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      For Emily

      Thank you for taking an image that existed in my imagination and making it real.
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      Wednesday, September 14, 1927

      Louisa

      A crash in the hallway startles me from my daydream. A reverie of my recent role as Cleopatra’s servant was occupying my thoughts as I scrubbed my third Hotel Hamilton bathtub of the day. Vivid remembrances of my performances, and the audience’s applause, fuel me during mundane days at the hotel.

      I smother a groan behind closed lips as I brace waterlogged hands on the now spotless porcelain tub and hoist myself into a standing position. Damp cloth in hand, I lean out the guest room door, swivelling my head toward the sound of plates crashing against one another.

      “What on earth?” I dash toward the toppled dining cart. Hazel’s backside peeks out from behind the long linen cloth, askew on the trolly after the tumble. Hazel, a fifth-floor maid, is on her hands and knees, surrounded by domed silver lids and the remnants of someone’s breakfast.

      “Help me, will you?” Hazel’s eyes are damp with desperation. “I can’t seem to manoeuvre the carts past these guest room thresholds.”

      I lift the cart upright, toppling an egg cup and spilling the shell remnants. “I don’t think any of us are used to in-room dining yet.” I straighten the linen and begin placing crumb-covered white plates in a stack on the top shelf. “I can’t understand why anyone would wish to remain in bed for their breakfast, unless they’re ill.” I give Hazel’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “No harm done though. We can be thankful they preferred hard-boiled to scrambled.”

      A man and woman appear from around the corner, walking toward us down the narrow hall. Hazel and I retreat, on cue, pressing our backs into the chair rail and sky-blue walls. I pull the dining cart close as Hazel covertly places a linen cloth over the exposed dishes, hiding the remnants of a half-eaten breakfast.

      The guests pass without any indication that they’ve seen us. I let out the breath I’ve been holding while Hazel repositions the silver lids atop the plates. Clearing the uneaten morsels out of sight, her voice climbs into a whine. “I don’t see why we maids are responsible for returning the dining carts to the kitchen. We are busy enough tending to the rooms.”

      “As the demands of the guests change, so does our role as hotel maids, I suppose.” I offer a noncommittal shrug while pushing the cart back and forth to test out its wheels.

      By noon, my tolerant mood has declined. Having spent most of the morning ruminating over Hazel’s comment, I am perturbed by the knowledge that the lofty demands of others dictate how I spend my days. I crave the freedom that working in the theatre allows. There, the only thing that matters is the character’s plight, and that liberty invigorates me. At least, it did until several months ago.

      I release an exasperated sigh as I wander the employee corridor. The emptiness in the pit of my stomach feels more meaningful than a simple notification of hunger. I meet my sister, Clara, in the lunchroom and force a pleasant demeanour.

      “Hazel tipped another cart, I heard,” Clara says, lowering her voice.

      “Another casualty for the half-eaten eggs of The Hotel Hamilton.” My attempt at humour falls flat, but I brush it aside as I bite into my sandwich.

      “Hello, ladies.” Rebecca Smythe settles into the chair on the other side of Clara, the two of them having developed a friendship in recent months.

      “How are things on the eighth floor, Miss Smythe?” I ask between bites. The demands of the hotel guests seem to escalate at higher floors, with the illustrious eighth-floor suites being the very best the hotel has to offer.

      “Oh, you know. The usual.” Miss Smythe hides a mischievous expression behind a slender hand. “And then some.”

      Clara giggles as I restrain an eye roll. Lately, what she finds funny, I find disappointing. Even at home, Clara prattles on about the comings and goings of the hotel like a chirpy bird in springtime. Three months into the daily routine of maid life, I find myself wanting more. Much more. We have to blend in with the woodwork of the elite hotel so as not to offend guest sensibilities, and the humdrum existence has me wound tighter than a two-dollar watch.

      Clara and Rebecca’s conversation filters into the background as my mind wanders, seeking a solution to the question that burns within me. What is there for me to look forward to? What is next?

      “Lou?” Clara nudges my shoulder with her free hand. “Louisa, are you listening to me?”

      “Sorry. What were you saying?”

      “Miss Smythe has invited us to tea next week.” Clara’s delight lights up her face, and I am struck by the realization that a date for tea may very well be the highlight of our week.

      “How nice.” I rejoin the conversation, though the effort feels akin to pushing one of the behemoth vacuums around all eight floors of the hotel.

      On my way out of the lunchroom, Ms. Thompson stops me. “Miss Wilson, I have checked the charts, and it seems you are quite ahead of schedule today. Could I borrow you for a task below stairs?”

      “Of course, ma’am.” I nod my assent while smothering a weary groan and follow her to the basement.

      The cement block basement has captured the chill of autumn, giving off a dank and musty odor that wrinkles my nose.

      Ms. Thompson leads me toward the luggage storage room, where several maids are already congregated.

      “Thank you for coming, ladies.” Ms. Thompson inserts her key into the lock and pushes the door open. “Mr. Olson and I have determined that more storage space is required for our guests’ luggage. Few people are traveling light these days, it seems. Their preference is to empty their cases and have their luggage stored during their stay.”

      Of course that is their preference, I think. The inside of my cheek finds a spot between my teeth to ensure my silence.

      “There is a much larger room that will do, down the hall and to the right.” Ms. Thompson leans past us as she points a bony finger toward the room beyond our line of sight. “The tasks before you are twofold. First, you will need to document each piece of luggage with its owner’s name and room number. We must ensure nothing is misplaced during this transition.”

      Ms. Thompson meets our eyes in turn, conveying the importance of our first task. “Then we will move the pieces of luggage one by one and arrange them in order of room number. A system has already been established at the new location, so every guest’s luggage has a dedicated space, labelled with the room number.”

      I look past Ms. Thompson, into the room overflowing with hard cases, and cringe. The task before us is sure to be lengthy.

      “Now, if you will all come with me, I will show you the new room and explain the shelving system.” Ms. Thompson leads the way, and I fall in line with the others. Dressed in matching uniforms, maintaining the same posture and manner, the lot of us have barely a discernible difference. I sigh as we move as one toward the new luggage room.

      An hour later, perspiration snakes down the length of my spine. My back is protesting with each movement, given the excessive amount of lifting and finagling required to extract the empty luggage from the small room and haul it through the basement corridors. A whistling tune catches my attention.

      George, the affable bellboy with boyish good looks, snaps his head up in surprise as I round the corner toward him. He tips his red-trimmed box hat, placing his free hand near the rim. “Hello, Miss Wilson.”

      “Hello, George. Haven’t I told you a dozen times to call me Louisa?” I lift the corners of my mouth and cock an eyebrow.

      “Well, yes, miss. I suppose you have.” His cheeks flame with colour.

      The red Radio Flyer wagon behind him catches my attention. “What have you got there?”

      “Oh, this?” George lifts the square black handle. “Me and the boys use it to move boxes and kitchen supplies and such. It’s a snug fit inside the lift, but it sure beats multiple trips when Chef is hollering something fierce.”

      A giggle rises as I nod in understanding. His smile widens at our camaraderie, and I can feel him melting into the space where my attention lingers solely on him.

      “When Chef’s rant transitions from English to French, you know that you best be moving.” George chuckles, releasing a nervousness he seems to exude whenever I am near.

      I give his forearm a soft pat. “You know, I think perhaps you could be of assistance to me.”

      “How’s that?” A shy nod informs me of his willingness when a ruckus of shuffling and bumping echoes down the hall, turning both of our heads.

      I look back to him, then ask sweetly, “George, do you think we could borrow your wagon?”

      Four maids appear, struggling with the luggage, exertion painted on their faces.

      “Ladies, I’ve found a solution,” I announce.

      “I didn’t know we were looking for one.” Maggie, the gruffest of the group, fires back. Pushing past me, she raises her voice. “Course, if you were helping instead of standing around dallying, we might already be finished.”

      Perturbed by Maggie’s response, I lift the corners of my mouth into a placating smile and raise my voice, directing my words at Maggie’s retreating back. “I suppose we could continue on with back-breaking effort, or . . .”

      Hazel stops beside me. “Don’t worry about her. She’s just testy because of the task at hand. What did you have in mind?”

      I offer Hazel a sincere smile. “George here happens to have a wagon. I figured we could load up a bunch of suitcases and roll them down the hall.” I tap a finger to my lips as I envision the process. “We will need someone to walk beside the wagon to ensure nothing topples, but it’s sure to speed things up, while also saving our backs.”

      “I say it is worth a try.” Hazel’s words convey a certainty that sets me into motion. “But I suggest someone other than me pull the wagon. You know how clumsy I am when it comes to things on wheels.”

      “George, may we borrow your wagon?” I ask again, swivelling lightly from side to side, drawing his attention with the sway of my skirt.

      He swallows hard. “Certainly, Miss, ah—Louisa. Let me unload this lot first.”

      I pivot toward the old storage room, calling over my shoulder as I go, “Meet us by the luggage room, and we will set straight to work.”

      With the help of George’s little red wagon, every piece of luggage is securely relocated by the end of the day, garnering a hearty “well done” from Mr. Olson and a “how clever” from Ms. Thompson.

      I mention George by name as I explain how we managed the task, not wanting him to think I am unappreciative of the loan and his help.

      Despite my aching muscles, my steps are light as Clara and I wander home, the autumn darkness requiring the electric street lamps to turn on earlier each afternoon.

      “You seem in better spirits this evening.” Clara loops an arm through mine.

      “The afternoon was . . . reaffirming.”

      “Reaffirming? I thought you were in the basement moving suitcases around.” Clara’s forehead wrinkles.

      “Yes, the task was demanding, but I was reminded of how industrious I can be.” A trill of laughter bursts from my lips as I recall George and his willingness to be at my service. “I put my charming personality to work, and things fell right into place.”

      Clara eyes me with a sideways glance. “How so?”

      “Well, you see . . .” I tell Clara about George’s little red wagon and my idea of how to make the work easier.

      “I still don’t understand.” Clara unlinks her arm from mine and repositions the bag on her opposite shoulder. “How was borrowing George’s wagon reaffirming?”

      “Honestly, Clara, you’ve seen me do it a thousand times. You must admit I have a knack for acquiring aid from young men.”

      “I see. So, using George by way of your female persuasions reaffirms what? That you can manipulate others by winking in their direction?” Clara’s flat delivery is accusatory at best.

      “No.” My nose crinkles in distaste at how the conversation has turned, and I huff. “First of all, there is a difference between charm and female persuasion. George was not manipulated, as you put it. He was merely rewarded with my attention. And I’ll have you know that I thanked him profusely and gave him full credit when speaking with Ms. Thompson.” I lift my chin in defiance. “By the time we finished the task, he probably thought the whole thing was his idea in the first place.”

      “Right . . .” Clara drags out the word, questioning my morality with her tone. “Not manipulation, then?”

      “Call it what you will. I’ve learned that life is far easier when others want to assist me.” I shrug my shoulders, attempting to appear undeterred by Clara’s pointed judgement. “People respond to my joyful personality, and when they do, I show them how valued they are.”

      “You think it is your personality that garners all that attention?” Clara shakes her head dubiously. “You are a delight. Truly you are. But have you looked in a mirror lately?”

      Her words strike at my core, forcing me to hide my instinctual reaction with a scoff. “Don’t be absurd.” Waiting to cross the street, I turn my attention toward the oncoming traffic, buying myself a moment to recover from the gibe. “Getting what you want in life is all about playing a role. Sure, sometimes that comes at a cost, but the end result is what matters.”

      “What kind of cost?” Clara isn’t finished trying to pin me down.

      I sigh impatiently. “I do excel at bringing others into the fold, you know. It’s a trait I am proud of. Honestly, Clara, life is a negotiation. I’ll admit that every now and then I find myself doing something I am not keen on, but if the final goal is achieved, then I am a willing party to the exchange.”

      “Give me an example. How much of your soul are you selling on a daily basis, Lou?” Though she doesn’t meet my eyes, Clara’s words make the hairs on the back of my neck bristle.

      “I just gave you one.” Exasperation lifts my voice, eliciting a few glances from strangers on the sidewalk. “George and his wagon. I didn’t sell my soul, as you put it, by offering George my undivided attention in exchange for his help. Who isn’t motivated to assist someone they are fond of? The cost was my time and attention toward him. I don’t see how that could be viewed negatively. Besides, he is always happy to help, and I am grateful for it.”

      “But would you be as inclined to help him should he require assistance? That is what turns a relationship into a friendship instead of a one-sided manipulation tactic.”

      “I help plenty of people. All the time, I’ll have you know.” I tug Clara’s arm as the traffic clears.

      The incredulous look she shoots me lets me know I’ve annoyed her. Despite our quarrel, pride at my sister’s resolve to push back lifts my spirits. Given all that we’ve been through with Mama’s death and Papa’s precarious attachment to the drink, I worried she had lost her fire, resigning herself entirely to the role of good daughter and hard-working maid. “We have different approaches to life is all. I am not afraid to be seen and stand up for myself. You, on the other hand, seek to blend in. Heaven forbid you should stick your neck out for something you desire.”

      Clara’s voice squeaks out a tight response. “I don’t know how you can say such things when I was the one to seek out a job at the hotel in the first place. Or do you not recall pushing your way into my plans? How quickly we forget.”

      The Newbury apartment building stands tall on the next corner. I want to remind her that our two salaries are the only reason we continue to have a home, but I bite my tongue. “All I’m saying is that you shouldn’t forget to dream beyond your current situation. You could accomplish great things.”

      Clara’s pace quickens and I wonder whether she’s called by the warmth of home or the promise of avoiding further discussion on the topic. “Easy for you to say,” Clara calls over her shoulder. “You put on another persona like you put on your winter coat.”

      “Yes.” I take two quick steps to reach her, tugging on her arm and meeting her eyes with the truth of my deepest desires. “You know being an actress is all I’ve ever wanted. Please tell me you wouldn’t think to dissuade me of such a dream?”

      Clara’s eyes flick up toward our apartment building, and I sense unease in her posture. “You know we aren’t in a position for you to leave the hotel’s employ. Besides, you haven’t done much in the way of acting for months. What if you are a maid for the rest of your life, Lou? Would that be so bad?”

      “Clara Wilson, how could you say such a thing? Even you, Miss Humdrum must have dreams. I know how you think: I’m fine, everything is fine, I’ll just live in my box and never take a chance. How sad would it be if you never dared to hope for a bit of the joy that might be awaiting you.” My toe taps hard against the sidewalk despite the ache in my feet. “Dreams don’t cost you anything.”

      Clara pulls on the lobby door of our apartment building. “I am afraid you are wrong, Louisa. There is a cost to everything. Even dreaming.”

      I shake my head, determined to convince my sister otherwise.
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      Sunday, September 18, 1927

      Clara

      With a sunny Sunday afternoon before us, Louisa and I head out to wander the pathways of Stanley Park. Papa declined to join us. His days working within Vancouver parks have been full and tiring, with the city preparing its green spaces and gardens for the upcoming winter season.

      As we stroll along the water’s edge, the ocean air breathes new life into me. Though the sound of crashing waves is music to my ears, the towering evergreens located deeper within the park beckon to us. We step onto the beaten trail, its path etched into my mind from frequent visits to the forest. The fresh pine scent grows stronger as we step over roots and wind toward the cluster of trees known as the Seven Sisters.

      The drizzle from yesterday has dissipated, leaving Vancouver under the gaze of a brilliant blue sky. The crisp forest air is a welcome change from the warmth of the low-lying sun. Louisa and I grow silent, as is our habit, when we near the site of the cathedral trees. The perfume of the Douglas fir and western red cedar are a balm to the soul. I can’t help but inhale deeply as we stop in front of the grouping of some of the tallest trees the world has ever known.

      Time and the city slip away as we become lost in the quiet of this special, majestic place. The towering canopy above us rustles in the wind, sending the best kind of shivers down my spine. I sense the trees possess a wisdom, which settles around us. Despite their looming size, I do not feel small. Instead, their immense presence wraps me in a caring embrace.

      In all of Vancouver, this is the place where completeness of self never fails to find me. I exhale the endless pressures, thoughts, and propriety I must live by as a working-class young woman. In this moment, I am simply Clara. I close my eyes, thankful that being myself is enough, if only for a few minutes.

      The First Nations legend of the Seven Sisters comes to mind as a tree limb creaks in the distance. As the legend goes, the forest was once haunted by a witchwoman who had been punished and turned into stone. Her power was so strong that her lure continued to confound those who came near the stone, enchanting them to circle round and round indefinitely, unable to find their way out of the forest.

      In response to this evil lure, seven of the kindest souls sacrificed themselves by being turned into trees, which were lined up together so all who visited the park could walk safely through the forest. This is what pulls me back time and time again: the feeling of being one. Never more than. Never less than. Their influence could intimidate, but instead the Seven Sisters offer comfort, solace, and a reminder that each of us is worthy of being protected from the evils of the world.

      A glance at Louisa tells me she is ready to walk on. I take another deep breath of pine-infused air before following her out of the grove. I glance back over my shoulder once more, with a nod of appreciation and a promise to return.

      We move through the park, catching glimpses of filtered sunlight through the treetops. As we step out of the trees’ tranquility and into the clearing, the busyness of the park catches me by surprise. Vancouverites of all ages are eager to soak up what remains of the warm-weather season, and Stanley Park is a favourite spot to do so.

      The incline up to Prospect Point is flanked by lush flora and fauna but is perspiration inducing nonetheless. The view of the North Shore Mountains from the platform is worth the climb, though, and is the reason we return during each visit.

      We are fifty feet from the signal station when a whooshing sound pushes us onto the shoulder of the roadway. A group of riders wearing bicycle club jerseys swarm past us in a rush of air and a whir of colours. At the top of the hill, I tuck fallen strands of hair back into place as Louisa fans her face with both hands.

      I smile at my sister’s dramatic display of exertion. “Perhaps now would be a good time for a glass of lemonade,” I say before reaching into my pocket for the coins I brought along for this very purpose.

      “Oh Clara, how clever of you to think ahead. Yes, please, a cold refreshment is just the ticket.”

      Louisa moves toward the cordoned-off viewpoint as I make my way to the refreshment stand. The line is long, given that most arrived here by the power of their own two feet, with a fortunate few arriving in automobiles. A little brown-haired boy, twitching with boredom, catches my attention. I begin a game of peekaboo with him as we wait our turn. His father offers me a sincere smile of gratitude as we inch closer to the front of the line.

      As the boy and his father pay for their order, I take in the beauty surrounding me. The father offers me a final nod before guiding his son away with their drinks.

      I raise my hand in a brief wave to the little boy and step under the shade of the temporary awning, ready to place my order. A warm greeting for the vendor lifts the corners of my mouth, before a woman dressed in high-society fashion, without warning, pushes me out of line and takes up a position at the front.

      Her expensive silk-chiffon party dress rustles as the woman sways back and forth, her painted nail tapping her pouty red lip as she examines the vendor’s offerings on a small sign propped up beside him.

      I clear my throat, a meek attempt to make the woman aware of her faux pas. When she doesn’t notice me, I remind myself of my station in life and take a small step back, bumping into the man waiting behind me in line.

      “Some people,” the man behind me grumbles. Though I am unsure whether he is referring to me or the woman who cut the line, I wear the rebuke as my own and shrink even further into my shell.

      I am apologizing for my misstep, and my lack of pedigree, when Louisa yanks on my elbow.

      “What do you think you are doing?” Her face is pulled into a tight frown.

      “I’m not sure what you mean. I’m waiting to purchase our lemonade.” I sneak a glance at the woman in front of me, willing her to hurry and make up her mind so I can get our beverages and pull Louisa’s discontent away from prying eyes.

      “Don’t try to deny it, Clara. I saw it all happen with my own two eyes.” Louisa inclines her head toward the woman.

      “Oh, that.” I brush off her comment with a wave of my hand. “Really, it’s no bother. It’ll only be a minute more.”

      “You are missing the point. You”—Louisa swings her arm out wide, gesturing to the line of people behind me—“and all of these people have been waiting patiently. She can’t simply insert herself and assume everyone will let her.”

      The hair on the back of my neck rises. I take a quick look at the people waiting behind me and count only five. “I really see no reason to make a fuss. Only a handful of us are waiting, and I don’t see anyone else spouting smoke out their ears.” My attempt at tempering the tension with a joke does little to convince Louisa.

      “If you act less than, you will be treated as less than.” Louisa rolls her eyes and lets out an exaggerated huff before turning on her heel and tapping the woman on the shoulder.

      I will my body to shrink into the narrow shadow that lies motionless on the ground beside me as the woman twirls with a colourful swish of peach fabric.

      “Hello,” she says, a sincere greeting enhancing her already lovely features. “Can I help you with something?” Her brows knit, any awareness of her misstep vacant from her expression.

      Louisa gestures, an elegant dance-like movement so full of grace that it softens her message. “I’m not sure you are aware, but you seem to have jumped the queue.”

      “I beg your pardon?” The woman’s smile falters a fraction as the vendor garners her attention by raising two bottles of soda pop.

      The woman reaches for the bottles as Louisa swivels to face the short line. The heat of embarrassment rises up my collar and licks my face. “All these people were waiting their turn when you hopped, quite gaily, I might add, in your delightful ensemble, to the front of the line.”

      “Oh my.” The woman takes two quick steps away from the vendor, her cheeks growing pink. “I do apologize. It was not my intention.” She takes another step, distancing herself from the scene.

      I order and pay for our lemonades while keeping one ear trained on the conversation.

      “I feel such a fool.” The woman takes a step closer to Louisa. “My head is in the clouds today. I didn’t even notice anyone else was waiting. You see, we are celebrating Malcolm’s birthday,” she says, pointing toward a shiny red automobile, with a dashing man leaning against its hood, “and I—oh dear. You must think I am horribly behaved.”

      “Not at all,” Louisa coos, her good nature exerting itself once more. “I merely wanted to make you aware.” Placing a hand on the woman’s forearm, Louisa continues, “Your dress really is darling. The colour is perfect for your skin tone.”

      “Oh, thank you. That is sweet of you to say.” Her error in judgement quickly forgotten, the woman swishes her skirt. “I admit I am a little in love with it myself. Chris. Chris from Spencer’s.” The woman’s chin drops, waiting for Louisa to recognize the name of the department store owner’s son.

      “Ah, yes. Chris.” Louisa mimics, though I am sure she has never actually met the man.

      “Well, he is responsible for spotting the dress and setting it aside for me. He has quite the eye for which items will be fetching on a lady. I truly am fortunate to have him looking out for me when it comes to fashion.”

      I take our drinks and stand several feet away, not wishing to involve myself in the conversation but wanting to remain close enough to eavesdrop.

      Louisa feigns a wide smile. “I imagine you are.”

      “Yours is quite cute too.” The woman volleys her compliment, and I smile at their ping-pong exchange. Two, apparently, can play this game.

      “A tad out of date, really,” Louisa replies. “But the perfect fabric weight for an afternoon walk.”

      “Yes, indeed.” The woman looks off into the distance before excusing herself. “I best be off before these lose their chill.” She leans toward Louisa one final time. “Thank you again for pointing out my error in judgement.”

      Though her words resonate as sincere, I can’t help but wonder if they are laced with a thread of sarcasm.

      “Enjoy your afternoon,” Louisa calls after her, waiting only a beat before moving toward me.

      “New friend?” I can’t help but ask, handing Louisa her beverage.

      “Very funny.” Louisa bumps my shoulder with her own. “I suspect you didn’t notice what I gained during my conversation.”

      “Aside from the confirmation that she is well-to-do and we are not?” I sip my drink, relishing its cool burst against my parched throat.

      Louisa inclines her head toward the vendor cart. “Look at the line.”

      I follow Louisa’s gaze but see nothing out of sort. Several people still wait their turn to purchase refreshments. “I don’t know what you are referring to.”

      Louisa’s eyes twinkle with mischief. “I kept her talking until all the people who were in line when she jumped to the front had purchased their items and were well on their way.”

      My puzzlement must be written across my face, as Louisa lets out an impatient whoosh of air. “Don’t you see? I made sure her jumping the queue wasn’t actually faster. In fact, her butting in cost her an extra few minutes.” Louisa hides a giggle behind a flat palm.

      “Oh Louisa, you didn’t.”

      “I most certainly did, and you can thank me any time, dear sister. Any time now.” Louisa pretends to wait for accolades before bursting into another fit of giggles.

      Sipping our drinks, we wander toward the zoo. “Seriously,” I say, “you really didn’t have to worry about me. I was fine to wait in line. I was startled by the intrusion at first, but we got our lemonade in the end.”

      “What did I tell you before?” Louisa stops abruptly, clutching my arm to gain my attention. “Consider it a lesson in how to get ahead. In life and in line.” Louisa grins at her play on words. “All you have to do is be confident in the person you want be recognized as. That’ll put you on even footing every time.”

      “But Louisa, we aren’t high-society women with money and power who have a right to demand such things. I wish you’d accept that when you stay in your God-given station in life, there are far less turbulent waters to navigate.”

      Louisa tilts her head to the side, patting my arm as we stroll forward. “Sweet, sweet Clara. Nobody knows who we are until we show them. That lady back there didn’t question whether I was of the same social class as her, because I put on a demeanour she is familiar with in her circle. I am certain it is the reason she apologized so quickly. She didn’t want to appear rude to someone she might bump into at a social event.”

      “I don’t think there is anything wrong with who we actually are.” I edge the haughty tone from my voice in an effort to keep the peace. “Pretending otherwise isn’t for me. My role in society has limitations, I’ll admit. But quite frankly, I would rather wait an extra two minutes for lemonade than cause a stir that makes my insides turn to mush.” I pick up my pace, determined to leave this conversation behind me. “Besides, I’m sure our outdated walking dresses were a dead giveaway to our lot in life.”

      “Everyone has something out of fashion in their closet. Some wear them in the garden, and some, as I informed her, wear them for a vigorous walk through the woods.” Louisa matches my stride, linking her arm with mine once more. “That reminds me . . .”

      I feel a rush of relief at the turn of the conversation.

      “Papa told me to make sure you go dress shopping. You can’t keep wearing that ratty old thing. We are caught up with the bills for the moment, and according to Papa, he’s even managed to squirrel a little extra away for the holidays. You need something respectable to wear, even if your sole destination is the market.”

      I agree to go shopping but stand my ground on the purchase of only one dress, telling Louisa that we will re-evaluate the financial situation after the holidays.

      We move toward the zoo’s small animal enclosures, situated in the centre of the park. Approaching the bear enclosure, I can’t help but feel sad for the creature in his small, steel-barred pen. My eyes follow his movements back and forth across the width of his prison, and I wonder if he is aware that the same metal bars that afford him a view of the world beyond also restrain him.

      As if she is reading my thoughts, Louisa leans over and whispers, “You must know precisely how he feels. Cooped up and watching from the sidelines while the rest of life goes on without him.” Louisa shrugs at my sputter of protest, her disappointment in me evident, and wanders toward the park’s exit.
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      Monday, September 19, 1927

      Louisa

      Monday morning, I leave Clara by the hotel’s swinging kitchen door as she checks on the availability of fresh flowers for the hallway tables on the guest floors. The task was handed to her a few short weeks after our employ with The Hamilton began. Though she would argue otherwise, Clara certainly plays the role of eager employee set upon some sort of promotion. She even refused to accompany me to the women’s locker room to remove her coat before visiting the kitchen. Forever concerned about others believing she’s done a job well, she jumps to extreme worry the moment she’s given a directive. If there were an award for following orders, Clara would win it every time.

      I make my way down the employee corridor, shaking my head at the contrast between Clara’s words and her actions. She steadfastly claims happiness at being just another maid at the hotel while continuing to go above and beyond with every task she completes within its walls.

      Hu, a kitchen assistant, walks toward me down the dimly lit hall.

      “Good morning, Hu.” I offer a broad smile with my greeting, intent to one day convince the man to raise his gaze from the floor and meet my eyes.

      We shuffle past one another, Hu nodding a small assent at my presence while once more finding reason to avoid speaking with me. I’ll crack his stoic exterior one day, I tell myself, adding a cheerful “Have a great day” as he continues toward the pile of dishes I imagine awaits him in the kitchen.

      Laughter filters past the closed locker room door as I press my back against the solid wood and push.

      “I mean, she isn’t even that pretty, if you ask me.” Maggie’s husky voice bellows above the chatter. “But that sure doesn’t stop her from inserting herself. And to think she assumed we didn’t have things handled. The nerve of some people, I tell you.”

      “You’re just sore because you didn’t come up with such a clever solution.” I recognize Hazel’s voice, muffled but distinguishable.

      I stop just inside the door, its closing hinges drowned out by the conversation and the commotion of girls readying themselves for the day. Unease pokes at me, and I feel my breakfast sink like a stone in my stomach. I linger out of sight, the overheard words settling uncomfortably under my skin.

      “Who are we talking about now?” I hear Jane Morgan pipe in. Her recent promotion to full-time day maid is new enough for me to have forgotten she’s now a regular presence in the locker room. I lean forward a smidge to peer around the corner. Jane tilts her body, her face inches from the mirror on the wall, a tube of red lipstick in her hand.

      “Why, the oh-so-charming Miss Wilson.” Maggie’s throaty laugh echoes off the concrete-block walls and reverberates around the room.

      I suck in a sharp breath at Maggie’s confirmation. The girl does not like me. My mind spins. I have been nothing but kind and supportive to her, to all the girls. I thought I was making friends.

      Jane’s lipstick retreats from her lips as she tosses a perturbed look over her shoulder. “Which one? You are aware there are two Miss Wilsons, are you not?”

      “Maggie is referring to Louisa.” Hazel moves toward Jane, stealing a glance in the mirror as she fixes her maid’s cap. “But as I said before, I don’t think we should be discussing such things. Especially when Louisa’s brilliant idea made a challenging task much easier.” Hazel faces Maggie once more, raising her voice for emphasis. “For all of us.”

      I catch Jane’s smirk from my spot in the shadows and draw back in anticipation of her words. Though I have yet to understand why Jane behaves so, her occasional bouts of spitefulness remind me of a cornered cat, its claws out and ready to pounce.

      “I don’t see the reason for the fuss, Maggie.” Jane’s voice becomes less audible as she returns her attention to the mirror. “If what Louisa did was helpful, what have you got to complain about?”

      I am surprised but buoyed by Jane’s sensible remark and lean forward once more, hopeful the conversation will take a turn for the better and my standing within the group will be restored.

      “Louisa acts so highfalutin.” Maggie places her hands on her hips and attempts to mimic me by batting her eyelashes at Jane’s back. “Flirting with the bellboys and winking at the porters.” Maggie struts around the locker room with an exaggerated sway of her hips.

      If her unkind words weren’t about me, I might find humour at her antics.

      “You know, just the other day, I saw her deep in conversation with Mr. Olson.” Maggie pauses for effect, leaning in conspiratorially while waiting for all eyes to fall on her. “The whole thing made me wonder.”

      “Made you wonder what?” Jane turns her full attention to Maggie, replacing the cap on her lipstick before resting both hands on her hips. Maggie squirms under Jane’s direct gaze as Jane repeats her question. “Made you wonder what?”

      My breath is stuck in my throat, along with my usual self-assured demeanour. My hands grow clammy as I try to recall a conversation with Mr. Olson that might have been interpreted as anything but cordial. I come up empty. I’m torn between my distaste for Maggie’s insinuation and my appreciation of Jane’s defence of my good name.

      “You know.” Maggie takes a step back, clearly uncomfortable for having been called out.

      “I don’t know,” Jane retorts with a huff, “which is why I am asking.”

      “I thought that maybe—” Maggie fidgets with her apron. “Well, I wondered if Louisa might be using her looks to gain an advantage of sorts, you know, in the workplace.” Maggie juts out her chin. “Perhaps Miss Wilson is receiving preferential treatment from her overly friendly advances.”

      “Margaret Adams.” Jane steps closer to Maggie and, from my vantage point, appears to be winding up for a battle. “You should be ashamed of yourself. What has Louisa Wilson ever done to deserve such an accusation?” Jane points a finger toward Maggie. “Comments like that can ruin a girl’s reputation.”

      “Oh Jane, don’t be so sensitive.” Lillian Roberts steps forward, prodding Jane playfully. “I told you there is nothing to worry about. The chatter at The Club went no further than the table we were sitting at.”

      “This,” Jane hisses, her head tipped down in an effort to conceal her words, “isn’t about that.”

      The room falls silent as the air between Jane and Lillian chills. A few moments pass before Jane collects herself, shrugging off the incident by stepping forward and positioning herself directly in front of Maggie. She pumps the neat bun tucked at the base of her neck and says in a softer voice, “If a girl has good looks, I find no fault in her using them to her advantage, especially when the intent is to help others.”

      Jane turns to tuck her belongings into her locker before facing Maggie again. “Of course, Miss Adams, you may be unaware of what is expected of pretty girls in today’s society, given your lack of such appeal, but you may want to think better of looking a gift horse in the mouth.”

      Jane shoots a dagger-laced look in Lillian’s direction before turning on her heel.

      I am bolstered by Jane’s support of me, though admittedly unnerved by her proclamation that I get ahead by way of my appearance. I’d never do such a thing. Not since that vile director made me question each one of my past successes on the stage. I shake off the memory as my mind races between subdued relief at Jane’s impactful words and the worrying comments from Lillian and Maggie. I can’t help but wonder if a storm is brewing for Jane and me as I inch back toward the door.

      Feeling a small measure of vindication, I stand a little straighter and try to forget my momentary cowardice. I should have immediately stood up for myself. As I have proved to myself time and again, I can continually grease the wheels of compliance when I invoke my charming nature.

      My back stiffens as I catch a glimpse of Maggie. I am not intentionally using my looks to win favours from anyone. Her accusation is distasteful at best, and I can’t help but worry that her words may damage my reputation, should she continue to spout such untruths. Any young woman in 1927 Vancouver knows better than to test the ability of gossip to make opportunities vanish. Though I have no desire to be labelled a prude, being branded a tart brings a whole other level of shame to a girl’s family. Given my close call with that director, I cringe at the thought.

      My elation at receiving Jane’s support is short-lived. I see her move in my direction, and panic ripples through me at fear of being caught eavesdropping. I am searching for how to present myself when the door opens, hitting me from behind.

      “Oh, sorry Lou.” Clara takes a step back through the open door. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Hush now,” I hiss, knowing I will have some explaining to do in the near future. I squeeze Clara’s hand in a desperate plea for assistance. “Follow my lead.” The words come out in a rush of air.

      Clara’s puzzled expression pushes me forward, and I pivot, squaring my shoulders while adding a bemused smile to my lips. As Jane rounds the corner, I quip, “In a hurry to get started on the day, are we?”

      She shrugs and passes us as we step forward to enter the locker room.

      Hazel is the first to speak. “There you two are. I was beginning to wonder if you’d make it in time for roll call.” She takes Clara’s uniform from her, hanging it over a locker door before untying the apron in what I assume is an effort to lend a hand. “You know how Ms. Thompson can be.” Hazel tilts her chin, mimicking the hotel matron’s demeanour. “The early

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Author Notes
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Tanya E Williams
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Tanya E Williams


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/meet-me-at-the-clock---ebook-cover.jpg
EET ME AT
e 4+ RHE

CIOCK

AHOTEL HAMILTON NOVEL
fANYA FE WILLIAMS






OEBPS/images/title-page.jpg
EET ME A7
L

CLOCK

AHOTEL HAMILTON NOVEL
TANYA E WILLIAMS





