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        For every woman who has whispered her worth in the dark,

      

      

      

      
        
        
        and for every woman still waiting to be heard in the light.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        "Raise your words, not voice. It is rain that grows flowers, not thunder."

        RUMI
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          FRIDAY, APRIL 27, 1928

        

      

    

    
      Clara

      

      The lighthearted banter in the lunchroom recedes suddenly. I draw my head up to scrutinize the faces of the maids seated across from me and am trying to determine the reason for their abrupt silence when Mr. Olson, our proficient hotel manager, rushes to my side. His cheeks are flushed, and his usual prim demeanour slips further with each passing second.

      “Miss Wilson, my apologies for interrupting your midday break, but we’ve got a situation.”

      My sandwich slips from my fingers onto its wax-paper wrapping. “A situation?” As the question tumbles out, my mind, always ready to leap to the worst-case scenario, narrows in on those I love most. “Louisa? Is she⁠—”

      “Your sister is perfectly well.” Mr. Olson’s gaze scans the gaggle of maids seated quietly around the table.

      Before I can ask after my dear friend Cookie or, dare I fret, Papa, the hotel manager gestures for me to join him. “Could you come with me, please?”

      I push back my chair with my knees and stand.

      An apologetic smile pulls his lips tight. “Why don’t you bring your lunch? You can eat in the office.”

      Understanding that he won’t explain the situation in the staff lunchroom, in front of the other eighth-floor maids, I gather up my lunch, stuff it into my bag, and follow Mr. Olson out the door.

      As he guides us toward the back-of-house lift, his words rush out in a single breath. “Ms. Thompson has fallen ill. She is with the doctor now, but I’m afraid she is not in any shape to continue with her matron duties today.”

      “Oh dear.” My stomach promptly twists into a knot. “Is she all right?” The lift arrives with a muted ding, and my mind dashes back to the party a few weeks ago. I noticed that night how tired the hotel matron appeared. “I’ve been so busy. I—I forgot to check on her.”

      “Did you suspect she was ill?”

      The lift’s snail-paced trajectory only adds to the apprehension gathering in the pit of my stomach as we descend toward the basement offices.

      “No, not for certain. I only noticed she looked a touch tired at my father and Cookie’s party.” My chin drops to my chest as shame creeps in. William’s sister is ill. Surely as his sweetheart and with him halfway across the country, the least I could have done was check in with her. “I planned to speak with her and see if there was anything I could help with, but then…” My words trail off as I consider the multitude of tasks I’ve taken on since the announcement of Papa’s engagement to Cookie. Though the wedding to-do list is large, I am happy to tackle it to ensure their special day is exquisite. After all, Cookie has sought only the best for me and my sister since the first day we met her in the hotel’s pastry kitchen. Her delight over her upcoming nuptials to my father has her beaming even more brightly than usual. My helping with the wedding plans is the least I can do for such a dear friend.

      “I’m afraid there is no time for blaming yourself.” Mr. Olson pulls open the lift’s grate upon our arrival at the basement level. “Besides, I asked her several times myself if she was feeling unwell, and she flatly denied anything of the kind.” His eyebrows lift in a telling gesture. “I don’t suspect she would have been any more truthful with you than she was with me, or with herself.”

      We stride toward the matron’s closed office door.

      Mr. Olson pulls me aside before we are in earshot of Ms. Thompson’s office. “Now, here’s what we must do.” He glances over my shoulder, ensuring the door remains closed. “You are the only one she will trust with her duties. I won’t be able to convince her to do as the doctor instructs unless she knows the position of hotel matron is in capable hands. Do you understand?”

      I am at once delighted and terrified. Ms. Thompson believes in me. The realization is a toe-tingling, heart-thumping, thrilling sensation. Without waiting a beat, my anxiety rears its head, determined to strike down any semblance of pride. How will I ever fill her shoes? She is a pillar of this hotel and someone I look to for guidance and counsel. Am I capable of tackling such a role, even if only for an afternoon?

      “Miss Wilson.” I’m pulled back to Mr. Olson’s voice, stretched with worry. “I need you to be convincing in there, or all will be for naught.” He gestures to the matron’s office door. “She needs to see you are comfortable with taking on the role of matron.” Mr. Olson stretches his palms up, pleading with me. “Please, even if it’s merely a façade, I beg you to muster the appearance of confidence. She won’t rest and recover without your assurances. Do you understand?”

      I ignore the enormous weight of the task before me, and in a rare moment of courage, I lift my chin in defiance of my fears. “Yes, sir. I will do everything I can to ensure the matron’s duties are carried out this afternoon.”

      “That’s precisely what she needs to hear.” Mr. Olson breathes a strained sigh of relief, then gestures toward Ms. Thompson’s office door. “Shall we?”

      The matron appears fragile, leaning back in her desk chair, with a damp cloth pressed to her forehead. Our eyes meet, and I see in her defeated expression the disappointment she feels with every fibre of her being. I’ve never known the woman to shy away from a challenging circumstance. A small shudder runs through me as I’m hit with the awareness that none of us are immune to hardship or illness, not even our nearly unbreakable matron.

      The doctor turns toward me and Mr. Olson, clasping his black bag shut. “She needs rest, Robert.” He turns his attention back to Ms. Thompson and admonishes her. “This is not negotiable. You may be a force to be reckoned with, but burning the candle at both ends is not a sustainable way of life for anyone.”

      Ms. Thompson’s displeasure at being scolded twists her lips into a tight frown.

      “I’ll stop by your residence tomorrow morning to check on you, but until then”—the doctor points a bony finger at the matron—“you will go home and crawl into bed. I’m sure someone from the hotel can bring you dinner. You are not to do anything more than rest. Are we clear?”

      “I understand.” Ms. Thompson’s voice is as small as a sullen child’s, and my chest tightens in response.

      “Good, I will see you in the morning.” With that, the doctor leaves us to sort out the details of Ms. Thompson’s care.

      “Eliza, here’s what’s going to happen.” Mr. Olson, clearly bolstered by the doctor’s direct approach, takes charge of the situation. “Miss Wilson is going to take over your duties for the afternoon and tomorrow morning. I will take you home, and Cookie will bring you dinner this evening.”

      Ms. Thompson opens her mouth to object but is immediately silenced by Mr. Olson’s raised palm. “We will figure out the rest as it comes.”

      She nods in agreement but asks, “What if this takes longer than an afternoon? The hotel won’t run smoothly if I am chained to my bedpost.”

      Mr. Olson clears his throat. “You heard the doctor.”

      “Yes, but…” Ms. Thompson braces against the armrests as though she is planning to stand.

      “No buts, Eliza, and sit back down until I’m ready to collect you. The last thing we need is you hitting your head on the way to the floor.”

      I smother a smile at the display of friendly affection between the two. Clearing my throat, I direct my attention toward the matron. “I’m surely a paltry substitute for your stewardship of the maids, but I promise to do everything I can to maintain the high standards you’ve put in place.

      “Thank you, Miss Wilson. I appreciate your assistance.” Ms. Thompson’s gaze falls to the floor in what I assume is resignation.

      Mr. Olson nods knowingly in my direction before picking up the clipboard from the matron’s desk and handing it to me. “Miss Wilson, please take this and familiarize yourself with the maids’ schedules. Then proceed to visit each floor, informing the staff that you will be filling in as matron for the day. Check on their progress, and make sure everything is on track.”

      “Yes, sir.” I take the clipboard and tuck it under my arm. My stomach grumbles, the sound embarrassingly amplified in the small office.

      Mr. Olson’s cheeks flush. “I apologize. I forgot that I interrupted your meal. Be sure to eat your lunch before you take to the floors?”

      “Yes, sir.” I turn to Ms. Thompson, assuming I’ve been dismissed to tackle my long list of new responsibilities. “Ma’am, I hope you feel much better with some rest. Let me and Louisa know if there is anything we can do: food, company, a restful game of checkers, perhaps. Please don’t hesitate to telephone if you need anything at all.”

      “Thank you, Miss Wilson. That is appreciated.”

      “I’ll get to it, then.” I give Mr. Olson a curt nod instead of my usual curtsy and head for the back-of-house lift.

      I gobble my sandwich and apple in the stark-white staff corridor and collect my thoughts before speaking to the maids. I will let them know that Ms. Thompson is going to be fine. I’m encouraging my rehearsed monologue in an uplifting direction when it occurs to me that I’ve been promoted once more. My stomach flips at the thought, the same way it does when William’s gaze lands on me. Who knew a dashing man and a well-earned promotion could elicit the same effect?

      This is most certainly a temporary role. A day or two at best, I think to myself. But still, Ms. Thompson and Mr. Olson thought of me first. Clearly, my dedication and work ethic have not gone unnoticed. My giddiness comes to an abrupt halt when I remember it is William’s sister who is unwell. There is surely no reason to celebrate when my beau’s closest family member has fallen ill.

      I return my lunch bag to the locker room while instilling in myself the decorum appropriate to deliver news of Ms. Thompson’s health concerns. I climb the stairs to the first floor of guest suites, straightening my uniform and my spine at the top of the landing. I have a job to do.
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          SATURDAY, APRIL 28, 1928

        

      

    

    
      Louisa

      

      Hovering over the newspaper spread open on the kitchen table, my nose crinkles at the faint aroma of black ink, its scent doggedly embedded despite the seven days that have passed since the edition was printed. I run a finger over the wedding announcement, my thoughts tumbling back to the crisp December morning when Cookie thoughtfully presented Papa with a box of treats for his city parks crew. She wanted to show her thanks for their work clearing the city’s sidewalks of snow and ice. Who would have thought a gesture as small as holiday baking would lead to romance?

      Clara pads into the kitchen, carrying her fatigue like a heavily laden grocery sack. Catching her eye, I indicate the pot of tea I brewed for her.

      “You aren’t going over those theatre reviews again, are you?” Clara’s groggy question has no edge to it, but I sense a hint of teasing in her tone.

      “No.” I huff out the word and shoot my sister a pointed glare. Favourable reviews are crucial to my career. Remaining an unknown nobody isn’t likely to grant me a future in Hollywood. But my habit of scrutinizing every theatre review printed doesn’t help my state of mind or my acting prospects. “You don’t have to remind me of the pitfalls of reading reviews.” I roll my eyes with mock exasperation. “Thomas has been reminding me enough for both of you since he returned from Hollywood in February. He says hi, by the way. I met him last night to tell him about my audition for Mr. Brown’s Secretary. We had an early dinner, since you weren’t expected home at a reasonable time.”

      Clara delivers me an equally prickly stare as she replaces the teapot on the counter.

      I ignore her look of disapproval. “If you must know, I’m rereading the engagement announcement.”

      Clara, cup of tea in hand, leans over my shoulder. “The wedding will be upon us in no time, and Cookie’s task list is growing by the day.”

      I smother an exasperated sigh and sip my tea. So far, Cookie, Clara, and Papa seem more concerned with the wedding day than with our lives beyond I do. Each time I’ve tried to talk to Clara about her feelings regarding the nuptials, I’ve been met with a furrowed brow of confusion. With the wedding day three short weeks away, time is running out and I’m no closer to resolving my thrumming emotions. “Have you thought about how our lives will change?” I tiptoe around the topic once more, certain I am the only Wilson aware that adding a new person to our living arrangements is sure to unsettle the balance we’ve gained these past months.

      This apartment has always been a tight fit for the three of us, but we’ve managed. After months of discord, we’ve fallen into a rhythm that allows each of us our own space when needed. Though I would never call it a flaw, Cookie is jubilant and talkative. I fear her enthusiasm, though charming, may disrupt our family’s quiet existence. Before Mama’s passing, her presence in our lives was calm and steady. Never one to fuss or carry on, she led with her heart and a peaceful demeanour. Cookie, on the other hand, lives life with zealous enthusiasm. The two couldn’t be more different in their approach, except for similar abilities to love deeply.

      “How do you mean?” Clara hovers behind me while reading over my shoulder, confirming my suspicion that I am alone in my worries.

      “Things will be different when she’s living here.”

      I’ve tried to keep my fears from surfacing, but I still worry about sharing Papa’s time and attention with Cookie. I admonish myself for the selfish thoughts, my bottom lip finding comfort between my teeth as I wait for Clara’s response, hoping this time we can have a real conversation about the challenges that lie ahead.

      “Cookie is already woven into our daily lives. I can’t imagine her cheerful disposition changing anything.” Clara moves behind me to read the society column. “Did you see this?” she says, and I drop the subject, accepting that we don’t share this particular concern.

      I angle my body to see the column and read aloud. “Miss Annabelle Evans is to marry Mr. Jacob Prescott on the twenty-sixth of May 1928.” Tilting my body away from the table, I shoot Clara a questioning glance, since I am quite certain we know neither Mr. Prescott nor Miss Evans.

      “Not that. Further down.” Clara huffs before pointing to the smaller font below the wedding announcement headline. “Miss Evans will be leaving her position as secretary to the honorable Judge Abernathy and is delighted to be taking on the role of wife to Mr. Prescott.”

      “The high-society girl is getting married and leaving her job.” I return my attention to the newspaper. “No surprise there.”

      “Yes, but it’s a good job.” Clara’s nose wrinkles. “Probably comes with luncheons, high tea, and a nice paycheque.” She leaves the engagement announcement where it lays and settles into the chair adjacent to me. “Do you ever wonder if women actually want to leave their jobs when they marry? I mean, have you ever heard of a husband leaving his profession upon becoming betrothed?”

      A laugh bursts forth obnoxiously, and my hand flies up to smother it. Clara is definitely in a mood this morning.

      “You know as well as I do that such a thing would never happen,” Clara says. “Though it pleases me none, I’ll have you know. Polite society doesn’t dictate how a man lives, but it certainly has no issue imposing rules on women. Besides, upper-crust women like Miss Evans deem marriage the ultimate goal.”

      Eyeing my sister with more scrutiny, I say, “Your knickers are certainly in a knot this morning.” I tilt my head to one side, ensuring Clara has a full view of my raised eyebrow. “Perhaps you should try going back to bed and waking up on the right side the next time around.”

      Clara’s cheeks turn pink. “Sorry. It made me wonder is all.” Waving a hand dismissively, Clara stands and moves toward the kitchen, busying herself by slicing bread for toast.

      Giving her the time she needs to sort out her early-morning grumbles, I return my attention to the newspaper, while nudging aside my worries over our future home life. Noting a similar wedding announcement, I inch forward for a closer look. Another soon-to-be bride’s life will be revamped as she becomes somebody’s missus. I decide to keep this awareness to myself and make a mental note to hide the society pages from Clara in the mornings. At least until she’s had tea and toast.

      Stepping toward the kitchen threshold, Clara offers an apology. “I suppose the day ahead has me a little befuddled. Toast?”

      “Yes, please.” I consider my words, not certain of how they will be received. “You know, it’s okay to feel overwhelmed.” I too am overwhelmed by the alterations being made to our family unit. I realize Clara and I each have a lot on our plate. “Nobody was expecting Ms. Thompson to fall ill, and with Cookie fully immersed in the role of bride-to-be, I’m sure the pressure of tackling it all is weighing on you.”

      “You’re probably right.” Clara leans against the kitchen counter, diligently standing guard over the automatic toaster until it dings. “Besides, I only have to get through this morning. Mr. Olson said Ms. Thompson will be back at the hotel by this afternoon. Surely, I can manage that.”

      Placing buttered toast at each of our places, Clara slides into her chair. “Do you mind if we leave a little early today? I’d like to get a better handle on the roster before facing roll call.”

      I smother a deflated sigh and bite into my toast, buying myself some much-needed time to shift my priorities. Putting Clara and her concerns over the day ahead of my own, I lay a hand on her forearm and press as much confidence as I am able into my sister. “Of course. Whatever will help you feel ready for the morning.”

      Once again, I delay broaching the subject of our changing living arrangements. Time is running out, and I worry who’s going to be squeezed out of our little apartment first.
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          SATURDAY, APRIL 28, 1928

        

      

    

    
      Clara

      

      I spot Cookie bustling toward us as we turn the corner to the alley behind the hotel. In the weeks leading up to Papa’s proposal, Cookie became a regular fixture in the Wilson apartment. Now, a day seldom passes without her presence in our lives. Lou and I pause, waiting for our friend to catch up.

      Cookie’s kind holiday gesture led to a chilly afternoon stroll through Stanley Park, which turned into a dinner out. Within a few weeks, Papa was whistling a happy tune, his good mood elevated tenfold by the time he spent in her company. Three months later, after a whirlwind romance, they were engaged. Our friend’s existence in our lives is a blessing, complete with pies and sweets for our Sunday dinners. Cookie is as entwined in our lives as Louisa and I are in one another’s, and unlike Lou, I can’t see any drawbacks to having our dear friend become part of the family.

      “How is Ms. Thompson feeling?” I ask, knowing Cookie’s first priority this morning was to deliver a breakfast basket to the hotel matron.

      The crisp spring air announces its presence in misty puffs as Cookie’s steps quicken to match ours. I balk at Cookie’s worried expression, still hopeful good news will be forthcoming.

      “I’m sorry to say she doesn’t look much better this morning.” Cookie’s weighted sigh and slow shake of her head speak of her concern.

      Louisa gives Cookie’s shoulder a reassuring pat. “Don’t worry. Ms. Thompson is a strong woman. I’m sure she’ll be up and about in no time at all.”

      We climb the stairs in single file, and Louisa holds open the heavy back door for Cookie and me. Inside the hotel, we are greeted by aromatic spices wafting from Chef’s kitchen and by the sight of Mr. Olson. He stands before us, his face drawn and lines creasing his forehead. Panic rises in my chest, but before I can utter a word, the hotel manager waves us toward Cookie’s pastry kitchen.

      “What is it?” Cookie wrings her hands together nervously. “What’s happened?” I lock my arm into the crook of Cookie’s elbow to comfort her.

      “Is it—Ms. Thompson?” Cookie asks. “Has something happened? I’ve only come from seeing her, less than thirty minutes ago.”

      A sharp whoosh of air deflates the man even further. “I wish I could say I had better news. Apparently, Eliza—I mean, Ms. Thompson.” He trips over his familiarity with the matron, the situation pulling taut the usual ease with which he navigates the bounds of professionalism. “I’m afraid she will require more than a few days of rest.”

      “What did the doctor say?” Cookie’s words wobble, an indication she’s imagining the worst for her friend.

      “The doctor saw her shortly after your departure. Even after another good night’s sleep, Ms. Thompson remains unsteady on her feet. The doctor feels that in order for her to recover fully, she will require several weeks of rest, instead of the few days he initially expected.”

      “Oh my.” The words are out of my mouth before I can reel them back. I was desperate to write to William last night but decided better of it, thinking the news might bring unnecessary worry. But now, with Ms. Thompson unable to return to work for weeks, I must write to him at once and assure him we will do everything we can to help his sister recover.

      Before the thought has an opportunity to settle within me, Mr. Olson shifts his position, his gaze landing directly on me. “Miss Wilson, I realize this is a lot to ask, but I wonder if you will consider taking up the position of temporary matron of the hotel?”

      “Me?” My arm instinctively leaves Cookie’s as I contemplate Mr. Olson’s request. “Are you sure?”

      “I can assure you, Miss Wilson, that you are Ms. Thompson’s first choice to take up her charge.”

      Louisa nudges me with an elbow, apparently attempting to bolster my confidence. “Well now,” she says, “look at you. A proper hotel matron.”

      Though I’m sure she intends to be affirming, I refrain from rolling my eyes at my sister. Instead, I correct her to ensure I understand the offer being made to me. “A temporary matron.” I redirect my attention toward Mr. Olson. “I’m happy to take on this morning’s duties, but would it be all right if I take a little time to consider your request?”

      “Of course, Miss Wilson. I hope you are aware, though, Ms. Thompson asked for you specifically. I’m not sure what we will do if you decide you’re not up to the task. At any rate, please come and find me as soon as you’ve made your decision.”

      “Yes, sir. I will.”

      We go our separate ways. Cookie, with concern etched into her expression, heads into the pastry kitchen, and Louisa and I pick up our uniforms from the basement and then go to the locker room. Louisa knows me well enough not to press the topic, so we descend the back-of-house stairs in silence. I’m thinking of the far-reaching duties of a matron as Lou opens the locker room door to the sound of noisy maids readying themselves for the workday.

      Louisa finally breaks her silence, a question burning a path straight to her lips. “Do you think you’ll have to wear your maid’s uniform as matron, or will we be able to go shopping?”

      I do my best to dismiss her excitement at the notion of a shopping trip. “I’m not sure I’m in the mood for shopping.” I tug my maid’s uniform off the hanger, step a few paces away, and busy myself with getting dressed.

      I feel the tug-of-war happening within my chest. On the one hand, I am delighted to have been asked to step into such a role, temporary or otherwise. But my concern over whether I’m the most suitable candidate for the position swarms around me, buzzing like a colony of bees. Adding to my uneasiness is the question of how it will appear, since it is common knowledge among hotel staff that I am in a long-distance relationship with Ms. Thompson’s brother, William. The potential for perceived nepotism needles me. Will it be assumed I am being given the position due to my relationship with the matron’s brother? What if I’m not taken seriously or I can’t handle the responsibilities? What if those a few years older than me are not inclined to take direction from someone younger? I do my best to nudge the pesky thoughts aside. After all, it’s only a temporary position.

      Still, the worries speed through my mind like a racehorse gunning for the finish line at Hastings Park. Stepping toward the small mirror affixed to the locker room wall, I study my reflection as I pull my hair into a tight bun at the nape of my neck.

      Then again, what if I could try my hand at a real career? The kind that, one day, might afford me the financially stable future I am determined to secure?

      After almost being evicted from our apartment at The Newbury not that long ago, I have yet to find a comfortable relationship with money. All these months later, I continue to tuck away any and all extra funds. I am steadfast in my determination to be prepared for unexpected situations, like the eviction notice we once received. A shudder runs the length of my spine, trailing my desperation to make certain I never again worry about losing the roof over my head. Maybe this is my chance to see if I am suited to a working life that would allow me to make it on my own. Louisa isn’t likely to remain in Vancouver, with dreams of Hollywood dancing through her head. Besides, Ms. Thompson is sure to be back on her feet in a week or two. Just like Lou dons different characters for her theatre productions, I could use the temporary position as a dress rehearsal of sorts.

      I press my lips together, considering the options. If I accept Mr. Olson’s offer, I will gain a better grasp on the inner workings of a hotel matron’s life. Then I will know whether this particular career path is a suitable option for me.

      My days are already stretched thin, but I find myself unable to let this opportunity slide through my fingers, or to disappoint Ms. Thompson and Mr. Olson. I am certain I can manage the wedding plans and the important job of hotel matron if I plan my time appropriately. Yes, I almost shout before stopping myself short and reining in my enthusiasm. I cannot say no to this opportunity.

      An image of William flits across my mind, and I am immediately hit with a pang of guilt. “William,” I whisper, his name barely audible among the incessant chattering in the locker room. I hadn’t considered his thoughts on all of this. Should he be a factor in my decision? Our relationship is a mere four months old. Surely I don’t require his opinion. My thoughts reel back to the newly engaged Miss Evans and Mr. Prescott from the newspaper, and I wonder if I would also be expected to give up a well-paying job for marriage.

      Before diving down that particular rabbit hole, I give my head a firm shake and remind myself that accepting the temporary matron position is an act of generosity. I will be helping out William’s sister, for heaven’s sake. Mr. Olson did say that Ms. Thompson asked for me specifically. I pat the bun at the back of my neck, guiding the rogue strands into place. I’ve already made up my mind, and I know it cannot be changed. The prick of an unfamiliar sensation resembling rebellion insists this decision is mine alone.

      I take one final glance in the mirror, pivot, and move toward the locker room door. It’s ridiculous to think William will be anything but pleased by my choosing to assist the hotel and his sister. William is a forward-thinking man. He is surely comfortable with women working for a living, since his sister chose a life with a career. Or did she? My steps falter as the thought occurs to me. “I don’t actually know how Ms. Thompson came to be a hotel matron.” The words slip quietly from my lips as Louisa bumps into me from behind.

      “Clara, what are you doing? You can’t stop in the middle of the exit. You’re blocking the path to the door.” Lou’s voice is laced with annoyance for less than a second before it transforms into a teasing tone. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but we’ve got a new matron today, and none of us wish to be late for roll call.”

      A chorus of laughter erupts behind me, ensuring my cheeks are flaming red as I step to the side and allow the maids to file past.

      Once the locker room is empty, I silently count to thirty, determined to steady my nerves. I take a deep breath, tug open the locker room door, and head straight to the basement.

      Mr. Olson’s office door is open, but I knock anyway. His head snaps up. “Yes, Miss Wilson. What can I do for you?”

      “You asked me to let you know when I’d come to a decision, sir.” I take a tentative step into the room.

      He puts his pen down and interlaces his fingers on top of the desk, all of his attention on me.

      “I would be honoured to accept the position of matron, temporarily, sir. That is, well…” I feel a rush of heat dash toward my cheeks as I fumble over my words. “What I mean to say is that I will remain in the role until you no longer require my assistance.”

      Mr. Olson’s smile conveys not only gratitude but also relief. “I am very pleased to hear it, Miss Wilson. I will admit I was a tad worried you might decline. I am confident the standards our guests have come to expect will not be impacted with your guiding hand at the helm.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I resist the urge to curtsy, unsure of how to address the man now that our positions have put us in working proximity of one another.

      “You should know the position comes with a wage increase, given it may entail longer workdays and more complex situations than you are currently accustomed to.”

      “Thank you, sir.” A thrill of excitement courses through me, and all I can think is how a bigger paycheque will ease my budget-conscious mind. A bigger nest egg means more financial stability for me and my family.

      Mr. Olson gestures to the chair across from his desk. “Please have a seat. We can go over the details quickly before you report for roll call.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, Mr. Olson explains everything I need to know to fill Ms. Thompson’s shoes while she is away. Though many of the details will be acquired through the doing, the linear task list does wonders for my anxious mind.

      I am comforted to learn that Mr. Hamilton has insisted on continuing to pay Ms. Thompson while she recovers, with the caveat that I can seek her counsel if ever the need should arise. With the most important duties gone over, Mr. Olson hands me the clipboard I worked from yesterday and explains the day’s priorities.

      “You’ll attend roll call for each floor, from the bottom to the top. The maids are accustomed to expecting you at the times listed on each floor’s roster. I’ve penciled in your arrival time to each floor in the top right-hand corner.” He points to the clipboard in my hand, and I flip the pages to gain a grasp on how much time I am allotted per floor.

      “Thank you, sir. That is helpful.”

      “During roll call, you will provide direction on general tasks, tend to any specific guest needs or requests, and inform the maids of who is on rotation for hallway duties and such.”

      “I understand.” I nod my head with confidence. My experience as a maid offers far more insight than I might have considered. I am keenly aware of what is expected of us in each guest room, in the hall, and even while maintaining the lift’s polishing regimen.

      Mr. Olson clears his throat. “I have no doubt you are qualified in directing the maids in their duties, but if you find yourself in an unfamiliar situation, I invite you to seek my counsel.” His head moves back and forth, as if he’d rather not speak of such things. “There are times, Miss Wilson, when situations of a more personal nature affect those employed at the hotel. I wish I could be more specific and offer you advice, but honestly, I seldom foresee trouble until it’s upon us. All I can say is, you’ll know it if you see it.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.” His warning leaves me a touch unsettled, but given my state of already being behind schedule, I decide now is not the time to ask more questions.

      Mr. Olson removes his pocket watch from his vest. “You’d best be off, then. First, check in with Mr. Reynolds at the registration desk for any changes to the guest list. The first-floor maids will be filing into line.” He examines the watch in his hand. “You’ll want to be on the first floor in fifteen minutes.”

      Without waiting another minute, I stand, gripping Ms. Thompson’s clipboard, and head for the hotel lobby, my eagerness battling with hesitation as I wonder what today will bring.
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          SATURDAY, APRIL 28, 1928

        

      

    

    
      Louisa

      

      “Have you heard how Ms. Thompson is doing?” Jane Morgan, the upper-class debutante whom I once incorrectly assumed would make neither a good friend nor a good Hotel Hamilton maid, has proved me wrong. Now thick as thieves, we work side by side most days, confiding in one another with honesty and affection.

      As I pivot to face her, my head shakes slowly to convey the seriousness of my response. “I’m afraid she’s not well. It could be weeks before she returns. Clara is hotel matron again today and has been offered the temporary position until Ms. Thompson has recovered.”

      Jane steps around her cleaning cart, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. “We’re all worried for her, Lou. Perhaps we could organize a get-well basket to cheer her while she is away.”

      “That’s a good idea. I’m sure she’d appreciate knowing we are thinking of her.” I tap a finger to my bottom lip. “I’ll check in with Cookie. She may know if there are any items the matron favours.”

      Jane adds a stack of towels to her cart and checks her wristwatch. “If the matron were here, she’d be telling us to get a move on. Roll call in thirty minutes.”

      We push our carts to their designated stations, tucked out of sight yet easily accessible upon the completion of roll call, and head for the back-of-house stairs to retrieve more supplies from the basement.

      We are a few feet from the stairwell when Mrs. Kent, a guest from room 538, rushes toward us, a determined expression lining her features.

      “Mrs. Kent, can I be of assistance?” The woman has been kind and accommodating over the past few days, even playing music on her and her husband’s portable radio while I clean their room. The addition of music to an otherwise dreary day as a maid has been a much-appreciated distraction.

      “Oh, Miss Wilson. I am so glad I found you. Come quickly. They are about to announce the verdict.”

      Mrs. Kent grabs my hand and tugs me down the fifth-floor hallway. Glancing back over my shoulder, I see a group of maids following close on my heels. They need little convincing, since Mrs. Kent’s arrival at The Hamilton included several trunks and a determined message. In the few days since she and her husband checked in to the hotel, Mrs. Kent has made it a point to inform every fifth-floor maid of the importance of the legal action taking place in Ottawa. Mrs. Kent’s words trickled through the hotel corridors, giving us a clear understanding of what we, as women, have to gain. From the guest floors to the locker room, every maid employed by the hotel is now aware of the crucial nature of such a verdict.

      “Women in Canada have been waiting on this verdict for years,” Mrs. Kent said the first day we met. Though I hate to admit it, until the newspaper began reporting on the case in March, I didn’t realize a concern existed. British Columbian women petitioned for and won the right to vote in 1917. Though the law is far from inclusive, I somehow managed to convince myself we were on the right track. Despite the topic of whether women will be deemed eligible to be appointed to the Senate only beginning to fill newspapers for the past month, according to Mrs. Kent, petitions and women’s group platforms having been advocating for change for far longer than I realized. As women seek equality, independence, and a voice within federal decision-making, Canadian women have apparently been holding their breath for the result of this legal petition, referred to as the Persons Case in the media.

      Behind me, the other maids pile into Mrs. Kent’s room. I stand beside her as she clutches my hand from her seated position on the bed I’ve yet to tend to.

      Mrs. Kent’s eyes bore into mine. “This is it, Miss Wilson. This may be the very thing that changes the course of history. Women will be able to advocate for women, children, the elderly, and the poor once we are appointed to the Senate. In Canada, Parliament cannot pass a single law without the Senate’s approval. This is how we will make our country better. Women’s voices shall finally be heard.”
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          SATURDAY, APRIL 28, 1928

        

      

    

    
      Clara

      
      As I climb the stairs toward the back-of-house corridor, the giddiness inside me swells with each step. This is an excellent opportunity for me. It occurs to me that this might be precisely how Louisa feels when she takes on a new role in the theatre. I’ve never had the opportunity to pretend to be anything besides boring, do the right thing Clara.

      “This is an adventure,” I say boldly to myself as I move through the corridor, toward the hotel lobby, intent to check in with Mr. Reynolds, the front desk manager, before starting roll call on the first floor.

      I give myself a pep talk as I move swiftly down the hall. William will appreciate how I’m helping out at his sister’s request. He will be proud of me for having the courage to embrace this opportunity. The thought of marriage surely isn’t on his mind at this juncture in our relationship. With most of our communication taking place through letters, we are getting to know one another at a slow and steady pace, which is exactly what I prefer. Even if a future together is on William’s mind, his being all the way across the country means I can put it out of mine for the time being. I wave off all concern regarding William, assuring myself this is the right decision for both of us.

      I slip through the swinging door with a spring in my step and stride with
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