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      For Justin,

      "Family is not an important thing. It's everything."

      ~ Michael J. Fox
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      Newbury Apartment Building

      Vancouver, BC, Canada

      Saturday, May 7, 1927

      I lie awake in the early morning hour, the view through the bedroom curtains still far removed from the day’s promise of illumination. The rhythmic breaths emerging from my older sister’s slumber keep time like a grandfather clock. In our small shared bedroom, Louisa’s bed is a short arm’s length away from mine. A sigh slips past my lips. Another night’s sleep lost to restlessness and worry.

      The apartment door’s lock clicks, drawing my attention before the hinges yawn in response to being opened then closed. I hold my breath and listen, imagining Father shuffling through the compact kitchen and bumping down the narrow hall toward his bedroom.

      I slide my legs from under the covers and place my feet on the cool, hard floor. After ensuring Louisa is still asleep, I tiptoe from the room, gently pulling the bedroom door closed behind me. I slip into the hall like a shadow and feel the corners of my mouth curve downward. A sad state envelops me as my eyes, already adjusted to the darkness, take in his defeated silhouette.

      “Come, Papa. I’ll help you.” My voice is low and soft, but it startles him all the same. He’s either too lost in his own thoughts or too liquored to implore even a basic level of awareness.

      “Clara, girl, I didn’t mean to wake you.” Papa’s downcast eyes do little to hide his embarrassment at needing help from his youngest daughter.

      A plain expression accompanies my honest words. “You didn’t, Papa. I was already awake.”

      He seems to consider this for a moment before leaning against the wall for support. “I imagine the market won’t be open for several more hours.” Papa pats his jacket pocket with his free hand. “But don’t you worry yourself one bit. I’ve got your market money, safe and sound.”

      Stepping forward, I hook his arm over my shoulders and guide him toward the light of the bedside lamp in his bedroom. “Thank you. I will put it away for safekeeping.”

      Arm in arm, we shimmy through the narrow bedroom door before I release his six-foot, two-inch frame onto the edge of the bed. A shame, I think to myself as an image of the man he used to be flits through my memory. I kneel to untie his shoes.

      “Your mother used to be able to untie my double knots. Just like you, Clara. You remind me so much of her.” Papa exhales an alcohol-laced breath that no amount of ducking can save me from. “Just like you, Clara.”

      “Yes. I remember,” I whisper, rising to stand as his chin droops to his chest in what I assume is regret, drunken or otherwise. Taking advantage of his brief steadied position, I walk around the bed, drawing the curtains closed before pulling the top quilt back from the pillow.

      “Let’s get you out of your jacket.” My words remain slow and calming. “There you go. Now the other arm.”

      I place the jacket at the foot of his bed before guiding his feet and legs under the quilt. I support his head as he lowers it to the pillow. A deep sigh releases from his lips as his body relaxes into the soft bedding. “There you are. Are you comfortable now?”

      A faint “mm-hmm” is his only response.

      “Okay then. Sleep well, Papa.” I turn off the lamp and slide the jacket from the bed. His deep, steady breath is an unspoken comfort as I soundlessly close the bedroom door.

      As I walk with muffled steps toward the kitchen, my head swivels away from the smoke-infused jacket. I hope it airs out before the scent permeates every soft surface in our little apartment.

      I retrieve a wooden hanger from the entryway closet and ease open the sole kitchen window before hanging the offensive jacket on the curtain rod, hoping it will catch the cool morning breeze. The fresh air from last night’s rain is a welcome relief from the stale smell of tobacco, and I wonder how a man who hasn’t smoked a cigarette in the seventeen years of my life comes home reeking of the stuff.

      I envision the establishment he frequents as a cavernous room filled with low tables and solemn men, lost in their own thoughts, unable to see one another through a haze of smoke. Having never ventured into such a place myself, I let my imagination fill in the gaps of what I suspect is a dismal display. I could blame British Columbia’s repeal of prohibition five years ago for Papa’s frequent outings. But in my heart, I know his grief over losing Mama leads to both his overconsumption and our shrinking grocery funds.

      Remembering the market money Papa mentioned, I search the jacket’s pockets. The weekly grocery allowance has been dwindling these past few months. Each week brings a little less money, which has more than once arrived in my hands far later than the agreed upon day of Monday. Stretching the allotment for seven days is one thing, but this week I’ve made do for thirteen. Not knowing when or if another infusion of funds will arrive is the primary cause of my growing unease and frequent sleepless nights.

      Papa’s slim wallet is buried in its usual place within a deep outer pocket. I wrap my fingers around the smooth folded leather and tug. A jagged piece of paper bites at my skin, and my hand retreats in response to the sting. My fingers lose their grip, the wallet falling to the deepest part of the pocket.

      I hold my hand toward the dim light from the window, searching for the source of pain. “Ow,” I mutter as the cool air hits the invisible injury. “How can something so small cause such pain?” I suck on the paper-cut finger to soothe its discomfort and then flip the light switch. Muted light creates a shadowy glow. Turning my attention back to the jacket, I retrieve Papa’s wallet and place it on the counter. Then I reach into the pocket once more. Peering into the dark opening, I grasp an envelope and lift it to the light. The hastily torn edges coax me to investigate the envelope’s contents. Though I know I should respect Papa’s privacy, I have too many questions running through my mind.

      On the back of the envelope, a logo stamped in the top left-hand corner is familiar but not fully remembered in my sleep-deprived state. A quick glance over my shoulder confirms the bedrooms are quiet and filled with slumber. Sliding my fingers into the open envelope, I extract a single sheet and unfold the stationery, flattening it against the kitchen counter.

      The red ink stamped at the top of the page in large bold letters floods my body with trepidation. The words final notice bring a hand to my open mouth while my eyes dart across the typed words.

      

      Dear Mr. Wilson,

      This is to inform you of the amount outstanding for rent on apartment number 3D at The Newbury apartment building.

      This is your third and final notice. If payment for the rent in arrears is not received by May 31, 1927, you will be evicted.

      Please remit your past due payments immediately to the building manager, Mr. Ralph Watkins.

      Sincerely,

      Robert J. Mitchell

      Management for The Newbury

      

      I stumble toward the kitchen table, barely pulling a chair back fast enough before sinking into its wooden frame with a thud. The room spins, forcing my head into my hands. “But we’ve only just arrived. Surely Papa can’t be behind on the rent this soon.” My voice wavers as I attempt to talk sense into a situation I am now forced to see. I count on my fingers. “Four months. It has taken me the better part of four months to make this hovel of an apartment feel like a home Mama would have been proud of, and now . . .” My head shakes defiantly with the knowledge of this new reality. “Now, we may have nowhere to go.”

      A strangled groan forces its way past my lips as I accept the dismal feeling that life could quickly become much worse. “Oh, Mama, whatever am I going to do?” I say her name out loud, as if summoning her spirit will set us straight again.

      Missing Mama is a constant state of existence for each of us, though Papa, Louisa, and I express our grief differently. Five years after her passing, her presence remains in all that I do. She is the reason I put every effort into keeping our house a home. Though I am the youngest in the family, she taught me to cook, clean, and mend. Mama taught me how best to live my life.

      I gather my strength, along with the eviction notice, stand, and travel the few steps to the kitchen. After returning the letter to its envelope and then to the jacket’s pocket, I open Papa’s wallet and count the coins he has left for the weekly shopping. “Coins,” I say with a frown. “Paper money seems in short supply in the Wilson household. No wonder he is late with the rent.”
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      Saturday, May 7, 1927

      The crowd moves as one at the corner of Georgia and Howe, in front of the roped-off Hotel Georgia. Anticipation radiates from the group like a cloud of noxious fumes. The fanfare of the hotel’s opening, set to include more than two hundred of the city’s most distinguished guests, is scheduled for later this evening and is the reason, I assume, for the frenzied gathering.

      With their claims staked, the throng pays no heed to their surroundings, spilling over the recently added sidewalk and into a lane of afternoon traffic. I crane my neck from the opposite side of the street, searching for an alternate route so I can skirt the commotion. My heels lift as I inch upward on tiptoe, an unladylike dampness dotting my upper lip in apprehension. My annoyance at having forgotten today is The Hotel Georgia’s opening gala event has me muttering scolding words under my breath.

      The twitter on the street, in the shops, and plastered on the front pages of this week’s newspapers should have reminded me to avoid the block where the hotel stands. Alas, I find myself jockeying for a position to cross the street to the other side of the hotel’s entrance. Foresight must have eluded me this morning when I chose the location to meet Louisa upon the completion of our individual errands. Having trekked several blocks further than usual, hoping to extend the grocery money at a market on the outskirts of the city, my patience is marred by exhaustion. Checking my wristwatch, I note my tardiness.

      Newspapermen with their oversized flashbulbs mingle at the edges of the crowd, cigarettes dangling from barely closed lips. Even the courthouse lawns across the street from the hotel’s grand entrance are littered with curious onlookers. Seeing no other solution, I grit my teeth and move forward with the throng. The image of a twig being snapped in two dashes across my mind as I enter the fray of the excited crowd and am swept into the wave of people, no longer able to determine my own destination.

      The mob of onlookers concentrates on nothing except maintaining their position within the fervent crowd. They jostle my slight frame back and forth like a rag doll tossed between a group of children. A muted yelp emerges from my throat as I tumble off the curb and into the lanes of traffic.

      I duck my head to dodge flailing arms and, in a flash of recognition, see the chaos for what it is: the physical manifestation of my internal struggle to keep my head above water these past several months. Like a fish swimming against the current, I clutch the small paper bag of groceries to my chest with one hand and cover my head with the other, my pocketbook gripped between white-knuckled fingers atop my cloche hat.

      A motorized jitney horn trumpets behind me, startling me into a stilted and short-lived sprint. With nowhere to turn, I dodge a man on a bicycle and dive back into the crush. Concentration burns into my back as I strain to steady every step while advancing through the crowd. Fresh concrete, a mere three weeks old, is barely visible between the brown polished oxfords and the blue and red heeled shoes. Body odour permeates the space and mixes with perfume more expensive than anything I’ve ever known, causing my stomach to churn.

      Spotting a break in the swarm, I angle myself low and weave forward. I am careful not to step on the toes within a navy brocade T-strap, its wearer hoisted onto tiptoes and wobbling unsteadily with excitement. Snaking my way toward fresh air and freedom, the jumble of well-dressed spectators mingles with that of newspaper corner boys, shopkeepers, and residents. The usual separation in class and social standing, though a polite subtlety on the surface, creates an undercurrent like the electric tram that travels through the city.

      A trickle of sweat slides down the side of my face, highlighting my dishevelled presence among the city’s upper crust. Desperate for stability in physical and societal standing, my survival instinct pushes me forward. As I regain my balance, Mama’s remembered voice cuts through the noise, as clear as glass. Everyone is on the outside of something, at one time or another. Her words, originally intended to console a small child left out of play, have today reminded me that all of those in this crowded gathering, eager for a glimpse, have found themselves on the outside, desperate to get in.

      Mama’s ability to put my struggles into perspective was one of her greatest traits. I snatch a glance inside the elaborate hotel’s glass doors while I skirt the fringe of the crowd. A wide red ribbon stretches across the lobby, just beyond the closed doors. My gaze shifts to the line of staff, with smiles as white and wide as the snow-capped North Shore Mountains. They prepare to welcome guests and the city into what is being touted as the most state-of-the-art hotel Vancouver has ever seen.

      Though the afternoon sky holds no breeze, my face rejoices at the feeling of fresh air as I step free from the throng. Out of sorts and exhausted, I stop at the edge of the hotel’s smooth stone exterior. The bag of groceries slips from my arms as I check the time. Brushing sweat-soaked hair from my forehead, I scan the many faces in the crowd, searching for Louisa.

      Standing almost a full head above the gentlemen in the crowd, Louisa waves to me. Her face is aglow with excitement. I marvel at her ability to find enthusiasm in a moment where I’ve located only discontent.
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      Home and bedraggled from the afternoon’s events, I put the groceries away before taking a moment to wash my face with a cool cloth. Needing words of comfort, I reach behind the breadbox for Mama’s recipe book and flip through its pages until I find what I seek: her parting words to me, written in her delicate hand.

      Despite the strength the cancer stole from her, she was graceful and stoic until the final breath left her lips. Over the past four months, I have moved my treasured letter more times than I can count. I hid it beneath my pillow and then in the clothes cupboard I share with Louisa. After it was nearly discovered, I decided the one place Louisa would never look was in the cookbook. Should she ever take an interest in a domestic task, I will rethink the letter’s hiding spot. Until then, the letter is quite safe in our kitchen.

      Seldom does an opportunity to read Mama’s letter in full present itself in our close quarters. My eyes follow the curves of her handwriting, searching for the wisdom my heart so desperately craves.

      

      Take care of your sister, Clara. I would not ask this of you if I did not believe you were capable of such a task. She may be the eldest in terms of age, albeit by months rather than years, but she is a fragile soul, my love, and you were born with both feet planted firmly on the ground. Your resourcefulness will serve you well in all things, Clara. This I am certain of. Believe in yourself and let your heart guide you.

      All my love,

      Mother

      

      My finger traces her words. Through tear-blurred eyes, the word “resourcefulness” leaps from the page. A solution to all of our problems is forming, and I know what I must do. I pluck the few remaining coins from my pocketbook, slide on my sweater, and stuff my feet into shoes. I slip out the apartment door and down the three flights of stairs without a word.

      The idea has been percolating in the quiet of my mind for the past month and a half, but today’s tardy distribution of market money combined with the awareness that employment suitable for a girl like me was available in the city ignited a spark within me. As I ducked through the crowd outside the hotel, the staff caught my attention. They didn’t appear to be much older than my seventeen years. Given their age, I surmised they must not be any more experienced than I am, either.

      Since Papa has neglected to register me for classes after our relocation into the city, I have contemplated finding summer employment, if only to help fund Louisa’s theatre classes. She clearly misses them desperately, as she hasn’t stopped moping.

      The newsstand on the corner isn’t much to look at. It’s a mere step up from a derelict shack, but today, it has exactly what I am looking for: the Saturday paper.

      With the paper tucked under my arm, I return to the apartment and make a cup of weak tea by reconstituting yesterday’s steeped and re-dried leaves. Settling myself at the table, I open the paper and flip pages in search of the Help Wanted section. Bold letters and a quarter-page ad catch my attention.

      

      the hotel hamilton is looking for you!

      Seeking capable and pleasant kitchen staff, bellboys, and maids.

      Located in the heart of the city, our new stately hotel will outshine

      the others with its upscale design and attention to detail.

      

      I can hardly contain my excitement. Never would I have guessed another hotel was due to open so soon after the fanfare at The Hotel Georgia. I read the brief description, noting the time and location. Given this morning’s discovery of the eviction notice, a job in a stately hotel could be the answer to all of our worries. I feel my cheeks lift, a slight smile gracing my lips as I imagine myself in the working world, wearing a uniform and earning a way out of our money troubles.

      I have always thought I would obtain further education. Mama never shied away from telling me how clever I was, giving me the confidence to learn new things. She championed all of my and Louisa’s efforts, no matter how insignificant they might have seemed. She seemed able to summon a book on any topic we dared show an inclination toward, passing on her love of books and libraries to us both. If I had to guess, I would say Mama’s support of Louisa’s drive for theatre life still fuels my sister, even after so much time without Mama’s words of encouragement.

      My finger traces the face of my wristwatch, the one Papa gave Mama the last Christmas we shared together. Upon opening the gift, her surprise was evident as her emotions battled with her frugal nature. The love she felt at being given such a gift edged out the concern over the money required to purchase it. A few weeks before her passing, she pressed the watch into my palm, telling me all time was precious. Both the good and the challenging, Clara. Promise me you will look for the beauty in each day. The smallest moments are often the ones that make up a life well lived.

      I dab at the tear threatening to fall and contemplate what Mama would do. My finger taps the edge of my teacup as I consider the options. Apprehensive or not, Mama asked me to take care of this family, and that is what I must do. Papa is out of time. It is now up to me to ensure our family is safe. Mama said my resourcefulness would serve me well. I have to believe she knew what she was talking about.

      I scan the announcement for further details, delighted to learn the hotel will open by the end of June. That is good news for someone who is seeking paid employment as soon as possible. I bite my lip, a nervous bubble rising in my chest as I think ahead to my next steps. I take another sip of tea. The advert said to come at two o’clock on Monday. I stow my wary thoughts and decide The Hotel Hamilton is exactly where I plan to be Monday afternoon.
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      Monday, May 9, 1927

      A quick glance at my wristwatch tells me it is one thirty-five. A flush of nervous energy warms me as the thought of what I am about to do runs like an electric charge down the length of my spine. I stare at my reflection in the hall mirror, tucking my cropped brunette hair underneath my nicest cloche hat. My hair is far from Louisa’s exotic soft curls yet miles away from being straight, a continuously unruly mess I seldom bother to tame. I contemplate asking Louisa for help, but without a convincing reason, I am left to my own devices.

      My palms smooth the front of my Sunday dress, the hemline and design a few years out of season, but tidy all the same. Precisely what a responsible girl would wear when seeking employment, I think as I catch Louisa inspecting me questioningly in the mirror’s reflection. Flipping through a magazine while reclining on the sofa, Louisa’s posture remains relaxed while her stare narrows in suspicion, propelling me to stop fiddling with the limp sailor knot at my dress’s neckline and hurry myself along before my all too clever sister gives voice to the questions simmering behind her eyes.

      A trip to the market is the cover story for my afternoon outing. The story itself is not untrue, I’ve convinced myself, but guilt still wraps around my words like the tangled string in a misplayed game of cat’s cradle. I do plan to visit the market with the infusion of coins Papa produced earlier this morning, Saturday’s grocery purchase barely filling the cupboards. The market just happens to be an additional stop on the way home, after I tend to the real reason for my absence from the apartment. I spot the frown forming on my reflected image. With only a few coins transferred into my pocketbook, the shopping list is meagre yet again.

      Sensing my deviation from the truth has not been as readily believed as I hoped, I hustle myself out the door, grabbing my jacket and pocketbook without another word. My feet grace the treads lightly as I descend the stairs, bolstered by my determination and purpose. As I step onto the sidewalk, the sun is bright, cheering me on my way.

      Checking my watch again, I contemplate taking the streetcar but decide to avoid both the additional cost and the crush of people. Turning my attention toward my destination, I opt for a brisk walk to the hotel. A warm breeze sneaks between rows of buildings as I cross the street. The crisp ocean air travels from the water’s edge all the way through the city, bringing with it a freshness and rebirth after the long, dark, rainy winter days. Springtime in Vancouver always delights, never failing to make me feel as if all things are possible, and today I cling to that notion with every fibre of my being.

      The sidewalks are busy this afternoon. I manoeuvre through streams of businessmen in suits and hats, coming or going at a clipped pace, the seriousness of their day etched into the lines on their faces. I try to picture Papa in a crisp suit with an air of importance about him, but the image sweeps by me as quickly as the businessmen do.

      The thought of Papa brings a smile to my lips. He is meant for outdoor work. If only he could overcome his grief long enough to find solid footing in the gardens he so dearly loves to tend. The gardens at the Murray estate were his favourite. For years they provided him immense joy along with an income and a home for our family. Though the details regarding the termination of his role as head groundskeeper remain unclear, I am certain his entanglement with alcohol has something to do with it. My steps quicken. I must secure a position at The Hotel Hamilton. With a steady income and the resulting alleviation of stresses, perhaps Papa will quit the drink, return to us, and be the father he was before Mama passed. Yes, a job at the hotel is the answer to all of my worries.

      Tumbling through my mind, Papa’s arrival home in the wee hours a few days ago troubles me. I am uncertain enough of his reaction to the idea of me working to keep my endeavour a secret. Mama always cautioned me to make up my own mind first and then go about informing others of my intentions. She said that was the only way to ensure I would be ready to stand behind that which I believed in. Don’t dig your heels in unless you are willing to be buried up to your knees in muck. If you are willing, then stand strong. If you are not, then there is no reason to cause a fuss.

      There is no point in initiating either a delighted or displeased reaction from Papa until I have secured employment and am positioned on firmer ground. If I am being honest, I am more than a little concerned about whether he will be pleased or ready to scold me for pursuing employment without his knowledge. Under normal circumstances, my worry over his reaction would have already halted me. With the eviction from our home looming, the possibility of Papa’s displeasure doesn’t feel nearly as critical.

      A mother clasping her small child’s hand strides purposefully several paces ahead of me, catching my attention when the little girl drops her doll to the sidewalk. Her mother, unaware of the fallen doll, tugs her along. The little girl’s face contorts with panic. I dash forward, snatching the doll from the sidewalk before catching the mother’s attention with a tap on her shoulder.

      Bending at the waist, I return the girl’s doll with a smile and a pat on the head. I wave goodbye and peek over my shoulder so as not to step in someone else’s path. A woman, whose form at first glance appears familiar, catches my eye. She turns into a shop’s darkened alcove before I can gain a better view, but something about her reminds me of Louisa. With time dwindling until the two o’clock hour, I dismiss the thought. Louisa is most likely still in her nightclothes, lounging on the sofa as she was when I left the apartment. I turn my attention back to the street. Looking both ways for traffic, I cross over, another block closer to my destination.

      The Hotel Georgia stands tall and proud on the corner. Thankfully, the sidewalk is less of an obstacle course than it was during last Saturday’s gamut. Walking with a brisk stride, I am eager to arrive with a few moments to spare before the appointed time. I manage a sideways glance past the glass revolving doors of the new hotel before crossing Georgia and Howe Streets.

      The immense stature of The Hotel Vancouver on the opposite corner is the reason I was unaware of the new Hotel Hamilton. The new hotel has been lost within the other’s shadow during its construction. The Hotel Vancouver’s looming structure is both tall and wide and, in my opinion, a tad unwelcoming. But then again, I remind myself, those in my social class are not the intended guests of the great Canadian Pacific Railway-owned hotel.

      The Hotel Hamilton’s front entrance comes into view as I pass the final bricked corner of The Hotel Vancouver. I inhale slowly, sucking air past my teeth as I observe the deep blue awning embossed with the hotel’s name in gold. Plush red carpet covers the four stairs leading to wide glass doors trimmed in gold, as if they expect royalty to arrive at any moment. Understated but elegant is my first impression of the hotel, and I nod in approval.

      Pulling myself away from the welcoming entrance, I make my way past the hotel’s cornerstones to the far less opulent back entrance. I take another deep breath to steady my nerves, then reach for the handle and pull on the heavy door.

      “This doesn’t look like the market.” Louisa’s voice spins me around so fast that dizziness sets in with a rush.

      A smug I caught you expression lines her lips. Louisa taps a toe impatiently and crosses her arms haughtily over her chest. She has found me out, and every muscle in my body is on high alert. My sister is unlikely to let this go.

      “What are you doing here?” I force my best impression of indignation. “Are you following me?”

      Amusement sparkles in her wide brown eyes as her housedress and spring jacket billow in the light, back-alley breeze. “I think perhaps you are the one who needs to do some explaining, Clara.”

      “This has nothing to do with you,” I say, my nerve crumbling more by the second. “Just go home, Lou.”

      “Come on, Clara. You’ve never been able to hide anything from me. You couldn’t lie to save your own life.” Louisa cocks her head as her eyes scan the height of the building. “This place doesn’t even look finished yet. What could you possibly want with it?”

      My mind fills with unkind words, desperate to be unleashed on Louisa. Backed into this corner, resentment of her ability to always get precisely what she desires bubbles within me. A lifetime with my sister has taught me that few things stand in Louisa’s way. Her ability to turn on the charm and bulldoze her way through life is a trait I both covet and despise. Her bold nature unsettles me, especially when paired with the importance of my acquiring a position at this hotel. Louisa’s involvement is sure to ruin my chances of becoming employed, not to mention forcing me to burden her with our family’s precarious financial situation. I simply don’t have the luxury of allowing that to happen. I force a stern stare while my brain searches for a solution.

      “Is it a boy?” Louisa asks, a mischievous grin melting her pretend displeasure like ice cream on a hot summer day. “I thought so. You were acting all strange, fussing with your hair and dress. I knew straight away you were not heading to the market. What choice did I have but to follow you? Don’t you see, Clara, I had to know what you were up to. So, tell me. He will of course want to meet me.”

      I am unsure whether her words stem from her God-given status of older sister or pure self-serving stubbornness. “Not everything revolves around you, Louisa.” I will the sting of my words to at least scratch the surface of her awareness.

      “Who is he?” Louisa, undaunted by my clear displeasure, presses on. “You won’t be able to keep this a secret for long, so you might as well tell me.”

      My lips twist in contemplation as my mind chases every option available to me. And then defeat sets in. Louisa is unlikely to yield so easily, and the minutes are ticking by with speed. Lifting my wrist, I check the time again and let out a huff. “If you must know, I am not meeting a boy.”

      Louisa’s delight vanishes, replaced by a perplexed expression.

      “The building isn’t open yet either. I am here to apply for a job.” I turn my back to her, hoping to indicate a close to our conversation.

      “Well now, aren’t you full of surprises?” Louisa’s delight lifts again, with a touch of playfulness.

      “Let me be, Louisa. Just let me be.” Down to my last option, I plead with Louisa and wonder how she will ever see me as anything but her little sister. “This is something I need to do. I will feel more settled, more in control, if I can only . . .” My words trail off.

      Reaching out a hand, Louisa squeezes my shoulder, her expression subdued. “If there is anyone who should worry about being more settled, it is Papa. Not you.” Her voice lightens, shrugging off what I interpret as disapproval toward our father and once again donning her magical cape of effervescence. “Maybe you should try to let loose a little. Have more fun.”

      I feel myself turning inward, like a turtle retreating into its shell to protect its soft and exposed underbelly.

      “I know. Why don’t we apply together? That would be fun.” Louisa’s enthusiasm shifts into full speed with the idea.

      The frown I deliver does little to stall her forward momentum. “Come on, Clara. It will give us both something to do. Who would ever have thought living in the city would be so dull?”

      I incline my head to the side, the thought of two wages causing me to pause before regaining my senses. “I am applying for a maid’s position. Lou, you haven’t even made your own bed in months.” I deliver my words with more of a scoff than I intend and see the hurt settle across her face, clear as morning light. My regret is immediate.

      Cringing at my own words, I soften my delivery. “I think it would be better if you went home, Louisa.” I straighten my posture and meet her eyes. “We can talk about this later. Right now, I have somewhere to be.” My backbone reinserted, I am once more about to pull on the door handle when a stern-looking woman emerges, eyeing us both with the scrutiny of a microscope.

      “In or out, ladies? We will begin momentarily, and I need to lock this door.” She stands to the side of the door, holding it open.

      I seize the opportunity and turn to Louisa, whispering through clenched teeth. “Go home, Lou. I will see you there.” Stepping past the woman, I offer a polite smile and enter the darkened entrance alone, leaving Louisa with no other option but to return home. My eyes adjust to the darkness as I move through the entranceway, and I hesitate a moment, making certain Louisa has not accompanied me.

      I follow the posted signs down a hallway. A door is propped open at the end of the corridor, guiding my steps with a subdued stream of light. The cavernous hall feels as if it might go on forever. The unadorned walls and dimly lit interior might feel spooky without the aroma from a fresh coat of paint.

      Midway down the hall, I look over my shoulder once more. The sight of the empty hall helps settle my nerves. Louisa has apparently heeded my wishes and returned home. A first, I think to myself before continuing down the hallway. I take a left turn, then a right, and finally the long corridor ends with another propped-open door.

      Stepping onto plush carpet deep enough to sink into, my eyes wash over the dark wood-panelled walls. The smell of fresh paint is replaced by that of wood polish, the panels gleaming under strategically placed wall sconces. Understanding dawns on me. The drab hall is a passageway for employees, while the stunning, expansive space before me is the only view guests will see.

      The chatter of young women spills past a set of wide-open double doors, guiding me toward an oversized banquet room. I catch my breath as I see hundreds of women, all waiting for the opportunity to apply for a maid’s position at the hotel. My heart feels as though it has broken free from my chest and landed near my feet. I didn’t realize a maid’s position would be so sought after. This being my first experience with applying for a job, I hadn’t thought to consider how many others would also seek employment at the hotel.

      My foot catches on the thick carpet between the hall and the banquet room, causing me to stumble forward a little. I steady myself and do my best to hide my surprise and my gaped open mouth. My eyes search the room. A few empty chairs remain. I look for a spot where I will cause the least possible disturbance to those already seated.

      My gaze lifts to the ceiling. The banquet room is impressive, with an intricately painted textured motif. Several sparkling chandeliers cast light and shadows around the room, adding a touch of elegance and artistic design to the ceiling and walls. Like toy soldiers, rows of chairs form a line facing the front of the room and the small, elevated stage.

      Reminding myself to breathe, I hold my pocketbook tighter to my body as I make my way toward an empty chair near the back of the room. I offer a polite smile as an apology, and I sit beside a young woman, neat in her attire, with a swipe of colour on her lips. My own lips are dry and chapped. I admonish myself for not thinking of applying a bit of rouge or lipstick.

      Aiming to calm my nervous energy, I remind myself of the reason for my presence here today: to secure employment as a maid and, along with it, a steady income. This is what my family needs to remain in our home and keep food on our table. This is what Papa needs to stop the drink and return to us. I all but pinch these realities into my being as I hold tight to my midsection, tumbling nerves swirling within my stomach.

      The buzzing of anxious voices echoes through the room, rising by the minute and undermining my hopes as the clock ticks closer to two. I check my wristwatch and release a slow breath, convincing myself that I can do this. I will succeed. When I do, everything in my life will simply fall into place. This, I am certain of.
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      Monday, May 9, 1927

      After we’ve been waiting in the banquet room for several more minutes, the stern-looking woman I encountered at the back door brushes up the centre aisle, past the rows of chairs. The swish of her calf-length suit skirt moves with a cadence that commands attention and respect. As she steps onto the raised platform, her straight-backed posture and scrutinizing stare silences the chatter, and all eyes turn to her. “Welcome to The Hotel Hamilton,” she says with a confident air before introducing herself as the hotel’s matron, Ms. Thompson.

      Movement to my right catches my attention, begging me to sneak a glimpse behind me. I feel my eyes widen in disbelief as Louisa slides her tall, delicate frame into a seat in the back row, across the aisle from me. She must have come in with Ms. Thompson. Snapping my head forward in a hurry, my mouth grows dry while my palms perspire. A suffocating clamminess takes over, leaving me uncomfortable in my skin.

      An impossible situation this is. I covet a true sisterly relationship with Louisa but her desire to push in where she hasn’t been invited unsettles me to the core. I suppose I could seek employment elsewhere, but this opportunity within the hotel is right here, and the need for additional household income is imminent. My mind spins with the dilemma of wanting a kinship with Lou while ensuring our family’s basic needs are met. I have no option but to choose our family’s well-being over everything else, including my desire to be wrapped within the fold of Louisa’s affections.

      Thoughts of my sister’s presence quickly sour my mood. Everything Louisa is—confident, beautiful, daring, carefree, and impulsive—threatens me in this moment. She has always been the girl who seems capable of having it all. Only I know the truth, and nobody would believe me if I ever uttered a word, which of course, I would never do. A weighted sigh escapes my lips. Whether it is a dress in a shop window or a new friend, Louisa picks out anything I show interest in before moving forward to claim it as her own. Challenging or not, Louisa is my sister, and with that bond, sisters must stick together, come what may. At least that is the idea Mama did her best to instill in me.

      The familiar sense of defeat tips my chin toward my chest. My downcast eyes take in my small pale hands, mottled and trembling. Louisa’s mere presence here may very well eliminate my own chance at being awarded a maid’s position. Through the years, I have learned that Louisa not only prefers coming out ahead in any given situation but almost requires it to sustain herself. Sometimes it feels as though winning is as essential to her as air. She could secure a maid’s position, taking it right out from under me, only to decide shortly thereafter that the job isn’t for her.

      I am unsure whether her desire to shine the brightest among a crowd or her deeply camouflaged insecurities propel her to be recognized. Even if we were both granted positions at the hotel, I am wary of the tightrope I may have to navigate to ensure Louisa doesn’t ruin things for me. I cringe at my selfish and ill-mannered thoughts about my sister, but with our family’s stability on the line, I am not comfortable leaving my endeavour’s success to Louisa’s unpredictable whims.

      A trickle of sweat meanders the length of my spine and pools. I angle a hand discreetly between the chair and my body, brushing the moisture collecting at the back of my floral print dress. I am attempting to ease the tickle of apprehension coursing through me when the young woman seated next to me leans in and nudges my shoulder. She inclines her head in Louisa’s direction and whispers, “You would think if someone really wanted a job, they would be a little more inclined to show up on time. Wouldn’t you, now?”

      I offer a weak smile, aware of how my association with Louisa and her tardy entrance has already cast an unflattering light in another’s eyes. I shift uncomfortably in my seat before returning my attention to Ms. Thompson’s commanding voice. As the hotel’s matron delivers a brief description of Hamilton maids’ duties, my thoughts shift gears. The stranger’s words have ignited thoughts of the family bond I share with Lou. My sister isn’t a bad person. She is impulsive, yes, but that nature has frequently led to memorable and laugh-out-loud moments together.

      My cheeks lift as a smile steals some of my anger toward Louisa. She did say we should apply for the maid’s positions together. I admonish myself for allowing my fear to get in the way of my relationship with Louisa. Perhaps another solution exists. I pull my shoulders back and tilt my chin to watch Ms. Thompson from beneath the brim of my hat. I refocus my attention once more, reminding myself that I am here for a reason and that, if I desire a positive outcome, I should certainly pay better attention to the details involved.

      Ms. Thompson clasps her hands in front of her as she speaks. Her posture is erect, and her hair is pulled tightly into a headache-inducing bun at the nape of her neck. She isn’t old necessarily—I estimate twenty-six—but her take-charge demeanour exudes a feeling of age and wisdom that is both comforting and foreboding.

      “Today, our focus will be on completing an application form.” Ms. Thompson takes a few steps toward a table, retrieving a stack of papers. “We will go through the form together first, and then you will fill in your personal details.”

      Stepping from the platform, Ms. Thompson distributes a handful of papers to the young ladies seated near the
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