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To all the angels on earth who are changing lives and making a difference by sharing kindness through human connections.


INTRODUCTION

My first act of kindness, or at least the first one I can remember, was putting money in the collection basket during Sunday mass.

I was too young to really understand what the money was for, other than it was somehow helping the less fortunate. I just liked the act of dropping some coins my mother gave me into the basket when it finally reached me. I also remember that not eating or drinking all morning before mass—a requirement back then—usually caused me to pass out in my pew not long after my little act of kindness.

As a young girl I also really liked angels, and I’d wonder if I’d ever be able to glimpse one, hovering over me, feathery wings fluttering in the air. Much later, as an adult, when my mother passed away, I began to think about angels again. In the years after I lost her, I still felt my mother’s presence in my life, watching over me, helping me, rooting me on. I could believe my mother had become an angel—my protector, my guardian, my guide through both the good times and the hardships of life.

Kindness and angels—I still spend a lot of time thinking about those two things today. In a way they’ve become the theme of my life, and certainly the theme of the book you are reading right now. Now I’m not any kind of expert in these matters. I’ve never studied angelology (yes, there is such a thing), nor do I have any special training in the psychology of kindness. The reason I am writing to you about them now is that over the last five years, I have been on a kind of journey that has given me a new understanding of the role of kindness and angels in our lives.

Of what it means to be an angel.

You see, I still believe in angels in the traditional sense—celestial beings with beautiful, fluffy wings.

But I’ve now learned there is another kind of angel, and over the last five years I have seen these angels everywhere.

These are the angels on earth.

And one of them is you.
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In 2011 I wrote a book called An Invisible Thread. It was about an extraordinary moment that happened in September 1986, when I was thirty-five and a successful ad sales executive living and working in New York City. That day, I passed a homeless eleven-year-old panhandler begging for money on the corner of 56th Street and Broadway.

“Excuse me, lady,” he said to me. “Do you have any spare change? I am hungry.”

I kept walking. There were lots of homeless people on the streets in New York City in the 1980s, and it was easy just to keep my head down and ignore them. But as I walked away from the boy, something clicked in my head. It was his words, his simple declaration to me.

“I am hungry.”

I stopped in the middle of Broadway, turned around, and went back to the boy, whose name was Maurice Mazyck. I offered to buy him lunch at a McDonald’s around the corner, and I asked if I could join him. I soon learned he hadn’t eaten anything in two days. That was our first meal together—Big Mac, french fries, and a chocolate shake, extra thick—but not our last. We wound up meeting for dinner the following Monday, and every Monday for the next four years, and hundreds of times after that. We lived only two blocks apart—me in a luxury high-rise, Maurice in a notorious welfare hotel riddled with drugs and crime—but we might as well have lived on different planets.

Even so, Maurice and I became friends, and that friendship is still going strong today, exactly thirty years later.

The story of how our unlikely friendship grew and changed both of us is the story I told in An Invisible Thread. The title is from an ancient Chinese proverb: An invisible thread connects those who are destined to meet, regardless of time, place, or circumstance. The thread may stretch or tangle, but it will never break. I chose that title because to me, it perfectly captured the essence of the friendship I share with Maurice. In a busy city of eight million people, on a street corner where literally thousands of people passed Maurice every day without so much as a glance, somehow we found each other at just the moment we most needed to find each other.

And everything that was to follow started with the simplest and smallest of gestures—me turning around and going back. Nothing dramatic, certainly nothing heroic. Still, that one, tiny moment changed everything. Some people call such a moment fate. Some call it destiny. Some refer to it as the hand of God at work.

I chose to think of it as an invisible thread—something larger than either Maurice or me steering us into each other’s paths, pulling us together.

Our meeting had a profound effect on both our lives, but what I would come to learn is that the real gift of that moment was not from me to Maurice, though I helped him chase a dream he never thought he could have.

It wasn’t even from Maurice to me, though his friendship has been one of the great blessings of my life.

No, the real gift of that moment was the gift we gave each other.

The gift of angel wings.
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In different religions and traditions, angels are assigned different roles. Some are protectors. Some are messengers. Some are guides. Some are meant to carry out God’s tasks.

But think about it—every single one of these angelic functions is something that we, as human beings, are more than capable of.

The dictionary definition of an angel is “a spiritual being believed to act as an attendant, agent, or messenger of God, conventionally represented in human form with wings and a long robe.” So—take away the wings and the long robe (at least for me; I don’t own one), and that definition can apply to all of us.

We can be one another’s protectors, and messengers, and guides. And we can carry out God’s tasks—charity, compassion, forgiveness, assistance, and love.

We can be the angels we so desperately need in our lives.

This is not some idle theory I’ve cooked up. It’s not some kind of wishy-washy spiritualism. The existence of angels on earth is real—very, very real. I have seen them, and met them, and heard their stories. I have experienced the powerful impact they can have.

I have seen them work miracles.

You may not be able to see their beautiful, feathery wings.

But you will know when one of these angels comes into your life.

After An Invisible Thread was published, hundreds of people were inspired to share their own “invisible thread” stories with me. The constant theme of all the letters and stories was that these people hadn’t even recognized how meaningful certain moments and gestures had been in their lives. They didn’t have a name for the unlikely connection they forged with someone unexpected.

But then, thanks to the story of Maurice and me, they were able to look back at their own moments and gestures and see them for what they were—huge turning points that altered the course of their life’s path. And they found a name for their own powerful connections: these were invisible threads.

Most important, it was as if they were finally able to recognize and appreciate the incredible power they possessed—the power we all possess—to change the world simply by sharing our innate goodness as human beings.

As angels on earth.

Just imagine how it made me feel to hear from all these people. When I wrote my book, I had no idea what to expect. I just sent it out into the world and waited to see what would happen. Then I began receiving letters and emails from people across the country and around the world, thanking me for sharing my story and telling me how much it meant to them. People thanked me for helping give a name to a special relationship in their lives. People read the book and re-bonded with old invisible thread connections. People were inspired to go out and discover new ones.

This is when I began to understand that the story of Maurice and me wasn’t just about the two of us.

It was about the deep, spiritual longing all of us have for meaningful, authentic connections in our lives.

What followed for me, in the five years since An Invisible Thread came out, was a remarkable journey that helped me develop a brand-new way of looking at life and love and friendships and, yes, angels.

The starting point of my journey was a recognition of the invisible threads that connect us all. But over time, I realized these threads were only a part of a bigger, more powerful equation. Because what truly matters is that we honor these connections—and the way we honor them is through kindness. It is a simple yet beautiful model, and it is built on three basic truths:

1. Everyone has invisible thread connections in their lives.

2. We honor and activate these connections through kindness.

3. Honoring our invisible thread connections makes us angels on earth.

You will see that I didn’t have to overhaul my life, or even make any radical changes, in order to experience the great blessings of this new view of the world. All that changed was my perception of how the world works—my way of thinking about everyday events. About what truly matters in our lives, and what doesn’t. About how we all fit into the great, big tapestry of existence.

And that change in perception has changed everything else in my life.
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Now, that change didn’t happen overnight. It happened over the course of the five-year journey that followed An Invisible Thread.

About two weeks after the book was released, I received a phone call from Vicki Sokolik, the founder and executive director of an amazing organization in Tampa called Starting Right, Now. Vicki has taken countless high school students under her wing and been like a mother to them. She sets up each teen with a dedicated mentor, and together they help the students find jobs and housing and deal with school and life issues. On top of all that, Vicki gives the students her unconditional love and support. As a result, these teens have thrived, breaking generational cycles of poverty and homelessness.

Vicki told me her charity was hosting a big event in October 2012, and she asked if I would come and give a speech about my story. I immediately thought, “Are you sure you have the right person?” It had never dawned on me that I’d be invited to talk about my story in front of groups of people.

Honestly, my whole life, I have been terrified of getting up and speaking in front of large crowds. In grade school I stayed away from plays, where I would have to talk, and settled for dance recitals. For a dance recital in the second grade, there was just me and another little girl dancing to “Oh, My Darlin’ Clementine.” I was terrified and tried to make myself faint, so I wouldn’t have to do it. A few grades later, every student had to read the day’s announcement over the school loudspeaker. When it was my turn, I went up to the microphone, froze after the first few words, turned around, and walked away in tears. Thankfully, the principal excused me from the announcement.

This wasn’t just stage fright. I absolutely dreaded the idea of speaking in front of large groups of people. Later on, when I became an ad sales executive for media companies like Time Inc. and Condé Nast, I worked hard to be able to address small gatherings of clients and colleagues—my comfort level was no more than ten or twenty. But any group larger than that was still a nightmare for me. When I had to deliver an important presentation to fifty coworkers in a big conference room, I stressed out about it for weeks.

So naturally, after An Invisible Thread came out, what was next for me?

Public speaking.

My first speaking event was at St. John’s Episcopal Church in Ivyland, Pennsylvania. I drove two hours and somehow managed to stay on my feet as I shared the story of Maurice and me with the thirty or so people who turned out.

But then the crowds started growing.

I was invited to speak at the Greater Houston Conference for Women, in front of hundreds of people. I told my story at a School Nutrition Association Conference in front of five thousand attendees. I was asked to participate in a global conference called Leadercast Live, which took place in an arena in Atlanta’s Gwinnett Center in front of eight thousand people—and was simulcast to 120,000 others around the world.

At that event, I was one of the main speakers, and I had to follow Archbishop Desmond Tutu!

I wound up traveling all over the country, from Boston to Hawaii, sharing the story of An Invisible Thread. In all, I’ve given more than one hundred fifty speeches, at corporate functions and charity events, in churches and synagogues, in front of local book club get-togethers. I have also been asked to speak in many elementary schools, middle schools, high schools, and universities, and I found that students of all ages were a huge audience for the message of my book. Through all these events, I have met thousands of people, and I’ve had hundreds of one-on-one conversations about a subject that was becoming the theme of my speeches and, indeed, my life.

Kindness.

And what I heard over and over, everywhere I went, was this: “The world needs more stories like yours.”

Followed, often, by just such a story.

That is how this book was born—in conversations with people from all different walks of life. In the incredibly heartwarming letters and emails I received from readers around the world, and in the inspirational stories they shared. In the realization that there was a simple, powerful message common to all these stories: that to live our best, happiest, most fulfilling lives, we need to open our eyes and our hearts to the invisible thread connections that are all around us—and we need to honor and activate these connections, so we can become angels on earth.
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The chance to share some of the stories I’ve heard with you—and to introduce you to some of the extraordinary people I’ve met—is one of the best gifts to come out of my five-year journey around the country. The woman who saved a life just by buying a book; the man who made an incredible sacrifice for a total stranger; the boy who found his miracle while selling tacos in a dangerous neighborhood—I simply can’t wait for you to meet these people.

All the stories in this book came to me through meetings, emails, and conversations; most of them have never been told in print before.

I’m also sharing the insight of some truly remarkable thinkers who crossed my path—people who made subtle shifts in their perception of the world and who beautifully articulate how you, too, can change your life with a simple change of attitude.

As you’ll see, I’ve arranged the stories into seven parts: Kindness, Yesness, Outwardness, Awareness, Uniqueness, Clearness, and Connectedness. I found that different stories spoke to me in different ways and taught me different things about invisible threads and angels. Some stories taught me smaller truths, others taught me really big truths, and all of them put together changed the way I look at the world. These seven parts represent a kind of blueprint of my journey—the step-by-step path I took to a new understanding of why we’re here.

The opportunity to share all of this with you now is the continuation of the miracle that started when I met Maurice on a busy street corner thirty years ago. And I hope that when you read these stories, you will react the way I did—with joy and wonder and amazement and hope.
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Of course, all of us already have important people in our lives. People we love, people we work with, people we run into while walking our dogs. Relatives, friends, spouses, confidantes. These connections are the very fabric of our lives—they give shape to who we are. And we all try our hardest never to take these connections for granted.

But sometimes we do. Sometimes we get lost in the routines and schedules of everyday life. We allow our world to get too narrow—we draw the circle tighter and tighter around us. Bit by bit, our focus turns inward—and all of a sudden we stop looking outward altogether.

And in this way we miss potential connections that could lead us to our best and happiest selves.

I know this happens, because it happened to me.

When I walked past Maurice on 56th Street all those years ago, my focus was as narrow as it could be. I was turned completely inward, busy with my job and my overscheduled life. There was no time in my hectic days for genuine gratitude and no room for someone like Maurice. And so I kept walking.

I almost failed to see the angel in Maurice.

I know now that there are millions of Laura’s and Maurice’s out there—people brought together by strange and wonderful circumstances; people bound forever across oceans and decades; people who, through the power of an invisible thread, became angels on earth.

This book is a collection of stories about some of them. And as you read them, be on the lookout for the turning point in all of them—that tiny moment when a simple gesture, a simple act of kindness, changes everything.

That’s all this book is—a challenge to you to recognize, and honor, the invisible thread connections in your life, and a guide to appreciating the ways you can be an angel on earth.

The philosopher Seneca once said, “Wherever there is a human being, there is an opportunity for kindness.” My journey has taught me that this is true.

But it has also taught me that wherever there is a human being, there is a potential angel on earth. None of us can become angels on our own—it is the interaction between two people that creates angel wings.

What I hope more than anything is that, with the stories and inspiration in this book, you will tap into the transcendent power of people being angels for one another.
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PART ONE

KINDNESS
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Kindness is simple. Kindness is easy. It doesn’t take a lot of effort, or even thought. Sometimes it happens automatically, because most humans are, by nature, kind. Don’t think of kindness as something you have to do—think of it as something you have to allow to happen. These stories taught me that amazing acts of kindness can emerge from the most ordinary events.


1

THE HUG

Dru Sanchez is a mother who lives in Tucson, Arizona, and works at a local newspaper there. One day, she drove to a supermarket near her office to grab something to eat at work. As she walked down an aisle, she noticed a family picking out groceries.

The mom, who was in her twenties, was pushing a shopping cart. Her young daughter, maybe three years old, rode in the cart, and two boys, probably six and eight, walked alongside. The boys were helping their mom put items in the cart. They looked like any other family, and Dru walked past them without a word.

A few minutes later, she saw the family again in a different aisle. This time, she noticed the elder boy holding something in his hands.

A small calculator.

The boy was adding up the price of items his mother wished to buy. Dru glanced into their cart and saw that there were no big boxes of cereal, no six-packs of soda, no packages of cookies. Just a few basics—bread, milk, butter, eggs. In that instant, something remarkable happened to Dru.

“The only way I can describe it is that I felt a strong tug on my heart,” she says. “Something was pulling on my heart, and it was telling me, ‘You need to do something for this family.’ ”

But why? Why did Dru have such a strong emotional reaction?

“Because I understood who this mother was,” she says. “She was me.”
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Twenty years earlier, Dru had been the struggling single mother of two children. Her ex-husband didn’t provide any support, so it was up to Dru to do everything for her kids—feed them, bathe them, clothe them, get them to day care, deal with their problems—all while working full-time at the Los Angeles Times, first as a clerk and later as a sales manager. She had to drive up to ninety minutes each way to get to work, which left her even less time to be with her children.

“It was a real struggle,” she says now. “I was lucky that I had a good job, but there were times when I had to hustle the kids into an after-school or day care program, and then I’d pick them up and have to tell the people I couldn’t afford to pay them. They always let me go, and I always promised to pay it forward.”

Many times, Dru went shopping with her kids. She didn’t use a calculator, but she had to be careful about what went into her cart. Even so, her children always got what they needed, and sometimes even what they wanted.

Twenty years later, in that supermarket in Tucson, she saw her younger self in the mother with three children.

“I could tell this was a family just trying to survive,” Dru says. “I knew these children weren’t going to get all the food they needed, and I knew their mother knew it, too. And I imagined how heartbreaking that must have been for her.”

Still, Dru passed the family by and went to another aisle.

A few minutes later, she ran into them again in a different aisle.

“That was God telling me, ‘Okay, here’s your chance,’ ” she says. “It was God saying, ‘You’re going to do this, and you’re going to do it now.’ ”

Slowly, Dru approached the family. When she had been a struggling single mother herself, Dru never asked anyone for help and probably wouldn’t have accepted it had it been offered. Now, she understood this mother might feel the same way.

“Excuse me,” Dru finally said. “I don’t mean to offend you at all, but . . . I would like to buy your groceries.”

Dru braced for what could have been an embarrassing moment. But it never came. Instead, the mother looked at Dru and started crying.

“Really?” the mother asked.

“Yes, yes,” Dru said, suddenly wiping tears from her own eyes. “You finish your shopping, and I will meet you up front.”

Then Dru quickly walked away. She didn’t want anyone else in the store to see what she was doing. She stood near the cash registers and waited patiently for the family to finish shopping and come up.

Five minutes passed. Then ten. Then fifteen.

The family never came up.
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Dru worried that she had offended the mother, that she was too proud to let someone pay for her groceries. Maybe they’d even sneaked out a side exit.

Dru went to one of the cashiers and bought a one hundred-dollar gift certificate. Then she went looking for the family.

She found them in the produce section. Before the mother could say anything, Dru handed her the gift card.

“I don’t want to make you rush,” Dru said. “I just want to give you this. Please take it. That’s all.”

The mother took the gift card, looked at Dru, and raised her arms. Then she leaned in and hugged Dru tightly. Dru hugged back.

“It was overwhelming,” Dru says. “We were both crying like babies.”

Finally Dru pulled back and walked away. She wanted to give the family some privacy. She walked a few steps, then heard a voice.

“Wait.”

Dru turned around and saw the woman’s two boys running right at her. When they got to her, they jumped up and wrapped their arms around her. They held her and hugged her and said “thank you” over and over. Their mother hadn’t told them to do it. They just did it. Dru tried to keep it together, but she couldn’t.

“I just broke out sobbing,” she says. “The boys hugging me was a feeling unlike anything I’d ever felt in my life. I understood the moment between the mother and me. But I didn’t expect the kids to hug me. I didn’t expect them to feel the same emotion. And they did! They felt the same thing in their hearts that I felt! It was unbelievable.”

Dru finally left the store and went back to work, still sobbing. She didn’t tell anyone about what happened, but she couldn’t stop thinking about it herself. “It was this profound moment for me,” she explains. “In that moment, it was as if I learned what life was really about.”

Dru returned to the supermarket a few times, hoping to see the family again. But she never did. Still, she now looked at all the shoppers differently. She looked at everyone differently. Her eyes were open in a way they’d never been before. “I am always on the lookout now for a situation to do something positive,” she says. “That one hug infused me with something really powerful, and I don’t think it’s ever going away.”

Dru knew the gift card wouldn’t change that family’s life. All it could do was maybe take some pressure off the mother and make her struggle a tiny bit easier. Then again, she realized, that’s all it had to do.

“It is about trying to give someone what they need at that moment,” Dru says. “That was my only thought. ‘Can I give this woman a little breather? Can I help her just a little at this moment?’ I realized that God puts us in each other’s paths just for this reason—so that we can help each other in big ways and small ways, too.”

Today, Dru still has her eyes open for ways she can help. In line at supermarkets, she’s always watching to see if someone can’t afford their groceries. Then she offers to help—sometimes fifteen cents, sometimes fifteen dollars. And every time it happens, it fills her with joy and gratitude. “Those feelings are irreplaceable,” she says. “They make you understand your place in a difficult world. I may never see that family again, but I’ll always remember that moment, and I think they will, too. I’d like to think that when the children grow up, they will do the same thing for others.”

One hundred dollars and a hug. That’s all that was exchanged. But the exchange itself created something far bigger, far more powerful, far more lasting.

“Sometimes,” says Dru, “we just have to let someone know we care about them.”
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ELEVATION

How can something as simple as a gift card turn a human being into an angel on earth?

It’s because kindness elevates.

Kindness elevates the simplest moment into something much bigger. Kindness also elevates us by enhancing our level of connection to the world. In practical terms, acts of kindness have been shown to elevate the levels of dopamine in our brains, producing an enhancement in our feelings of happiness and well-being.

Beyond this, however, I have seen how kindness has a transcendent power. Kindness enlarges everything it touches. Small actions become big actions; tiny moments become turning points; humans become angels. The sum is much greater than the parts.

When it comes to kindness, it’s as if there’s a lovely, strange magic at work.






2

THE GARAGE DOOR

Laura Lahey Chambers met her husband, Russ, at a friend’s wedding. She was the bridesmaid, Russ the best man. That was thirty-five years ago, and they’ve been together ever since. They have two beautiful children, Josh and Emily, and an awesome son-in-law, Adam, and grandson, Ben. They live a busy, comfortable life in North Canton, Ohio. They are, like me, blessed.

Ten years ago, when Laura’s youngest child went away to college, she found she really missed having someone around to fuss over. “All of a sudden I had no kids at home, but I wasn’t ready to stop being a mother,” she says. “I don’t think I ever will be.” She felt she still had a lot to offer—guidance, attention, wisdom—so she signed up to volunteer after work with an inner-city school reading program in Canton.

That’s where she met Felice.

Laura was paired up with Felice in the reading program, when Felice was seven years old. “She was this funny, hyper, silly, absolutely adorable but also mischievous little girl,” Laura says. “Just jumping up and down and dancing and laughing and giggling all the time. A lot of energy.” Laura didn’t know much about Felice’s situation, but even so she felt as if they were a good match. “I had this instant understanding about her, and a thought popped into my head: ‘She needs me,’ ” Laura recalls. “At the same time, I knew I needed her, too.”

After two reading sessions together, Laura took a chance and called Felice’s mother. She wanted to ask permission to take Felice out for ice cream. “I knew she always came to school hungry, and the free meal she got there might have been the only meal she ate all day,” Laura says. “I was told she was one of those kids who ate every last vegetable off her plate, because she was hungrier than most.”

Laura finally connected with Felice’s mother and asked permission for the after-school outing. “Come and take her,” was the mother’s reply.

Laura drove to where Felice lived, in one of the poorest sections of the city. As soon as she walked into the small, run-down apartment, Felice ran up and hugged her.

“Can we go now? Please?” Felice said.

Then Laura noticed another little girl in the apartment—Felice’s sister, Lucy, two years younger.

“Just as I got ready to leave with Felice, Lucy started bawling,” Laura says. “She was saying, ‘“I want to go! Felice can’t go without me! I want to go, too!’ ”

The girls’ mother told Lucy to be quiet. “This lady doesn’t want to take you,” she scolded. Laura bent down to the girl’s eye level and said, “If your mother says it’s okay, you can come, too.”

“Take ’em both,” their mother said.

“It was obvious their mom was going through some very hard times,” Laura says. “I realized how little this family had, and how little these sisters had been exposed to in their lives. It broke my heart.”

Laura piled the girls into her SUV and buckled them into the backseat. “Right away they were marveling at the car,” says Laura. “They were amazed by it. So they sat there, their little legs swinging in the air, laughing and giggling about the car.”

Laura turned on the radio, and music filled the air. “Now they really couldn’t believe it,” says Laura. “They’d never been in a car that played music.”

Laura drove them to McDonald’s and got them everything they wanted. The girls ate a lot of food, and quickly. “But what really got them were the cup holders in the back of the SUV,” says Laura. “I know it sounds like nothing, but they were so tickled that they each got a cup holder to put their drinks in. And Felice was like, ‘Okay, this is your cup holder, and this is my cup holder.’ They were just so happy about it.”

The next stop was Laura’s house, where she planned to play a few games with the girls before driving them back home. Laura pulled into her driveway and pressed the garage door remote. The garage door began to rise up.

“And all of a sudden, I just heard the loudest laughter,” Laura says. She couldn’t understand what was so funny, but finally figured it out.

It was the garage door opener.

“They just could not believe I could click a button and the door would open by itself. They laughed so hard when they saw me do it, and they asked me to do it again.”

So Laura lowered and raised the garage door once more.

The girls laughed even louder.

Then Laura said, “Do you want to try?” and handed the remote back to Felice.

Felice carefully held the remote and delicately pressed a button. She watched with wide eyes as the garage door slowly lowered. She pushed it again and watched the door go up. Then it was Lucy’s turn. Then Felice’s. Then Lucy’s again. All the while, the laughter never stopped. It only grew louder.

The three of them sat in Laura’s car in the driveway for the next twenty minutes, watching in wonder as the garage door rattled up and down.
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Laura became a mentor to the sisters and watched over them for the next eleven years. They lived with her during summers and went along on family trips. She bought them clothes, Christmas presents, and books; she taught them how to swim and read and cook. “Their favorite thing was when I bought them matching outfits,” says Laura. “They wore them every Christmas when we went to see The Nutcracker.”

There were a million other things she did for the girls—got them their first bikes, their first pretty shoes, their first leotards for gym lessons—but mainly what Laura gave them was her time and attention. “It was never about the material things,” she says now. “It was the moments. The experiences. It was about life! All these little things we take for granted meant the world to these two little girls.”

When Felice turned eighteen, she began spending less time with Laura. Lucy soon followed. Inevitably, Laura and the sisters grew apart. “Our relationship had never been an official relationship,” Laura says. “It just sort of happened over time. And when it ended, it was difficult. I watched the girls drift away from me, and there was nothing I could do.”

Laura would hear reports about how the girls were doing, and those reports weren’t always good. They were rebellious teenagers, and sometimes they got into trouble. Once in a while, Laura would text Felice just to say hi. “I’d write, ‘I love you a whole bunch,’ and she’d write back, ‘Yeah, yeah, love you, too.’ Sometimes she wouldn’t text back at all.” Right now, it’s hard to measure what sort of impact Laura has had on the girls, or if it will end up making a difference in their lives. The story of their invisible thread, Laura realizes, “isn’t finished yet. There are more chapters to be written. And who knows what the ending will be?”

But no matter what happens with the girls going forward, Laura appreciates what a great gift they’ve been in her life. “Through all my time with them, I just had this beautiful peacefulness about it,” Laura says. “It just felt right to me. Other people might have wondered what I was doing or felt I was crossing a line, but I wasn’t focused on that. My only focus was on the girls. ‘They need me. We need each other.’ That’s all I was thinking about. ‘We need each other.’ ”

Few things are certain in anyone’s life, but Laura is absolutely certain of one thing: “The invisible thread between us will never, ever be broken. I just know that deep in my heart. I know if I called those girls right now and said, ‘Hey, you nutheads wanna get something to eat?’ they’d say yes. They would come. That’s how strong our connection is.”

Recently, Laura put her theory to the test.

She called Felice and asked if she and her sister wanted to go to Friendly’s, their favorite restaurant. “Immediately, she said yes,” Laura says. “And as soon as I picked them up and they hopped in my car, there was a transformation. We were laughing and giggling and goofing around just as we always had. It was as if nothing had changed.”

An unbreakable bond, a lifelong bond, a forever bond—and it all began in a driveway, with a garage door that wouldn’t stay still.

“Even today, every single time I use the garage door opener, I think about Felice and Lucy, and my stomach does a flip,” Laura says. “That was the moment when the girls took over my heart. It was this tiny, simple, insignificant thing, but to the three of us it was so powerful. It was magic.”

[image: images]





RIPPLES

Not too long after An Invisible Thread came out, I received an email from Talia Bardash, an eleventh grader at the Frisch School in New Jersey.

Talia had read the book and made it the subject of an outside reading assignment that was part of a Twitter project. “I hope I have the strength to be as unselfish as you,” she wrote to me in her email. Then she asked if she could interview me for her project, since interviewing an author pretty much guaranteed she’d get an A.

Unfortunately, I was traveling and didn’t get home in time to help her with the project. But I promised to make it up to Talia by visiting her school and giving a speech there. My only condition was that Talia had to be the one to introduce me.

On the day of the speech, I finally met Talia, and she was wonderful. Bright, smart, poised—exactly what I expected. Her parents and grandmother were there, too, and they watched proudly as Talia walked onto the stage and talked about An Invisible Thread. When she was done, she came off the stage and sat with her parents. I noticed that her father, Jody Bardash, had tears in his eyes.

After my speech, Talia’s father came up to thank me.

“You have made a real difference in my daughter’s life,” he said. “She wondered if you would keep your word and come to her school, and she couldn’t wait to meet you. Thank you for what you have done for her. I would very much like to pay it forward.”

He even had an idea for how to do it.

Talia’s father was a highly successful dentist who traveled the world helping those who couldn’t afford dental services. When he watched a video of Maurice and me, he noticed Maurice’s front tooth was badly chipped. He offered to fix the tooth for free.

“I want to give Maurice his beautiful smile back,” Dr. Bardash said.

And so he did.

I’ll never forget the day Maurice texted me a photo of his new front tooth. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smiling quite that wide.

Getting to meet Talia and her parents, and having Dr. Bardash turn around and do something so special for Maurice, are some of the very best moments of my entire journey, which I will always cherish.

But Talia also taught me something remarkable about angels on earth.

She taught me that every act of kindness has a knock-on effect. Every act of kindness produces a second act of kindness.

We might not always notice it—and it might not be as obvious as Maurice’s gleaming new tooth—but it happens somewhere, to someone. That’s because kindness is contagious. Kindness leads to more kindness.

Kindness ripples.

It’s as if the universe matches every act of kindness with a kind act of its own.
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THE WALLET

I have a friend, Chuck Posternak, who years ago shared an amazing story with me. It was about a wallet. At the time, I was really moved by his story, but over the years Chuck and I lost touch, and I forgot all about it.

Then my book was published, and Chuck wrote to say hello. He also reminded me of the wallet story. I felt the same emotions all over again, and I asked him if I could share his story in this book.

It started when Chuck was a boy who loved summer camp. He loved it as a camper, and then he loved it even more as a counselor. “There was something about being able to help kids and steer them and watch them develop certain values,” Chuck, a highly successful investment executive, says now. “I knew that when I finally left the camp, I wanted to find an extension of that and keep doing it.”

What he found was Big Brothers Big Sisters, the century-old nonprofit group that matches vulnerable youngsters with older mentors.
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