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Chapter 1: Silent Witness






The television played in an empty room. Joan Fletcher sat just three feet away, but the voices sounded muffled and distant. She didn’t care about the commercials, the news, or the home show that would come on next. The remote was within reach on the side table, but she kept her hand in her lap.

It had been six months since the stroke. Six months since her voice stopped working.

The doctors called it vocal paralysis. They said it was partial, as if that made things better. Partial didn’t mean she could do anything important. She could whisper if she tried hard, but it hurt her throat and made her feel embarrassed. Teaching and singing were over.

Joan looked at the wall above the TV. The paint was beige. A watercolor print of flowers hung there, the kind sold in any furniture store. It was generic and forgettable, like everything else at Sunny Acres Assisted Living.

Her room was small: a bed, dresser, bathroom, and a sitting area with the TV and two empty chairs. She had brought pictures from home—her and Robert on their wedding day, her choir students at a spring concert three years ago, her parents’ old farmhouse. The photos sat on the dresser, gathering dust. She rarely looked at them now.

She listened to the afternoon sounds outside her door: Mrs. Wagner’s walker clicking down the hallway, someone’s television turned up too loud, and the medication cart squeaking as Nina pushed it from room to room. The same sounds every day. The same emptiness.

Joan rested her hands on the arms of her wheelchair. They looked old now. When had that happened? Blue veins stood out, and age spots she didn’t remember had appeared. These hands had directed choirs for forty-five years, helped teenagers find their voices, and shaped countless concerts and recitals. Now they were still.

At first, she resisted the wheelchair. After the stroke her left side was weak; she insisted on using a walker and tried to manage. But stairs were impossible, and walking tired her out. Eventually, she accepted what everyone else already knew: the wheelchair was permanent.

Robert would have hated to see her like this. It was a small mercy he had died four years ago. He didn’t have to watch her fade away.

A knock on her open door made her turn her head. Virginia Powell stood there in her pink cardigan, the one she wore most days. Virginia had been a nurse once. Now she was here like the rest of them, waiting.

"Dinner in twenty minutes," Virginia said. Her voice was cheerful, but in the way people often use with the elderly. "Meatloaf tonight." Tomorrow would be chicken, and the day after, fish. The menu rotated on a schedule made by someone who had read a nutrition manual but never thought about how eating the same meal every Wednesday for six months could ruin your appetite. Where did that meatloaf recipe come from anyway? It tasted like ketchup and was so bland it invited dismissal. She hated meatloaf. 

Joan wheeled herself to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Her gray hair was cut short because anything else was too much work; there were very few assistants that could help her. Her face was thin, her eyes tired. She looked like someone’s grandmother. She looked old. How had that happened? It seemed as if it came on overnight, like some sort of ghost that took over her entire body. Where was the woman she once knew as herself? 

When did she become old? No, that word didn't fit her, and yet that's how they referred to her. She was old. 

She had felt full of life until the stroke. Retired from teaching but still directed the church choir and gave private voice lessons to children whose parents could pay. Not only that, but she was still singing, making music, and being herself. Where was that person now? 

Then one morning, she woke up on the bathroom floor with her left arm numb and her mouth not working properly. There was an ambulance, a hospital, a diagnosis, and a slow, frustrating recovery that left her weaker than before.

And silent.

That was the hardest part. It wasn’t the wheelchair, the assisted living, or even needing help with basic tasks. The silence was what hurt the most. Losing her ability to sing meant she had lost the most important gift she had been given at birth.

Music had always been her voice. Now it was gone. Thinking about it brought tears to fill her eyes, but she was learning to push them back. No one wanted to see an old lady crying. In fact, it was so common at this place that little attention was paid to it.

Joan wheeled herself back to the sitting area. The TV was showing a life insurance commercial.  life insurance? No, they didn't mean life insurance. They meant death benefits. No one insured life. She picked up the remote and turned it off. Sudden silence filled the room, or rather, drained the room of any life.

She could still hear music in her mind. That was the hardest part. Every hymn, folk tune, and classical piece she had taught over the years was still there. The songs played in her head while she sat in the beige room, unable to share them.

The dinner bell rings in the hallway—five cheerful, insistent chimes. She grabbed the wheels and pushed herself toward the door. Might as well eat. Nothing else to do. Had she ever thought that eating was an activity, like playing social games? 

The dining room had twenty residents at small tables. Joan ate alone near the window. She had tried sitting with others, but conversation took more effort than she could muster. Her whispered answers made people lean in and ask, "What?" several times before giving up. It was easier to sit alone.

Lawrence Mitchell sat two tables away, eating his meatloaf with careful, steady movements. He had been a postman for thirty years, but now he hardly spoke to anyone. Rita Hernandez sat near the door, picking at her food with a distant look. Her husband had died last year, and she moved here because her daughter thought it was safer. Donald Grant slouched in his chair by the far wall, eating quickly as if someone might take his plate. He had worked in a factory until it closed.

Frances Yee, a retired librarian, sat near the kitchen door, reading as she ate. Joan sometimes saw Frances in the facility library, where she was putting away books that the staff had left out.

They were all invisible, and Joan knew it. The staff saw people who needed to be fed, given medicine, washed and lotioned, and watched over. Families saw only obligations and guilt. The outside world saw nothing. 

Joan was invisible too. She had been someone once, but now she was just an elderly woman in a wheelchair who couldn’t speak.

She finished half her meatloaf and pushed the plate aside. Nina came by to collect it, gave a quick smile, and moved to the next table.  Sunday dinner time there would be a glass of wine for those who wanted it but Joan never asked for one.

Back in her room, Joan moved to her bed with the practiced motion of someone who had done it many times. She lay on top of the covers and stared at the ceiling. The light fixture had a crack in the frosted glass. She'd noticed it the day she moved in. Six months later, it was still there. Maintenance seemingly never looked at those things and management probably didn't want to replace them. After all it cost money and money was everything.

Tomorrow would be just like today. And the day after would be the same.

The music in her head continued—a Bach chorale she had taught her students twenty years ago. Her fingers moved slightly on the bedspread, as if conducting an invisible choir.

She was a silent witness to the life she once had.



 








