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Lily noticed the stranger as soon as she closed the door on Room 214, the last room on her cleaning list.
He might have been a guest, but he didn’t look like a bureaucrat or a tourist, the regular guests of the Voyageur Hotel. He stood halfway down the hall looking intently at one of the archival photographs that lined the walls, a tall, lean man with a hard edge about him. In his dusty canvas pants, work boots and heavy brown jacket, he could have stepped right out of one of those old photos.
She’d only been in Yellowknife a few weeks but she already recognized the uniform: he was a miner. He’d probably just come off a two-week shift from one of the diamond mines north of town.
The coat looked out of place. It was July, after all. Even this far north, July was warm during the day.
Nor did he act like the miners she’d seen so far. Most of the off-shifters made a beeline for their sweeties or for the bar—sometimes both. But this guy... he stood staring at that photograph, weather-beaten leather hat in hand, as if he never planned to move again.
This was her first day on the second floor, but there were archival photographs on every floor she had cleaned. She had glanced at them as she worked, but hadn’t paid them any attention. Now this man had her curious.
The moment she shifted her cleaning cart to get a better view, he turned to her, skewering her with a look so fierce she caught her breath in alarm. Then his eyes narrowed. She wanted to step back against the wall, but couldn’t move under the weight of his gaze.
Then a bottle of cleanser fell off her cart and she jumped. When she glanced back at the miner, he wasn’t there.
She looked around the hallway. Maybe he had slipped into one of the rooms? But even as she searched for a rational explanation, goose bumps rose on her arms.
Lily pulled the cleaning cart down the hallway to the spot where the miner had stood.
There was nothing special about the carpet in front of the photo. It was the same as everywhere else in the hotel: royal blue patterned in gray rods and yellow circles to hide the wear and tear.
The picture showed two young women smiling confidently into the camera. They stood in what looked like an old diner, with ‘50s-style dinette tables and vinyl-covered chairs, and old-fashioned sugar bowls and glass salt and pepper shakers on each table. The women wore print dresses and frilly white aprons over top.
The caption on the brass plate below the photograph read: “Mabel Johnson and Dinah Lessaway at the Gold Dust Cafe, ca 1958.”
There was nothing special about the photo at all, nothing to hold the miner’s attention. But as she was turning away, she noticed a third woman in the photograph. This one stood apart from the other two, and behind them a little. Dark-haired and serious-looking, she was dressed like the other two, but the photographer had caught her using her apron to wipe her hands.
Lily hadn’t seen her at first because the woman’s image had faded, as if it had been superimposed on top of the other image in the developing process. Yet, she looked as if she fit—she balanced out the photo, a deliberate composition on the part of the photographer.
So, who was she? Why wasn’t her name on the plaque? Was it her the miner had been staring at, or one of the others?
Lily examined the fading woman, but gained no clues. She looked a little older than the other two. And there was sadness in her eyes.
As she stared at the woman, Lily saw her own plain, forgettable, 30-year-old face reflected in the glass and felt as faded as the photograph. Fifty years from now, would someone be staring at a photo of her and wondering who she was?
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