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The greatness of a community is most accurately measured by the compassionate actions of its members.


~Coretta Scott King





November 11, 2005 was a day off for me, so I was in no hurry to get out of bed. As I rolled over and stretched, my husband called up to me from the kitchen where he was brewing coffee and putting out bowls for cereal.


“Get down here. Quick!”


There was no mistaking the urgency in his voice. I hurried down the stairs.


He pointed to the TV in the corner where a newscast showed flames devouring a building. I stood beside him and shook my head.


“What a shame. Is it local?”


“It’s your office.”


The medical practice where I worked as a nurse had caught fire in the night. We found out later that a spark in the attic, perhaps from old wiring, had ignited and spread through the whole building. The TV camera captured the firefighters’ silhouettes, black against orange, as they aimed useless streams of water at the blaze. By dawn, the building was destroyed.


“I’ve got to get over there,” I said. I threw on jeans and a heavy sweater and drove to the site.


Crews from several fire stations had cordoned off the street and stood in groups talking among themselves. Their hoses lay soggy and flattened in the gutter and across the trampled lawn. I stepped through puddles of blackened water to gaze at the smoking, hissing remains of my place of work. The landscaping was burnt and shriveled. Stray scraps of paper skittered into the street from paperwork we’d left unfinished the night before, tattered, singed, and soggy. I gathered up what I could. Half a block away lay our mangled portable oxygen canister. It had exploded and flown that far before coming to rest against the curb.


I stood with co-workers who had arrived when I did. We hugged, unsure what to do — dazed, horrified at the sight, and feeling helpless. I pictured my desk and the photos of my four-month-old grandson buried under the caved-in roof. Through a smashed front window, I caught a glimpse of the rows and rows of medical records, scorched and ruined, dripping from the jets of water sprayed onto them. It was a devastating loss. Because the fire preceded the move to electronic medical records, those file folders were irreplaceable histories of our patients, some going back more than twenty years.


“We’ve got to get the charts. Maybe we can store them in our basements and dry them out,” I told the other staff members who stood beside me gaping at the disaster.


I jogged across the parking lot, sidestepping the debris, lifted the yellow caution tape and ducked under it. I hadn’t taken two steps when a firefighter’s shocked voice stopped me.


“Hey, you can’t be in here.”


“It’s all right. I work here.”


“No.”


“I’m one of the nurses,” I explained, certain that my job would give me access. “I’m going in to retrieve the charts. We’ve got to save them if we can.”


He stared at me, stunned at my stupidity. “Absolutely not. One, it’s very dangerous. Two, those charts are gone, lady,” he told me. “Nothing is going to save them. Sorry.”


“I can try.” I took another step.


“Stop. I mean it.” The expression on his face changed from compassion to no-nonsense authority. I backed off.


As the reality of the disaster sank in, all of us, doctors and staff, gazed at the smoldering rubble, numb with shock. We looked on as firefighters worked to ensure the fire was out and secure the area. There were hot spots that could flare up in an instant. The roof had collapsed, and the jagged ends of rafters stuck out at odd angles, a hazard to anyone who might climb around the site. Then, too, there were controlled medications inside, narcotics no doubt ruined but still needing to be accounted for as they were possible targets for drug seekers, even in our safe, little town.


Three acts of kindness got us through that first day — offers of help from people in the town who considered the mess we were in and understood what we needed. Those three gestures meant everything.


The first came almost immediately, before we’d even gotten our heads together as a team to make a plan. One of our patients, a woman we knew well, matriarch of a large extended family who had plenty on her plate already, came up and put a gentle arm around me as I stood gawking at the ruins.


“I came over to see how to help. I can imagine how much you’ll have to do to get this sorted out. What about a letter to all the patients explaining the situation?” she said. “If you tell me what to say, I can write it, get copies made, and stuff envelopes. We can send it out right away. That might save you several thousand phone calls.”


I was still marveling at her gracious suggestion when one of the doctors walked over with the news of a second helpful offer. A business owner down the street had called. He was going to empty out a couple of offices in his small building and make them available to us. They would not be suitable for exam rooms, but the practice would run largely by phone for the near future. We nurses could be headquartered there to field phone calls about prescription refills, manage what we could, and take messages about the matters that only the doctors could handle.


We spent a few hours brainstorming our next steps while standing out in the cold rawness and damp of a dreary winter day, shaken and discouraged by the immensity of the undertaking ahead of us. We had to keep the practice open. Could we do it?


A third, and welcome, outpouring of generosity occurred about noon. It brought big smiles to our faces, and we were short on smiles that day. An SUV drove up, and the manager of the local McDonald’s restaurant climbed out. He scurried around to the back and opened the hatch. Inside were stacks of boxes containing fresh, hot Quarter Pounders and fries for everyone as well as soft drinks.


“I figured you could do with something to warm your bellies and restore some energy,” he said. “It won’t fix what happened, but it might help for now.”


We gathered around the truck and scarfed down the food, our spirits raised. He was right. It did help.


Of course, nothing could undo the fire, but our good-hearted community stood beside us in the weeks that followed as we struggled to keep the practice open. And none of us will ever forget the kindnesses that made such a difference on that first day.


— Holly Green —
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Christmas is the spirit of giving without a thought of getting.


~Thomas S. Monson





I didn’t think anything could compare to our normal family Christmases, with everyone squeezed into Grandma’s living room. But I was invited to another very special Christmas party in 2020, and it was held on Zoom. There was no family, no squeezing into a small living room overflowing with gifts, but it was the most “Christmassy” Christmas party I’d ever attended.


Since November, my mom and I had been collecting Christmas gifts for local foster children using our workplace as the hub of the gift drive. Our customers and staff joked that it was starting to feel like Santa’s workshop at The Devine News office. It got to be pretty chaotic in a busy news office on press day with gifts crammed into every available space. I didn’t mind it, though. Every time I tripped over a gift bag, I smiled, thinking about how happy a kid was going to be when he saw that gift sitting under the tree.


We live in a small town and are proud of it. People in our community really pour out their hearts for these kids each year. It’s our hope that we can make these gifts for foster kids just as exciting and awesome as the ones sitting underneath our own Christmas trees at home.


It is a big project but a joy to do. In November, we had at least two big gift bags full of awesome stuff and huge stockings for thirty-two kids.


Toward the end of what was our biggest gift drive ever, I got a call from Lanisha, the director of another program that helps foster youth. She was hoping and praying we could help them with Christmas gifts for foster kids who had recently turned eighteen and were starting life out on their own.


The program she works for provides these kids with a small apartment, stove, and bed as they begin working or going to college. She had been turned down by most of the other organizations that year, because they were looking to sponsor younger children, not teenagers.


Our community had gone “all out” and donated so much already. I couldn’t imagine asking for more. Plus, there wasn’t much time. I figured that I would just go to the store myself and get each of Lanisha’s kids a little ten-dollar gift. It wouldn’t be much, but it would be something.


“How many kids are in your program?” I asked.


“There are twenty kids placed in the San Antonio area and twenty in Austin,” she said. “We have forty kids.”


I sat there on the phone, thinking silently for a minute, and tried to imagine what we could do. I told her we would do our best to get something together for at least twenty of her forty kids, but it would probably just be something small. She was so grateful, and that motivated us even more.


Most of their fundraisers had been cancelled due to COVID-19, and I hated the thought of giving something so small to these kids who deserve and need our love. So, we reached out to our readers online, and their response was amazing. One lady, Lisa, had already brought several gifts, but she was so excited to be able to help more children.


After a few weeks, we had big gift bags full of Christmas joy for twenty of those kids. However, I couldn’t stop thinking about the other twenty kids in that program, and how the director had said they’d also be grateful for any used furniture and hand-me-down Christmas trees.


Not only did these kids have nothing to unwrap on Christmas morning, but they didn’t have a tree to put a gift under.


About that time, a lady whom I’d never met contacted me and said, “Kayleen, how can I help? I’ll do whatever you need. Just let me know, and I’ll take care of it.”


Her name was Heather. I was overwhelmed at that point, and she sounded like an angel.


Shyly, I told her, “Well, I would love to get them all Christmas trees. I have five, and we could use about fifteen more.”


My heart skipped a beat as she said, “Sure, no problem.” She planned to get all fifteen, plus a few gifts.


A few minutes later, I called Lanisha and told her to go ahead and send us the list of the other twenty foster kids. Time was short, but I knew we could make it happen because of people like Heather.


Before I had received those twenty names, another lady, Amanda, volunteered to make giant stockings full of goodies for all sixteen girls in one of those groups. That was on Thanksgiving Day.


That same evening, another woman, Roxanne, contacted me and said her family would make a gift basket for all the boys in that group with a basketball and snacks.


And that wasn’t the end of it. Person after person continued contacting me. “How can I help? What can I do? I’ll take care of it.”


A lady named Angela volunteered to collect another twenty-five Christmas trees. Now every single one of those kids had a tree to put a gift under. Another resident, Tricia, sent $400 to help with that and buy more gifts. She also picked up a pair of basketball shoes and a special toy that had been forgotten.


My husband, who I thought would be irritated when he saw our bank statement, went out and bought nine large tool sets for all the young men… the same tool set that his daddy had bought him when he was starting out.


Before we were done, people had donated a jumbo-sized gift bag full to the brim for each one of those forty kids (to go along with the awesome stockings and gift baskets). So many angels helped that I wouldn’t dare try to name them all.


As it got close to Christmas, I sat at the kitchen table going over the wish lists and re-reading the messages of the many angels who had made this possible. When I looked up at a refrigerator picture that my daughter had colored, I couldn’t help but cry. It was a beautiful quote, and she had colored all around it with sunshine and flowers. It says, “When you have the opportunity to help someone, be glad to do it, because that is God answering somebody else’s prayers through you.”


And that’s exactly what was happening.


We collected gifts for seventy-two kids that holiday season. My favorite thing was knowing that those gifts weren’t just a gift for a boy or girl aged ten or fifteen; they were the gifts that each child had wished for. And when they opened them, those kids were going to know there were families out there who loved them.


After the gifts had been picked up, Lanisha called and said that since her foster youth weren’t minors, we could join them for their online Christmas party.


It was not held on December twenty-fifth but seeing the faces and hearing the voices of Ace, Devon, Shyla, Gloria, Jeremie, and all those kids truly felt just like Christmas morning. One of the first things one of those kids asked was, “How could you… when you didn’t even know us?” We had only known these kids by their Christmas wish lists and names, but we loved them so much already. And they knew.


— Kayleen Kitty Holder —
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As we express our gratitude, we must never forget that the highest appreciation is not to utter words, but to live by them.


~John F. Kennedy





I was thirty-four the first time I saw the real Santa. He drove a big, charcoal-colored truck, not a cherry red sleigh, and he was out and about in the August heat in Georgia. I’m about ninety-nine percent sure there was no white beard, long or otherwise. He wasn’t what I expected at all.


My husband had lost his job on my birthday early in July, and we’d been cutting back on expenses everywhere we could. He’d been working with recruiters to find a job and interviewing often, but the process was excruciatingly slow. There were unexpected disappointments along the way, and he was feeling defeated.


I’d been doing what I could to keep up his spirits and encouraging him to step away from the computer periodically to take advantage of the time he had to spend with our nine-year-old daughter. It was summer vacation so he took her to the neighborhood pool. It got them out of the house and gave me time to complete a few extra work projects. I knew those weren’t enough to solve our financial problems, but they were something.


I think we were hoping that something better than the job he’d had was on the way but fearing that he wouldn’t find anything before everything fell apart.


One afternoon, we were feeling particularly low, so we decided to treat ourselves to a meal from Chick-fil-A. Just a quick drive-through run, no big deal. It was an excuse for us all to get out of the house, too. Plus, the waffle fries were calling our names. I don’t remember if it felt like a reckless splurge or a way of showing that we had faith that better days were coming, but I do remember feeling conflicting emotions while we sat in line.


When we got to the window to pay, the employee said our meal had been taken care of by the car ahead of us. People do this all the time (they did that year, at least), and it’s always a lovely gesture, but don’t think this was just a cliché — for lack of a better word — pay-it-forward type of chain that started.


This time, it was different. We attempted to keep the chain going by offering to pay for the order for the car behind us, hoping they didn’t have a family of eight who all wanted extra sides or anything like that.


“No, that man just paid for them, too,” the employee at the window said. She gestured toward the truck that was slowly pulling away to exit the parking lot.


“Behind them then?” my husband asked. We really didn’t want to just take the gift and run.


“Nope, he got them, too. He paid for everyone in line.” There were probably about five cars behind us.


We had no choice but to get comfortable with the fact that a stranger had just done something kind for us, and there was no way (in that moment, at least) to repay it, pay it forward, etc. We just had to accept it. Sometimes, that’s harder than it sounds. We were grateful but felt an immediate need to extend a nice gesture to someone else, and we couldn’t.


I looked toward the truck that was still trying to get out of the parking lot. I thought I could see the man’s grin in the driver’s side mirror. He stuck his hand out the window and gave a cheerful wave, and it instantly reminded me of the illustration at the end of the ’Twas the Night Before Christmas poem where Santa was flying away into the night, gloved hand up in a goodbye wave, as he said, “Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night!”


I’m sure that man — “Santa” in my mind — had no idea how much we needed that little reminder that we’d be alright. I bet there were similar stories behind us in line. Maybe not someone who’d lost a job, but perhaps someone suffering with a different kind of disappointment or grief.


My husband found a wonderful job shortly after that. We’ve gone on to do random acts of kindness for others, remembering the effect this free meal had on us that sweltering day in August when St. Nick drove a truck through a Chick-fil-A drive-through line in Georgia and left with a big grin and a little wave.


— Crystal Schwanke —
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The more that you trust and believe in angels, the more they will pour their blessings upon you.


~Denise Linn





It was our first day to explore the city of Jerusalem on our own, without a friend or tour guide leading the way. We had completed a week-long tour and felt confident that we could navigate the ancient streets by ourselves now. With a map in hand, we left confidently on our excursion. We had enjoyed a full day of exploration when we suddenly realized that the sky had turned from clear blue to an ominous gray. Dark clouds were moving in above our heads. “It’s time to head back!” we said simultaneously.


As we proceeded along the Hebron road to our apartment, the storm clouds covered the entire sky, and the first raindrops began to hit our heads. As we looked around, it was apparent that everyone had taken cover.


“Should we grab a cab?” I hollered to my husband, the rain being so loud I had to raise my voice.


“No, we can make it,” he boomed back. “It’s only a twenty-minute walk, and we will go fast.”


As the rain and wind increased, so did our footsteps. The streets had turned into roaring rivers that quickly soaked our shoes. Suddenly, amidst the wind and sheets of rain, the biggest eruption of thunder I had ever experienced sounded directly above us! I think my heart truly stopped for that moment. Dusk had turned into total darkness, which was only interrupted by the sudden flash of lightning from the heavens followed by more intense thunder. We looked at each other in shock and couldn’t help but laugh, observing how silly we looked and the predicament we had managed to get ourselves into.


We forged ahead, but it wasn’t long before we realized that we had been walking much longer than it should have taken us to arrive home. How in the world did we manage to take a wrong turn? We had not purchased cell phones, so we couldn’t call for help (something we learned to do on our future trips), and the streets were empty.


As we trudged along, we noticed some lights on at a gas station in the distance. Great, we thought, at least we can call a taxi from there! As we approached the gas station, two men appeared, glaring at us. We stood back a bit, asking them loudly if we could use their phone. It just took a few minutes for us to realize that this was not a friendly neighborhood, so we quickly spun around and headed back down the street. If all else failed, we figured that we could backtrack and at least get to a safer neighborhood.


Our unfriendly encounter left us on high alert, and as soon as we were safely out of sight, we stopped a moment to say a prayer. It was simple and went something like this: “Please, God, lead us back to our apartment and send us your angels for protection.”


It was still pouring when my husband paused, detecting what appeared to be a pathway off the main road.


“I think we should take this path,” he announced.


“Here?” I was skeptical.


I followed his lead as we made our way through overgrown brush until we entered a slight clearing. Peering out into the darkness from behind the shrubs, we realized that we had come to a residential neighborhood.


“Now what?” I asked my trail-blazing husband.


“Let’s just wait a minute,” he said.


As we stood under the trees, some headlights appeared. A car pulled up to the curb just below where we were huddled. Soon, a woman got out of the car.


“I will ask her for directions…” I half-stated, half-asked my husband. (I was feeling a bit more timid since our gas-station experience.)


“Okay,” he agreed. “She would be more likely to respond to another woman.”


I attempted to be inconspicuous as I meandered out from behind the shrubbery, dripping and squishing my way to her car.


The woman immediately turned toward me and was noticeably shocked to see such a sight.


“Hello, I am sorry if I scared you. We are visitors and must have taken a wrong turn when this storm came. Can you give us some directions? This is my husband,” I said, pointing to him as he poked his head out from behind the trees. He managed a friendly nod and smile. The woman seemed to relax as she inspected us and asked us where we were trying to go. She proceeded to give us directions in passable English. As we listened intently, it became clear that the Hebrew names of the streets only confused us more. My husband had twigs sticking out from his backpack and rain dripping off his long white beard. My mascara was now on my chin, and we were soggy, dripping Americans, lost and desperate.


The woman suddenly stopped mid-sentence and began to laugh.


“Get in my car. I am taking you home,” she said.


“We don’t want to get your car all wet,” we responded.


But our rescuer insisted and repeated for us to get in her car.


We were both so grateful and tired that we didn’t argue further. Once inside, we explained our predicament, which seemed to ease her curiosity.


“Where does the road lead just above your neighborhood behind the tree line?” I asked.


“That road leads to a very dangerous area. You don’t want to be walking there, especially on a night like this!”


As the car turned into our neighborhood, a sense of relief filled me.


I looked at this stranger driving us home, knowing that she had rescued us from what could have been a much worse situation. I thanked her profusely, telling her that she was the angel we had prayed for just moments before.


She looked at me in amusement and said, “Your prayers must be highly favored! My last name is Angel. My family owns all the Angel bakery stores in Israel!”


As we sloshed into our apartment that stormy winter night, it was apparent to us both that miracles do occur.


— Miryam Howard-Meier —
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The fragrance always stays in the hand that gives the rose.


~Hada Bejar





Some years ago, when the General Motors plant closed in our city of 75,000 people, there was a feeling of sadness and doom. Combine that with gas prices that skyrocketed to over $4 a gallon and flooding from the river that went through town, damaging homes and businesses, and we had a recipe for depression.


Our church youth group decided to breathe some life back into our city by doing something nice with no strings attached. So, we went before our congregation and told them of our ideas, and an offering of $1,700 came in for us to use.


One of our ideas was to buy $25 gas cards and bouquets of roses and “randomly” give them out to people all around the city. I put “randomly” in quotes because our group knew it really wasn’t left to chance. Before we distributed them, we all gathered in our youth room to pray that God would lead us to the people He wanted them to go to. After our prayer, about twenty-five teens and youth leaders piled into vehicles and our church van and started driving through the streets to find people who might need some encouragement.


Our high-school students had many great interactions as they gave roses to people working in their yards or out walking on the sidewalks on a beautiful day. And our middle-school students gave out the free gas cards to the customers at a gas station.


One interaction really stood out. Two middle-school boys watched as a young woman in her mid-twenties pulled up to the gas pump. The students were told not to approach anyone until they got out of their cars to pump their gas.


The young woman didn’t get out of her car. Instead, she began looking through her purse, then her glove compartment and then frantically under her seats.


Then she put her hands and head on her steering wheel and began to sob. The thirteen-year-old boys weren’t sure what they should do so they asked one of our youth leaders. He told them to politely knock on the window and offer a free gas card to her, which they did.


Upon hearing the knock, the young lady wiped away her tears, tried to compose herself and then rolled down the window. They said to her, “Here is a free twenty-five-dollar gas card for you, no strings attached. We just want you to know that God loves you.”


The young woman began to cry again. After composing herself a second time, she accepted the gas card and then told them her story.


She was a single mom who had been out of a job for a long time. She was having trouble making ends meet but was optimistic about a job interview that she had that day. In fact, she was on her way to it. Her gas gauge was on empty, but she’d thought she had one last ten-dollar bill in her purse. Then she couldn’t find it.


When it occurred to her that she wasn’t going to be able to get to her job interview (a job she desperately needed to feed her kids), she broke down and began crying out to God.


“God, you know how badly I need this job. I can’t find my last ten-dollar bill, and now I am going to miss my interview. Oh, God, I don’t know what to do. I am so weary and tired, and I just feel like I have lost all hope.”


She looked at the boys and said, “You have no idea what you have done for me. Thank you so much!” They watched tears of joy stream down her face as she began pumping her gas.


The boys went back to the youth leader and told them what had happened, so he gave them four more gas cards and a bouquet of roses to give to the young mom.


She couldn’t believe it when they returned. “You all have done enough for me. I can’t take anything else from you.”


They insisted, and she finally accepted the gifts with new tears streaming down her face.


We have continued the tradition of handing out roses and/or gas cards once or twice a year for the past twelve years now. And every time God leads us to people who desperately need to know that they are loved.


Not only does it make a difference in the lives of those who receive the gifts, but it also makes a difference in the lives of the teens who get to see that God is never random. And they get to take part in something that is bigger than themselves.


— Michael T. Powers —
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Unexpected kindness is the most powerful, least costly, and most underrated agent of human change.


~Bob Kerrey





I was already grumbling on my way to work. My husband Fred had told me I had to drive to our restaurant in Alpine and open it because he was playing in a golf tournament.


Fred and I had bought a little hamburger restaurant in Alpine, a small mountain town east of San Diego. Over the years, the one thing I’d said I never wanted to do was own a restaurant. Yet, here we were, owning Fred’s Old-Fashioned Burgers, a true mom-and-pop establishment. If Pop wasn’t there, then Mom was, seven days a week.


So, I grumbled all along Interstate 8, through El Cajon and Crest, and starting the incline toward Alpine, hoping to get there in time to let the employees in to begin the day’s food prep. It started to rain, which is unheard of in southern California in August. Then there was thunder and lightning, which is even more unheard of. The higher up I drove, the harder the rain came down, making visibility difficult.


I drove on, mad at Fred for making me go up to the store in bad weather just so he could play golf in San Diego where it was dry and sunny. As I drove, I imagined our crew waiting for me to unlock the door so they could start work. I normally close the restaurant, but the one benefit of opening is the smell of bacon and onions frying to be ready for the day. That aroma gets my mouth watering.


I was vaguely aware that the interstate going into Alpine had a slight ditch on the left-hand side and a steep drop-off on the right with few guardrails. Halfway up the hill, I found myself suddenly sliding on the wet road. Before I knew it, I was hydroplaning and lost all control of the car. One second, I was driving north toward Alpine, and the next horrifying second, I was heading south facing oncoming traffic. Then the car, without any help from me, completed its 360-degree spin and thankfully went north again.


But Mother Nature wasn’t through with me yet. The next thing I knew, I was moving sideways across I-8 heading toward the dangerous edge of the highway. Then I saw a pickup truck in the lane on my right. Since my brakes were useless, I heard the sound of metal against metal as I struck him. The collision bounced me across the road to the left and into a ditch where my car mercifully came to a bumpy, grinding stop.


I sat behind the wheel, dazed, and looked up only when I saw a police car pull over. The rain had let up, and the sun was now peeking out from the clouds. “Too little, too late,” I mumbled to myself. The officer walked over and asked if I was hurt.


“No,” I said. “I’m just shook up. And I have to get to work.”


“You’re not going anywhere in this car,” he said as he took my license and registration information and then went over to see the driver of the truck, who had also pulled over. I glanced at my watch and saw that I was late for opening Fred’s. I couldn’t reach any of the employees to let them know what had happened as I had none of their phone numbers with me, so I called Fred and explained the situation.


“You’ll have to come up and open the store,” I said. I got out of the car on shaky legs and approached the truck owner to check on him and apologize for crashing into him. He stood outside his truck while his wife sat in the passenger seat. He explained that it was her birthday, and they had been on their way to do something to celebrate. I’d felt bad enough for hitting him, and now I felt even worse if that was possible.


And then something happened that was totally unexpected. He smiled at me and said, “I’m glad I was there for you to hit, or you would have gone right over the edge of the road.”


I was speechless. How do you thank a stranger who says he’s glad you crashed into him and damaged his truck? On his wife’s birthday?


The tow truck came and took my totaled car away. Fred, after letting the employees in, came back and picked me up. He took me to the restaurant so I could finish my 10:30–8:00 shift.


My achy body may have been on the job, but my mind was on the sharp drop I could have careened over and the kindhearted driver’s words: “I’m glad I was there for you to hit.”


May I show even half that compassion to others.


— Linda Hemby —
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An effort made for the happiness of others lifts us above ourselves.


~Lydia M. Child





As I sat gently rocking and singing, my two and a half-year-old son, dressed only in a diaper, was lying on my chest. Eyes closed, blond curls damp and curly with heat, he looked so angelic. He was suffering from respiratory syncytial virus and had been in an oxygen tent for the last few days. It was Dec. 22nd, and we were staying at the Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario.


As I rocked, my mind was working overtime. I worried about my nine-year-old daughter at home being looked after by her father. He and I had separated recently, and this was to be the first Christmas the kids would have without their dad at home. My daughter was having trouble relating to her brother who was taking up a lot of Mommy’s time and energy. Add to that her mom and brother were in the hospital and might not make it home in time for Christmas.


I was also worrying about money. I was working as a manager for a retail chain, and it was the most hectic time of the year. I had already taken almost all my vacation time and knew I would not be paid for the days I was now taking off. This would put even more of a financial burden on me, and I had only a couple of hundred dollars in the bank. My ex was not able to help us financially so money was a big worry.


But my main concern was my son. His health had not been good. He had had meningitis the year before, had missed all his baby and toddler milestones, wasn’t talking, and still could not walk. His doctors feared he was developmentally delayed, and I wasn’t sure what that might mean for the future. I didn’t know how I would be able to manage, working full-time and looking after him and a headstrong nine-year-old girl. I had no family close by. I was feeling very low and very scared, a bad mom, guilty for failing my kids and not being able to solve all our issues. Feeling overwhelmed, I felt the tears well up and spill over.


And that’s when Lorna arrived. She had been my assistant at one of the stores I had managed. Quickly blinking back the tears, I welcomed her in and lay the baby back into the tent. She had come to offer some support after her shift and had brought a card signed by the store managers and some of the office and warehouse staff as well, about fifteen people. I was touched they were thinking of me and that she had thought to organize this during a completely crazy work week. But as I read the card, I discovered there was more. Inside the card was this note. “Dear Alina. We want to help. Each person who has signed this card has donated one vacation day into your account. We know you need to spend some time with your son and don’t want you to worry about having to take time off without pay.”


Even the company owner had donated a day to me. I was speechless and got quite choked up. The tears quelled earlier now threatened to spill over again. I was so overwhelmed and touched by the gesture, the pure kindness with no thought of compensation. We sat and chatted for a little while, she, offering words of encouragement and reassurance that all would be well, and me wanting desperately to believe her.


After she left, I stood by the window. Darkness had fallen and a sprinkling of Christmas lights was visible. I took several calming breaths. I felt an inner peace just then, and a deep gratitude. I had been given some respite, some paid leave to catch my breath. If only we could get home in time, I felt sure I could pull some sort of Christmas celebration together for my kids.


I went to sleep on my cot that night with renewed hope. The next day we received a lovely blanket made by some kind-hearted ladies in the community; some local radio station DJs brought plush toys and played us Christmas music. We had a visit from CHEO Bear, the hospital mascot, and were entertained by a volunteer dressed as a clown. I felt so blessed by these gestures that gave a little bit of joy to children who were hurting. We did make it home on Dec. 24th. Christmas, although a little different that year, still had the decorations, tree, and lights of past years. There were gifts to open and a dinner to enjoy, and I had invited the kid’s dad to join us.


In the years following, I wanted to pay forward the blessings I had received. I organized several fundraisers for the hospital, raising a total of $30,000. I manned the phones at CHEO telethons and did interviews about my son’s various conditions to inspire viewers to donate to the hospital foundation. From one of our company suppliers, I organized the donations of hundreds of plush toys for the emergency department and pediatric wards at the hospital, and more for my local Children’s Aid society and paramedic service. I enjoy making baby blankets to donate to programs for young mothers and lap blankets for seniors in long term care.


My life has been full of challenges. I’ve been a single mom for twenty-one years. It turns out my son, now twenty-three, is severely physically and intellectually disabled and will need 24/7 care for the rest of his life. Now, no matter how overwhelmed I am, at the end of each day, I look back and pick out at least one positive thing that happened and allow myself to feel good about it. I always try to practice gratitude and thankfulness for the blessings we have. I used to try and be supermom and do everything myself, but now I let others help, which makes them feel good, too.


My company awarded me a handsome volunteer medal to recognize my fundraising efforts. I was touched by the gesture but felt I didn’t need to be thanked. I truly believe that nurturing kindness and love for the people in your community is the greatest reward you can receive. And the love will come back to you tenfold.


— Alina Ottembrajt —
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We are not put on earth for ourselves, but are placed here for each other. If you are there always for others, then in time of need, someone will be there for you.


~Jeff Warner





We hardly knew her even though she lived just down the country road from the parsonage where we lived. “I’d like to meet the twins,” Charlotte said over the phone. “How does this evening sound?” Church members popped in unannounced, but our neighbor’s formality piqued our curiosity. Erik and I got busy cleaning the parsonage to within an inch of its life.


Late that afternoon, after the children were fed, I wrestled the diapers into position around the twins’ spindly, little legs. I giggled as Erik skipped down the stairs with three-year-old Isaak and two-year-old Sam each dangling from an arm. He settled the boys on the floor in their footed sleepers and handed them trucks from the toy box while I swaddled Ben and Dom together in a single, handmade quilt. Born six weeks early and not yet five pounds each, they were an adorable, two-headed baby bundle, as content as could be.


Erik plopped down beside me. “Now all we have to do is stay awake until our mystery guest arrives.”


I laid my head on his shoulder and yawned. “And pray the peace holds until after she leaves.”


“Tell me more about her,” Erik said, building Isaak and Sam a tower of blocks.


“I don’t know much,” I replied, cradling the twins. “Charlotte’s a retired grade-school teacher. That’s all I know.”


The boys revved their engines. Crash! Bang! Blocks flew in all directions, giving the twins a start.


Erik gathered the colorful rubble and piled it into a front loader for a return trip to the toy box. “Where’d you two meet?” he asked, on all fours.


“That’s the funny part,” I said, bouncing the twins as they squirmed. “It was our first December in the parsonage. I was putting up holiday decorations when she knocked on the front door and invited herself in. She said she was a Baptist and wanted to learn how we Lutherans observe the Season of Advent.”


I paused, remembering the excitement of that chilly December morning. I’d just assembled our Advent wreath with its blue tapered candles and evergreen sprigs and encircled it with my angel collection. I was so proud of my decorating prowess. The winged figurines, illuminated by candlelight, shimmered against the backdrop of the dining-room mirror and leaded glass cabinets.


My cheeks flushed as I remembered what came next. “Her visit was so unexpected. I fumbled through my Advent lesson like a child playing Chopsticks on the piano for the very first time.” I shook my head. “I haven’t seen her since and figured I’d scared her off.”


Just then, we heard footsteps on the front porch followed by a firm knock on the wooden door. The sound reverberated through the timbers of the venerable old parsonage like a clap of thunder.


Isaak and Sam put down their trucks and padded over to see what was going on.


Determined to make a better impression this time around, I handed Erik the twins and hurried to the door.


Charlotte stood there dressed in pink with a halo of silver hair. She peeked at me over an enormous laundry basket. I could barely make out her impish grin.


“Welcome. Please, come in.” I still wasn’t quite sure what to expect.


She set down the basket. “I brought a little something for your family.” She chuckled and put her arms around the boys.


I couldn’t believe my eyes. The laundry basket was filled to the brim with presents of every shape and size.


She handed everyone a package, waiting for each of us to open our gift in turn. Isaak and Sam received coloring books. Erik got a bottle of wine. She gave me some scented lotions. For the twins, she brought diapers, booties and teething rings in sets of two.


When we were done admiring our gifts, Charlotte spoke directly to me. “You know, I’m the mother of twins. Of course, they’re grown women with children of their own now.”


At that, Erik brought the twins close so Charlotte could look at the babies she’d come to meet. She touched their delicate noses and hands and watched as they slept. Her eyes twinkled as if remembering earlier times. “How do you tell them apart?”


“It’s really quite easy,” I said as I caressed their cheeks with the tip of my finger. “We rub our hands across their heads. Ben’s downy hair stands on end like a dandelion clock. Dom’s silky hair lies flat. At night, we don’t even need to turn on the light.”


Charlotte nodded. “My girls were fraternal twins. They looked so different we never mixed them up.”


I wanted to sit beside her and share more twin stories, but Charlotte kept looking around.


“I imagine your parishioners are helping you out,” she said, gathering her things.


“Well,” I chose my words carefully, “the women delivered some meals right after the twins were born.” My gratitude sounded anemic, even to me.


She stopped in her tracks. “Is that all?” She scowled. “A few meals? I had assistance for an entire year.”


Once again, she’d caught me off-guard. “They’re giving us our privacy,” I said, sounding more appreciative than I felt.


Charlotte would have none of it. “You need help.” She grabbed her basket and headed for the door. “I’ll be here tomorrow. How does 10:00 sound?”


Our bleary-eyed smiles were her answer.


From that day on, Charlotte came by the parsonage several times a week. She folded mountains of laundry, cuddled the boys, and read them countless stories. She made sure Erik and I got out for walks or took much-needed naps. On days she couldn’t stay, she’d sneak in by way of the back door and leave a gift: a doily for the kitchen table, a plate of cookies, or a craft project for the boys. She witnessed firsthand our life in the parsonage as harried parents of four little boys. Never once did she express disapproval or offer unwanted advice; she allowed us to find our own way.


To this day, our grown boys refer to the kind and generous woman they remember from their childhood as Gramma Charlotte. Erik calls her Saint Charlotte. To me, she was my helper, confidante and friend. Each year, as I light the Advent candles, I’m reminded that Charlotte was my Angel of Kindness.


— Mary T. Post —
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