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Introduction


What’s the best way to make yourself feel great? Do an act of kindness for someone! Scientific studies have shown that doing good for others is not only good for the recipient of the kindness, but also for the person who is doing it, making that person measurably happier and healthier.


Of course, Canadians are known around the world for their kindness. But even they need some help in letting that kindness shine through. Sometimes you might not know exactly how to help, or you feel that you might be interfering, so you hold back and you don’t do that kind thing you were contemplating.


What I love about this new collection of stories from Chicken Soup for the Soul, just for Canadians, is that these stories show you that it’s okay to follow that impulse! You’ll find stories about every kind of kindness in these pages, from the everyday to the extraordinary. And you’ll probably come away from this book with some new ideas for ways that you and your family and friends can make a difference in your communities and in your country.


Canada is filled with people who care for and about each other. One of the ways they help each other is through United Way Centraide Canada, which enables volunteers and donors to become champions of generosity in their communities.


In the pages of this book, you’ll read about how volunteering and giving changes the lives of both the givers and the recipients. In Chapter 1, for example, which is about “The Power of Community,” Laura Whitman tells us how the city of Halifax came together on the 100th anniversary of the historic explosion in the harbour. Laura’s United Way decided they would enlist 500 volunteers to do 100 projects for the community on December 6, 2017. They ended up surpassing those numbers and Laura says it “was a citywide display of volunteerism, kindness, gratitude and enthusiasm.” When she learned that a businessman named A. H. Whitman had stepped in to help the city right after the explosion 100 years ago, she decided to research whether there was a family connection. Sure enough, Arthur Hanfield Whitman was her husband’s cousin.


Canadian kindness comes in many forms, and we made sure to include an ample supply of stories that involve hockey, because this is, after all, Canada! In Chapter 2, which is titled “Kindness from a Stranger,” Leigh Anne Saxe tells us that it was the Leafs’ last game in the Maple Leaf Gardens and Leigh Anne’s whole family wanted to go. But there were five of them, and only four season tickets. So Leigh Anne and her sister were “sharing” a ticket, until a ticket collector noticed that they kept switching who got to go in and who had to stand outside and wait. He let both girls in. Leigh Anne says, “It might have seemed like a little thing to him, easily forgotten, but it made a huge difference to us, and when I think of that night, I still remember what he did for our family.”


I’ll bet that kindly ticket collector did feel good about his act of kindness. He probably went home with a warm glow in his heart. Because when we reach out and help a stranger, it changes us. Mary Anne Molcan talks about that in Chapter 3, which is called “There for Each Other.” She was rushing home for Thanksgiving dinner after work when she encountered a young man who had missed his bus. If he waited for the next bus, he’d miss his curfew and his bed at the Salvation Army. Mary Anne looked into his eyes, and she says, “I saw a person. I saw him. I heard a small voice that quietly said, ‘He’s someone’s son.’ ” She drove him, and as they chatted he learned that she was missing her own Thanksgiving dinner. That made him cry. Mary Anne says that not everyone should offer a ride to a stranger, but this felt right to her, and she says, “In finding the strength to allow myself to be a little vulnerable, I opened myself up to a life-changing experience.”


It’s not all about helping strangers, because, of course, “charity starts at home” as the saying goes. Julie Winn has a story about that in Chapter 4, “The Power of Friendship.” She describes living in Toronto, in a neighbourhood that feels more like a village where everyone helps each other. Her neighbor acts as a surrogate grandmother to Julie’s children, and they in turn do nice things for her, such as shoveling her back stairs. She turns around and delivers homemade cookies the next day. This is how communities are supposed to behave, engaging in that back and forth that makes us all feel like family.


Speaking of family, did you know that Family Day is a uniquely Canadian holiday? In Chapter 5, “We Are Family,” I was impressed by Heidi Allen, who actually adopted a forty-year-old man with Down syndrome whom she met when she was working at a school for disabled adults. Heidi ended up raising her baby son with his special big brother, and she says, “He taught us that family doesn’t just exist in the DNA. Family is a feeling. Family is love.”


Family includes your pets, and they can get in on the kindness act, too! If you have a dog or a cat, you’ll love Chapters 6 and 7 of this book — “Doggone Kind” and “Purrfect Compassion.” Kimberley Campbell tells us about her rescue dog, a retired racing Greyhound that became a therapy dog and visited a ninety-year-old lady in a nursing home. That lady hadn’t spoken in at least a year, until Itssy put her head in the lady’s lap.


Our pets really do have an intuitive ability to perform their own acts of kindness, and Shirley Stevenson learned that when her cat started asking to go outside every day at 1 p.m. Shirley decided to spy on her cat one day. She learned that a group of disabled young adults walked past her house every day at that time, and her cat Marmalade had been meeting them outside for months. Petting Marmalade was the highlight of their daily walk, according to their chaperone.


One of the things they see all the time at United Way is that giving is a two-way street. One year you can be the recipient, and the next year you can be back on your feet, sharing with people who are experiencing the same challenges you just overcame. Jennifer Bly shares a story about that in Chapter 8, which is about “The Joy of Giving.” She says that she used a food bank for almost a year when she was going through some medical problems. At first, she was embarrassed, but the staff was so kind and understanding that she didn’t feel judged at all. A couple of decades have passed since those tough times, and now Jennifer joyfully donates food and serves as a volunteer at her local food bank.


That joy in giving is described by Niki Card in her story about Conscious Kindness Day, a wonderful annual event conducted by United Way Winnipeg that has been adopted by other United Way Centraides across the country. Niki tells us that her daughter performed acts of kindness for strangers, for the staff at her school, and for family members. And as a teacher, Niki watched her students prepare for the special day, giving up many recesses to do so. She says that the “ripple effect of spreading kindness is very noticeable,” and that “Conscious Kindness Day is a real boost to morale for both the giver and the recipient, and the impact lasts much longer than a day.”


Winter is the season of giving, with Christmas and Hanukkah and a general sense of sharing in the air, and Chapter 9, about “Holiday Helpers,” is a heartwarming look at the ways that Canadians bring light back into those dark months. I loved Danielle Kuhn’s story. Her little boy wanted to give toy fire trucks to the local firefighters, who weren’t “allowed to play” with the model ones they had in a display case. This desire to give gifts to the firefighters has grown into a massive undertaking by the Kuhn family, in which they take food and sweet treats to uniformed personnel in their town on Christmas Eve. Those firefighters, police officers, paramedics, and associated emergency responders have been their grateful recipients for more than twelve years now, and Danielle says that making the rounds of their town’s on-duty first responders is the highlight of their family’s Christmas.


When we decided to use this collection of stories about Canadian acts of kindness to support a Canadian nonprofit, we knew that United Way Centraide Canada would be the perfect partner. A portion of proceeds from the book sales will go towards funding all the good work they do to help build stronger communities for everyone. I’m sure the book will have an even larger impact, as it will create thousands of additional volunteers and donors spreading joy and light across Canada.


I want to thank you for picking up this book. I know you will finish it a different person than you were when you started it. The power of Canadians working at the local level to create a better country for all is truly astounding, as you’ll discover in these 101 heartwarming and inspirational stories.


— Amy Newmark —


Editor-in-Chief and Publisher


Chicken Soup for the Soul
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I Came Home for This?


The cat has nine lives: three for playing, three for straying, three for staying.


~English Proverb


We had done it a million times before — leaving the front door open for just a second. But she usually didn’t care. We would run in to grab “one more thing,” and then scoot out the door, firmly locking it behind us. And she really didn’t care. Sure, she might come and investigate, but she had food, water, a comfy blankie — she had it made on the “inside.” What was so much better for her outside?


But then, one day, the unthinkable happened.


She got out.


Sam, our indoor-only, seven-year-old, collarless kitty, was gone — like GONE GONE. That kind of gone. She must have seen something really good out there, like another cat, a raccoon or a deer, and when the timing was right, and the door was open — if only for a second — she bolted.


Sam had only ever been outside once before, and at that time she barely got past our front yard, so fearful was she of the great outdoors. But this time, fear meant nothing to her. There was no finding her. We searched high and low — under neighbours’ decks, in bushes, in garages — everywhere. Not a fuzzy kitty in sight.


With heavy hearts, my three men slouched around the house. Every sound outside had them running to the windows, scanning the grounds. Every time we drove through the parking area of our townhomes, we scanned the bushes for a fuzzy little kitty.


I know everyone was thinking the worst, not daring to speak dreadful thoughts. I tried to keep their hopes up, but it was hard.


Sam came to us from a local pet store, Pets West, who in turn got her through the local animal control/rescue. As she was a rescue cat, one of my sons wondered — did she have a chip or tattoo that we didn’t know about?


So as requested, and only on faint-hope whim, I hustled to the pet store. Maybe they did, by chance, have a record of her being chipped or tattooed. It wouldn’t find her, but if someone took her to the animal shelter, it might be easy to identify her. I secretly hoped they had implanted a microscopic GPS somewhere on our feline friend.


The store’s sales clerk, Meghan, looked up our kitty’s file. She said they didn’t have a record of any chips or tattoos, but advised me to call animal control to see what they knew. I later did check, but with no luck.


But… Meghan gave us something more.


A bit of hope.


After handing me Sam’s file number and the phone number for animal control, she gave me a few pointers. Meghan suggested I send her a photo and details of our lost kitty, and not only would she set up a “lost kitty” notification on Facebook — lots of “shares” of lost pets had helped in the past — but she said she would also post an ad on the store’s website. And she would post a “lost kitty” poster in their store.


Wow!


I raced home and shared the news with my heartbroken men. I recapped the “Find Lost Kitty” plan, but sprinkled it with “no promises.” But it gave them hope. The thought that someone was doing something lifted their spirits. They were most surprised that someone would go out of their way to do all that.


So with details sent to the store, and “lost kitty” posters posted around our neighbourhood, all we could do was wait. And hope. And keep our paws crossed.


Two days later, I had two e-mails. One was from Meghan confirming her Facebook/website work, and the other from a concerned animal lover — a total stranger — who saw the advertisements. Not only did she express her concern for our family, but she also gave us a few tips to enhance our “Find Lost Kitty” plan. Pets West’s Facebook page was full of “shares” and comments from other concerned folks — folks we didn’t know. Two other folks took the time to phone with sympathy and words of encouragement — “Don’t worry, she’ll come back soon.”


When I shared these e-mails and phone calls with my family they, too, were overwhelmed. It amazed us that so much was being done for us, and by people we didn’t know. It was a lesson in community, in folks looking out for other folks. It gave us all a bit of hope, that maybe someone would see our furry Sam. We weren’t paying anyone to do this; we didn’t know any of these people. Everyone’s kindness and concern overwhelmed us.


Days went by. On the recommendation of many, I left her favourite blankie outside, in the hope that her smell/homing beacon would kick in. Nothing.


And then, a week and seventeen hours later, there she was. When one of my sons and husband came back from an outing, there she was, sitting in our parking stall, as if waiting for them to come home. With barely any coaxing, Sam willingly came to my husband, and silently, and without excitement for fear of scaring her, we carried her into the house. And locked the door — double-checking it five times.


To this day, Sam is happy and healthy and is wearing her first collar ever, complete with engraved tag and a bell — just in case.


By the way she sulked around those first few days home, the unfamiliar “noose” around her neck tinkling and jingling with every step, I suspected she was thinking, “I came home for THIS?”


— Lisa McManus Lange —
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Angel at Our Door


Every house where love abides and friendship is a guest, is surely home, and home sweet home, for there the heart can rest.


~Henry Van Dyke


The insistent pounding on the door brought me quickly from my kitchen. With three little ones down for a nap, I hurried to answer before they were all awakened prematurely.


We had just moved into the neighbourhood and I couldn’t imagine who it would be. Opening the door a crack revealed an old man dressed in dirty clothing, wearing mud-encrusted rubber boots. From his hand hung a torn plastic bag.


“Can I help you?” I asked, hoping he had the wrong address.


“Would ya like to buy some fresh garden vegetables?” His voice was shaky with age but his faded blue eyes were hopeful.


“Are they from your garden?” Peering inside his shabby bag, I saw mostly dirt, with a hint of carrots.


“Yes.” His voice was soft and scratchy. “And I kin get some apples from a tree in my yard. Would ya like some of those too?”


My heart softened at his neglected appearance, and I wondered if he desperately needed the bit of money he was asking for his produce. With a sigh, I gestured him in. “Please step inside and I’ll get my purse.”


The next day, he knocked at our door again. This time, my gregarious little four-year-old got there first. “Oh, hello. Would you like to come in for tea?” Heidi’s high-pitched-voice carried an adult inflection.


Without hesitating, the old man stepped inside and held out a broken basket with several bruised apples resting at the bottom. “From my tree,” he said, removing a worn cap that had seen better days. “Thought ya might like to make a pie.”


There was no mistaking the wistful look in his eye.


The three of us sat at the kitchen table and sipped our tea, Heidi’s cup containing a much weaker version. Sheer delight in hosting a visitor was evident in her never-ending stream of questions. “What is your name? Where do you live? Why are your clothes so dirty? Will your mother be mad at you?”


The homeless-looking man chuckled as he attempted to answer each question. His name was Mr. Locket and he lived around the corner. His wife had passed away several years before, and his children all lived far away. He was lonely. His need for companionship had sent him door to door under the ruse of selling fruit and vegetables. Ours was the only door opened to him that day.


Eventually, the cookies were gone and he struggled to his feet. Shuffling his way to the door, he turned and offered us a cheerful grin and a wave goodbye.


As I watched him limp painfully to an ancient bicycle propped against our house, my heart melted.


Once on his bike, he wobbled back down the road, perhaps a little less lonely than before. He had promised to return tomorrow, and I knew what I wanted to do.


The next day, the children excitedly awaited his visit. The table was set with china and silver, with fancy napkins folded neatly beside each plate. A small bouquet of garden flowers, picked by little hands, adorned the centre of the table. Tantalizing aromas of cinnamon and sugar filled the house as a steaming apple pie beckoned from the table.


As he entered the kitchen, he took in the efforts made on his behalf, and his eyes filled with unshed tears. He focused on the golden-crusted, sugar-topped, apple pie. Pulling up a chair beside my two little girls, he immediately seemed at home, and we watched with amazement as he devoured half the dessert.


Wiping his whiskery lips, he commented, “Yur pies sure taste a lot better’n mine!”


My curiosity was piqued. “How do you make your pies?”


“Well, I just cut up them apples and put ‘em in a pan. Then I bake ‘em.”


I smiled. A few simple tips would help him create at least a better version.


The next day, we found a basket sitting on the step. Inside were several rosy apples.


I slipped another pie into the oven that night.


As the days wore on, Mr. Locket became a daily visitor to our active home. In his quiet and gentle way, he endeared himself to each child. I loved to peek around the kitchen door and watch as he sat in our big comfy chair with one or two little ones curled up on his lap, gazing up at him with rapt attention as he read a children’s book or told a story.


Mr. Locket became an honorary member of our family. When the little ones were tucked into their beds for an afternoon nap, he would rest his weary head on the back of the chair and join the babies in slumber. He usually went home when the sun dipped low in the sky, but stayed for dinner if pie was on the menu.


Our lively family antics at the dinner table always brought a smile to his weathered face. Later, as my husband put the children to bed, I’d stand in the doorway watching this dear old friend pedal his way home in the dark.


One day he revealed a hidden passion. “Ya know, I used to go to the library and get books ta read. It helps fill in the long, quiet nights. Don’t rightly feel like riding that far anymore, though. S’pose you could lend me a book?”


“That’s a wonderful idea!” I couldn’t believe we hadn’t discussed this sooner. I loved to read, too, and I delighted in sharing books. “What if I put a stack beside your chair for you to read during your visits, and then you can take home anything you want to finish?” His answering smile said it all.


It was fun to see which books he selected and watch him disappear between the pages. He still read to the children each day, and the name “Grandpa Locket” slipped effortlessly into our conversations. Both sets of my children’s grandparents lived far away, so the children missed having them attend their Sunday school concerts and Christmas pageants. Although extremely deaf, Mr. Locket was now the grandpa that came to “Ooh” and “Ahh” over each little one’s part in the programs.


“Did you hear me, Mr. Locket?” Heidi would chirp.


“Well, I didn’t rightly hear ya, but I know it was good!”


Heidi would beam, her tiny hand grasping his old gnarled one. The two had become best friends.


Three years after first meeting Grandpa Locket, we learned we were being moved across the country to Ontario. That night, I tossed and turned. Pink sky began to peek through the window before I’d found a gentle way to break the news to Grandpa Locket.


When he arrived that morning, I took a deep breath and blurted it out. “Mr. Locket,” I began, my voice wobbling. “We’re going to be moving very soon. We’re all very sad. You’ve become a treasured part of this family and we — we — we’ll miss you.”


The old man’s chin slowly dropped to his chest as reality hit. Moisture glistened in the corners of his eyes.


Swallowing the lump in my throat, I took his worn, calloused hands in mine. “I promise to keep in touch with you and write letters regularly. The kids will send you pictures, and I’ll ship as many books as you can read.” My throat tightened and I couldn’t speak any more.


He nodded and softly said, “Thank you for all your kindnesses to an old man. When I was lonely, ya took me in. When I needed a family, ya included me. My life’s bin happy cuz of you.” He reached down and rested his free hand on Heidi’s head, gazing at her as if memorizing every delicate feature.


During our last visit together, we all hugged him tightly.


Without looking back, the old man limped out the door, straddled his rusty bike, and pedalled down the road.


With heavy hearts, we watched the familiar figure disappear around the corner for the last time. As we closed the door, we knew that a part of our lives was drawing to a close and a new stage was beginning, but no matter where we were, we’d never forget this incredibly precious man.


I kept my word and wrote regularly. The kids made him pictures, and I mailed books every month. We never received a letter in return, but somehow we knew he anxiously checked his mailbox every day to see if anything had arrived from us.


About a year later, a small envelope was delivered to our home — a letter from Mr. Locket’s daughter. She informed us that our dear old friend had passed away. She’d found the letters, pictures, and gifts that we had sent, carefully tucked away in one of his dresser drawers. “I’m so grateful for your loving care for my father,” she wrote. “I can see how much you meant to him, too.”


With tremendous sadness, my husband and I shared this news with the children. Although we grieved the loss of our friend, we also felt a sense of joy. Remembering his gentle spirit and spontaneous chuckle made us smile. And we would never forget his love for apple pie.


We still feel it wasn’t just an old man who knocked on our door that day, but an angel in disguise. We’re so grateful for the unexpected love that swept into our lives the moment we opened that door.


— Heather Rae Rodin —
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The Great Ice Storm


Love and kindness are never wasted. They always make a difference. They bless the one who receives them, and they bless you, the giver.


~Barbara de Angelis


The Great North American Ice Storm of 1998 affected the lives of millions of people in eastern Canada and the northern United States. The culprit was a stalled low-pressure system that took its sweet time moving out of the area. When the storm hit I was living in Ottawa and I was able to see its devastating effects firsthand.


Things were very difficult in the city, with power outages and shortages of basic essentials. Stores and supermarkets were taken by surprise by the extent of the power cuts. On the positive side, it was an opportunity for the community’s spirit to be exhibited. People were checking in on neighbours to make sure they were able to keep warm and fed. Everyone shared their resources. The hospitals and essential services were given priority in having their power restored. Despite the prolonged outages, everyone seemed to wait patiently.


Ontario and Quebec Hydro employees were working full out for days on end to restore power. It would only be a matter of time before they were overcome with exhaustion, given the massive task facing them. After a few days of trying to deal with it locally the call went out to unaffected areas of the two countries for help. In response, electric utilities from all over North America sent workers and equipment to help with the clean-up. The mild temperatures at the root of the weather phenomenon did not last as long as the power outage and, as the weather began to turn colder, other problems began to develop in an icy world without electricity.


At the time of the storm I was working in a paper mill as an electrical technician. The mill was an enormous complex straddling the border between Ottawa and Hull, located on a group of islands in the middle of the Ottawa River. Our whole installation was self-sufficient in electrical power as we had six generators dependent only on the flow of the river. Throughout the storm we remained able to generate enough hydro to supply our papermaking needs. As days passed and the after-effects of the storm worsened, the company made the decision to shut down production and to send our self-generated hydro into the system feeding the city of Hull. This went a long way toward alleviating some of the dire conditions that were developing in the area.


Without much to do at the mill, five friends and I decided to volunteer with the City of Ottawa. Regional administrators had activated a rescue plan and were slowly and steadily coming to the aid of people living in outlying areas, but it was an enormous task. We knew that the people living in the city were having a difficult time, but nothing had prepared us for how bad things were in the countryside. Hydro poles and transmission cables lay in ditches. Abandoned cars and trucks littered side roads and many routes were completely blocked by huge ice-covered tree limbs. Smaller trees were so laden with ice that their topmost branches had bent far enough over to touch the ground and become frozen there. Roads that were clear of debris resembled ice rinks and there was very little salting and sanding. Everything had an ice covering.


Had it not been for the seriousness of the situation I would have described it as visually stunning. Light sparkled like glass decorations from the trees and bushes. Houses and cars were coated with thick ice coverings and huge icicles hung everywhere.


With our toolboxes in the back of the city-loaned trucks, we made up work teams comprising a millwright and an electrician. We headed out into the countryside with a list of the places in direst need.


The main issue we were dealing with was the repair and maintenance of faulty generators. City authorities had managed to get their hands on hundreds of generators — some new and working well and others that needed a lot of TLC to get them into working order. In many cases there had been no time to properly evaluate the units before they were sent out, so it fell to our little teams to catch up with on-site maintenance and repairs.


The sights that met us were often heartbreaking. Many farmers had been doing their best with what they had available, but you can imagine trying to keep a fully automated farm running when the power goes out and the standby generators do not work. Often, as we approached up the farm driveway, the farmers would come down the road to meet us and direct us to the generator site in an effort to minimize time before we got to work. Of course, when the units were back in service the farmer would want to show his gratitude by inviting us in for lunch or tea. Being practical individuals they understood when we pointed out that we needed to continue on to help the next farmer down the road. We had to stay on track and get through the dozens of calls for help. The farmers’ gratitude was nevertheless appreciated, and inevitably their wives sent us on our way with bags full of sandwiches and soft drinks.


I have to say that I have never worked so hard in my life. Certainly I have never been so cold, so dirty, and yet so happy. We were on the road from sunrise to well beyond sunset. As time passed and the crisis continued, the circumstances for some farmers and their animals became even worse. It was not uncommon to arrive at a farm and to find the farmer reduced to tears after he had tried everything he could think of to save his animals. We were the last hope for many.


Being able to bring some relief to people in these extreme conditions was the best reward I could ever have hoped for. Volunteering during the crisis had immediate and long-lasting effects on the lives of my fellow volunteers and myself. It started me out on a life of working to help others who are in difficult circumstances beyond their control. I have an indelible memory of a big, gruff-looking farmer who, lost for words, took me in his arms and hugged me tightly when we managed to put his generator back into service. To him it meant the difference between life and death for his animals. We were just happy we could be of service.


— James A. Gemmell —
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It Takes a Village


We cannot live only for ourselves. A thousand fibers connect us with our fellow men.


~Herman Melville


Thirteen is an awkward age for anyone, but it proved to be an especially stressful time for me. My family life imploded, and we learned that keeping secrets could be a dangerous, even life-threatening, practice.


My father had always been a heavy drinker. That was nothing new. But when he lost his job, a downward spiral began, with threats of violence against my mother and us kids. I never thought I’d feel so helpless or so afraid. Unfortunately, that was only the beginning.


When my mother went back to work full-time, my father was left to care for my baby sister. The day I came home from school to find my father passed out on the couch and my sister crying in her crib, with a diaper that had obviously been full for hours, was the last straw. My father couldn’t be trusted to look after a child, so my mother paid our next-door neighbour to babysit. Of course, she wasn’t about to admit the real reason why. She pretended my dad couldn’t child-mind because he was looking for another job.


Violence escalated in our household until my mother found the courage to kick my father out and seek divorce. Sounds easy enough. It wasn’t. My father refused to leave our family home and my mother had no choice but to take out a restraining order against him. She did what she had to do to protect us.


The police escorted my father from our house, but that didn’t keep him away. He phoned so often that we stopped picking up. He filled tape after tape on the answering machine with death threats. He sent us pictures in the mail of all the guns he had access to. He sent photos of himself holding those guns, aiming them at the camera.


My mother took all this to the police, but they shrugged it off. Tapes of death threats and pictures of guns didn’t qualify as evidence, they said.


Still, we kids were too ashamed to tell anybody what was going on. My mother talked to our lawyer, the police, and a few family members, but my siblings and I? We had only each other. Keeping secrets is prevalent in households with rampant substance abuse. We were secretive to a heartbreaking degree.


After a while, it wasn’t enough for my father to threaten us by phone and through the post. He smashed a window and broke into our home, entering when my mother was at work and we kids were in school. When I came home that day, with my younger siblings in tow, I knew we needed the police. But, in a time before cell phones, how could we make an emergency call? In our suburban neighbourhood, no payphones were close by.


We had to break the silence.


My siblings and I went next door, to the neighbour who babysat our youngest sister. We told her everything — about my father’s drinking, his neglect, his death threats and his guns. She helped us call our mother, and Mom phoned the police. My father was taken away in handcuffs for violating his restraining order.


If only the ordeal had ended there.


But that was just the first of many times my father broke into our house. When we put bars on the windows, he broke down the door. We couldn’t hide what was going on from the neighbours anymore, not with the noticeable police presence at all hours of the morning. There comes a point where you can’t lie any longer. You can’t cover for a family member who has wronged you.


When we told our neighbours the truth, something incredible happened.


The next time my father came to “take back his house,” he gave us warning. He even gave us a date. My mother called the police right away, but they said he wasn’t in violation of his restraining order yet. There was nothing they could do in advance. She’d just have to call them when he got there.


We were all afraid, but my mother, in particular, was beside herself. She’d done everything she could to protect us kids. But if she waited for my father to arrive before calling the police, it could be too late.


This time, when she vented her concerns, it wasn’t to my grandmother — who often didn’t believe the things Mom told her — but rather to our next-door neighbour, the woman who cared for my baby sister during the day. My neighbour was a loud and opinionated woman, and when she called the neighbourhood to action, the neighbourhood listened.


If my father was afraid of one thing, it was exposure. He trusted us to keep quiet, to keep his secrets. He shouldn’t have. Because, on the day he said he’d take back the house, our neighbours came to our rescue. They all joined hands and formed a human barricade across our driveway.


My father drove up the street, and his car slowed almost to a halt when he saw us — the whole neighbourhood standing alongside his kids, showing him they were there to support us, that his threats and behaviours were unacceptable, that he needed to leave.


And he did.


When his car pulled away, my mother thanked the neighbours and told them we’d taken up enough of their time. They were adamant. He wouldn’t give up so easily. What if he came back and they were all gone? No, they would stay as long as it took. They’d camp out on our front lawn all night if they needed to. Now that they knew what we’d been through, the neighbours were going to protect us.


They were right, of course. My father circled by the house, again and again, until my mother called in the restraining order violation and the police apprehended him. The neighbourhood, which had never been terribly close or cohesive before that day, worked together to protect us kids and our mom.


Through the whole ordeal, the most terrifying obstacle we faced as a family was an internal one: the fear of admitting the truth, of worrying what others would think. The shame seemed insurmountable.


This horrendous situation was in no way my fault, but it sure didn’t feel that way at the time. I thought we were the only ones. I thought no one else could possibly understand.


It took an incredible strain before my mother, my siblings and I cracked the veneer of normalcy. When we told our secrets, we expected the neighbourhood to view our family with contempt. Instead, they became our shield. When the police failed us, our neighbours stepped up. They stood alongside our family, and we finally realized we were not alone.


— Foxglove Lee —
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My Brother’s Keeper


A part of kindness consists in loving people more than they deserve.


~Joseph Joubert


Breathing a sigh of relief, I looked in my rear-view mirror, grateful for the distance I was putting between my car and that of the drunk driver as he weaved all over the road. At the same time, I felt guilty.


You can’t just drive away. You have to get him off the road! My conscience nagged at me. Or it may have been one of my angels.


“There’s nothing I can do. I can’t be responsible for his actions,” I countered. I was young and slim. A lightweight female does not take on a drunk male driver. And this was before cell phones, so I had no way of alerting the police to come and get this guy off the road.


You’re going to look in this mirror and see some poor, unsuspecting family killed because you did nothing. Those thoughts hammered at me relentlessly. I had responsibilities as a human being.


“I’m not my brother’s keeper,” I said out loud, but without conviction. As the words reverberated, the meaning hit me, and I knew I was. There wasn’t anyone else, so the job was mine. I eased up on the gas, realizing I needed to be back behind the drunk. Even then, as I wrestled with the dilemma of getting him off the road, I never paused to think about repercussions. I never thought he might be dangerous.


I had just wanted to get home. I’d been away in the mountains for a few days on an assignment and was excited about seeing my family.


When I’d first noticed the erratic driving of the car in front of me, I had become concerned. He was traveling under the speed limit, but wandering too much. I worried about whether the driver was falling asleep, suffering a heart attack, or drunk at the wheel. I stopped wondering. The driver had crossed the centre line into the oncoming traffic lane. As he swerved back, I saw him toss the brown beer bottle onto the highway.


Oh, balderdash, this guy’s smashed, I thought as I watched the bottle explode. My only thought then was to get safely past him. That done, I thought things would be fine, except that inner conversation kicked in.


Now, as the drunk approached again and passed me, the beginning of a plan took root. If I pulled abreast of him, I could honk and motion for him to pull over. That was the theory, but when I put it into practice, he just looked confused and decelerated. After I repeated this two more times, he slowed to the legal speed on a city street, but I was still no closer to getting him to stop. Perplexed and worried that we’d soon have to contend with more traffic, I once again pulled alongside of him, with a silent prayer for this to work. Not comprehending what I wanted, the drunk responded by slowing more and pulling over onto the shoulder. Then I watched in horror as he lost control of his car. The ditches in the area were roomy with gentle slopes. A good driver could drive in and out without mishap. The drunk drove in and stopped, but made no move to get out.


Was he hurt? Sick with worry, I pulled over and ran down to his vehicle. Whether or not I would encounter a mean, enraged drunk had not crossed my mind. He sat slumped, looking as spent as the litter of bags and bottles throughout his car. I rapped on the window. “Are you all right?”


He nodded as he rolled down the window.


“Give me your car keys. I can’t allow you to drive.” My words, crisp and authoritative, hung in the air and surprised me.


He stared for the briefest of moments, and then reached for his keys and placed them in my outstretched hand.


“If I allowed you to drive in your condition, you could cause an accident.” I spoke of how devastated he would be if his actions caused a death. “It would haunt you and walk with you throughout your life.”


He seemed to feel an explanation was called for. “I’ve been up all night. I worked late, and then there was a farewell party. We never stopped. I never thought… I needed to get home… I didn’t realize…” He groped for words and then stopped, wilting against the seat, realizing there was no defense.


I opened the door. “Come up to my car, and I’ll drive yours out of the ditch.”


Minutes later, after getting him settled, I started his car. The impact of the situation hit me. I had a very inebriated man on my hands, and my plan had not gone further than this point. Okay, angels, what do I do with him? If I took him with me, that would leave his car stranded an hour from the city. Ideas were examined and tossed.


While I was back up on the highway, listening for a second time to the man explain how he had ended up driving in an unsafe condition, phase two of a plan established itself in my mind. We were on a long, flat stretch of road. That it was not busy had been a blessing up until this point, but now to carry out my plan, I needed traffic. As if on schedule, a car appeared on the horizon. I told the stranger to stay with my car. He offered no arguments as he leaned, using my car to steady and support his body. Like an obedient child, he stood motionless (well, almost) and waited. Placing myself in the pathway of the oncoming car, I began waving my arms like a traffic controller on a runway. The car slowed to show four men looking at me open-mouthed.


“I need one of you to drive this man’s car into the city. He is drunk, and I cannot allow him to drive,” I explained. Even as I spoke, the passenger in the front was putting on his shoes and nodding.


A slight female, still in her thirties, I stood there in command with a voice that said, “No arguments!”


I gave the men an explanation of the situation and told them to drive the man home. There were no questions. Everyone nodded and said, “Okay.”


Returning to my car, I told the drunk of the arrangements, assuring him that both he and his car would arrive home safely. That’s when he reached out. He took my hand with one hand and placed his other hand on my arm. I felt no apprehension. He smiled at me and said, “I want to thank you for caring. No one has ever done something like this for me. I just… thank you. You are so… unbelievable.”


I took my hand away and squeezed his shoulder. To this day, I have no recollection of what I said to him in response. I remember the wetness in the corners of his eyes. I remember walking him to the car of the Good Samaritans who would take him safely home. And I remember thinking, Good, now I can go home. I was relieved that my guardian angels and his were likely doing double time!


— Ellie Braun-Haley —
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The Healing Hand of God


The prayer that begins with trustfulness and passes on into waiting will always end in thankfulness, triumph, and praise.


~Alexander Maclaren


My husband and I had agreed to a weekend camping trip with our good friends, Doug and Kathy, fellow youth leaders from our church. Our three young children were just as excited about time at the beach as we adults. We had a great time swimming during the day and at night we decided to gather around a campfire.


We edged our lawn chairs closer to the fire pit as a chill settled over the day. While we were talking and roasting hot dogs and marshmallows on long sticks, I realized that our four-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, had wiggled her chair too close to the fire. I opened my mouth to instruct her to move back when the unthinkable happened. The chair tipped forward, dumping her onto the ground at the edge of the pit. She dropped onto a bed of smouldering coals.


All four adults reached for her. My husband and I grabbed her and ran to the nearby water tap. My first thought was to douse her smoking shorts. I hadn’t considered the possibility of burns — until I saw her feet. Blisters swelled like balloons filled with water. Our daughter wailed out her pain. Adrenaline took over as we hustled to our vehicle. We covered Elizabeth’s burns with a clean towel and, leaving our older children with Doug and Kathy, headed for the hospital in the nearby town.


“She has second- and third-degree burns on her feet and her hip.” I wanted to cry for this innocent child who wept out pain she didn’t understand. “You’ll want to take her to your family doctor to keep an eye on them.”


We headed home where Doug and Kathy waited with our other two girls. Elizabeth sat quietly in the car with me, her feet swaddled in white gauze, the burn medicine giving her temporary relief.


The next day we rented a small wheelchair. Our doctor informed us that Elizabeth would be off her feet for a few months and would likely undergo skin grafting. By Wednesday, an infection set in and Elizabeth’s temperature soared. That evening, she hallucinated, experiencing an imaginary card game of Go Fish. We headed to the hospital again.


A child should never have to endure debriding. It is a painful process where the burnt skin is removed. Anaesthetic is useless since the nerves in the burned tissue are damaged. For the next week, our little girl underwent the removal of the decaying tissue while I held her and prayed for God to give us a miracle.


I was supposed to go to a women’s retreat two weeks after our camping weekend. I called our group organizer and told her why I had to cancel. “Pray for Elizabeth. She’s in so much pain. Pray for healing.”


Unknown to us, that request went to the retreat leadership team. While the ladies from our church began their adventure in the Muskoka woods, I made daily trips to the doctor to have the bandages changed and new medication applied. Standing behind Elizabeth’s chair, I waited patiently while new gauze and tape covered wicked wounds and I prayed. I prayed that God would heal our daughter and that he would use this moment in time to show his love.


Saturday morning came and I headed out into the countryside to our doctor’s home. He’d been very concerned about the infection and insisted that the bandages be changed daily. Sunday morning showed no improvement in Elizabeth’s feet. We went to church as a family, her little red wheelchair carrying her down the aisle. She played quietly until the service finished and we headed home. That evening, the phone rang and I made my way to the kitchen to answer it.


“The whole group prayed for Elizabeth.” Our group organizer’s voice hummed with excitement. “It was something. Over 200 women gathered together praying for a miracle. I can’t wait to see what God will do.”


Monday morning brought a warm September sun and the girls and I climbed into the van and headed to the doctor’s house. He’d warned me the day before that he would not be in the office until Tuesday and to come to his house. We pulled up the long drive and parked. Lifting Elizabeth into her wheelchair, I instructed her sisters to remain in their seatbelts until I called them. I turned toward the porch and spied the doctor coming down the walkway.


“And how’s my patient today?”


Elizabeth grinned and waited while he squatted before her and unwrapped her feet. I watched from my place behind the chair, the prayer for healing running through my mind. My heart lurched as his expression sobered. What was wrong? Were her feet worse? Had the infection spread?


“I don’t understand.” The words came out in a slight stutter.


I locked the chair brakes and moved to the front, leaning over the doctor’s shoulder. There in his hand rested one of Elizabeth’s feet, the skin beautiful and fresh and pink. Not a mark marred the skin that had been a pucker of scorched flesh the day before. I laughed — a single, shocked chuckle — and he glanced up at me, his eyes frightened.


“I guess that’s what happens when 200 women ask God for healing.” The words slipped from my mouth and I watched the fear turn to confusion.


“If that’s what you want to believe.”


I laughed again, this time in amazement. “Do you have a better explanation?”


The doctor shook his head and tried to pull on the mantle of professionalism. “I guess we don’t need any more bandaging. Bring her in a week from now and I’ll check it over again.” I thanked him as he turned and headed for his house.


We sang songs as we drove home and then I spent the morning watching Elizabeth chase her sisters around the yard. Two weeks. She had suffered for two weeks and I pondered all that her suffering had accomplished. Because of it, our family’s faith grew, a doctor saw the healing hand of God and 200 strangers learned the importance of prayer.


— Donna Fawcett —
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Nigerian Boys’ Village


The willingness to share does not make one charitable; it makes one free.


~Robert Brault


The hot African sun beat down on our vans as we bounced over deeply rutted roads on the outskirts of the city of Kagoro, Nigeria. The sky was a hazy blue and I could feel sweat trickling down my back as we drove.


The road was lined with small plots of land, each home made from mud and concrete blocks. Chickens scurried across the road and goats wandered around the farmyards. Young children played tag on the edge of the road while some of the women pounded yams for the evening meal.


We were on our way to a boys’ orphanage to hand out clothes, hats and personal items. Eventually, we slowed down and turned into a narrow entranceway framed by tall bushes. The driveway led to a compound of a dozen cement-block buildings, with corrugated steel roofs that sparkled silver in the bright sunlight.


Several groups of boys gathered as we drove in and parked under a large mango tree for shade. They looked at us curiously because visitors like us — Canadians — never came to this boys’ village.


The director of the orphanage came over and greeted us warmly with a handshake. He suggested we sit in the shade where it was marginally cooler. He then had all the boys come over to join us. Somewhat reluctantly, they left their dorms and came toward us, not knowing what to expect.


The director started off. “We want to welcome all of you to our boys’ village. We are so pleased you have come. Each of these boys is here because he had nowhere else to go. They all have stories and we’re going to tell you some of them.”
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