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Chapter 1: The Pink Cell




The fluorescent lights hummed above Margaret's head, just as they had for the past three months. She noticed because she had nothing else to do but listen she lay there in her bed next to the wall far away from the door into this two-bedded room. 

When you stopped eating, stopped talking, and stopped caring about the days, you started to notice things like the constant electrical buzz, the flicker in the bathroom light, and how everything looked a little green around the edges. It was the only thing that seemed real because so few people came into or went by the room that it felt like she was in a warehouse. In fact, it was a warehouse, but what they were housing was people. Old people, handicapped people, or people shuttled there from the hospital intended for rehabilitation, which no one provided. This was the last stop for many of them. 

Her legs rested flat on the thin mattress under the white blanket. Brown spots dotted her skin, and blue veins stood out. Those legs had once carried her across a sound stage in high heels, spinning and leaping as cameras followed her. Her feet had been famous in their own way—small, perfect, and slipping into expensive slippers. They said she had as much talent as Adele Astaire, but she didn't have a brother who would go on to become extremely famous as a dancer in films. If she had a brother like that, maybe she would have gotten more attention in this place. 

Now her feet were just feet. Old feet that stayed in place.

Margaret turned her head on the pillow and looked at the wall. Pink. Everything in here was pink or white or some combination of the two. Pink walls, white tile, pink curtain around the bed, white blanket. Like living inside a bottle of Pepto-Bismol. She'd said that once to Jenny, the day nurse, who'd laughed and said at least it wasn't green.

Green would have been better. Green meant things were growing. Green signified life. 

Margaret heard the medication cart through the gap in her doorway, and it was rattling as usual. The metal wheels squeaked on the linoleum, and plastic cups clinked together. Jenny would be here soon with her pills, her cheerful voice, and gentle hands that treated Margaret as if she might break.

Margaret guessed she was breakable. At four feet tall and ninety-three pounds, she felt like a bird found by the road—still breathing, but not really alive.

The cart stopped outside her door. Jenny appeared in the doorway, her scrubs covered in cartoon cats today. She smiled, but her eyes did that thing they always did now—looked at Margaret and then away, like she was checking to see if Margaret was still there or if she'd finally disappeared completely.

"Good morning, Margaret." Jenny's voice had a lilting tone to it. She pushed the cart in and picked up the small paper cup with Margaret's morning pills. "How are we feeling today?"

We? Margaret hated that word. It made it sound like Jenny was sick too, like they were both in this together. But Margaret stayed silent. She never spoke anymore. Words took energy, and she had decided to save what little she had even though she didn't know what she was saving it for.

Jenny handed her the pills and a cup of water. Margaret lifted her arm, surprised it still listened to her. Jenny once said her skin was so thin you could see through it in the light. Margaret took the pills and swallowed them without water. She left the cup untouched.

"You need to drink," Jenny said softly. She didn't push the cup closer. She just waited.

Margaret took the water and sipped it. She didn't want to, but she knew Jenny would wait all day if needed, and Margaret was tired of being another task for someone.

Jenny made a note on her chart. Her forehead had two small lines between her eyebrows, the kind that came from worrying. Margaret watched her write something, probably that Margaret refused breakfast again. That made three days in a row. Or was it four? Time didn't mean much when every day was exactly the same and you didn't have a calendar on the wall. 

"Tom's going to stop by later," Jenny said, straightening the blanket at the foot of the bed even though it didn't need straightening. "He wanted to talk to you about something."

Margaret didn't answer. Tom was the aide who brought clean linens and helped residents who couldn't walk. He had caring eyes and bad jokes. He used to tell her some, but stopped when she didn't laugh. Now he just nodded when he passed, which she preferred. She didn't need his jokes or his kindness.

Jenny left with the cart, and Margaret stared at the ceiling again. A water stain in the corner looked like a rabbit, or maybe a dog. She had been looking at it for weeks and still wasn't sure.

The morning dragged on. A television played too loud three rooms away—probably Mrs. Patterson, who was deaf and refused her hearing aids because they pinched. The smell of breakfast drifted in: scrambled eggs, toast, and something meant to be bacon. Margaret's stomach didn't growl anymore. It had stopped asking.

Around ten o'clock, she heard voices in the hallway. Jenny and Tom, talking quietly. Margaret closed her eyes and pretended to sleep, but she could still hear them.

"Third day she's refused breakfast," Jenny said.

"I saw the chart." Tom's voice was deeper, rough around the edges like he smoked or used to. "She's losing weight."

"I know. I talked to Dr. Simmons yesterday. He said we can't force her to eat."

"I'm not talking about forcing her." A pause. "I'm talking about giving her a reason to want to."

Their footsteps faded, and Margaret opened her eyes. The ceiling rabbit-dog stared back at her, silent as always.

Later that afternoon, as the light shifted and shadows moved across her room, Margaret heard something new. It wasn't the medication cart, the television, or Mrs. Patterson yelling. It was laughter—children's voices, high and excited, coming from the dayroom.

She turned her head toward the door. The dayroom was where they put the residents who still wanted to be around other people. Card games and bingo and the ancient television that only got three channels. Margaret hadn't been in there since her second week at Meadowbrook. Too many people asking questions, too many cheerful faces pretending this wasn't the last stop before the funeral home.

But now there were children, and their voices broke the usual quiet, sharp and lively.

Margaret listened. A woman's voice, young and patient, was trying to get them to settle down. "Okay, guys, I know it's exciting, but we need to..."

The woman's voice faded under another wave of laughter. Margaret found herself straining to hear, her head lifted slightly off the pillow. When had she lifted it? She lowered it back down, annoyed at herself. She didn't care about children or laughter or whatever field trip was happening in the dayroom. She didn't care about anything.

But her head stayed turned toward the door.

Through the gap, she saw part of the hallway. Tom walked by, then Jenny, both heading to the dayroom. Their faces looked lighter, as if the children had lifted some of the usual heaviness.

Margaret closed her eyes again. The sound of her own breathing filled her ears, steady and mechanical. In. Out. In. Out. That was all living was—breathing until you stopped. Everything else was extra. Afternoon now, the shadows longer. The children's voices were gone, replaced by the usual sounds of dinner being served, trays rattling, someone asking for more coffee.

Jenny appeared in her doorway, carrying a tray. "Brought you some soup," she said. "Tomato. I know it's your favorite."

Margaret didn't correct her. She had never said tomato soup was her favorite, or that she had any favorite. But Jenny needed to believe Margaret still had preferences, that there was still someone inside worth caring for.

Jenny set the tray on the rolling table and pushed it close to the bed. "Do you need help sitting up?"

Margaret shook her head. She pulled herself up on the pillow with effort. Her arms trembled, and her breath grew short, but she managed.

"Good," Jenny said, and Margaret heard relief in her voice. Small victories were what they celebrated here: sitting up alone, drinking a full cup of water, taking pills on the first try.

Jenny handed her the spoon, and Margaret took it. It felt heavy, as if it were made of lead. She dipped it into the soup and lifted it, her hand shaking so some of the soup spilled back into the bowl.

"Take your time," Jenny said.

Margaret ate three spoonfuls, then four. She set the spoon down and pushed the tray away.

"That's good," Jenny said, even though half the bowl was left. "That's real good, Margaret."

After Jenny left with the tray, Margaret lay back down. The ceiling rabbit-dog watched her, its shape clearer in the evening light. She decided it was definitely a rabbit, ears and all.

The television in the dayroom came on, loud enough for her to hear. She recognized the music from the opening credits of an old movie. They played these films because the residents remembered them from their youth, when the world was black and white, cigarettes were glamorous, and women wore gloves to shop, go to work or "business" as some women said.

Margaret closed her eyes, but the music continued. Then she heard something she hadn't heard in so long she had almost forgotten it.

It was her own voice, coming from the television. Younger, lighter, singing about moonlight, romance, and dancing until dawn. It was the voice of someone who believed in those things, who thought life was a stage and the spotlight would always be hers.

Margaret opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. The fluorescent lights kept humming. The rabbit-dog stared back, frozen in its leap across the stained plaster.

In the dayroom, her younger self kept singing and dancing, still believing the music would never end.

But Margaret knew better now. The music always stopped. The lights always went out. When that happened, you were left in a pink room with a ceiling stain and a body that barely remembered how to move.

She closed her eyes and waited for morning, knowing it would come whether she wanted it or not.








