
An angel in therapeutic shoes 
By Stephen Rusiniak 

 

It was the slow cadence of her softly sounding footsteps 
tapping the tiled floor that gave notice to all within earshot 
that an angel in therapeutic shoes was close by. 

 

 Francis was a sound sleeper but every morning her       
internal clock never failed to inform her that it was 6am. She’d 
immediately rise from her hospital bed and quietly move past 
her sleeping roommate and towards their shared bathroom.  

 Within minutes she’d emerge—washed and ready, wearing 
an old print housedress and those well-worn black therapeutic shoes that she needed to    
navigate the hallways. Her slightly longer than shoulder-length hair, entirely gray except for 
a few black strands that simply refused to surrender to the passage of time, was pulled back 
tightly into a small bun on the back of her head. 

 Although a resident of the nursing home, Francis was more like a self-appointed quasi 
member of the staff, Sturdy yet stooped she somehow seemed to always be in a perpetual 
state of constant, albeit, slow motion as she silently made it known daily that it was her duty 
to maintain the cleanliness and general good order of her domain, specifically, the floor on 
which she resided, and most especially, the combination dining-dayroom.  

 I was acutely aware of all this—mostly because while Francis might have considered 
herself staff, in reality, I was; a teenager whose responsibilities included cleaning the very 
same areas in which Francis presided.     

 While surveying and otherwise maintaining her realm, Francis had another equally      
important mission—attending to the needs of her fellow residents. Whether delivering a 
needed tissue or a cup of ice water, returning a dropped utensil to someone at dinnertime, or 
pushing a geriatric patient’s chair to and from any number of daytime activities, Francis could 
always be found faithfully serving her floor family.  

 But it was the slow cadence of her softly sounding footsteps tapping the tiled floor 
that gave notice to all within earshot that an angel in therapeutic shoes was close by, on     
duty, ready to serve others, always.     

 While Francis was certainly a sociable soul, her communication with others tended to 
be wordless. Soft spoken by nature, it was her omnipresent smile that silently shared     
whatever she wished to convey. The truth is Francis had little use for words—that is until one 
day when she did.    

 I wasn’t working that Thanksgiving night when Francis suffered a stroke, but a couple 
of days later, when next I saw her, she was in the dining room, straightening out the chairs 
and attempting to persuade an unaligned table back to its assigned position. Moving now with a 
slight but noticeable limp, Francis was, never the less, back on duty.    

 Her recovery appeared miraculous, but sadly, it wasn’t. 

 I went to help her realign the table and as I did I asked her how she felt. Francis 
looked at me and attempted to voice a reply—her words—incoherently mumbled. The stroke 
had stolen from her the ability to speak. 

 I too was now speechless.  

 Later  that  afternoon  I  saw  Francis  sitting in the dining  room  next to a  wall  now  



adorned with Christmas decorations. Absently, I asked if she was excited about the coming 
holidays. Francis looked at me, and then pointed towards the “Merry Christmas” banner on 
the wall, then to her mouth, and lastly, she pointed to mine.   

 It took a moment before the meaning 
of her message began to register: Francis  
wanted to say, “Merry Christmas,” and she 
wanted to be able to say it in time for the       
holiday.   

 My youthful ignorance knew no bounds 
when I told her that I’d help her to do just that.  

 From that moment forward, every spare moment that I had I’d sit with Francis and 
together we’d work—me repeating those two special words over and over as she studied the 
movements of my mouth, attempting then to replicate the sounds herself.   

 Quickly word had spread of what we were doing, and soon my efforts had morphed   
into a group project. First, the nurse’s aides and then the rest of the staff joined in to help 
make this special angel’s Christmas wish come true.     

 Four weeks later, on Christmas morning, when I arrived on the floor, there was     
Francis, greeting the incoming staff, with hugs, and of course, while uttering those two long 
fought for words, “Merry Christmas.”  

 Throughout the day, a steady stream of visitors arrived to see their loved ones and 
Francis was there to greet them—sharing with all her verbal gift, but admittedly, if it hadn’t 
been Christmas, understanding her words might have been a bit challenging. But after all, it 
was the holiday, and everyone understood the significance of those two mostly mumbled but 
beautiful words.  

 Before I left for home that afternoon, I stopped to see Francis, and surprisingly, she 
didn’t say a word, but her hug and her smile and her tears silently said all that I needed to 
know.    

 Francis never fully recovered from her stroke and suffered another a few months  
later, leaving it to me to maintain the cleanliness and general good order of her former      
domain, specifically, the floor on which, for a while, she’d resided.  

 It’s been more years than I care to mention, but around the holidays, I still remember 
the slow cadence of softly sounding footsteps tapping tiled floors, and an angel in therapeu-
tic shoes, faithfully serving her floor family.   

 We could sure use more angels like Francis in our world today. 
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backstory: 

 Each year, as the Christmas holidays near, I can’t help but remember 
back when I was a teenager, working in a nursing home, when I had to work the 
holidays, (which, I suppose, was good practice for when I eventually became a 
police officer and worked most holidays, for years!) 

 But most of all, I remember Christmas-time at the home.  

 I’d once written a piece, God bless you too, Santa which was about a special afternoon 
at the home when Santa visited with the residents, but more so, it was about how he       
comforted one special resident, bedridden, during her final moments before she passed away. 
(To read please visit my webpage and “other pieces” and then click on the title.) 

 When the Santa piece was included in Reader’s Digest, the interest generated by its 
publication and the subsequent conversations that followed reminded me that I had another  
Christmas-related nursing home piece tucked away in my writing files, and as you might have 
guessed, it happened to be An angel in therapeutic shoes.   

 Francis was one of those special folks who cared more about others than herself;  
someone who put the needs of others before her own—a perfect subject for any writer! 

 I ended my therapeutic shoes piece with these words: 

  “We could sure use more angels like Francis in our world today.”  

 And you know, we sure could. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

                                   

                              Francis 
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