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PROLOGUE


THE CRANE DERRICKS HAD ALL STOPPED MOVING, which was more disconcerting than anything else, as she stood poised, higher than she or almost anyone had ever been before, her toes pointed, ready to take her first step. She breathed out through her mouth, clearing her mind, blocking out the hum of noise behind her, below her, where men’s voices scrambled over one another to be heard. They couldn’t help her now.


The wind whipped around her face, stealing her exhaled breath and ruffling her hair, chilling the back of her exposed neck. She flicked her eyes down. So far down. The street was hundreds of feet below her, a dizzying distance that made her stomach lurch and swoop, and the moment she stepped out along the crane arm there would be nothing at all between her and it if she fell. The cars looked like tiny toys, the people no more than moving specks. The buildings around them, set out in their neat grids, resembled a toy village, something a rich child might receive for Christmas, wrapped in a red velvet bow. But it was real. All of this was too real.


‘OK,’ she whispered to herself. ‘This is it.’


She placed a hand over her heart, feeling the rhythm of its beat, and breathed deeply until she felt it slow. She nodded once to herself, then stepped out along a metal beam no wider than her foot. With her arms out at her sides for balance, she tensed the muscles in her core to keep her movements tight and compact, concentrating deeply on her connection to the beam and grounding her foot to it.


‘Wider than a tightrope,’ she murmured to herself as she stepped again. She could do this. She had walked wires, and it was the same skill, no matter the height. Another step. She really was out on her own now, the safety of the half-finished building disappearing behind her.


‘Just another dance,’ she whispered, as she took another deep breath and lowered her shoulders from up around her ears, relaxing into her body the way she would before dancing. It worked; the next step was lighter, surer. ‘Nearly there,’ she coached herself, as her eyes flicked up from the beam and out towards the horizon, New York City sprawling around her. ‘Some view,’ she breathed.


She took another step, the wind whistling around her, and the crane arm creaked. Her breath caught in her chest and she froze, suddenly terrified, as her brain finally realised what her body was doing. She fought for balance. Paralysed with terror, three hundred feet above the city, she cleared her mind once more, forcing out all doubt. She couldn’t turn back now if she wanted to. There was only one way to go, and she had a job to do.


She stepped forward.









CHAPTER 1


Tuesday 10 June 1930


GRACE O’CONNELL FLEW INTO THE DRESSING ROOM, pulling her dress off over her head.


‘We keeping you from something?’ A moon-faced girl down the bench leaned back to catch Grace’s eye, smile on her face, lipstick tube in hand.


‘I’m not late,’ Grace called back, stripping down to her underwear and hanging up her dress. Hopping as she pulled on her shoes, she cleared a space in the clutter of hats, props and make-up lying on the wooden bench running the length of the room and lifted her leg to stretch. Reaching for her toes inside the newly shined black shoes, she felt the familiar pull in her back and neck. She held it for a moment before straightening back up in one slow, fluid movement.


‘Dancers! Five minutes!’


All hell broke loose among the fifteen women in the room as they rushed to get ready. Half-dressed girls snatched their costumes from their markers, elbows flying as they tripped over each other with good-natured screeching and laughter. Material flew in a tornado of colour as outfits and hats were yanked from rails to the bench and back again in a tumble of limbs. Dancers scrambled towards the mirrors, powdering cheeks and rouging lips, fastening shoes and warming their bodies.


‘Hey, Gracie!’ A woman slid into place next to Grace at the dressing-table bench, knocking her and making her hop again. The naked bulb above them lit the new arrival’s meticulously painted features, the air immediately filling with the floral scent of her perfume. Leaning close to the mirror they shared, she added a beauty spot to her cheek.


‘Ready for another night of high jinks and high kicks?’ Her grin in Grace’s direction was pure mischief.


‘Of course.’ Grace swapped legs to complete her stretching.


Lillibet Lawrence was the self-proclaimed star of the show. The only one among them to give herself a stage name, she was Lily Lawrence to her audience and Betty to her friends. Even though she wore the same outfits and did the same routines as the rest of them, in her mind at least, she was the draw.


‘I have a new fur for you, courtesy of John,’ she said, expertly lining her lips even as she talked.


‘Thanks, Betty, but you really don’t need to give me your things.’


Betty waved her away. ‘You’re doing me a favour. It’s not my colour.’


She pouted her full lips and wrinkled her small nose as she examined her handiwork in the mirror, turning her head one way and then the other. Pretty enough, she knew how to make the absolute best of her features. With a body shaped like a violin she was used to attracting attention, and always wore a higher heel than the others to make herself taller.


‘I hate this hair,’ she complained, frowning. She jammed down her blue cap to cover as much of it as possible. The dancers at Dominic’s all had brown hair. For reasons best known to himself, Billy ‘Texas’ Laredo, the club owner, not only preferred it, but insisted on it. In the eight months she’d been on staff, Grace had seen girls use everything from henna to boot polish to get around the rule. Betty was one of the few girls who, thanks to many male admirers, could afford a wig. She tugged it resentfully, making sure every wisp of her blonde hair was covered. The rule made her furious; she had almost come to blows with Texas over it more than once.


‘It’s our thing, makes us stand out,’ he’d said once, cigar clamped in his jaws, smoke forming a wreath around his head.


‘Nobody ever stood out by looking all the same,’ Betty had fumed.


Grace never had to worry about the rule. Her hair was the colour of polished walnut and had a natural shine. As she pulled her own cap on, her curls crackled in protest, a consequence of the liberally sprayed sugar water she used to hold them in place. Stretching routine complete, she met her own deep brown eyes in the mirror. Her strong jawline framed her face and made her striking. Turning to the side, she checked her profile. Blessed with a lithe and strong dancer’s frame, she could accentuate or hide the feminine curves of her body depending on how she felt. It was a gift in a world where she sometimes wanted to fade into the background. She rested her hands on her tiny waist, taking deep breaths in anticipation of the night’s work ahead.


A gentle bump on the elbow announced the arrival of her neighbour on the other side, Edie McCall, back from the bathroom where she normally went to change, now an explosion of blue and white satin.


Grace’s face lit up to see her, and seconds later she was sliding a Baby Ruth bar into Edie’s small hand. It had become their routine. Grace knew how Edie loved chocolate and never bought treats for herself. Edie didn’t feel comfortable accepting gifts, even from her friends, so Grace told her she got them for free from a man at a nearby bodega who always had overstocks. It was more than worth the five cents a day to see the way Edie grinned, delighted not just at the chocolate but that someone was thinking of her. Edie’s life had not been easy, but she had a good heart. She had been the first girl to welcome Grace at Dominic’s and show her the ropes, and in return she would always have Grace’s loyalty.


Thank you, Edie mouthed silently, tearing the wrapper.


Being a performer seemed an odd choice for someone so painfully shy, but on stage Edie came to life like no one else.


‘How was the big audition?’ she asked around a mouthful of chocolate, wide-eyed with expectation, her voice high and fragile, her alabaster skin almost see-through.


‘I was busy.’ Grace’s voice was low and throaty in comparison. She reached for her opening-number outfit, unable to look at her friend.


‘You didn’t go?’


She caught a glimpse of Edie, pale and waif-like, deflating with disappointment in the mirror. No one wanted her to succeed more than Edie did. Her slim shoulders, hollowed cheeks and legs like hairpins made her look ethereal against the dark-wood panelling of their surroundings. If Grace could, she would wrap her up and take her home to live with her, give her a proper family. Edie’s huge eyes would have made even Clara Bow jealous, and she was so slim children could learn to count using her ribs. Her beauty was undeniable, but settled on her in a haunted way, like a surface layer. She didn’t inhabit it the way Betty did.


‘Course she didn’t go,’ Betty said, pulling on the short white top with huge blue ruffled sleeves, transforming herself into a giant wrapped candy. ‘She never goes. What are you scared of, Gracie?’ Betty was always direct, and rarely wrong. She knew these girls deserved more, but the world wasn’t going to hand it to them; they had to go out and get it.


Grace yanked on her own matching top, burying her face in it so she didn’t have to answer. The costumes were getting old. Not as white as they had once been, they smelled musty, of old sweat and stale cigarettes. Reaching for her perfume, she doused herself before pulling on the matching blue skirt, shorter at the front with a long ruffled tail behind. Material puffed around their bodies so that they had to shift sideways to slip past each other. Grace took the opportunity to turn away from her friends, letting the conversation die in the chaos of girls rustling in acres of satin, pushing for mirror space to adjust their caps. One day she would make an audition for one of the big shows, but she was busy, and it was fine at Dominic’s, really. There was no rush. Sure, she was twenty-one now, but there was still time. Dancing was dancing, wherever you did it.


Texas appeared at the top of the stairs in his usual black dress coat and white tie. A tall man, his black hair – the brown rule clearly didn’t apply to him – was slicked down, making his head smooth as a seal. His neck overflowed from his shirt collar and his eyes bulged, giving the impression he was being squeezed out of a tube. He took out a gold pocket watch on a chain, an affectation, and the dancers rolled their eyes.


‘Line up, ladies!’


‘Girls!’ trilled Betty, as they jostled their way into place, making her way to the front of the line. She ran up the first two steps, stretching one leg straight up in the air past her ear in a standing split. The other dancers whooped and hollered their appreciation. ‘Chests out! Straight backs! Smiles on!’ She transformed her own face with a dazzling smile and dipped her head back before spinning around to face them again, a glint in her eye. ‘Let’s go make some money.’


For two hours, the girls danced like their feet were on fire. They shimmied and spun, kicked and flicked, dipped their shoulders with hands on knees, batting their eyelashes for the cheering crowds. Skin glistened under hot lights as they performed chorus numbers and split into smaller groups, completing daring on-stage costume changes to accompany the evening’s singers. Each dancer took a small solo spot to help the men banging on the tables choose their favourites.


Draped in sequins and feathers, Grace was completely lost to the moment. Her head was clear and her body was strong. Here she could fully embody her own name and feel the grace she moved with, the thump of her heart and the beat of the music all she needed to make sense of the world. There was no sadness, no worry; she was completely herself. On stage she was free.


Once the show was over, the dressing area was filled with the cloying smell of flowers. Gifts from their particular admirers adorned each dancer’s place. Betty’s flowers and trinkets spilled over onto Grace’s space, but Grace didn’t encourage the advances of the men, so they tended to direct their attentions elsewhere. Many of the other girls were keen to take up offers of dinner and more, but Grace just wanted to dance. Betty, though, was furious if she didn’t have at least four men begging her to join them every night after the show. She said yes to most of them, rotating her admirers to keep her options open.


‘Small crowd,’ she said, clearing a space on the bench to lean against.


Grace nodded. It was impossible not to notice the dwindling numbers, but she thought it best not to think about it. Their audiences lately were lucky to reach half of what they used to be before the Wall Street Crash the year before. Grace had only been working there three weeks before it happened, and the crowds had never been the same since.


The room cleared quickly, girls rushing out to meet the men waiting for them. It was late, and they were keen to either get home or get out on the town. The chatter died down to a gentle hum and the few remaining girls were mostly out of their costumes and in their street clothes when Texas came into the room, his heft creaking down the steps. He headed straight for Grace, Betty, and Edie, who was holding a single white rose left on her station from a stranger. The small, unbelieving smile on her face was heartbreaking.


‘Good show tonight,’ he said with a curt nod. ‘Look, I want you in early tomorrow for the taxi dance next door. Be here at four.’ He took a cigarette from behind his ear and pulled a matchbook from his pocket.


‘Ah, hell.’ Grace was hanging her costumes on the rack by her marker. She flopped into an old red armchair and a plume of dust puffed up out of it, making her cough.


‘No, thank you,’ Betty said, unpinning flowers from her wig. She laid them in front of the mirror, in the only small space available, bending to sniff a huge bouquet of yellow roses.


Texas struck the match against a wooden beam and lit his cigarette. ‘Not asking, I’m telling.’


Edie was quietly tucking her dance shoes on the rack by her name, not wanting to draw attention. Texas was the boss and if he said that was what they were doing, she would do it. She would take any money in her pocket he could give her. She would dance all day if he wanted her to.


‘The men are awful,’ Grace said with an exaggerated shudder.


‘All men are awful.’ Texas shrugged, taking a drag of his cigarette and blowing the smoke out into the room. He pulled at the collar of his shirt. ‘Get used to it.’


‘And are you gonna stop them from putting their hands all over us?’ Betty threw him a sharp glance and looked back to the mirror, where she was reapplying red lipstick. It stood out like spilled blood against her pale skin. ‘Ten cents and they think it’s all for the taking.’


‘Anyone too handsy gets booted, you know that. You’ll be looked after. They pay their money, you give ’em a spin. Charm them, if you can manage that.’ He shot a pointed look at Betty and she blew him a kiss.


‘Can’t stop them treading on our feet, though, can you?’ asked Grace, standing and performing a simple rock step. She threw her hands in the air and let them fall with a clap onto thighs now covered in a blue knee-length dress, far more modest than her show costumes. ‘I’ve never seen less rhythm. I need these feet, y’know, can’t afford to keep losing toenails.’


‘Be here,’ Texas said, ignoring their complaints. His finger swept the room to take in everyone who was left. ‘Are y’all listening? If you’re here now, I want you here tomorrow.’


‘Sure, fine,’ Betty said, flicking her hand to dismiss him. ‘We’ll be here, now can you let us change in peace? Some of us have places to be.’


‘With pleasure,’ he said, running a thumb up and down the inside of his suspenders. ‘Don’t be late,’ he added, as he turned and left.


‘Guy’s a creep.’ Betty raised her voice enough to ensure he heard and had to pretend he hadn’t. She took off her wig and shook out her short blonde hair underneath. ‘So what’s next, ladies? I heard Greta, Mae and Charlotte say they were heading to the Onyx Club. Vernon is playing there tonight.’ She gave Grace a wolfish smile.


‘I’ve gotta get home,’ Edie said, slipping her arms into her fox-fur coat. Another of Betty’s cast-offs, Edie treated it like spun gold, even though it was at least two sizes too big and swamped her. It was also June, but she would probably wear it all summer. She was always cold. With her felt cloche hat, she looked like she was heading out on a polar expedition rather than taking the elevated to the Lower East Side.


‘OK,’ Betty sighed, knowing there was no point even trying to change her mind. ‘Are you all right to get home?’


‘Sure,’ Edie said with a tight smile.


Grace flicked a look over at her. Edie’s stockings were worn threadbare at the ankles and her shoes were scuffed. Grace knew she wasn’t coming because she couldn’t afford it. She also suspected that some nights Edie walked the thirty blocks home to save money. It made her heart ache that she didn’t know how to help her. These were tough times for a lot of people.


‘Are you sure?’ she asked. ‘It’ll be fun. We don’t have to stay long.’


‘Not tonight.’ Edie started moving towards the door. ‘Have fun, though. I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight.’


‘Night, little bird.’ Betty blew her a kiss. Once Edie had left, she turned her attention back to Grace. ‘I love that kid. She breaks my heart. So, you’re coming?’


‘Well, I guess it’s not far.’ A smirk crept across Grace’s face. The club was just around the corner, and she could never resist Betty’s company, or an excuse to not go home.


‘When you’re right, you’re right.’ Betty slipped two cigarettes from a slim silver case and handed one to Grace. ‘And our best years are short. Gotta get on the merry-go-round while the music’s still playing.’


Although the club was close, right off Times Square, it was almost midnight by the time they finally arrived. Grace watched as Betty disappeared to the bar and came back with two tumblers full of amber liquid. Prohibition was a joke in New York City; the alcohol had never stopped flowing for a minute. She took the glass with a nod and slid into a chair, transfixed by the stage, where a beautiful Black woman, hair wrapped in a shimmering purple turban that matched her dress, was singing, glittering under the lights. Her voice dripped honey, each note effortlessly smooth and wrapped in silk. It sent shivers through Grace as if someone were playing her spine like a piano, and the hairs rose on her arms and the back of her neck.


‘Let’s do it, let’s fall in love.’ Betty was singing along softly, her eyes on the band. Grace followed her line of sight, already knowing where it would lead. Vernon. A tall man playing the trumpet on stage, looking dapper in his white dinner jacket and black bow tie. His dark skin glimmered in the soft light as he gently swayed. When he noticed Betty watching him, he couldn’t help but smile.


‘Looks like it’s too late for that,’ Grace teased, eyebrows raised. Betty’s mouth twitched into a smile and they both laughed as they drank.


The night drifted on, full of drinking, flirting and conversation. Grace found herself dancing the shag with Andre, a friend of Vernon’s, who had taken a break from serving drinks. Their legs moved at breakneck speed, ankles and knees flicking left to right until their swivelling shoes were almost a blur. She laughed as she twirled. They mirrored each other with progressively complicated steps until a small crowd gathered, clapping and hollering. As the music ended, the pair took a bow. Andre spun her one more time and raised her hand to his lips.


‘Thank you for the dance, Miss Grace.’


‘The pleasure was all mine.’ Grace’s skin was glowing under a sheen of perspiration, her eyes alive. There was nothing she loved more than to dance.


‘You are a beautiful dancer,’ Andre said, a big grin across his face.


‘You’re pretty good yourself,’ Grace replied, leaning closer. ‘I’m taxi-dancing at the Ivy dance hall next to Dominic’s tomorrow afternoon, if you want to come along. I could do with a good partner.’


Andre shook his head in disbelief. ‘You’re too talented to taxi-dance with the schmucks in this city. You should be in the big shows.’


‘One day.’ Grace smiled, gave a little shrug and went to get another drink.


Emboldened by three drinks, on a whim she slipped off her shoes and jumped up on one of the tables, enjoying the familiar rush of surprising people with old circus tricks. To the shock and delight of her audience, she leapt from table to table as people grabbed for their drinks to make way for her well-practised feet. Landing each time with perfect balance before springing to the next, she crossed the room to a soundtrack of disbelieving squeals and impressed chuckles.


The final table – small and circular, barely big enough to stand on – wobbled precariously as she landed, provoking gasps and shrieks from her rapt audience. The wobble serving as momentum, she used her feet to make the table rotate like a spinning top as a spotlight suddenly swung around to pick her out through the smoky atmosphere of the room. The gasps increased in volume with the speed until the table was a blur. Just before she lost control completely, she leapt to the ground, performing a perfect pirouette before taking a deep bow, reaching out to still the spinning table with one hand before it fell over.


Roaring their appreciation, the crowd sprang to their feet, the applause deafening. Men swatted each other with their hats in disbelief, eyes saucer-wide at what they had just seen.


‘She was in the circus, you know,’ Betty said to anyone who would listen as she barged her way across the room to reach her friend. ‘Spent a year swinging from rafters like a monkey.’ The spotlight swung away again and Betty continued weaving between bodies, Grace’s shoes in her outstretched hand. Vernon trailed behind, his work for the night finished and his bow tie undone.


‘I didn’t swing from anything, Betty. That’s the trapeze.’


‘Same thing,’ Betty said, shrugging. ‘It’s all a good way to break your neck. Now come on, time to go.’ She scooped Grace up, leading her towards the exit.


Back at street level, the bruised sky was already starting to lighten with the purple and pink streaks of the coming sunrise. The fresh air slapped Grace in the face, making her woozy, while the lingering smells from a nearby restaurant made her stomach growl. She looked up. The skeleton of the Empire State Building was already dominating the landscape. You could see it from blocks away, and they had a long way to go yet. She thought about her twin brother, Patrick, and the other men who would be up there in a few hours, crawling all over it like ants on a dropped ice cream. Better them than her. She would be sleeping in.


Betty signalled a taxi and the three of them climbed inside. ‘West 57th and Tenth,’ she told the driver.


Grace’s head lolled against the window, melancholy feelings washing over her. The comedown from music and dancing to the misery of reality always took a bite out of her.


The city rushed by in a blur of electric lights, brickwork and grey buildings. In no time, Vernon was jumping out of the taxi and leading her gently by the arm to the stoop of her apartment building.


‘Goodnight, Grace,’ the big man whispered in his deep but gentle voice.


‘Night, Vernon, you’re a gentleman.’


‘You sure you’re all right now?’


Grace waved at Betty and turned to give Vernon one last lopsided smile. ‘Sure. I always am.’


She tiptoed up the stairs to the third floor and let herself in, cursing when she knocked a tin cup off the counter with her hip, sending it bouncing across the wooden floor.


‘Dammit,’ she hissed, stooping to pick it up. ‘Shh!’ Admonishing herself, she heard the creak of a door opening and sighed, knowing it was too late.


‘Grace.’ The whispered voice managed to sound disapproving even thick with sleep.


‘Patrick.’ Grace was already heading into her small room, not wanting any further conversation.


‘Do you know the time?’ He took a step towards her.


‘Bedtime,’ Grace replied, turning to face him.


‘That was hours ago.’ The level of annoyance started to increase on both sides as they squared up to each other in the half-light, confrontation inevitable now. ‘Where have you been?’


‘At work, Patrick, although what concern it is of yours, I don’t know, to be sure.’ Grace mentally kicked herself. Outside the house she sounded like an American, but at home, her Irish accent and phrasings always came back.


A thunder of footsteps clattered above, quickly followed by at least three children crying. The wailing penetrated through the thin ceiling as if it was barely there. There was no such thing as privacy in this building, and no doubt their neighbours could hear their raised voices in return.


Patrick wasn’t done. ‘It is my concern when I have no idea where you are. Ma is worried sick, and you wake me up when you get in.’


‘Was it me that woke you, Patrick, or was it the Donohues’ twelve children’ – Grace jabbed her finger up at the ceiling – ‘and you just thought it was a good excuse to roar at me?’


She glared at her brother, further irritated by the fact that it was like looking at herself. They were as alike as any fraternal twins could be, with the same face shape and features. She knew her eyes were filled with anger, and she could see Patrick’s flaring back at her, just the same.


‘What’s going on?’ a small voice called out in hushed tones, before starting to cough uncontrollably.


‘Now look what you’ve done,’ Patrick growled.


Their younger sister, Connie, just ten, stood in the doorway, barefoot in her nightdress, her pale face surrounded by a mess of butter-coloured curls.


‘Nothing, Con,’ Grace reassured her. ‘Go on back to bed.’


Connie wiped her hand sleepily across her eyes and nodded, disappearing back into the dark.


‘You’ve been acting the fool ever since Da died,’ Patrick hissed, shaking his head. ‘Do you think he would be proud?’


The words were like a punch to Grace’s gut.


He turned away. ‘I’m going back to bed. I have to be up.’


‘You do that,’ Grace whispered, still in shock. Anger quickly took over and she clenched her fists as the screaming in the apartment above their heads intensified. ‘Doing my job isn’t acting up, you fool,’ she said to his back. ‘And you’re not him, you know that?’ She wanted to hurt him as much as he had hurt her. ‘You never will be. You used to be fun, before he died. Now, you wouldn’t know how. Life is for living, Patrick,’ she added. ‘You should try it sometime.’


His door closed and clicked shut. Grace padded to her own room, head swimming with alcohol; anger and sadness racing through her bloodstream. She slipped into her nightshirt and under the thin sheet. Pulling the threadbare green blanket up around her chin, she inhaled deeply, trying to believe she could still smell the faintest scent of her father on it. The grief of losing him was a wound reopened every time she walked through the door.


A couple of deep shuddering breaths later, a half-formed thought dissolved as sleep took her quickly, a single tear drying on her face.









CHAPTER 2


Wednesday 11 June 1930


PATRICK HAD LEFT FOR WORK LONG BEFORE GRACE got out of bed the following morning, her head thumping with the excesses of the previous night.


‘Here she is,’ her mother said as Grace appeared from her room. She held out a glass of milk, which Grace took gratefully.


‘I need to get clean,’ Grace croaked, her voice like gravel. She gulped the milk as her mother pursed her lips but said nothing.


At forty-six, Mary O’Connell had suffered a hard life already. Her past was strewn with tragedy, each loss tattooed onto her heart and turning her dark hair ever greyer, but she had proved to be tougher than all of it. She was still an attractive woman, although the skin under her eyes and chin was baggier now and lined with creases. Her hair was pulled into a bun not as neat as it once would have been, flyaway strands surrounding her face.


‘How’s Connie?’ Grace asked. Her mother’s expression immediately softened.


‘Her lungs are still giving her trouble. She’ll be staying in bed today.’


Grace nodded, her mouth a tight line of concern. ‘I’m going to clean up and then I’ll be out to get the shopping. What do we need?’


‘Your brother needs new work gloves.’


Grace scowled, turning her face away so her mother didn’t see. She was planning to buy the food they needed for the day, not be her brother’s lackey.


‘They got burned,’ Mary said, shaking her head. ‘I don’t know what I did to make all my children worry me so. Two already in the ground, three never to be born, Patrick on the steel, you out all night who knows where, and poor little Connie with lungs like wheezy bellows.’ She shook her head and composed herself; to speak of these grievances out loud was unlike her. ‘The money for the gloves is on the dresser.’


Grace nodded quietly, moving to the sink. Her mother’s obvious worry for Connie ignited her own and brought an acidic taste to her mouth that she fought to swallow down. She reached for the tap and it squealed in protest as water made its way through the pipes for her to rinse her glass. The stamping noise of countless feet upstairs was almost enough for her to have to raise her voice.


‘They’ll come through one day. We’ll have a pile of Donohues on the floor!’


Mary ignored the comment. ‘If you could get dinner for tonight and bread, cheese, eggs and milk, that would be grand.’


Through the thin wall a seemingly endless number of Donohue children could be heard clattering down the stairs, screaming and shouting. Grace sighed, wondering how Mrs Donohue could ever keep up.


‘Yes, Ma, of course,’ she said, stepping into the bathroom to wash. Like everything in the apartment, it was small, but it was theirs and theirs alone.


As she slipped off her nightdress, she knew she was luckier than many who lived in far more squalid and cramped conditions, with a shared bathroom in the hallway. As a child, she had lived on Orchard Street on the Lower East Side, sharing rooms with cousins as her father and his brother squeezed their families in together to save money. She remembered her mother reaching out of the window to retrieve food from the lock box tied to the fire escape to keep things cold. Her uncle had hung shelves from ropes in the middle of the room to make sure no mice could get to the food. Children slept on the floor piled on top of one another, a heap of squirming limbs. Her father and uncle spent their days working hard at the docks and their evenings stopping up holes, papering cracks and mending whatever was broken.


She would never forget the look on her father’s face when they had been able to move here. Now they had five whole rooms to themselves. His pride at having the entire floor, with its three bedrooms and an ice box, was immense. The thought of his smile as he held them all close to celebrate moving in was too painful. She shut it away.


She dressed for the day, spotless in a pretty pale blue summer dress, white shoes and white purse, hat in her hands – gifts from Betty, as many of her clothes were. The white would pick up the grime of the city in no time, but it was a beautiful warm day and she wanted to enjoy it. Her thick brown hair was set in curls that stopped between her chin and her shoulders. Placing her hat on the small table by the window, she saw a cup of coffee waiting for her and smiled. She picked it up and took it through to the room her mother shared with Connie.


‘You look like a princess,’ Connie breathed, her eyes lighting up like flares. Grace laughed as she sat on the edge of the bed near her sister’s covered legs. Their mother sat on the other side, darning socks, her arthritic fingers bent, red and swollen. With a sideways glance she took in Grace’s outfit.


‘Give over,’ Grace said, stroking her sister’s face. ‘Just someone else’s cast-offs. Princess Connie is the only princess here.’ The child’s skin was clammy, and she was so pale she looked nearly grey, but she smiled as she rested her head back on the pillow, a halo of blonde ringlets surrounding her head. Grace’s teeth worried at her lower lip. Connie looked exhausted already and it was only the start of the day. She was to be protected at all costs, but there was only so much they could do. The rest was in the hands of God.


Connie was the only blonde O’Connell. After the twins were born, their parents had tried for many years for more children and suffered harsh losses. The day Mary finally bore another precious child, their father had proudly held her in his arms and named her Constance. Her exhausted mother, delighted that the longed-for miracle baby had arrived healthy, agreed, not realising until later that she had sentenced the tiny girl to the moniker Connie O’Connell. The baby of the family, she had been doted on by them all ever since.


‘What would you like for dinner?’ Grace asked her now. She could sense her mother listening.


‘I’m not hungry, Grace,’ Connie sighed.


‘Ach no, none of that.’ Grace shook her sister’s leg through the cover. ‘So you’re going to make me guess?’


Connie smiled and a little giggle escaped her.


‘Hmm.’ Grace poked her tongue out of her mouth, screwing up her face into a grotesque mask of concentration. Connie laughed, but it quickly turned into a cough, and Grace regretted doing it.


‘Hamburger?’ she asked, trying to distract Connie.


The small girl shook her head.


‘How about some fancy fish? For the princess.’


‘No,’ she moaned. ‘It smells.’


‘Right enough,’ agreed Grace. ‘Oh, I’ve got it. I know I’m right so don’t even say I’m wrong.’ Even Mary had a small smile on her face as Grace jumped to her feet. ‘Pork chops! Ach yes, that’s the ticket.’


‘Oh yes,’ agreed Connie, caught up in Grace’s feigned excitement. She threaded her blanket backwards and forwards through her tiny fingers. ‘That would be nice, thank you.’


Grace nodded, pleased with herself. ‘Well then, I’d better go. But I got you these yesterday to keep you going.’ Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a small yellow box.


‘Milk Duds!’ Connie tried to sit up, clapping her hands together.


‘Calm down, child,’ Mary said, as Grace handed the box to her sister. ‘Ach, you spoil her, Grace.’


‘Well, Ma, she is a princess,’ Grace said with a wink. ‘Eat chocolates while the sun shines, I say.’


‘Not now,’ Mary warned. ‘They’ll make you cough.’


‘Thank you, Gracie.’ Connie settled back, cuddling the yellow box to her chest. Grace picked up her purse and string shopping bag, refusing as ever to acknowledge just how scared she was about her sister’s future.


Shopping done, Grace took the food home for her mother to prepare a meal she would not be there to eat, then headed out again. She had bought a peach pie at the bakery on West 48th Street for dessert as a treat, and at least some of that would remain, whatever time she got home. As much as she didn’t really enjoy the taxi dances, she was grateful for the excuse not to be at home, particularly after her argument with Patrick.


The city was bustling as always, full of people, cars, streetcars, bright colours and a cacophony of different languages being spoken, shouted and sung. Smoke and the sounds of construction were everywhere. Each storefront she passed had its own unique scent. The iron tang of blood from the butcher’s mingled with the astringent alcohol and peppermint of the barber’s. A group of boys played stickball in the middle of the street when they should have been at school. Clusters of housewives were haggling with pedal-cart sellers for everything from clothing and trinkets to vegetables. Grace had taken the Ninth Avenue Elevated from 59th Street down to 42nd, and now, on the edge of Times Square, not far from Dominic’s, she realised she hadn’t eaten all day and stopped at a pretzel cart enveloped in a cloud of steam.


‘Three, please,’ she said, handing over fifteen cents in exchange for hot, doughy pretzels almost as big as her head.


‘They can’t all be for you!’ the Puerto Rican vendor said with a smile.


‘Why not?’ Grace replied. ‘A girl’s gotta eat.’ She flashed him a grin and heard him laughing as she walked away. Clutching her pretzels, she ducked down West 44th Street and in the back-door entrance of Dominic’s.


‘Here you go,’ she said as she sat down between Betty and Edie, handing each a pretzel.


‘Ooh, thanks, doll.’ Betty tore off a chunk and moaned with delight as she chewed the salty dough. ‘Just what I need. I had a busy night.’


Grace smiled and shook her head, choosing not to comment.


‘Oh, uh, thanks.’ Curlpapers still in her hair, Edie took the pretzel and reached for her coin purse.


Grace slapped her hand away. ‘Don’t be silly. It’s nothing, Edie. A gift.’


A grin spread across Edie’s face and she mumbled her thanks as she took a bite. Grace pulled pieces off her own pretzel and ate them, running her tongue over her salty lips as thoughts tumbled around her head, fighting for room.


‘Gracie?’


It took a few moments for Betty to get her attention.


‘Sorry.’ She shook her head clear.


‘Away with the clouds today,’ Betty said, deliberately mixing sayings to make one of her own.


‘I think I’m going to wear white,’ Edie stated, holding up a pretty satin gown.


‘That’s perfect for you, baby.’ Betty was rifling through gowns on a rack, flicking through the rainbow of silk, chiffon and crêpe de Chine before choosing an elegant green gown cut on the bias that would compliment her figure. ‘Green for me.’


Grace trailed her fingers through the materials and pulled out a yellow silk dress with an empire line, covered in tiny beads. The colour reminded her of Connie’s hair, and she smiled as she slid it off the rail. ‘This one.’


A small contingent of the other dancers were also getting ready. The majority of girls at the taxi dance wouldn’t be professionals, just pretty young women looking to have fun or in need of some cash – probably both. The number of available dancers had swelled since the economic crash, but Texas liked to have a few pros on hand to draw in the crowds. There were always eager men looking for their chance to dance with the girls they watched on stage every night. Not many of the Dominic’s girls wanted to do it, but even fewer were in a position to say no.


Betty had hold of Edie’s face like an overenthusiastic grandmother, cheeks squeezed between thumb and fingers as she added more make-up to her eyes. ‘You never wear enough,’ she muttered before turning her attention to fixing Edie’s hair. Grace took a final look in the mirror and added some lipstick. It seemed all the girls were wearing it now, and it made her feel like Greta Garbo.


‘It’s time,’ Betty said, in charge as always. She released Edie and stepped back, happy with her work. With her eyes further accentuated, the girl looked beguiling – a heavenly being.


Betty led the group of women to the back of the room, pushing open a concealed door. They walked down a dingy corridor the length of a football field, heels clicking on the ground, before they came to a set of stairs leading up into the dance hall next door to Dominic’s. Texas was waiting to greet them, along with a line-up of girls already there. The Dominic’s girls moved as one, stepping out to a murmur of excitement rippling through the crowd of men impatiently waiting to pick their partners for the first dance.


The room was a gaping cavern, a big space with wooden floors and bleachers along one wall for spectators to watch. At one end, a low stage held the band, and for the next two hours as they played, people would dance and others would watch. Men began to push forward, clamouring for Betty, waving their ten-cent tickets.


‘Lily! Lily!’


A broad, pale man of around thirty, wearing an expensive double-breasted pinstripe suit, stepped forward. He held his hat in his hand, an unlit cigar in his mouth. His dark hair was swept to the side and lacquered, a thin moustache across his top lip. ‘Not today, fellas,’ he said, handing a ten-dollar bill directly to Texas. ‘That should take care of it.’


‘Howard, what a surprise!’ Betty beamed, taking his hand before turning her smile on Texas to let him know it was very much not a surprise. If a girl filled every dance, she would make two dollars, half of which went to her and the other half to Texas. They all knew he wouldn’t turn down the money. His jaw clenched tightly as Betty leaned in toward him. Grace just about heard her whisper, ‘It costs more than ten cents to dance with me.’


The group of clamouring men looked crestfallen. They had come to dance with Lily Lawrence, but they could never compete with that sort of cash. Betty steered Edie forward by the elbow.


‘I’m sorry, fellas, my dance card seems to be full, but this evening star is Miss Edie McCall. You’ve probably seen her dance with me next door at Dominic’s. She’s a good friend of mine and an excellent dancer. For just twenty cents, you can take a dance with her. A professional.’ She let her mouth curl around that last word and stretch it out, shooting a glance at the other girls who stood along the wall with their arms folded, looking awkward.


Edie gasped as Betty doubled her earnings, but recovered quickly, smiling and giving a twirl. As several men stepped forward waving their tickets, she looked up at Betty, her face full of gratitude. Betty just smiled. ‘Have fun, little bird,’ she whispered, leaving Edie to choose her first dance partner.


Grace watched on, a small smile twitching at the corners of her lips. Texas was at a loss, his mouth opening and closing like a Coney Island fairground game. He wanted to step in and put Betty in her place, but as she was making him more money, he said nothing, settling for scowling and looking daggers at her.


‘Miss Grace.’


Grace turned to the voice.


‘Andre!’ She heard her own surprised laugh as her dance partner from the night before reached out to take her hand. He was dressed smartly in a brown suit, white shirt and slim brown tie. She was flooded with relief to see a friendly face.


‘I’m on my break and only had twenty cents to spare, but I would be honoured if you would let me be your partner for the first two dances.’


‘Oh, Andre, the pleasure would be mine,’ Grace said, with heartfelt sincerity. Andre was one of the few people she believed truly loved to dance as much as she did.


‘O’Connell!’ Texas barked from eight feet away. ‘Here! Now!’


Andre bowed his head and sighed. Grace gave his hand a little squeeze before stepping away.


‘What are you doing?’ Texas demanded, his eyes bulging more than ever. ‘There are plenty of respectable men here for you to dance with.’


‘Andre is plenty respectable,’ Grace said, keeping her voice light.


Texas twitched, and his next words were forced out the side of his mouth through gritted teeth. ‘Do you see any other Negros here, O’Connell?’


‘Why yes, sir,’ said Grace, gesturing over to the band musicians. ‘Right there on the stage.’ She watched as his face went from pink to scarlet and straight on through to purple.


‘You don’t dance with the help,’ he snarled.


Grace could feel her anger rising, and with it her Irish accent. ‘They aren’t the help, to be sure, they’re the talent. And Andre here is a paying customer like any other. I will dance the first two dances with him. After that, I will dance with anyone you want.’


She turned on her heel, walking past Betty, who couldn’t have looked more proud. Taking Andre’s hand, she led him to a far corner of the hall.


‘Miss McCall.’ Andre nodded to Edie as they passed her, and she smiled back. ‘You didn’t have to do that,’ he said quietly to Grace, once they were out of earshot of anyone else. ‘I don’t want no trouble.’


‘And you won’t get any,’ Grace assured him. ‘It’s just a dance, and we’re here to dance.’


She enjoyed the first two dances hugely, laughing as Andre led her around the hall in a quickstep, the only real dancing she would do all afternoon. She paid for it in misery once he left. Texas made sure she got all the very worst partners as her punishment for defying him. The lecherous ones, the sports, the old men, and the hobos looking for a pick-me-up who chose to spend their last ten cents on a dance with a pretty girl rather than a meal. She had to put up with men who dragged her around and stamped on her feet, men who stank of alcohol and men who tried to kiss her. Texas watched it all with vicious glee.


Grace endured. Texas going out of his way to single her out ensured she had partners for all twenty songs, earning the full two dollars, one of which would be hers. She consoled herself with the knowledge that the extra dollar would pay for the shopping she’d done that morning.


Once the taxi dance was over, the five professional dancers from Dominic’s rushed back through the corridor in a rustle of fabrics to freshen up and get their ruffled outfits on, ready for the start of the main evening show. Grace’s stomach rumbled. She had spent a large part of the last twenty-four hours dancing, and only eaten one pretzel. Putting hunger to one side, she fastened her shoes and went back out on stage with a smile on her face.


After the show, Grace sat in front of the mirror in her red feathered costume from the finale and took in her own pale face. She was feeling faint.


‘I saw what you did with Andre,’ Betty said, slipping into a silver dress covered in beads and sequins even more elaborate than some of the costumes they had just danced in. She was heading up to Harlem to meet Vernon, but Grace was dreaming of nothing but peach pie and maybe grabbing something warm from a twenty-four-hour bakery on the way home.


‘He’s a friend.’ Grace shrugged.


Betty was still talking. ‘And what happened after. How come you can stand up for everyone except yourself, huh, Gracie? I woulda walked outta that hall and not looked back.’


Before Grace could answer, or even consider the question, Texas stomped into the room. The girls groaned, knowing an after-show visit from him couldn’t be anything good. Grace caught the look on his face and her breath hitched in her throat. His skin was waxy and he was visibly sweating, and she braced herself for whatever was coming.


He’d clearly heard Betty’s remark. ‘Looks like you’re gonna get your wish,’ he said, wiping a hand across his forehead.


‘What’s up with you?’ Betty asked, all of them picking up on the feeling in the room now. The back of Grace’s neck prickled with anticipation.


Texas cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. His eyes darted uncomfortably around the group, lingering for a second on Edie. He grimaced. ‘Listen up. This ain’t good news, so I’m just gonna hit you straight.’ He paused for a moment before he ploughed on. ‘We’ve been shut down, so I’m afraid that was our last performance.’


‘What?’


‘You’re kidding!’


‘Very funny!’


‘Not funny at all, I gots a baby!’


‘You can’t be serious!’


‘Just like that?’


The voices clamoured over each other.


‘What is this?’ Betty’s voice carried above all others.


‘It’s not my call. The big bosses have been spooked by the crash. The racketeers are pulling the strings, and we don’t make enough money for their liking. That’s it. Fewer clubs keeps profit concentrated. Concentrated right into their pockets.’ He didn’t hide his bitterness. He started to hand out brown envelopes with their names on. ‘Here’s your pay. I slipped in an extra five for each of you. Best I could do.’


‘Thank you.’ Edie took her envelope and clutched it tightly, tears filling her eyes. Her gratitude embarrassed Betty, whose hackles were already up.


‘Oh, you’re all heart,’ she snapped as she tore her own envelope out of his hand.


‘Don’t be like that.’ Texas looked almost hurt. Anyone else would have softened, but not Betty, who carried on glaring at him, her face stony.


‘Why us?’ Grace asked.


Texas took a deep breath. ‘You’ve seen the crowds.’ He shook his head. ‘Nobody’s here, nobody’s spending. The guys with money don’t come here and the other guys we used to get don’t go anywhere any more. Simple as that. Our numbers are way down. We’re a casualty of our situation. This ain’t the Cotton Club,’ he finished with a shrug.


‘Don’t we know it,’ Betty sniped.


‘Looks like it’s finally time to audition for the big shows,’ Grace said to herself, with a false optimism she hoped hid her disappointment.


Texas half laughed, half sneered. ‘You’ll never make it, O’Connell. No one’s hiring, you’ve missed your chance. You’d better go back to the circus. If you haven’t made it by now, you never will. You’re done. We’re all done.’


‘What a rousing speech,’ Betty spat, taking a drag on the cigarette she’d just fitted into a long ivory holder. ‘You’re a real goddam ray of sunshine.’


‘You’ll be all right,’ he said, looking at her. ‘Broads like you always are.’


He glanced round the room once more before turning to leave. He hesitated, his hand on the door frame, but didn’t look back. ‘I’m sorry, girls, truly,’ he said as he disappeared.


Betty wasn’t in the mood to give him the benefit of the doubt. ‘Thanks for nothing, Billy. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.’ Into the silence he left behind him, she spat the word ‘Greaseball.’


The women started talking again in hushed tones, gathered in their smaller friendship groups for support. They were all in shock and a couple had started to cry.


‘What are we gonna do?’ Edie asked, her doe eyes skittering between her two friends, the huge red feathers on her shoulders trembling.


‘Looks like it’s time to get married,’ Betty said with a shrug.


‘To Vernon?’ Edie asked.


Betty raised an eyebrow. ‘Come on now, Edie. Not even you are that naïve. Vernon ain’t the kind you marry, he’d need deeper pockets for that. I mean Howard. He still has some of his money. It’s time to get out of here.’


‘But you love Vernon, not Howard.’


‘Love’s a luxury,’ she said with a shrug. ‘And without a job, it’s not one I can afford. I’ll ask around, and if any of my other gentlemen friends didn’t lose it all in the crash, I’ll be sure to send them your way.’


Edie nodded blankly, still stunned by the news. Grace knew that without a job, Edie would be homeless and starving by the end of the month, like the men they saw on the subway, or huddled under discarded newspapers in alleys.


‘Here.’ She opened her brown envelope and handed Edie two five-dollar bills. ‘You’re gonna need it more than me. Please take it. I’ll find something, and even if I don’t, Patrick’s making good money on the steel.’


Edie shook her head. ‘No, Grace, I’ll be fine. I’ll find a way.’


‘Just take it.’ Grace pushed the bills into her hand.


Edie hesitated, and her face coloured as she nodded and took the money. ‘Thank you.’


‘Maybe I should marry your brother,’ Betty joked. ‘Although ain’t you twins? I can’t have a man with your face.’


‘I think you have enough men,’ Grace said, looking from one friend to the other. ‘You OK, Edie?’


Edie nodded, but it was unconvincing. ‘My mind’s whirring is all. Trying to think where I can get work. You know.’ There was a ghost of a smile on her face. ‘Same for all of us.’


Grace knew it wasn’t, though. Edie lived in a single room in a tenement, on a floor she shared with six other girls. She had no family, and it was clear she was already running calculations on how long the money would last. It was Grace’s worst nightmare, to be alone in the world like that, and her heart raced with panic as she took several deep breaths to calm herself.


‘Here.’ Betty also handed over ten dollars, Edie fighting hard against tears.


‘Oh no, I didn’t mean—’


‘Take it,’ Betty said, in a tone that would accept no protest.


‘Thank you,’ Edie said softly, tucking her now boosted brown envelope into the pocket of her oversized fur coat. ‘I’ll be all right,’ she assured them. ‘There are other jobs out there, there’s got to be.’


Grace swallowed the lump in her throat. She wanted to step forward and hug her friends, but was too scared she wouldn’t be able to let go again. They all stood and looked at one another in shock. Even with their help, Edie had a month at best and they all knew it. Grace just hoped it would be long enough to find something else.


‘I guess that’s it then.’ Grace herself was more disappointed than worried, filled with a deep sadness that she would likely never work with Betty and Edie again. She liked the job, but far worse things had happened to her than not having to see that lowlife Texas ever again. She would be fine. She looked around the room one last time, suddenly not hungry any more.


‘It seems, ladies, that just like half the damn city, we are officially unemployed.’









CHAPTER 3


Thursday 12 June 1930


‘IT’S NOT THAT BAD, MA,’ GRACE SAID. ‘THERE’LL BE something.’


‘Have you taken a look outside recently, Grace? Families on the streets, men desperate for work, children in rags, women going through the trash looking for food. God in heaven knows we’ve been luckier than most so far, but with your father gone . . .’ Mary paused and swallowed hard.


‘I’d rather you said dead than gone. Gone sounds like he left on purpose.’


The two women sat in silence. Eventually Grace got up and started to make coffee. Reality was nipping at her ankles. She wasn’t ever going back to the club, and the comment Texas had made about nobody hiring rubbed against the back of her brain. She didn’t want to work in a shop or scrub floors. She wasn’t cut out to work in the garment district factories like her mother had.


‘The salary wasn’t much anyway,’ she reasoned, holding a cup up to her mother as a question. They both knew it was a lie. The salary had been better than most, and things would be much tighter without it. Mary shook her head and Grace put the cup back on the shelf. She filled her own and sat, ignoring the huge crack in the wall next to her. ‘I’ll go out and look for situations vacant after this.’
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