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                                   Chapter 1 

                      Self-fulfilling Prophesy   
 

                                         

 

 

Give us a healthy home full of intellectual activity where the homely 

virtues prevail. Where complete honesty and frankness have free 

expression. Where the lungs expand with pure air, and the brain quivers 

with wholesome aspiration and sincere inquiry. Where souls bask in 

contentment and the sunshine of purity and peace. From Food and Cookery 

Magazine, July 1911 

 

April 2nd  

 ΨǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ƎƛǊƭΩ of 18, her thin, light brown hair still tied back in 

a ponytail, sits curled up in a weathered reed rocker on the 

veranda of her family home and reads a poem out loud. Or at 

least she tries to read it. 

Où vont tous ces enfants dont pas un seul ne rit 

Ces doux êtres pensifs que la fievre mai-GRIT? 

You see, the poem is a French one and the young woman is an Anglo-

Quebecker. 

A 
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The vines have yet to fill in on the veranda, as it is early Spring, so the 

girl's long, pale but not entirely unpleasant-looking face is being sweetly 

caressed by fine fingers of April sunlight. 

Indeed, the same waning afternoon sunshine flickers playfully over the 

entire Western face of her comfortable Queen Anne Revival style house, 

a brick-encased 2 and 1/2 storey mini-castle, with the trademark corner 

tower and irregular roof and, unlike many of the surrounding Queen 

Annes, only a modest amount of gingerbread moulding. TIGHSOLAS. 

Unlike the late afternoon sun, the threshold girl's look of concentration 

is intensifying as she pores over the page in front of her. 

Ces filles de huƛǘ ŀƴǎ ǉǳΩƻƴ Ǿƻƛǘ ŎƘŜ-mi-ner seules? 

Che ς Mi- Ner? 

Lƭǎ ǎΩŜƴ Ǿƻƴǘ ǘǊŀǾŀƛƭƭŜǊ ǉǳƛƴȊŜ ƘŜǳǊŜǎ ǎƻǳǎ ŘŜǎ ƳŜǳƭŜǎΦ 

Meules? 

The heels of the young female's sensible shoes, laced knock-about boots 

in pebble calf, are dug into the edge of the seat cushion. Her boney 

knees, blanketed by the blue wool serge cloth of her school jumper, are 

but two inches from the tip of her nose. She can almost smell the page 

as she balances the French textbook on said knobby knees, and stares at 

the most mystifying stanzas through gold wire-rimmed reading glasses. 

MEULES?????? 

So ǎŀŘΣ ǎƘŜ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ŀ 

French/English dictionary from school. 

The 18 year old slams shut her textbook, with a whack, and makes a 

very unladylike sound with her mouth, something like Pooaffffssttt. 

wŜƴƻǳŦΩǎ tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ wŜŀŘŜǊ ммΦ tƻƻƻŀŦŦŦǎǎǘǘǘΦ 

She eyes said title set in a dark and unadorned sans serif typeface on 

the unsullied cover of the textbook. True enough, muses the young 

woman, she has indeed progressed - to the point where she hardly 

understands a word of her assigned French text. 

This crazy old poem by Victor Hugo. 

Ever sƛƴŎŜ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ ǎƘŜΩǎ been dreading this very day.  At the start of 

the school year, 6 long months ago, she opened the same clean light 
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green textbook (bought second hand off her cousin, May) and quickly 

flipped to the back of it to see what was in store for her, like a fortune 

teller looking to read her own future. And what she saw written 

between the lines on those back pages, back then in the Fall, was some 

serious hard work ahead for her. Even FAILURE. 

They call it self-fulfilling prophesy. This same young woman, this same 

high school student, failed the French and Composition exam for both 

Model 111 and Academy I and  (having to make it up in the summer 

school) and now she feels destined, no doomed, to fail French in 

Academy II.  

Only it simply cannot happen. This is ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜΩǎ  crunch year at school, 

her final year, and she simply cannot fail, not any subject, not French, 

not Latin, not Algebra, not Botany. Not English composition or Canadian 

history. 

Summer school is out of the question this year, not if she wants to be 

admitted to Macdonald College and keep alive any hope of getting a 

good paying job as a teacher on the City Board, like her older sister 

Marion, who is making 600 a year. Six hundred dollars year. Imagine! 

If she fails any subjecǘΣ ǎƘŜΩƭƭ have to think of something else to do with 

ƘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜΦ {ƘŜΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ to find another career, for the moment, anyway, 

until she marries. If she can ever find a husband. But what else? The 

idea simply sends her head reeling. 

So, she directs her attention back to the matter at hand: the Hugo poem 

so aptly titled Melancholia. 

She timidly re-opens the textbook to the appropriate page. Ever so 

slowly. As if hoping the print on the page has magically transformed 

itself into something more simple, more grade school. 

Où sont les enfants dont pas un seul rit? 

Ces doux êtres pensifs que la fieve maigrit. 

Rit? Maigrit? 

/Ŝǎ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ŘŜ Ƙǳƛǘ ŀƴǎ ǉǳΩƻƴ Ǿƻƛǘ /I9 aL b9w ǎŜǳƭŜǎΚ 

Lƭǎ ǎΩŜƴ Ǿƻƴǘ ǘǊŀǾŀƛƭƭŜǊ ǉǳƛƴȊŜ ƘŜǳǊŜǎ ǎƻǳǎ ƭŜǎ ƳŜǳƭŜǎΦ 

άhƘΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ άǊƛǘέ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ {ǳŎƘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǿƻǊŘΣ ǎƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΦ Rice?  
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άbƻΣέ the girl/woman mumbles to herself and then she bites down on 

her lower lip. All she has to do is memorize the poem. But how can she 

memorize a poem without understanding it? {ƘŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ silly parrot. 

Ah, if only one of her sisters was on hand to help her. Either one would 

do. Both Edith and Marion have a better command of the French 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƘŜΦ ²ƘƛŎƘ ƛǎƴΩǘ such a difficult thing, after all. 

Ils ǾƻƴǘΣ ŘŜ ƭΩŀǳōŜ ŀǳ ǎƻƛǊΣ ŦŀƛǊŜ éternellement 

Dans la même prison le même movement 

In the same prison the same movement. 

Well, that particular line is easy.     

 

                                                

 

But both older sisters are miles away, 70 miles away at their jobs in the 

big city of Montreal. Marion at Royal Arthur School, in Little Burgundy, 

teaching her rag-tag group of 50 mostly very poor children, and Edith, 

around the corner from Marion but a world away, really, in elegant 

Westmount, at French Methodist Missionary School, helping wayward 

Catholics, mostly French Canadian, find the Protestant path. 

And the girl's mother, Margaret, who is quick with an opinion on most 

any modern topic, especially woman suffrage, and who especially likes 

Canadian HƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ƛǎƴΩǘ at home either, to offer sympathy, if not support, 

as she speaks little French.  Margaret is next door, attending a tea given 

by Mrs. Montgomery.  

No doubt, she is getting the week's gossip from all the other matronly 

drop-ins. No doubt there are many of them, possibly 10 or even 15 

women. It is Mrs. MonǘƎƻƳŜǊȅΩǎ Řŀȅ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ common 
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knowledge that no one dissects 'the local news' with more acuity than 

their own  neighbour-lady. 

No doubt all the nosy old  ladies are asking after the girl, and her plans 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ȅŜŀǊΦ ά!ƴȅ ōŜŀǳǎ yetΚέ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ probably enquiring as they 

lean over the trays of devilled eggs and lettuce sandwiches. 

The thought makes her entire body wince. 

[ΩŀǳōŜΦ [ƻōŜΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ must come from Latin. How can she pass Latin, a 

useless  language no one speaks anymore and fail French, the mother 

tongue of more than half the people who live in her province? 

Her teacher says most French words came from Latin, and she can see 

it, A BIT, but that only confuses her all the more. 

Oh, why has she been so stupid not to borrow a translation dictionary 

ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΚ ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ they are there for, young lady,έ aǊΦ aaxwell, 

her teacher, intoned sarcastically when she admitted to not owning one 

herself. 

TƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎƘŜΩŘ messed up yet another French 

assignment. And when she supplied a lame excuse that her sisters 

weren't at home to help, the funny-looking little man with curly red 

hair, had glared down at her and sputtered, "Then, Miss Nicholson, you 

must try to be more resourceful " 

Today, upon returning home from school at mid-afternoon she found 

some freshly baked baking powder biscuits, called scones, on the 

kitchen table and a note from her mother, explaining that her father, 

Norman, had taken the morning train to Quebec City on IMPORTANT 

ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άLƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘέ printed in capital letters. 

So, Flora, continued her mother in the note (for that was her name, 

Flora Sophia Nicholson)Please pick up the afternoon mail. But only 

!C¢9w ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎΦ LΩƳ Ŝxpecting a letter from Herbert. 

Herbert is CƭƻǊŀΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ child in the family, 

who is far away in that new province called Saskatchewan, working. 
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Flora's mother, it seems, is always expecting a letter from her beloved 

Herb, her one and only son, who left in a hurry for the West over a year 

ago. But his  letters come few and far between.  

In one year, Flora herself has received just one postcard from her 

brother, who described the dizzying mix of races out West: Old Country 

Scots, Germans, Swedes, Hebrews, Poles and Ruthenians in their 

brightly coloured costumes, and claimed that no one out West could 

understand how he was from Quebec and spoke only English. So, to the 

locals, he said, he was as strange as all the rest. 

Should she go to the mail now, or study some more, Flora wonders. 

And then an idea flies into her head. 

Maybe she can find someone downtown who can help her with the 

strange, difficult poem. Now that would be being resourceful. But who 

does she know in town who speaks French? Local shopkeepers, mostly. 

Mr. Belanger, the clerk at Hudon's dry goods store, for one. 

But Monsieur Belanger is prone to poke fun at her, or even pepper her 

with silly questions about her father. Last month he asked Flora if 'her 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ Monsieur LaurierΩ had given her father his job back with 

the railway.  

Monsieur Laurier! As if her father knew the Prime Minister personally! 

And there is Miss Goyette, the millinŜǊ ƻǊ ΨƳƻŘƛǎǘŜΩ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ 

herself in flowery pink lettering on her shop window. 
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Miss Goyette, who is about sister 9ŘƛǘƘΩǎ ŀƎŜΣ 26 or 27, is tall and pretty, 

and she works long hours in her shop. She is a very clever saleswoman, 

too. She often tricks Flora into purchasing more trim for her hat than 

she intended to. Well, each and every time  she manages to do this. 

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Miss Goyette is disarmingly friendly, and speaks perfect 

English, and she likes to chat while working so you chat back and before 

long you are buying 2 feet of two-sided satin ribbon instead of 6 inches 

of one-sided, on credit, and then at the end of the month you have to 

come up with the money, somehow. 

In hŜǊ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜΣ aƛǎǎ DƻȅŜǘǘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ CƭƻǊŀΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ Ƙŀǎ plenty of spare 

cash to lay out on flowers and wings and all the other pretty things for 

their hats. She assumes this because the Nicholsons live in the toniest 

part of Richmond, near College Street. 

Miss Goyette assumes, even, that the Nicholsons own a motorcar, like 

most of their neighbours. "If you are going to take rides in a fancy 

ŀǳǘƻƳƻōƛƭŜΣέ ǎƘŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ CƭƻǊŀΣ as she pressed a giant red poppy 

ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ŦŜƭǘ ƛƴǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ŜŀǊ άȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ϥŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ Ł la mode." 

Then Miss Goyette went on to tell about the fields full of red poppies 

she had seen on her recent trip to France, where she also learned about  

the very latest trends in millinery. 

Flora bought the felt poppy back then and put it in a drawer to give as a 

Christmas gift to her cousin May.  If Miss Goyette only knew the truth. 

That the Nicholsons have no motorcar and little chance of ever getting 

one. A motor costs as much as a house, 2,000 dollars, almost as much as 

Tighsolas, which is an especially fine house.  Flora's family, at the 

moment, has not enough cash coming in to pay the interest on the 

mortgage of Tighsolas, 90 dollars a year. 
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So, lately, Flora finds herself visiting the milliner's when the new 

apprentice, a Miss Gouin, about her own age, is behind the counter. 

Miss Gouin is shy and she speaks only halting English. She lets Flora 

poke around in the baskets without bothering her. So, mŀȅōŜ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ 

such a good idea, after all, to seek out help from a shopkeeper. 

Flora Nicholson pictures in her mind's eye the oral French exam the next 

day. This year, just five boys and 3 girls in Academy II are sitting for final 

exams.  

There are five students in her French class. This Victor Hugo poem had 

20 or so lines,  so ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǎƘŜΩƭƭ likely be called upon to recite 4 or 

more lines. But which ones? 

She finds the prospect of faltering in front of her classmates, once again, 

hair-raising. 

²ŜƭƭΣ ǎƘŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ be maŘŜ ŀ Ŧƻƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ {ƘŜ ƛǎ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘΦ {ƘŜΩƭƭ go 

visit Miss Goyette. Even if it costs her 25 cents for a chrysanthemum 

spray for her spring bonnet.  Hats are bigger than ever this season, so 

the more trim the better. 

 

                                   

She puts her book down on the ground and pushes herself up and out of 

the rocker with her skinny chicken arms. 

Her spring cape hangs open around her. She fastens a few chest-level 

buttons, bends down and picks up the text and tucks it under her left 

arm and skipped, clickety clack, down the 3 veranda stairs. 

But then she wheels around on the heels of her 'schoolgirl specials' and 

sprints back up the veranda stairs and opens the front door, pokes her 

head into the tiny vestibule and grabs a straw hat from the rack, last 
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ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ōƻƴƴŜǘΣ ŀ ƭǳƳǇȅ shape garlanded with too few all too faded 

yellow silk buttercups. 

And she sets out once again, this time with Floss, the prize Dalmation 

dog padding along at her heels. The dog knows the drill. Two 10 minute 

trips a day downtown to the mail, morning and afternoon. Right at 

College, left at Bedard, right at Main Street.  Towards the river. Always 

towards the river. 
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                                         Chapter 2 

           Feathers and Wings and Worrying Things                                     
  

                                     

 

lora, hat and textbook in hand, and Floss, happily unrestrained, 

trip down Dufferin, then pass a few elegant hilltop homes on 

College Street, then turned onto Bedard with its empty lots, for a 

few hundred feet, then onto Main street, where they stroll past J.C. 

Sutherland's Drug Store, where the man sells nerve tonics and cough 

syrups and cherry phosphate sodas; past A J Hudon's, "the store of 

satisfaction" where he is advertising 200 new boys suits in stock; past 

aŎaƻǊƛƴŜΩǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƻƴ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƘŀƭŦ ƘƻǎŜΣ ǎƛƭƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ 

McRae Brothers, Pure Food Products, Table Luxuries and Groceries, who 

are promoting a brand new baking product called Crisco.  

Flora notices that Mr. Wales's establishment (he was the town tycoon 

and a good friend of the family's) has some new material in, 

Copenhagen mulles, motor suiting for coats and skirts in helio and navy 

stripe.  

ό²ŜƭƭΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ bƛŎƘƻƭǎƻƴǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƻΣ ǎƘŜ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ  

that. She always borrows a duster coat when she goes out in a 

motorcar.) 

F 
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Then Flora finds herself in front of Miss Goyette's, directly across the 

Street from the Post Office Building. 

What should she do first? She steps from the sidewalk to head toward 

the Post Office, built high off the street to protect from spring flooding 

(which thankfully had yet to materialize). An old carthorse hauling 

firewood is plodding up the street towards her, so, for a moment she 

just stands there, undecided. She turns around to face the millinery 

shop. 

She cannot see the shop through the window display, which showcases 

a giant purple felt shape overflowing with bright yellow fluff balls that 

are supposed to be newly-hatched chicks. Imagine wearing a chicken 

brooder on your head, Flora thinks. She walks up to the window for a 

closer look, and leans up against the pane, shading her eyes with her 

hand. 

She can see the apprentice, Miss Gouin, who like Flora is very short, 

behind the counter, reaching up with some difficulty for something 

shadowy on a high storage shelf. Unlike Flora, Miss Gouin has a 

fashionable full-figure with tiny waist, which this stretching exercise is 

showing off to fine effect, and unaware that she is being watched, the 

shop girl re-adjusts her corset through her apron and blouse, that is, 

after knocking loose the elusive prize, which is a simple wire hat frame.  

Miss Gouin must be alone, Flora realizes. So, should she even bother to 

go in? 

But a sign in the window beckons: 

"Come in to see our Exquisite Easter Millinery. The latest 1911 Paris 

Styles.  

Some of the most beautiful pattern hats and bonnets ever to be 

displayed in Richmond." 

                                                                                                              

Such an invitation would be hard to resist on any occasion. But here 

Flora stands, sad old crumpled hat in hand. 

The soft tinkle of the doorbell signals her entrance, and Miss Gouin 

glances up from her wire frame and smiles and nods, but subtly.  
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To FloraΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ, the young French woman is a metaphor for Spring in a 

poetry book, surrounded by baskets brimming with their sumptuous 

offerings to the Goddess of Headdresses: flowers, ribbons, and sprigs 

and sprays, of all shapes, textures and sizes, ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΩǎ 

sun streaming in and setting ablaze a large beige wire panier filled  with 

burnt orange plumage and yellow and aquamarine wings. 

It is a small hat shop, but it presents young girls like herself with so 

many dazzling possibilities for personal enhancement, a slight shiver 

often overcomes them as they enter. 

Lƴ CƭƻǊŀΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǎƘŜ ŦƛƴŘǎ the sight of all this finery somehow comforting, 

because she is artistic, and at school she excels at Art and Botany, 

where she gets to draw all kinds of plants and flowers. She may not a 

pretty girl herself, but she does have an eye for beauty. 

 

                                                  

 

"Hello, Miss Gouin," she says. ϦL ǎŀǿ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛƎƴ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

resist coming in." 

"Allo, Miss Flora. What can I do for you today?έ ¢ƘŜ ƎƛǊƭ speaks  in 

practiced, halting English. 

And as she speaks she continues winding a piece of dark green cord 

around the hat frame with deft little ringless fingers. 

Making a hat is ŀ ōƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ŎŀƪŜΣ ƛǎƴΩǘ it, Flora muses. A hat, like a 

cake needs a form, but after that the sky is the limit when it came to the 

decorating part. The trimming on a hat is a lot like the icing, only you 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŝŀǘ ŀ ƘŀǘΣ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ƳŀȅōŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ŜȅŜǎΦ 

Flora surveys the eye-popping exhibit of ribbons,  lined in multi-sized 

spools on the shelves and the overflowing baskets of fluffy feathers and 

wings, for this is high hat season, and tries very hard to appear as if she 

is in a buying mood. 
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"My hat needs some help," she finally says to Miss Gouin. "As you can 

see for yourself." She shakes it and two artificial petals fall off and float 

peacefully to the floor. 

She pauses and fingers a real feather of some sort, a dull brown one 

with emerald and gold flecks. 

"Actually I am wondering, ah, well, if you have any 3 inch taffeta in 

scarlet.... and if you might be able to help me a little with my French , a 

ǇƻŜƳΦ IƻƳŜǿƻǊƪΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǇƻŜƳΣ ƴƻǘ ŀ ¢Ŝƴƴȅǎƻƴ ƻǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦϦ 

Miss Gouin takes a moment to absorb the unusual request and then 

remarksΣ ά²ƘƛƭŜ ȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƻǳǊ ǊƛōōƻƴǎΣ L ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇΦϦ ²Ŝ 

don't have any bright red left. Ils sont toujours à la mode." 

She examines CƭƻǊŀΩǎ ƘŀǘΦ .ǳǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ с ƛƴŎƘ ǘŀŦŦŜǘŀ ƛƴ ǎƪȅ ōƭǳŜ ƻǊ 

turquoise over there and some rem..nants in that bowl. 

Cleary Miss Gouin had picked up some savvy sales techniques from her 

employer. Her English too, seemed to have gotten better in just a few 

weeks. 

Flora inspects a large tortoiseshell bowl, filled halfway with a rainbow 

selection of silky remainders. 

Flora, like most girls, adores millinery, and would love to work in such a 

pretty shop. But her sisters - and especially her parents - would be 

appalled at the thought. 

All the money that had been spent on her higher education at St. 

Francis College! All the sacrifices made. But that is unfair, she thinks. 

Working in a shop is a respectable job. For most girls. If not for the 

Nicholsons.  

Flora opens the textbook to the page with the Hugo Poem and hands it 

to Miss Gouin. The apprentice takes the book and turns it around 

toward her. 

  




