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Prologue – Before the Shift

Before Riverbend, Herbie’s life ran on routine and purpose.

He lived in a small upstairs apartment near the bus stop — the kind of place that always smelled faintly like coffee and laundry detergent. Every morning, he brewed a single cup, packed a lunch in the same red cooler, and rode public transit to St. Elizabeth Hospital, where he volunteered as a guest guide. He liked greeting people who looked lost. “Follow me,” he’d say with a grin, steering them toward elevators or waiting rooms. He made nervous families laugh and scared patients breathe easier.

Herbie had a gift for finding light in heavy places.

He’d been born with a developmental disability that made others underestimate him, but that never stopped him from showing up. “You don’t have to be perfect to make a difference,” he’d tell new volunteers. “You just have to clock in.”

At night, after his shift, he’d wheel home through the downtown streets, nodding to shop owners who all knew his name. He’d cook microwave dinners, watch old sitcom reruns, and call his sister to tell her about the day — the little victories no one else noticed: helping an anxious kid find a teddy bear in the gift shop, calming a visitor who fainted, collecting smiles like timecards.

Then came the letter.

Budget cuts. Policy changes. His waiver funding — gone. Within weeks, his independence unraveled. The bus pass expired. The rent came due. He packed his life into two boxes, trying to pretend it was temporary. “Just another detour,” he told himself. But when the transport van arrived to take him to Riverbend Living Center, reality sank in.

As the door closed behind him, Herbie stared out the window, hands folded tight. The city rolled past like a dream he wasn’t ready to wake from. He whispered the same words that had carried him through every long day:

“It is not the end of the shift. Just the beginning of a new journey.

And with that, the story began — the moment before the van turned down the long, winding drive to Riverbend Living Center.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Admission
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Herbie sat in the passenger seat of the transport van; hands folded tightly in his lap. The seat belt pressed against his chest as the driver hummed along to a country station he didn’t recognize. He tried to smile politely, but the reality of where he was headed sat heavy in his stomach.

He’d spent years proving he could live on his own — paying his own bills, volunteering at the hospital, showing everyone that being born with a developmental disability didn’t mean he couldn’t have a life. Now, because his waiver was cut, he was being sent to a nursing home. Not for a weekend. Not for rehab. For good.

The van turned off the main road toward a long, winding driveway. Herbie’s reflection flashed across the glass — tired eyes but still determined. “This isn’t the end,” he whispered to himself. “It’s just... another shift.”

The building came into view: Riverbend Living Center. It looked clean enough — brick walls, trimmed hedges — but it wasn’t home. Inside, fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, nurses in scrubs moved like they were on autopilot, and residents sat in wheelchairs lining the hall.

A nurse named Lori approached, clipboard in hand. “Hi, Herbie. I’m Lori. We’ve been expecting you.”

Her voice was kind but rehearsed — the same tone she probably used a hundred times before. Herbie offered a shaky smile. “Thanks,” he said. “Guess this is where I clock in.”

Lori looked puzzled. “Clock in?”

Herbie nodded. “Every day’s a shift. You show up, do your best, and hope you get to go home when it’s over.”

Something in his tone caught her. “I like that,” she said softly. “Let’s get you settled, okay?”

As they walked through the hall, Herbie noticed a young resident by the TV, tapping his fingers in rhythm to the music videos. Another resident was sketching in a notebook. For a second, Herbie felt a flicker of belonging. Maybe this place wasn’t just about endings. Maybe, if he played it right, this could be the start of a new kind of shift.

Lori led him to Room 12. “This will be your room. You’ve got a good view of the courtyard — flowers, birds, all that.”

Herbie wheeled to the window. Outside, volunteers were planting mums in the flowerbeds. He recognized one of them — a girl from the hospital where he used to help guide visitors. She hadn’t noticed him yet.

He smiled faintly. “Guess I’ll still get to see the action.”

Lori handed him his admission papers. “If you need anything, you press that button and I’ll come running.”

He laughed. “You mean that, or is that just part of the script?”

She grinned back. “Guess you’ll have to find out.”

As the door clicked shut, Herbie leaned back in his chair, the hum of the hallway fading to a low drone. This wasn’t where he imagined his life going — but he wasn’t done fighting. Somewhere between the buzz of lights and the quiet of the courtyard, he promised himself he’d turn this place into something more than a waiting room.

This was his new shift.

And he was clocked in.
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Chapter 2 – The Routine

[image: ]


Morning sunlight crept through the blinds of Room 12, cutting across Herbie’s face. The hum of the hallway had already begun — call lights chiming, wheelchairs squeaking, nurses exchanging clipped good-mornings as they changed shifts.

Herbie blinked awake to the sound of Lori’s voice just outside his door. “Okay, Mr. Givens, I’ll be right back with your meds!” she called down the hall. Then the door swung open.

“Morning, Herbie,” she said, smiling. “Did you sleep okay your first night?”

He rubbed his eyes. “If you count four hours and a roommate who snores like a lawnmower, sure.”

Lori laughed softly. “You’ll get used to it. Breakfast is in fifteen minutes. Want to roll down with me?”

“Yeah,” he said, glancing around the room. “I might as well see what the cafeteria food’s like before I file my first complaint.”

Lori grinned. “You sound like you’ve done this before.”

“I used to volunteer at St. Elizabeth,” he said. “I know what happens when the eggs look suspicious.”

The dining room buzzed with chatter. A few residents were watching the morning news, others pushing trays along the buffet line. A man with a shock of white hair waved a spoon in greeting. “New guy! Over here!”

Herbie hesitated, then rolled over. “Hey, I’m Herbie.”

“Name’s Donnie,” the man said. “Former mail carrier. I have been here for six months. You get used to the routine — if you don’t, the routine gets used to you.”

Lori set Herbie’s tray down and gave Donnie a mock warning look. “Don’t scare him off yet.”

Herbie smirked. “I’ve survived cafeteria lasagna. I’ll be fine.”

Donnie chuckled. “We got a comedian. You’ll fit in fine here, kid.”

After breakfast, physical therapy. Then vitals. Then a long afternoon where time stretched like taffy. Lori stopped by between rounds.

“Doing, okay?” she asked.

He nodded toward the window. “Just watching the volunteers out there. Guess they don’t need extra help?”

She looked out too. “They always need help. Why?”

He shrugged. “Old habits. It's hard to sit still when you’re used to doing something.”

She smiled, recognizing the restlessness. “Tell you what — let me talk to the coordinator. Maybe we can get you helping out with indoor deliveries or event prep.”

Herbie’s eyes lit up. “Are you serious?”

“Serious as the flu shot clinic,” she said. “I’ll check on it this afternoon.”

When Lori left, Herbie stared at the hallway again. Wheelchairs rolled past. The smell of disinfectant mixed with instant coffee. 
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Chapter 3 – The Volunteer List
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By the third morning, Herbie already knew the rhythm of the building — when the coffee brewed, when the aides joked at the nurses’ station, when the TV in the lounge flipped from the news to talk shows.

He wasn’t part of it yet, but he was learning the beat.

Lori appeared with her usual clipboard and bright tone. “Hey, Herbie. Got some news for you.”

He straightened up. “Good or bad?”

“Depends,” she said, pretending to think. “You want to help with deliveries this afternoon?”

Herbie blinked. “Wait, really?”

She grinned. “Maintenance and Activities both agreed. You can help roll meal trays, deliver papers, and maybe check on residents who don’t have family. It’s not exactly a hospital job, but it’s something.”

Herbie’s chest lifted. “That’s more than something. That’s... work.”

“Then you’re on the volunteer list,” Lori said, scribbling a note. “Your first shift starts at two.”

The clock ticked slowly until afternoon. When Lori came back, she introduced him to Mr. Hayes, the activity coordinator — a wiry man with reading glasses always slipping down his nose.

“So, you’re Herbie,” Hayes said. “Lori tells me you’re reliable.”

Herbie smiled. “I try. Used to be a Guest Guide at St. Elizabeth.”

“Good. We can use that kind of energy around here. Some of the residents could use a little company.”

He handed Herbie a cart loaded with books, puzzle magazines, and snacks. “Just wheel around, ask who wants what. Most
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