to pinch him on the bottom. A young woman shrieked and sobbed while her friend prised the champagne coupe from her grasp. A burly fellow came strutting though the crowd with a woman’s feathered hat askew on his head, ropes of beads swinging to his navel and a mess of lipstick smeared across his mouth. 

The Captain’s face was grim with distaste. At this stage of the voyage he would ordinarily be up on the command bridge, far removed from displays such as these. He pulled his knees in as the man in the hat and beads passed close by, but he wasn’t quick enough; the man tripped over the Captain’s polished shoes and crashed onto the carpet, sending beads skittering in every direction. The Captain curled his lip and glared: Disgusting. Elliott was rattled, too. Pepper saw him recoil and flush pink beneath his freckles; he had turned his head so as not to look at the sprawling man. The other passengers hooted and cheered as if it were a Punch and Judy show.

Into the middle of this free-for-all marched a steward ringing a little brass bell. The expression on his face was half apology and half trepidation. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, in one hour we will reach United States territorial waters. In accordance with United States law, all service of alcohol will then cease.’ 

‘Twelve-mile limit!’ a man screamed. 

In an instant the cry was taken up – Twelve-mile limit! Twelve-mile limit! – and the passengers rushed the bar in a drunken stampede.

‘What’s a twelve-mile limit?’ Elliott shouted over the din.

‘It’s the start of American territory,’ Emmaline shouted back. She was grinning: even this grubby spectacle seemed to tickle her enthusiasm. ‘Once we’re within twelve miles of shore, Prohibition is in force. No more booze.’ She turned to the Captain. ‘Are they always like this?’

The Captain nodded. He was granite once more.

‘It’s not as if they can’t get a drink at home,’ Emmaline said wonderingly. ‘According to my guide book, you can hardly throw a stone in New York without knocking a bottle out of a bootlegger’s hand.’

‘That might be,’ the Captain said in a stiff, clipped voice. ‘But if you’re fool enough to drink bootleg liquor …’ He shook his head. ‘You never know what you’re going to get.’ 
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‘Pepper! Pepper!’

Norah leapt at her the minute Pepper stepped off the gangway, flinging her skinny arms around her and screaming with delight. ‘You’re really here! Let me look at you! No – let me squeeze you first! Eeeeeeeee!’ 

‘Oof! Norah! Ow!’ Pepper laughed and cried at once, hugging her friend and breathing in the unfamiliar scent of lavender cream from her hair. ‘Look at you!’ she exclaimed when Norah finally let her go. ‘You’re a – a flapper!’ Norah’s long plait was gone: her dark hair had been cut into a daringly short bob with a fashionable wave. 

Norah tossed her new ‘do’ and laughed. ‘I’m on Broadway now, aren’t I? I’ve got to look the part, even if I did just spend half a week’s wage at the hairdresser’s!’ She gave Elliott a swift up-and-down appraisal and stuck out her hand to shake his. ‘You must be Elliott. You look like you’ve an eye for style. Tell me, what do you think?’

Elliott smiled shyly. ‘I think you’re like a young Gloria Swanson.’

Norah squealed, dropped Elliott’s hand and hugged him, too. She winked at Pepper over Elliott’s shoulder. ‘I like him. He can stay.’ 

Norah really hadn’t changed a bit. Her clothes were smarter (The coat? I got it for a steal in the sales. Lucky I’ve a good grip – girls will fight you tooth and toenail for a bargain like this!) and her Irish brogue had a new American sheen to it, but she was still Norah – bright, bold, impish Norah who could talk her way from one end of Manhattan to the other. All through Customs, and then in the taxi up Eighth Avenue from West Fourteenth Street to West Forty-Seventh, she hardly paused for breath. 

‘There’s Penn Station, remember? And Macy’s is just a block past it, in case you need anything to wear. Our place is only two blocks in the other direction, but it’s a world away, really. Right at the top of Hell’s Kitchen – you won’t be doing any sightseeing around there! Even the policemen daren’t walk through our neighbourhood unless they go in pairs. But we’re cheek by jowl with the theatre district, see? If you don’t mind the ruffians and the rats, it’s probably the second-best address in the city—’

‘Norah!’ Pepper laughed. ‘You’ll have no voice left for the show!’

Norah grinned at her. ‘Don’t you worry, I’m just keeping my pipes warm. We’ve no rehearsal tomorrow or Saturday; after that I promise to let you do some of the talking. Anyway, Sol will take over soon enough!’

Through the taxi window Pepper watched the purposeful pedestrians flashing in and out of the bands of shadow cast by the soaring towers. A skull-rattling racket of jackhammers and metal-grinders pounded over the traffic; whole blocks had been given over to construction sites where even more buildings were being raised. Bold, brash Midtown was pulling the city upwards from the centre, straining to thrust itself into the sky. And Pepper would be staying right here, in the very thick of it! 

It was Emmaline, aided by her Intimate Guide, who had suggested to the Captain that they stay in Midtown. The Captain usually lodged himself at the southernmost tip of Manhattan, right by the Seamen’s Institute and within easy reach of the Cunard Building. That was where he and Pepper had stayed last time, together with Rory Lyons and Pepper’s old governess, Miss Quacken. But how much more thrilling it would be here, in the very heart of the city, just a blink away from the neon carnival of Times Square. 

Sol had urged them to stay somewhere really grand – the Plaza or the Biltmore or the Roosevelt, at least – but the Captain wanted none of it. Those places were like ocean liners run aground, he’d said. He’d had more than enough of all that society on board. He wanted somewhere modest and quiet, where the lobby wasn’t a circus day and night. 

The Hotel Felix fit the bill perfectly. According to Emmaline’s guide book, it was ‘small, select and admirably discreet’. And best of all, its top floor was home to Les Trois Moineaux, the fashionable restaurant where Sol was apprentice pastry chef. Les Trois (as Sol called it) was the kind of place that didn’t need to advertise with a big flashy sign. To the left of the entrance, Norah pointed out a little enamel plaque painted with three rainbow finches: the moineaux of the restaurant’s name. This was the only indication that the restaurant was there at all. Those in the know knew where to go. 

Pepper’s mouth watered in anticipation. Tomorrow night they’d all be upstairs sampling Sol’s gorgeous desserts and rubbing shoulders with the smart set of New York City. Sol had been so excited that he’d sent Pepper a telegram listing every dish on the week’s menu when she was still midway across the Atlantic.

Behind the hotel’s unassuming custard-coloured façade was a chic foyer, very modern, all in black and white. Long mirrors shaped like partly opened fans lined the walls, reflecting the potted palms and the checkerboard floor tiles in gleaming slices. 

An elevator took them swiftly to the seventh floor, where Emmaline had reserved four neat little rooms, each with its own bath. Norah whistled, impressed, when the bellboy pushed open the door to Pepper’s room. ‘It’s bigger than our living room at home!’ She skipped over to the window. ‘Oh, look – you can see Central Park.’

Pepper peered out past the advertising signs and the round turrets of rooftop water towers, following Norah’s gaze. Between two taller buildings she could just glimpse the trees of the park glowing in their autumn finery. It was wonderful. It was perfect. 

Right now, Sol would surely be in the building, too, just two floors up, rolling pastry or filling tarts. Pepper hoped the restaurant might be able to spare him now and then so he could join them on their jaunts around the city. He was so devoted to his work that he hardly ever took a day off. When it came to desserts, Sol was very serious indeed. And he’d done so well! Pepper’s heart swelled with pride for her clever, ambitious New York friends: Sol with his sweets and Norah with her show – the two of them climbing up the skyscrapers of their dreams. 

Norah helped her unpack, exclaiming over Pepper’s new dresses as she shook them out and slid them onto hangers. Her eyes went wide when she checked the labels. ‘Golly, are they all from France?’

Pepper admitted that they were. The Captain had let her pick whatever she wanted out of the catalogue without any interference from the disapproving Miss Quacken. ‘You could borrow one for tomorrow night if you like,’ she offered Norah. ‘The pink would look good on you. Why don’t you try it on?’

‘Eh, I’d be worried about wrecking it for you. I’ll be that jazzed up about going to the restaurant, I’ll probably drop my soup in my lap. Anyway, Mam’s made me a dress and she’ll be miffed if I don’t wear it now.’ 

There was a jaunty rap on the door, and somehow Pepper knew who it would be without even looking through the peephole. She yanked open the door, and there he was: Solomon Borowski, apprentice pâtissier and sometime detective, his arms flung wide and his round face beaming over his kitchen whites. Pepper squealed and seized him in a hug before it even occurred to her that he might be daubed with butter and spoiling her clothes.

Sol hugged her tight, squeezing all the air out of her. He was bigger and stronger – though still not much taller – than when they’d first met. 

‘You’re all muscles!’ Pepper exclaimed when he finally let her go.

‘I should be, the way they work us in that kitchen.’ 

‘And your uniform!’ Pepper looked over Sol's fitted white jacket, with its short collar and double row of buttons, his black-and-white check trousers and round white cap. ‘You’re a real chef!’ 

Sol swatted away the compliment. ‘The day I’m a chef, you two will be the first to know about it. For now, I’m just the schlemiel who stirs the custard. But thanks for the promotion anyway.’ 

‘You needn’t be so modest,’ Norah admonished him. ‘You had half the restaurants in the city lining up to offer you a job after the Aquitania story broke!’ 

Sol shrugged, but the corners of his mouth curved up with satisfaction. It was true: he’d had his pick of offers, and now he was apprenticed to one of the master pâtissiers of New York, the eccentric Chef Arthur Schnabel. Or, as Sol called him, ‘the Professor’.

‘Well, I can’t wait to try whatever you make,’ Pepper said. ‘Do you think I could skip the other courses and just order all the sweets?’

‘Tell you what,’ Sol said. ‘If you girls don’t mind staying up late, you could come after closing tonight and have something that isn’t even on the menu yet. The Prof’s been working on a new dessert he wants us to try. Even I don’t know what it is.’

Pepper bounced up and down on her toes with excitement. ‘Ooh, yes! What time can we come?’

‘We gotta clean up and all. So let’s say eleven.’

Pepper turned to Norah. ‘Do you think you can stay that late?’

‘I told Mam I’d be stopping here with you tonight,’ Norah grinned. ‘So you won’t be going anywhere without me!’

‘We’d better ask Elliott, too,’ Pepper said. ‘If that’s all right?’

‘Sure, sure. Come up to the ninth floor at eleven. I’ll meet you at the elevator and take you in the back way. I don’t want you to see the dining room yet – that oughta be a surprise when you come tomorrow night. Oh, and bring a coat. It’ll be cold upstairs.’ Sol glanced at the bedside clock and slapped a hand to his cheek. ‘Oy! Look at the time! I gotta get back up there or Boyd will have my kishkas for cannoli.’

Everyone was tired after the palaver of decamping from the ship and getting settled into their new digs. They ordered in roast chicken salad and rolls for dinner and ate together in Emmaline’s room before heading off to bed. 

Pepper caught Elliott in the corridor before he disappeared for the night. ‘We’re meeting Sol at eleven,’ she whispered, casting a wary glance at the Captain’s door. ‘He’s going to show us the kitchen. Do you want to come?’

‘At eleven?’ Elliott looked doubtful.

‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to.’

Elliott’s eyes shifted rapidly from side to side. He bit his lip. Then he looked at Pepper and nodded. ‘I’ll come. I want to meet Sol.’ 

‘Good. I’ll knock on your door.’ 

 Pepper’s alarm clock was set for a quarter to eleven. A little nap would do nicely. But Norah was far too full of chatter to let her sleep. 

‘And did I tell you what we call the director?’ Norah bubbled. ‘His name’s Freddie Lush, but we call him “Freddie Already”, because if we get even the tiniest thing wrong he yells out, ENOUGH ALREADY!’ Norah’s raised her voice to a nasal shout. ‘ENOUGH ALREADY! That C-sharp is dead and buried – you don’t need to keep murdering it! ENOUGH ALREADY! You call that dancing? Or are you trying to stomp on a cockroach up there?’

‘He sounds terrifying,’ Pepper said through a yawn.

‘Ooh, he’s a beast,’ Norah said. ‘But that’s the game, isn’t it? They like to put you over the jumps. And you’d be an eejit to ever squawk about it! Plus, he’s brilliant. His last show—’ And on she went, talking a mile a New York minute, even after Pepper’s eyelids had drooped shut.
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Sol was waiting for them on the top floor outside the elevator. His face was pink with exertion and his white jacket was daubed with chocolate stains. It had clearly been a busy night. When he stuck out his hand to shake Elliott’s, Pepper saw that it was speckled all over with pink and white burns. In Sol’s grip, Elliott’s hand looked soft and pampered as a prince’s.

Pepper had to swallow a yawn; her head was slow and soggy after her little nap. How did Sol and Norah do it, she wondered. Up late night after night, and working hard, at that. It made Pepper feel a bit of a child, all tuckered out from doing nothing much at all.

The stinging smell of bleach inside the kitchen door woke her up like a slap. Clean-up was in progress: the cramped, muggy room was noisy with scrubbing and scraping and the salty banter of grease-spattered cooks. 

‘Everybody, these are my friends,’ Sol announced. 

Five sweat-streaked faces turned from their stations to eye the young visitors. ‘Pepper, Norah, Elliott – meet the crew.’ 

Sol gestured to a piratical woman with fierce eyebrows and a red bandanna tied around her head. ‘Meet Rafaela. She’s the sous-chef, Chef Boyd’s second in command. Deadliest knife you never saw coming.’ Rafaela sucked her teeth and tossed a curse at him in Spanish, but her eyes glinted indulgently. It was impossible not to like Sol. 

He bowed in the direction of a tall, dark-skinned man wiping spills from around a set of gas burners. ‘On the pans: Mr Bennett Peale!’ Sol proclaimed as if he were presenting a star musician. ‘And on the grill: Mr Kip “Nine Lives” Mahoney!’

‘Nine fingers, more like,’ Peale quipped, ducking the cloth that Kip – short, pink, and ginger-freckled – flicked at him across the bench. Pepper couldn’t help stealing a glance at Kip’s red-knuckled hands: indeed, the top joint of his right ring finger was missing.

Then, his face suddenly serious, Sol turned to indicate a small, stooped man standing off to one side. His voice dropped to a reverent tone. ‘And this is Chef Schnabel. The Professor.’ 

Chef Schnabel was quite different to the person Pepper had imagined. He had a cautious expression and the delicate, hovering fingers of a jeweller or a surgeon. His white coat was spotless and though he wore a tall, puff-topped chef’s toque, it was evident that he was completely bald underneath. He nodded shyly at the children and murmured a greeting. 

‘Prof, tell them what you’ve got for us to try tonight.’

Chef Schnabel shook a finger at Sol. ‘Uh-uh, Solly,’ he said in a soft voice. ‘You wait until we go upstairs, then you’ll see.’ 

From behind a tall metal rack came a splash and the clatter-clang of metal hitting the floor. A wet mixing bowl bounced out into view. Elliott jumped in alarm.

‘Lenny! Por dios! How many times?!’ Rafaela bellowed. She blew out her cheeks and rolled her eyes in exasperation as a pale, cowed boy in a dark blue apron and cap scuttled out and bent to retrieve the bowl. He looked up at the visitors with anxious eyes.

Sol shook his head. ‘Lenny,’ he said by way of introduction as the boy ducked back behind the shelves. ‘The dish washer.’ 

Pepper could feel Elliott fidgeting uncomfortably beside her. He seemed to wish that he were somewhere else. 

‘Are we done in here?’ An angular woman with auburn hair pinned back behind her ears appeared through another door. She stopped short and frowned at the children. ‘Who are they?’ 

‘Sorry, Della,’ Sol said. ‘These are my friends – they’re staying at the hotel. This here is Pepper Stark. Her pop is Captain Stark, from the Aquitania.’

The woman’s face softened. ‘Ah, yes. Captain Stark has a reservation for tomorrow evening.’ 

‘That’s right,’ Pepper said. She gestured to include Norah and Elliott in the party as well. ‘We’re all looking forward to it very much.’ 

‘As are we,’ Della said graciously, and Pepper marvelled, not for the first time, at how a mention of the Captain’s name could completely change a person’s demeanour.

‘Della is the maitre d’,’ Sol explained, venturing a playful grin. ‘So she’s the real boss.’

But the ‘real boss’ clearly had no time for Sol’s malarkey. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Let’s wrap this up.’

‘You don’t wanna come upstairs, Dell?’ Kip asked teasingly. ‘The Prof’s made us something special.’

‘I don’t eat desserts,’ Della said as she swished out the door.

Bennett shook his head. ‘Might be sweeter if she did.’
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‘Upstairs’ meant the roof terrace. It wasn’t really a terrace, though – not like the sky-garden at the Biltmore Hotel, where they’d gone last time for cream buns and tea. This was a cramped patch of concrete between a water tower and an air conditioning unit. A semicircle of mismatched stools and folding chairs had been set up around a low wooden crate and the only garden a was few dead plants straggling out of old coffee tins. Clearly this was not a part of the Hotel Felix that its guests would usually see. But rough and ready as it was, the kitchen crew’s hideaway could still lay claim to its own private slice of the city’s views. Looking out, Pepper felt as if she were on a ship drifting through a strange concrete sea. The silhouettes of taller buildings loomed up all around them like futuristic icebergs, and from ten floors below, the night-time cacophony of horns and motors and distant sirens came spraying up over the sides. 

‘Here, take a seat,’ Kip said, pointing to the chairs with the best outlook. ‘We’ve seen it so many times, we don’t even notice it anymore.’ 

Pepper turned her coat collar up against the chilly evening and sat down between Norah and Elliott while Sol, Rafaela, Kip and Bennett settled on the stools. Lenny, the dish washer, had not joined them. He had disappeared without a word, and presumably without an invitation, either. 

‘You wanna do this dessert, Prof?’ Kip asked. ‘Me and Bennett gotta beat it soon. We got some jazz to imbibe uptown.’

Elliott cleared his throat. He’d hardly spoken a word, and now his voice came out scratchy and a bit too loud. ‘Do you go to the Cotton Club? That’s where Duke Ellington’s orchestra plays, isn’t it?’ 

Bennett shook his head. ‘Uh-uh. Cotton Club is whites only.’ 

‘Oh!’ Elliott blushed. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Unless you’re on the stage supplying the music,’ Kip added. ‘Then they prefer you black.’ 

Pepper felt her own face go hot, too. How many of the places that she’d visited last time had been ‘whites only’? She wouldn’t even have known.

‘We’re going to Smalls Paradise,’ Kip said. ‘That’s where the real jazz is at, anyway. And the waiters come round on roller skates!’

Rafaela lit a candle in a glass jar and set it on the crate. The little party drew in closer. Outside their glowing circle the sky seemed darker and the surrounding towers more remote. Everyone fell silent as they watched Chef Schnabel unpack a picnic hamper, laying out saucers and spoons and a squat metal box frosted with condensation. Pepper’s tummy grumbled in anticipation. She watched Chef Schnabel open the box with solemn ceremony and lift a crispy golden ball onto each plate. It didn’t look like any dessert she had ever seen. 

‘What are they?’ Norah asked.

Sol put a finger to his lips. Wait.

Chef Schnabel reached for one of the tin-can pot plants. He lifted it up, and Pepper saw that the can had only been disguised as a planter; underneath it sat a squat, long-necked bottle whose label was covered in official-looking stamps and regal red, black and gold script. A murmur of approval came from the other cooks.

‘That’s the business,’ Bennett said. ‘Napoleon brandy.’

Kip licked his lips. ‘Mm-hmm – the Prof don’t mess around.’

Chef Schnabel broke the wax seal around the lid, uncorked the bottle and poured a generous splash over each plate.

Elliott shifted nervously in his chair. He leaned over to Pepper and whispered, ‘Er, I’m not sure we ought to—’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ Sol said, clearly guessing at what was coming next. ‘Just watch.’

Chef Schnabel struck a long taper match and touched it to the furthermost plate. Whoosh!  A thick ribbon of flame wrapped itself around the ball and leapt up into the air. He moved quickly, touching the match to the rest of the plates until the makeshift table blazed bright as the billboards of Times Square. 

‘Janey Mac!’ Norah gasped, her face aglow in the flickering light of the flames. A siren wailed in the distance. ‘You’ll have the Fire Department here any second!’

In a moment the flames had died out, leaving the surface of the desserts crystallised with candied glitter.

‘Bravo!’ Sol cried, clapping and beaming at the cleverness of his chef. He turned to Pepper and Elliott. ‘You see that? Bet they didn’t have anything like that on Mauretania!’

Pepper clasped her hands in admiration and smiled at Chef Schnabel. ‘It’s wonderful! What – what is it?’

‘You give it a name yet, Prof?’ Sol asked.

Chef Schnabel shrugged and shook his head.

‘We can call it the Fifth Avenue Fireball,’ Kip said.

‘Or the Show Stopper,’ Norah suggested. 

‘Catchy,’ Bennett agreed. ‘I’d order that.’

Chef Schnabel gave a small smile. ‘The Show Stopper. That’s good. Very good. I like it.’

Sol reached eagerly for a plate. ‘Now I gotta see what’s inside.’ Then he turned to reassure his guests. ‘Go ahead – it’s fine. All the alcohol’s been burned away. You won’t get pie-eyed, I promise.’

Pepper dug her spoon into the crisp toffee shell. Underneath was a layer that felt like sponge pudding, and then, in the middle, the silky texture of crème pâtissière. Toffee, pudding and custard! Heavenly! Pepper scooped up some of everything and spooned it into her mouth.

Ugh! A nasty, bitter taste painted itself instantly over Pepper’s tongue. The dessert was sweet – she tasted vanilla and toffee and nutty syrup – but the sweetness was cut with something horrible. Panicked, she
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