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Finding Color

The sunlight came through the activity room’s windows, cutting over the volunteers’ shoulders and throwing shadows across the floor.  The white hair of the nursing home residents disappeared into the brightness, the radiance making the room washed-out and colorless.  This is something that has always fascinated me, how beams of light filled with color can fill a room with whiteness, a color that feels all encompassing like snow, but in fact absorbs nothing.
I offered to walk Roger and Alvira back to their room.  Today the couple had come to the activity wearing tie-dyed socks we had made weeks earlier, everyone admiring the bright colors and designs as Roger sat down and his short slacks revealed blue and red sunbursts.  They had just celebrated their 65th wedding anniversary and none of us could comprehend how long their marriage had lasted: how many summers and winter holidays and iced birthday cakes with frothy flowers and twisted candles.  How much laughing and arguing and the cleaning up of breakfast tables and leaves in the yard.

Roger and Alvira had a cork board in their room covered with photos.  At the center was a picture of them together, around the time they were married, sitting in the sun with the ocean to their backs.  Her flowered skirt was spread out across the sand and he was smiling.  I noticed that their eyes hadn’t changed since then.
“That was my favorite yellow skirt,” Alvira added, noticing my gaze.  I blinked, seeing that the photo was in black and white.  I have often watched old black and white films and halfway through realized that my mind had been substituting colors the entire time, seeing cherry red and turquoise where there is only gray.
“Beautiful,” I murmured.  Before Alvira had said anything, I had already visualized her skirt as yellow.  I had seen it, just as clearly as I saw them standing next to me.  I understood then, that all of these people who filled the retirement home with laughter and thankful words, had lived different and astonishing lives.  They should not be thrown aside and stored away like outdated snapshots.  And they could not be grouped into the aging stereotypes of today, where they are viewed as ordinary and colorless.

In one photo, Alvira was wearing peach lipstick.  Her hair was a bright auburn.  Roger’s tie was green and orange plaid, and in another picture his winter coat was blue.
It was then, my eyes suddenly filled with the color I had neglected to see, that I knew I wanted to work with the elderly for the rest of my life.  How could I explain to Roger and Alvira that I had realized my life was enriched by spending time with them?  That I found their colorful lives to be both wonderful and humbling?
“Alvira, you…,” the perfect words escaped me, but I found others. “You look nice in yellow.”
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