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Praise for


Miracle on Hope Hill


“If you like to be surprised by joy, then read Miracle on Hope Hill. The timeless stories in this treasured book will remind you that even when life doesn’t make sense, hope keeps shining like a bright candle in the dark night. You’ll read it, love it, and read it again!”


—Alice Gray, author of the bestselling Stories for the Heart collection and coauthor of The Worn Out Woman


“A good story, like a wise proverb, is priceless. When family, friends, or congregations can share together the kind of true stories that Carol and Jennie tell in Miracle on Hope Hill, they have found a way of saying together that, even in our darkest moments, there is hope.”


—Martin De Haan, president of RBC Ministries, international publisher of Our Daily Bread


“Miracle on Hope Hill is the perfect, uplifting read when life feels challenging—whether you’re personally struggling or feeling the weight of the world’s traumas and tragedies. Through the stories that Carol and Jennie share, you’ll remember that God is faithful and present through it all, even the hard stuff, and often working behind the scenes … or, sometimes, taking front and center stage!”


—Lisa T. Bergren, author of The Busy Mom’s Devotional and coauthor of What Women Want


“Lovingly reminding us there are no accidents in God’s grand plan, Carol and Jennie present a refreshing and powerful reminder that God is indeed in control and he loves us beyond comprehension. An uplifting collection of God’s love in action, the stories in Miracle on Hope Hill are filled with spiritual insight and inspiring truth.”


—Allison Bottke, author of Setting Boundaries with Your Adult Children; founder, God Allows U-Turns


“Fewer things are more powerful than real-life stories that inspire and move our lives toward greater good. A big thanks to Carol and Jennie for harvesting and compiling these transformational stories!”


—Joseph M. Stowell, president, Cornerstone University


“The dynamic duo of Carol Kent and Jennie Afman Dimkoff have combined to masterfully communicate encouraging stories that illustrate God’s personal involvement and love in the everyday details of our lives. As you read, you’ll be reminded of God’s faithfulness in both little and big ways—from a desire for the right dress to life-threatening needs. Heart-lifting reminders of God in action, working to do far beyond all that we can ask or dream!”


—LeAnn Weiss-Rupard, coauthor of Hugs and founder of Encouragement Company


“Whether God sneaks in like a church mouse or moves like a lightning bolt, when he shows up, at just the right time, you know it! Thank you, Carol Kent and Jennie Dimkoff, for bringing us real-life stories of God’s goodness, greatness, and power. With each story, faith is strengthened, loads lifted, and spirits renewed. After reading this book, readers will be more aware that God is on active duty in their lives!”


—Chrys Howard, bestselling author of Motivationals for Moms
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To my husband,
Gene Kent.


Thank you for being my lifelong partner, my source of stability and courage, and for providing a great balance of humor and hope in each day. I love “doing life” with you!


Carol
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To my husband,
Graydon W. Dimkoff.


Thanks for all the years of loving, dreaming, providing, parenting, goal planning, praying, and playing. Honey, thank you for encouraging me to write—and for never losing that twinkle in your eyes.


Love always, Jennie
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CHAPTER 1


Unexpected Company


BY CAROL KENT
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A stranger is just a friend I haven’t met yet.1


—WILL ROGERS





“Never pick up a stranger! Don’t take candy from someone you don’t know.” The adults in Vicky’s life during her growing-up years were very clear: “Strangers are scary—avoid them!”


But those early warnings lessened in Vicky’s mind after Hurricane Katrina ravaged the Gulf Coast. A week after that massive storm hit New Orleans, she received a call from her college friend Dianne. Dianne had evacuated and was staying with relatives out of state. Vicky, who lived in Baton Rouge, had tried to reach her friend several times, but cell phone service was intermittent at best and most often nonexistent.


Once they connected, Dianne asked if Vicky knew of any rental properties in the Baton Rouge area, which was only an hour’s drive from her flooded home. She explained that she needed a furnished place since, by all reports, she had lost everything. Vicky knew there was nothing available—no vacant houses, no apartments, and the hotels were already full. Her response was speedy. “Just come to my house. I’d be glad to take you in.”


Dianne had been running a transitional home for women who were trying to get off the streets, off drugs, or both. Vicky had a suspicion that Dianne had not evacuated alone. The words tumbled off her tongue. “Please, feel free to bring whoever is with you.”


They came, and for the next several months Vicky housed and fed her friend, along with two additional women Dianne brought with her. One came with a history of cocaine addiction. The other had a background in prostitution. In Vicky’s pre-Katrina life, she’d never met a prostitute and had never laid eyes on cocaine, so everything about this experience was brand-new. One day she smiled, thinking, It isn’t that I hate adventure; I just prefer roller coasters where someone makes sure I’m safely strapped in. This entire Katrina thing is different from anything I’ve ever experienced.


What followed next was even more unexpected. Dianne’s elderly neighbor Muriel had not evacuated, in spite of Dianne’s insistence that she leave. Dianne grieved, presuming her neighbor had died. Muriel was eighty-five years old and spent most of her day in a power wheelchair due to post-polio syndrome. It would have been a miracle for her to escape the rising waters.


•   •   •


Muriel’s story was harrowing. She was fine when the hurricane hit the mainland, but she was in deep trouble when water began quickly and forcefully flooding into her home. Her mind raced: I know as soon as the water reaches the wheelchair batteries, I’ll be stranded. She moved to the side of her bed as quickly as possible. Due to Muriel’s physical disability, she usually did a front transfer of her body to her bed, not a side transfer. She needed to get onto her bed, set up her manual chair, and transfer into it from the bed.


Her thoughts swirled as she realized there was not enough time for her to set up the manual chair, position herself in it, and get to her front door in time to unlock the dead bolt. The water was rising quickly. Working as fast as she could, she set up the manual chair while she was still seated in the power chair. Later, she explained what happened next. “I felt a presence, Vicky. Someone picked me up and put me in the other chair. Even though I was alone, arms encircled me and lifted me out of one chair and into the next.”


Muriel didn’t have time to ponder the miracle of what had just happened. She quickly wheeled herself through the rising waters to the front of the house, and at that moment she heard someone banging on her door. Neighbors presumed she might still be in her home and were checking on her. By the time Muriel got the door open, they had gone back down her front steps, and several men were in the street with water up to their chests.


Muriel called out, and the men returned. Before knocking on Muriel’s door, they had made their way down the street to a home where they knew the owner kept a boat. Once it was secured, they lifted Muriel into the boat—but they discovered the boat had a hole in the side. Two of the men pulled the boat through the water. One man bailed out the incoming water with a plastic bucket, and another sat behind Muriel in the boat to steady her.


Navigating down the flooded street, they eventually arrived at their destination—a two-story house. The men carefully carried Muriel up a narrow staircase to a bedroom that was already filled with at least twelve other people. Assured of her temporary safety, the men returned to Muriel’s home, recovered her small fold-up wheelchair, and brought it to her new location.


After spending one night in the hot, stuffy upstairs room, a Coast Guard boat arrived. Men inside the house carried Muriel out through a window onto the sloping roof of the first-story porch. Carefully, her rescuers lowered Muriel from the roof into another boat. Later, Muriel commented, “How these men were able to get me to safety is a feat I still don’t understand. Even though I had experienced the miracle transfer from my power wheelchair to my manual chair, I seriously doubted I would survive.”


•   •   •


Vicky arrived home from work, and Dianne enthusiastically reported, “You will never believe who called me today—Muriel! She’s alive and she’s in Houston!” She asked Vicky if her Bible study girlfriends would consider adopting Muriel. The women began sending little packages and cards to this woman they had never met—a stranger who needed help. Vicky later said, “An almost instant bond was created between us.”


Vicky had multiple conversations with Muriel about what her next step would be. Vicky and Dianne were able to make arrangements for her to get a FEMA trailer in New Orleans, but they knew that was just one more temporary solution. Muriel longed to be back in her home, to feel settled again in a familiar place. As time passed, Muriel realized her neighborhood was never going to be the same. It became apparent that the task of repairing her home to make it habitable again was too great an undertaking for someone her age and too great a burden for her limited resources. She commented, “If I were fifty years younger, I would do it.”


During this time, Vicky’s friend Alicia spoke up. “Muriel just needs to come and live with you.” Vicky was single and had a four-bedroom house, but this was not an ideal solution for multiple reasons. Muriel’s wheelchair was too wide for the two bathroom doors in Vicky’s home, and her entire home was not wheelchair friendly. Besides, Dianne and the other two women from New Orleans had already relocated, so Vicky’s life was just becoming “normal” again.


Vicky turned to Alicia and said, “No, no, no, keep thinking of another solution.”


One day, as Vicky backed out of her driveway, her eyes locked on the storage and workshop area that was connected to the back of her home. Her body froze, but her mind was racing. What if that area was gutted and transformed into a wheelchair-accessible suite for Muriel?


Vicky instantly realized this was not a plan she would have come up with on her own, and she called Muriel. “I have an idea. You could come and live with me.” Vicky explained the idea of remodeling her workshop to accommodate Muriel’s wheelchair and waited for a response.


Muriel’s heart had already been moved by the tangible love and compassion of Vicky and her friends, and she immediately said, “I can’t think of anyplace I would rather be.”


The plan was in motion—until Vicky got the quotes on the cost of doing the remodeling job. The workshop area had electricity, but there was no plumbing. It needed new interior walls, a roll-in shower, and cabinets. The cost was overwhelming, and neither Muriel nor Vicky had the necessary funds.


Word was starting to spread about the unique connection Vicky had with a victim of Hurricane Katrina, and Mac, a retired man in her church, approached her after Sunday services the following weekend. “Can I come and look at what you’re wanting to do?” he asked cheerfully. “I think I might be able to do some of the work.”


Clayton, another man from the church, said, “You’ve bitten off more than you can chew here. I’ll work on organizing some volunteers.”


What happened during the next few months was nothing short of a miracle. Jack, the contractor, provided his services for free. Mac showed up during the week to work, and Clayton and his volunteers were there every Saturday. Jerry, another volunteer, bought a side-by-side refrigerator for the suite so Muriel would have access from her wheelchair. Jack inspected the volunteers’ work and met with Clayton during the week to go over what needed to happen next. Women showed up to paint. They made curtains and shopped for bedding.


Young men in the college ministry volunteered to dig the water and sewer lines. On the morning the sewer line was to be dug, Vicky was anxious, knowing there wasn’t enough help for this massive job. Then she gazed out the window and watched two vehicles pull up. The doors opened, and five Louisiana State University students filed out and pulled out their shovels. The job was finished in record time. With the extraordinary help of countless individuals, Muriel’s suite was built, and the woman who had once been a stranger became family.
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Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.


—ROMANS 15:7 ESV
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CHAPTER 2


The Secret Marriage


BY JENNIE AFMAN DIMKOFF
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The greatest thing a man can do for a Heavenly Father… is to be kind to some of His other children.1


—HENRY DRUMMOND





“Ma’am, would you know of a room for rent in this neighborhood?”


Ella dried her wet hands on a towel as she studied the young man through her screen door.


“I have employment, ma’am, but I need a room to rent,” added the handsome soldier, standing on her doorstep wearing an army uniform, his duffel bag at his feet.


The year was 1946, and Ella and John had two little daughters and no intention of renting their extra bedroom out to anyone. However, something tugged at Ella’s heart. Her brother had died in the war, and the young man standing there in his uniform reminded her so much of him that she couldn’t turn him away.


“Well … I’m not sure. Wait here a moment, all right?”


Ella rushed off to find her husband, and a few minutes later, Clyde Afman was welcomed into their home.


“We have a few rules,” the homeowners explained to their new tenant, and they made it clear that their extra room would only be available to one person. No buddies should plan on bunking with him.


That night Clyde climbed into bed and marveled at God’s goodness. He had completed his tour of duty and returned from Germany unscathed when so many hadn’t. His new job was secure, and now God had provided this room with a wonderful family at a cost he could afford. He shook his head in wonder. It had been the very first door he had dared to knock on! And the house was not only close to work, but it was also only seventeen miles away from Pauline! He fell asleep with a smile on his face, remembering the night he met her for the first time.


•   •   •


Twenty-two years old and single, Pauline and her girlfriend were having fun. A conservative minister’s daughter, Pauline worked at the Kent County treasurer’s office and also part-time as a switchboard operator. She loved to go to the roller rink and forget the sadness of war. She had dated a lot during those years, had been engaged several times, and had her heart broken, but that Monday night she just wanted to have fun.


She noticed the tall, handsome, uniformed soldier by the time she circled the floor twice. When he passed her the first time and caught her eye and smiled, her heart skipped a beat, and she smiled right back. The next time around, he held out his hand.


“Care to skate with me?”


When Pauline nodded, the megawatt smile she gave him almost made Clyde stumble! Song after song they skated together, and when the evening was over, he asked to see her home, where they had cake and milk and talked for hours. She already had a date for the following night, so they agreed to meet on Wednesday evening. He arrived early. As the week went by, they saw each other nightly, learning more and more about one another. Pauline was thrilled to learn that Clyde was a Christian and not afraid to speak of spiritual things. As their time together drew to a close, every moment was precious and young love began to blossom.


Clyde Afman had never felt like this about anyone before. However, there was one important secret he hadn’t told Pauline. He was already engaged to someone else! Before he left to take the train back to his base in California, he confessed that he was pledged to another woman but that he would end that relationship. He gave Pauline one chaste kiss and was gone.


Back in California, Clyde took his first available furlough and hitchhiked all the way to Texas to humbly seek the forgiveness of the woman he had proposed to earlier and to tell her face-to-face that he had met someone else. It was a difficult trip physically and emotionally but once completed, he was a free man.


Writing to Pauline, he told her what he had done, and their correspondence began. He completed his military commitment in California and was finally free to go back and profess his love to the woman he longed to marry, hitchhiking all the way from California to Michigan. He proposed the first night he saw her … and then every night for a week before she said yes.


Now that he was working and living just seventeen miles from Pauline, Clyde rode the city bus into Grand Rapids multiple times a week so that they could be together. He loved being with her, but he got no welcome from Pauline’s brothers and that bothered him. Her mother had passed away three years before, and her father was a formidable minister who wasn’t pleased that his daughter had chosen someone from outside their conservative denomination to marry. However, he was willing to perform the ceremony.


As weeks and months passed, a wedding date was set, but instead of joy, Pauline felt only tension. She desperately wanted to marry Clyde, and yet, she was anguished over the disapproval of her family. When her girlfriend eloped and got married with only a blood test and no waiting period, an idea took root.


“Couldn’t we do the same thing—run away and get married?” Pauline asked Clyde. “It would be official, and then no one could talk us out of it!”


They decided that they would elope and just continue to live separate lives, not telling anyone they were really married until after the wedding date they had originally set. That way, they wouldn’t hurt her father’s feelings or risk the wrath of her brothers.


And so they did. The excitement lasted for a day or two until the secret, and their longing to be together as man and wife, started taking its toll. They kept their marriage a secret for a month until they finally couldn’t take it any longer. Clyde came into town on the bus and found Pauline close to tears.


“I just can’t stand the deception anymore, Clyde. I want us to tell them. Let’s tell them tonight!” Pauline was weeping now.


“Are you sure, honey? Don’t cry. Don’t you want your father to perform your wedding ceremony?”


“I want to be with you, and I can’t stand living a lie! I’m going crazy with you just coming to visit me. We have to tell them tonight!”


And so, a family meeting was called with her father and four siblings in attendance. It did not go well.


Afterward, while Clyde waited on the porch, his tearful bride went up to her bedroom; stuffed a nightgown, her toothbrush, some underclothes, and a few other items inside her pillowcase; and came back downstairs. Clyde placed his arm around his distraught bride, who was clinging to the pillowcase as if her life depended on it. Knowing that the eyes of his in-laws were watching from the windows, he led Pauline toward the bus stop. They faced several serious obstacles. The first was that they were seventeen miles from his room in Cutlerville, and the last bus left at nine PM. It was already nine thirty. Facing the traffic, he stuck out his thumb.


An elderly couple driving a Model A Ford came upon an unusual sight. There on the side of the road was a forlorn young couple. The young man was hitchhiking, and the young woman, who was clinging to his arm with one hand and to an overstuffed pillow with the other, had obviously been weeping.


“Where are you young folks headed?” the old fellow asked.


Sighing with relief, Clyde answered, “Cutlerville, sir.” Turning, he gave Pauline a kiss on the cheek and added, “We’re on our honeymoon.”


“Well, whaddaya know?” The old man grinned. “Me and the missus are headed to Cutlerville! We’ll take you right to your door. Honeymooners, eh? Did you hear that, Hazel?”


The ride for the entire seventeen miles was a gift indeed, but the closer they got, the heavier Clyde’s heart became. Ella and John had been so gracious about allowing him to rent a room, but they had rules. And one of those rules was about to be challenged. He didn’t see any way around it—not at ten o’clock at night.


Thanking the kind owners of the Model A, Clyde and Pauline made their way to the house. Normally Clyde would have let himself in, but not that night. With Pauline trembling beside him, he knocked on the door and waited.


“Why, Clyde—” Ella stopped midsentence as she opened the door and took in the sight before her.


“Ella,” Clyde said soberly, “I’d like to introduce my wife.”


A shocked silence followed for just a moment, and then Ella’s arms opened wide as she enfolded them both in her warm and loving embrace.


“Congratulations! Come in! John, Clyde has brought home a bride! Get out some cider. This calls for a celebration!”


Later, with only congratulations and not a whisper about the “house rules,” John kept Clyde occupied while Ella welcomed an emotionally drained Pauline upstairs. Kindly showing her where she could bathe and prepare herself for her husband, Ella put clean sheets on Clyde’s bed so that it would be fresh for the night.


Clyde and Pauline had very little with which to begin married life, and her family didn’t give them any wedding gifts, but there was a surprise party in their honor later that week—a wonderful wedding shower with practical gifts to help get them started. It was attended by people they didn’t even know. They were all relatives of John and Ella.


•   •   •


Over sixty years have passed since God reached down and changed the lives of two young people named Clyde and Pauline Afman with a love that would last for generations. In those early days he blessed them by providing housing, transportation, household goods, and congratulations when they felt that no one else on earth cared about their happiness. The rift with Mama’s family healed years ago, but I wish that my grandfather could have lived to see my parents go into fulltime ministry. As their adult daughter, I can see that some of their choices and timing were impulsive and at times awkward; although, while growing up, I thought their story was wildly romantic! Still, God chose to protect and provide for them. I’m especially grateful that God touched their lives with the friendship of John and Ella, who planted seeds that grew into the gift of kindhearted hospitality that my parents have exhibited throughout their entire lives.
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I was a stranger and you invited me in.


—MATT. 25:35B NIV
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CHAPTER 3


The Missing Coat


BY CAROL KENT
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A well-developed sense of humor is the pole that adds balance to your steps as you walk the tightrope of life.1


—WILLIAM WARD





As one of six preacher’s kids, I knew how to live on a tight budget. Our family was particularly good at recycling clothing and discovering great finds at Goodwill, garage sales, and resale shops. We appreciated hand-me-downs, and all five of the girls in our family learned how to stitch up a hem and how to use a belt to make an oversized dress fit a different body type than the one for which it was designed. We had fun using a bit of trim or new buttons to give face-lifts to formerly dowdy outfits.


The most fun was when an older sister passed on a dated item of clothing—it was inevitably transformed into an outfit so unique and trendy the original owner wished she hadn’t let go of it. For us it was great sport and we never realized we were poor, because we had plenty to eat, a roof over our heads, laughter, joy, and a strong spiritual foundation.


It never occurred to me until I was a married woman how much my mother sacrificed for her children. While Mama scrimped on the grocery budget so all of us could have an occasional new item of clothing, she never used those funds on anything for herself. Our needs always came before hers.
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