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For the quiet souls,

the kind souls,

the overlooked souls.

You are seen.

To My Father in Heaven —

The Author of every story,

the Keeper of every heart.

“The LORD is with you in all kinds of weather, stormy or calm, evermore...” – Camille D Swanson

“The LORD is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a contrite spirit.” — Psalm 34:18  
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Chapter One
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Ellen Ward unlocked the front doors of Willow Brook Nursing Home at 6:57 a.m., three minutes early, the way she always did. The building was quiet — the kind of quiet that held stories. She flicked on the lobby lights, straightened the stack of visitor badges, and whispered good morning to the framed photo of the founder on the wall.

By 7:05, the first resident showed up to her desk.

“Morning, Ellen,” Mr. Donnelly said, his voice gravelly but warm.

She smiled readily. “You’re up early. Couldn’t sleep?”

He shrugged. “Dreams were loud.”

Ellen nodded. She didn’t ask for details. She didn’t need to. People told her things without speaking.

A nurse hurried past, frazzled. “Ellen, can you call maintenance? Room 214’s heat is out again.”

“Already did,” Ellen said gently. “They’re on their way.”

The nurse blinked. “How did you—”

“I heard Mrs. Keating coughing when I came in.”

The nurse exhaled. “You’re a paragon and a lifesaver.”

Ellen smiled, but only after the nurse walked away. She didn’t feel like any of those words. Neither lifesaver, nor especially a paragon. She felt like a receptionist, doing her job, the best she could.

But the residents knew better. So did the employees. And the family members.

Ellen was typing up the morning visitor log when the new maintenance man stopped at her desk. He had a clipboard in one hand and a confused look on his face.

“Uh... sorry,” he said. “I’m still getting lost. This is such a big place. I’m looking for Room 118?”

Ellen smiled, warm and automatic. “That’s okay. It took me a long time to get acclimated when I first started.” She stood and pointed “Down the hall, second door on the left.”

He smiled broadly and stood still for a moment plainly staring — at her.

“You’ve got... really kind eyes,” he said before he could stop himself, surprised he’d spoken aloud the very thing he felt the moment he first saw her weeks earlier.

Ellen froze. Compliments weren’t her world. And she always was taken by surprise when they did come.

“Oh,” she said in a soft, small voice. “Um—Thank you.”

He nodded awkwardly and hurried off, but he kept glancing back, like he’d seen something he didn’t expect. Something gentle. Something rare. Something special. And he wanted to make sure she was really there.

Ellen sat still for a moment, her fingers hovering above the keyboard. Compliments weren’t part of her daily landscape. Not from men. Not from anyone, really. She wasn’t the type people noticed.

Kind eyes.

The words lingered longer than they should have, settling somewhere she didn’t have time to name. She pressed her lips together, trying to smooth the flutter in her chest. It was silly. It was nothing. Just a man asking for directions.

But still... It had been a long time since anyone looked at her like that — like she was more than the person behind the desk.

She exhaled slowly, grounding herself in the familiar hum of the building. The soft shuffle of slippers. The distant clatter of breakfast trays. The quiet, steady rhythm of a place where people came to be cared for.

She belonged to that rhythm. It was safe. Predictable. And she reminded herself she liked it that way.

She hoped the new maintenance hire would be kind and going to work out. It was difficult for the residents with staff turnover, they form bonds and find comfort in familiarity, disliking change. And being friendly, compassionate, and ready to help was part of everyone’s job. After all, we’re working in “their home.” 

Before Ellen could return to her paperwork, a voice called from down the hall.

“Ellen! Can you come for a minute?” It was nurse Carla, sounding out of breath.

Ellen stood quickly. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Mr. Hanley,” Carla said, hurrying toward her. “He’s refusing his morning meds again. Being stubborn and ornery as always. Says he won’t take them unless you’re there.”

Ellen’s heart softened. “Oh, dear.”

Carla nodded, exasperated but smiling. “I’ve tried everything. He keeps asking, ‘Where’s Ellen?’ She knows how to talk to me. I don’t trust any of your nurses.’”

Ellen felt that familiar tug — the one that reminded her why she did this work. Why she showed up early. Why she stayed late. Why she listened. She loved these residents as if each one was her family member. This calling for the elderly was placed in her heart as far back as she could remember.

“Alright,” she said gently. She touched Carla’s arm with understanding. “Let’s go.”

As she followed Carla down the hall, she could already picture Mr. Hanley sitting in his recliner, arms crossed, stubborn as ever. But she also knew he’d uncross them the moment she walked in.

Some people just needed a familiar voice. A steady presence. Someone who saw them. Someone who listened and saw them as a person, not a number in a room.

And somehow, without ever trying, Ellen had become that someone.

“Good morning, Mr. Hanley, what’s going on?”

He uncrossed his arms and sat up with a weak smile running his hand across his white crop of hair. “Ellen, this old battle ax is pushing me with all kinds of pills. I don’t want them. And she knows I don’t want them.”

“Mr. Hanley,” Ellen said, her tone warm but firm, “Nurse Carla is only doing her job. And she is not an old battle-ax, and you know that.”

“Well... I guess.” He sighed, glancing at Carla. “I’m sorry, Carla. I’ll take them now if Ellen stays with me while I do so.”

“Of course I will, Mr. Hanley,” Ellen said, pulling a chair closer to him before she sat. “Where else would I be? You’re very important to me, you know that.”

Mr. Hanley’s shoulders relaxed, the fight leaving him as quickly as it had come. Carla handed him the small paper cup, and he took each pill without hesitation — eyes on Ellen the whole time, as if her presence alone steadied his hands.

As Mr. Hanley swallowed the last pill, a soft knock sounded at the doorframe.

Daniel stood there. Blonde wavy hair falling over his blue eyes.

He hadn’t meant to interrupt — that much was clear from the way he hovered, one hand on the cart, the other gripping his clipboard like he wasn’t sure if he should stay or go. But something in his eyes said he’d been there for a moment... watching.

Not in a strange way. In a moving way. An impressed way that spoke to his heart.

“I, uh... didn’t mean to bother you,” he said ever so politely. “I was just checking the vents in the hall and heard voices. Just trying to get acquainted with the place and the people.”

Carla gave him a quick nod and slipped out, leaving Ellen still seated beside Mr. Hanley.

Daniel’s gaze shifted to the old man, then back to Ellen. “You’re... really good with people,” he said, almost under his breath, like he wasn’t sure he had the right to say it.

Ellen felt her cheeks warm. “It’s just part of the job.”

Mr. Hanley snorted. “No, it ain’t! Plenty of folks work here. Only a few care like she does. One or two, maybe three. Ellen is top notch and you best not forget that you young pup!”

Daniel’s eyes softened. “Yeah,” he murmured. “I can see that. And I will not forget it; you can count on that.”

For a moment, the room felt still — the kind of stillness that happens when someone sees you more clearly than you’re used to being seen.

Ellen stood, smoothing her blue dress. “Did you need something, Daniel?”

He blinked, as if remembering why he’d come. “Oh — yeah. Sorry. Maintenance is supposed to check the thermostat in this room. I didn’t want to come in if you were busy.”

“You’re fine,” Ellen said gently. “Go ahead and check.”

As Daniel stepped inside, Mr. Hanley leaned toward her and whispered, not quietly at all, “I’m sensing that he’s a good one. Don’t let this one get away Nice looking lad too!.”

Ellen nearly choked on her own breath. “Mr. Hanley...”

Daniel glanced over his shoulder, confused. “Everything okay?”

Ellen forced a smile. “Perfectly fine.”

But her pulse was not.

She was saved by a page crackling overhead. “Ellen, please return to the front desk. Thank you.”

“Mr. Hanley, that’s me,” she said, rising. “I must get back. Please be good. We care about you and want you around for a long time to come.”

“Firecrackers! I’m an old man — how much longer do I got?”

“As far as I’m concerned, you have a lot of life left,” Ellen said, wagging a playful finger at him. “And besides, it wouldn’t be the same without you around here. So, just continue to take your meds!”

He smiled, softening. “You are the daughter I never had. Your heart is gold. Bless you sweetheart.”

“Well, the feeling is mutual,” she said warmly. “I think you have a golden heart when you take the time to show it.”

She laughed, and somehow managed to make Mr. Hanley laugh too.

Daniel watched the interaction from the corner of the room. There was something so unique about Ellen — something the world didn’t have enough of. Compassion. Authenticity. Steady in a way that makes people feel safe.

“Danny boy,” Mr. Hanley called out, already settling back into his recliner, “that there lady is one of a kind. Those big brown eyes and that big golden heart — rare breed. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take a nap. I didn’t sleep all night. And if you’re smart, you’d think about inviting her to lunch one of these days.”
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Chapter Two
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Ellen stepped out of Mr. Hanley’s room with her pulse still fluttering in her throat. The door clicked softly behind her, but his words followed her into the hallway like warm embers she didn’t quite know what to do with.

Those big brown eyes... that big golden heart... invite her to lunch...

She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to steady herself. Mr. Hanley had always been bold, but today he’d been downright reckless with his matchmaking. And Daniel — well, she wasn’t sure what to make of him yet. He was new, quiet, observant... and far too handsome for her peace of mind. The kind of man that probably can have his pick of any woman he wanted.

The hallway was unusually still. Morning sun spilled through the tall windows, dancing across the floor as it shimmered. Ellen took a slow breath, letting the quiet settle her nerves.

She had work to do. She had responsibilities. She had no business thinking about lunch invitations.

But her heart... her heart had other ideas. The heart never listens or beats to practicality. It seems instead to close its ears to reason and beats to its own rhythm.

As she walked toward the front desk, she caught sight of Daniel down the corridor. He was kneeling beside a maintenance cart, sorting tools, his blonde hair falling over his forehead in that unintentional way that made him look younger, softer, almost boyish.

He glanced up.

Their eyes met.

And for a moment — just a moment — the world seemed to pause between them.

Daniel stood, wiping his hands on a cloth. “Hey,” he said, voice gentle, almost shy. “Sorry again for interrupting earlier.”

“You didn’t interrupt,” Ellen replied, though her voice betrayed her with a slight tremor. “Mr. Hanley just... likes to talk.”

Daniel’s smile was small, warm, and disarmingly sincere — the kind that lit up his sparkling blue eyes. “Yeah,” he said, voice low. “I’m starting to see that.” 

She should have walked away. She should have gone back to her desk. But something in his expression — something earnest, something kind — held her in place. She was fixed on his disarming smile and deeply etched dimples.

“Listen,” Daniel said, shifting his weight, suddenly unsure. “I... uh... hope he didn’t embarrass you.”

“Oh, he absolutely did!” she said, surprising herself with a laugh. “But that’s just Mr. Hanley. It’s all good. Part of his adorable charm.”

Daniel’s smile deepened. “Well... for what it’s worth... he’s not wrong.”

Ellen blinked. “I’m sorry—about what?”

Daniel hesitated — then spoke softly, almost reverently.

“About you being one of a kind.”

Her breath caught.

Before she could respond, a call crackled over the intercom: “Ellen, please return to the front desk. Thank you.”

Again saved by the bell. Or cursed by it. She wasn’t sure which.

“I... I should go,” she whispered.

Daniel nodded, but his eyes lingered on her with a tenderness
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