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To my daughters, Joy and Gigi
and my kind stranger, Louie
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“To be doing good deeds is man’s
most glorious task.”
—Sophocles

Introduction

W

elcome! You just picked up (or downloaded) a book on
kindness! And that’s a great first step in the process of
making our world just a bit better.
This book invites you into the lives of others to see how
kindness has impacted them. Sixty-four contributors share their
stories in their own words. Woven between these narratives, I
bring you facts, figures and quotes about kindness to support
your journey to Bekindr. Most likely, I am “preaching to the
choir,” but I hope you will find meaning and be moved to
share what you learn with others.
I would like to set the stage with some background from the
social and health sciences and let you know how Bekindr was
founded. But feel free to dive right into the first story if that is
your preference.

“Teach this triple truth to all: A generous
heart, kind speech, and a life of service
and compassion are things which renew
humanity.”
—Buddha
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Did you know we are living in the most peaceful time in
human history? Although the twenty-four-hour news cycle
would have us think otherwise, the data support this optimistic
view of our era. In his bestseller, Better Angels of Our Nature,
Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker shows that Darwin was
right when he predicted that our inborn desire to help others
is a powerful driver of human evolution. In the words of
psychologist Stefan Klein, it’s “survival of the nicest.”
Did you know that children by fourteen months old exhibit
kindness? Dr. Michael Tomasello at the Max Planck Institute
has observed that when babies see an adult with full hands
struggling to open a door, they try to help. Each of us is born
with an innate propensity to aid others, a drive that can be
nurtured or extinguished over time.
Can kindness make you happier? Dr. Sonja Lyubomirsky,
at the University of California, Riverside, along with her
colleagues, assigned students to perform five random acts of
kindness a week. Six weeks later, at the end of the study, the
students who performed all five acts, on the same day, had
significantly increased their levels of happiness.
Is kindness contagious? Yes! Simply watching a video of
Mother Teresa for ten minutes made viewers feel better and
subsequently behave in a kinder fashion. Dr. Jonathan Haidt,
at New York University Stern School of Business, designed
the study and calls the phenomenon he observed “elevation.”
He says, elevation “is an emotional response to moral beauty”
that “makes an individual feel lifted up and optimistic about
humanity.” When we see an act of kindness, we get a warm
feeling in our chests and are inspired to act in a kinder way.
We have cells in our brains that fire when we act and when
we see an action performed. Scientists in Parma, Italy first
discovered these special neurons in the 1990s when they were
studying the function of different brain regions in monkeys.
The scientists took a snack break, and they noticed that
the monkey’s brain lit up (fired) in the motor cortex region
responsible for tongue movement when the monkey saw
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the scientists eating. They aptly named these cells “mirror
neurons” and they go a long way toward explaining our
feelings and behaviors.
Mirror neurons, for instance, explain why it’s easier to
exercise in groups, why athletes spend so much time watching
other athletes, why we are drawn to happy people and why
kindness is contagious. “When you smile, the whole world
smiles with you,” now has a scientific explanation. It works the
other way too, so when you come home in a bad mood and
wonder why your spouse/child/roommate seems irritable, look
no further than his/her mirror neurons to understand why.
So, if you want to Bekindr, simply surround yourself with
people, shows and stories about kindness, and your brain will
respond in kind—pun intended!
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The warm feeling in our chests that Dr. Haidt observed
most likely comes from a substance called oxytocin. Scientists
have nicknamed oxytocin the “love” or “cuddle hormone.” It
is released in a variety of circumstances including childbirth,
nursing and physical intimacy. Hugging, warm showers, baths
and laughter all trigger the release of oxytocin. Oxytocin helps
us feel connected, increases trust and raises our desire to help
others. It not only makes us feel better, but it also improves
our physical health by decreasing levels of the stress hormone
cortisol as well as inflammation throughout the body.
According to Eva Selhub, MD in The Love Response, kindness
also helps us control our heart rate. Research shows that
thinking, praying or meditating about kindness for ten minutes
a day for two months will increase your vagal tone and slow
your heart rate. Vagal tone is the degree of activity occurring
within the parasympathetic nervous system, responsible for our
“rest and digest” response and counteracts our sympathetic
nervous system responsible for our “fight or flight” response.
Enhancing your vagal tone helps you lower your resting heart
rate. We feel calmer when our heart is beating at a lower
rate. By learning to slow your heart, you can improve your
mental and physical health. When we exhale, our vagus nerve
is activated and our heart rate slows. So when you feel upset,
remember to take a deep breath and let it all the way out.
And when you have a chance to give, receive or even observe
kindness, grab it!
In Survival of the Nicest, Stefan Klein writes: “The history of
humankind began with an altruistic revolution—our ancestors
started to care for their fellows.” These ancestors lived in
small groups of 100–150 people, all of whom they knew
intimately. Everyone’s survival was tied to the group. As our
brains evolved, so did our ability to cooperate and care for
one another. Scientists hypothesize that dramatic changes in
human behavior occurred around 100,000 years ago and were
possibly brought about by a rapid expansion of the portion
of our brain containing mirror neurons. This growth allowed
our predecessors to feel more empathy for one another and to
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learn more quickly by imitation thus giving rise to civilization
as we know it.
Over time, our group of “fellows” has widened. Print, radio
and telephones radically altered the number of people with
whom we interact. Social connections broadened as travel
became easier and easier. Then the advent of the Internet
created the most sweeping changes yet. Our social circles have
expanded exponentially. We can now interact with hundreds
of thousands of people scattered around the globe in a matter
of minutes. Messages, videos and GIFs now “go viral,”
meaning that people are experiencing the same thing around
the world almost simultaneously.
Such rapid change in our social structure has certainly
caused some growing pains. With progress comes regression.
We are seeing both. Of course, it is difficult to embrace all
of humanity. But if we are to live in such an interconnected
world, our brains must learn to adapt. Our inborn suspicion of
diversity must be overcome and replaced with a more modern
understanding that we are more alike than different, and that
we are all here experiencing the human condition together.
We must continue to empathize with one another and learn
from one another, as our brains are designed to do. We must
continue to support one another even under the strain of so
many social connections.
Kindness requires effort. We must understand the needs
of others and take time to figure out how to help. The more
complex the problem, the more time is required to assist.
It is easier to help someone you know well because you are
better able to understand his or her needs. Thus, while it is
natural to feel most comfortable in groups of people with
similar experiences and needs, we must continue to grow and
evolve and learn to care for more of our fellow human beings,
including those with diverse backgrounds, cultures, and life
experiences.
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In 2015, with the assistance of friends and colleagues Craig
Calvert and Adeline Oka and my daughter, Joy, I founded
Bekindr to create a place to gather and share stories of being
positively impacted by others. Since its inception, we have
received hundreds of uplifting stories, many of which you will
read in this book. Stories teach and inspire us to become the
best versions of ourselves, and I hope you will find that to be
the case as you read on.
As we learn about others, we become less fearful of them.
Expanded exposure allows us to grow to understand that we
are all indeed a family. Our survival and well-being depend on
helping one another.
We need kindness when we are in trouble or distress. Our
vulnerability often allows us to connect with others. Dr. Brené
Brown, in her popular TED talk, entitled “The Power of
Vulnerability,” eloquently describes the gift that comes when
we acknowledge our own needs and let someone in to help.
I am deeply grateful to everyone who shared their story.
For many, it wasn’t easy to recall these moments. It was often
difficult to read or hear about these struggles. As a reader, you
might find some of the stories upsetting. The goal is to help
you incorporate more kindness and hope into your world,
not to distress you. So, if you can hang in there and finish the
story, you will see that kindness helped heal even the deepest
of wounds or lighten even the heaviest of burdens. If you find
particular stories too troubling, skip over them. There is plenty
to be learned without reading every word. Please remember
that all contributors took a risk when they chose to share their
story, and I hope you will offer them compassion and kindness
in return.
I once heard it said that life is like a string of pearls: there
are lots of knots in between the moments that we treasure.
Through acts of kindness, which we extend to others, receive
or even witness, we can experience more of these beautiful
moments. This book is designed to support you in your journey
to collect and create more pearls of your own.
So let’s get started.

Gander Reroute 9/11
By Diane and Nick Marson

Diane:

I

was flying from London to my hometown of Houston,
having just visited my son who was stationed in England.
Three hours into the flight, the pilot came over the intercom
and announced that due to an emergency in the United
States, we would be rerouted to Canada. I thought there was
something wrong with the plane. But when we landed in
Gander, a tiny town in Newfoundland on Canada’s Northeast
coast, we learned that multiple sites in the United States had
been attacked, and that planes had been used as weapons. It
was September 11, 2001.
I didn’t have a cell phone, which didn’t much matter, as other
passengers’ phones weren’t working. We watched as other
planes circled overhead and began to gather on the tarmac. In
total, thirty-eight diverted planes wound up on the runway—
seven thousand passengers in all—where we all stayed for the
next thirty hours. We were, after all, potential security risks;
who knew if there were more terrorists on one of those planes?
In those early hours, it was impossible to know just where the
threat was coming from, or what other attacks were still on
their way.
For an entire day and then some, we sat helplessly in our
seats. We had no way of reaching anyone. Flight attendants
showed us movies, and slowly information trickled in from the
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few people on board who had working phones—there had
been multiple attacks and many casualties. That was really
all we knew. It was a harrowing experience. We had no way
to contact our loved ones, to learn if they were okay or to tell
them where we were. My son travels a great deal for business,
and not being able to reach him was the worst part. We were
scared, exhausted and dazed. The situation was so incredibly
surreal.
When we were finally able to get off the planes (with only
our carry-ons), we all needed to be checked. The process
took hours. The Red Cross and Salvation Army had to verify
our identities, give everyone their necessary medications and
guide us to our temporary shelters. We made our way into the
terminal for food, and then school buses transported us to our
destinations. It was obvious that the whole of Newfoundland
hadn’t slept at all that night. From filling prescriptions, to
preparing food and bedding, they had it all covered.
Gander isn’t a particularly wealthy town. It’s also not very
large and certainly not large enough to accommodate seven
thousand stranded travelers. Its population is only around
eleven thousand. Yet none of the people seemed to mind that
we had descended upon their town, nearly doubling it in size
without notice. On the contrary, the people of Gander seemed
pleased to have us and eager to do whatever they could to
help make our stay comfortable. They took all of us in, making
us homemade food, putting us up in community buildings
and some even took us into their own homes. We were all so
scared, and I imagine they were too, seeing images of burning
buildings looped on the news. I think they felt sympathy for
Americans and were glad to have the chance to express it.
I wound up staying at the Society of United Fishermen
(S.U.F.), in a small town called Gambo, some 20 miles from
Gander, and that was where I met Nick.
We struck up a conversation while waiting in line for
blankets. He seemed friendly and sweet. There were only
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about seventy or eighty of us in the lodge—most people stayed
in Gander proper. Initially, I had been taken to the Salvation
Army, but it turned out they were already full. I had been
delayed trying to fill medication that had been in my suitcase.
There were only five or six of us from the Houston flight in
the lodge—the odds were very low that we would both find
ourselves there, not to mention in Canada at all! Had we been
able to take our checked luggage, we would probably not have
met.
Having struck up a conversation in the morning, Nick and I
ended up talking the rest of the evening and wound up in cots
next to each other that first night. In the morning we went for
a walk. It was a beautiful day, and we needed time away from
the constant news. By now, I had reached my son and I was
feeling a lot better. I wanted to stay in the park all afternoon
so I bought us both Diet Coke and trail mix. I figured then
Nick would have to stay and talk some more. Already I felt an
attraction toward him, and I hoped he felt the same.
The next day one of the local school teachers generously
took us to see Dover Fault—a well known geological site
which marks the area where North American and European
continents collided 150 million years ago.
Nick was taking pictures of the scenery, so I stepped out of
his way.
“No,” he said, “get back in the shot.”
I did, and he took a photo of me. I realized at that point the
feeling of attraction was mutual.
Finally, commercial airlines were allowed to fly again, and
one by one, our planes were cleared to leave. Five days had
passed since we landed in Newfoundland. As we began to
head toward the school bus that would take us to the airport, I
began to cry. It figures I’d meet a great guy here, this way and
never see him again, I thought.
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Nick put his arm around me and went to kiss me on the
forehead. I kissed him on the lips instead. Time was running
out, and I needed to show my intentions. I felt like a teenager
with a bundle of mixed up emotions instead of a grandmother
who had just celebrated her 60th birthday.
When we arrived at the airport, there was a rainbow. Was
Nick the pot of gold at the end of it—the extraordinary gift I
took from this whole strange and harrowing experience? Of
course, I’m so grateful that we met. But I like to think that the
real pot of gold was this amazing group of people: this town
full of kind strangers who had no obligation to help us, and
yet did, again and again, welcoming us into their homes and
their hearts. They shut down their schools so people could
sleep in them. The town bus drivers suspended their strike so
they could transport us wherever we needed to go. Pharmacists
arrived at the temporary shelters, offering their services
and medications without any expectation of payment. One
woman, risking her own life, searched all the planes and found
nineteen animals including cats, dogs and two rare Bonobo
chimpanzees. She put her life on hold for five days and cared
for all of them!
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Nick and I sat together on the flight to Houston. He stayed
for a week, and we met up in the evenings. Then he had to
return to England.
He visited again in October to check on a work project—or
so he said. I believed that I was the project! As it turned out, I
was right.
In November, Nick proposed over the phone.
He came back to Houston again in December and moved
there permanently in May 2002. We were married on
September 7, 2002, and we returned to Newfoundland for
our honeymoon. We had booked a room in the Gander Hotel.
And once again, everyone there was so incredibly kind—so
welcoming, so glad to have us. They hadn’t just been good
to us because of the extenuating circumstances; they were
wonderful to us because that was just how they are.
We celebrated with the families that had taken care of us,
who had seen to our needs in a strange and scary time, and
who had, whether they meant to or not, given us a beautiful—
and safe, and comforting—place to fall in love.
Nick:

I

n 2001, I was working in the oil industry and had recently
changed my job. My new company was doing some
experimental drilling in Texas. Originally, I was set to fly out on
September 10, but the necessary software was malfunctioning,
so I stayed behind to help fix it and booked myself on a flight
the next morning.
Diane was in the front of the plane, and I was in the rear,
so we didn’t meet until after we had deplaned on September
12. We were transported separately to the S.U.F. in Gambo, a
nearby town. Schools, churches and public buildings had been
converted into shelters for all of the stranded passengers. We
met that evening while we were both in line to get a blanket.
Diane cracked a little joke—something about mothballs or
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camphor or something. I joked back. I remember thinking,
“Well, she doesn’t look too bad at all.” We were all very crammed
in—it was a small building—and she and I slept beside each
other that night. I had a good feeling about her, and of course
being there alone and feeling so disoriented and isolated, it was
comforting to have someone to talk to. Here we were, out of
our element, and that’s where I found this amazing woman.
There was a very odd feeling in the air. Despite all the
generosity and sacrifice—a kind of compassion and selflessness
I had never really seen before and haven’t seen since—being
stranded in Gander was intensely lonely. We had received news
in pieces—we knew planes had been flown into buildings; we
knew that people had died—when you hear news like that, all
you want is to be with your family and never let go of them.
You, at the very least, want to touch base to make certain that
everyone you know and love is okay and to make sure they
know that you, too, are okay. At first, there weren’t enough
phones to go around since everyone was so anxious to use one.
But the good people of Gander called in workers to install
more phones. They even turned the local school library into an
‘Internet Café,’ enabling everyone to make contact with their
loved ones.
Even once we had made contact, we still felt such fear and
uncertainty. When something that awful happens, you almost
can’t believe it. I was safe, but I still felt so sad and vulnerable
whenever I thought about all the people who were injured and
all those who had died. You didn’t know if there were further
attacks coming, or what else might happen in these days. And
yet we were set down in this wonderful, peaceful place, where
they were looking after us, and here was this woman who
seemed so lovely.
The next morning, we all had breakfast together in the lodge.
Diane looked beautiful in the midst of all that strangeness.
Everyone was so incredibly welcoming and accommodating. It
was overwhelming. One of the stranded passengers asked for
green tea, which the lodge didn’t have, so someone from the
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area sent her husband home to get it. It seems like such a small
thing, but one I’ll never forget. With all of the food, bedding,
medication, phones, computers that needed to be gathered, it
was clear that these wonderful people hadn’t slept a wink since
we all arrived.
On the first night there, the people of Gander threw a little
party, called ‘Screeching,’ to cheer us up. We were all made
honorary Newfoundlanders. The way one became an honorary
Newfoundlander was to kiss a dead codfish, and you had to
sing a song about where you were from. Diane sang, “Yellow
Rose of Texas,” and I sang, “I Am a Londoner.” The master
of ceremonies saw us together and assumed we were married.
We said we weren’t, and he asked if we wanted him to marry
us. “Why not?” Diane said. I knew she was joking, but I also
knew there was something there and thought that maybe this
could work.
Out of the kindness of their hearts, they took us on trips
during the day to help ease the stress.

Lee MacDougal (l) and Sharon Wheatley (r), actors who portray Nick and Diane
(center) in the Tony-winning Broadway Musical, Come From Away.

Soon, flights began to leave, but I really didn’t want to go.
We were in this heavenly place, and everyone had been so
kind to us—but what I really wanted was to be with Diane. I
remember thinking that I had no idea if I would ever get to see
her again.
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Luckily for me, she gave me her business card. Together
with the picture that I had of her at Dover Fault, these were
the most important things that I had as we were headed to
the plane. We flew back to Houston together, and I stayed as
long as I could before I had to return home. Back in England,
I would take her card out and look at it. Checking the card
ensured that I hadn’t lost it and more importantly confirmed
that this event really happened and I hadn’t simply just dreamt
it. I came back to Texas twice more to see her and knew very
quickly that we wanted to remain together. When I asked her
to marry me over the phone in November, she said “Yes.”
We both agreed there was only one place we could go on our
honeymoon. Newfoundland.

We planned to host a party to say ‘A BIG THANK YOU’ to
all of our ‘Newfie’ family and friends. But no, these wonderful
people did it again. When we arrived at our large wedding
celebration at the S.U.F. in Gambo, we learned that we’d
received all sorts of donations from local businesses. The local
mayor, Lloyd Noseworthy, wrote and played a song about us,
which our friend Amanda sang at the evening’s festivities.
They even had a wedding cake, gifts and a champagne toast.
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It wasn’t until later that we found
out that only the head table had
champagne; to save money, the
rest of the tables had sparkling
cider. We had so many presents
that Diane had difficulty fitting
them all into our luggage.
Diane and I both suffered
from survivor’s guilt, and for
the longest time, we were not
comfortable sharing our story
with anyone outside of close
family and friends. It felt strange
that we had found so much
happiness in the wake of such
disaster and misery suffered by
so many around the world. In this challenging time, an entire
island of people came together to help whomever they could.
And if they hadn’t, I would never have found the love of my
life.
In 2009, we were approached by NBC to be part of the
Tom Brokaw “Operation Yellow Ribbon” documentary
that was to be shown during the 2010 Winter Olympics in
Canada. The show saluted the generosity and kindness of the
Newfoundlanders. Diane and I are the “Autumn Romance.”
This program was seen by an Austrian film company who
decided to take us back to Gander for the 10th anniversary,
September 11, 2011. It was then that we met the Canadian
husband and wife playwright team of David Hein and Irene
Sankoff. They told us they were writing a musical about
9/11. Yes, really. This musical, Come from Away, is now a Tony
Awards® winner on Broadway.
Diane and I have seen the show 58 times in six different
cities and two different countries. We just keep going back.
Every time we see the show, I believe that it strengthens our
bond by taking us back to those five days in Newfoundland.
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We love meeting the audience afterward—it’s wonderful to
see the effect that the show has had on them. I believe that it
helps people heal from the damaging effects of 9/11. When we
talk to them they tell us two things: where they were on 9/11,
and how they met their partner. Every couple has their own
special story—maybe a look, a cup of coffee, first dance, sitting
together on a bus, first movie and their first kiss. My favorite
story is the six-foot seven-inch basketball player with a five-foot
wife. On their first date, this hunk of a guy was so frightened
that he took his buddy along with him for support.
Diane and I have our own special story; sadly it happened
when the world was in such turmoil. And now our story is
included in this Broadway hit, quite unbelievable that this
should happen to two ordinary people who found themselves in
very extraordinary circumstances.
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