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CHAPTER 1
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Connect to Your Impact


   The Mattering Core

   Recognition: You and your actions are valued, and your absence would be felt.

Reliance: You feel needed because others depend on you.

Importance: You feel significant because you’re prioritized.

Ego Extension: You feel cared for because others are invested in your well-being.

Attunement: You feel deeply understood and meaningfully responded to.



Greg Bulanow felt glass crunch beneath his boots as he rushed toward the wreck. It was one of his first calls as a rookie firefighter, and he knew every minute counted. The driver was alive but trapped under the twisted steel. Greg’s training took over. He squeezed through a jagged opening to reach the woman, who was crying out in pain. Her breathing was quick and panicked. Greg spoke to her gently. “We’re going to get you out of here,” he promised as he draped his heavy bunker coat around the woman to shield her from the flying shards of metal and glass as they worked to free her. Greg stayed by her side, steadying her through every jolt. When the last barrier gave way and she was lifted to safety, Greg felt both drained and deeply grateful. He had helped someone through one of the worst moments of their life.

   Greg never planned to become a firefighter. After earning an English degree from a small liberal arts college in Ohio, he moved to Charleston, South Carolina, with his new wife, Jacqueline, envisioning a life of cobblestone streets and a future in writing. He’d work for a year or two, then pursue an MFA in creative writing. When he saw a fire department job listing in the newspaper, he applied, thinking it would be a way to save money, have an adventure, and collect good stories for graduate school.

   But around the time Greg helped extract the woman from the wreck, his view of firefighting began to change. He was thinking less about becoming a writer and more about the meaning he found in the work. When Greg and his crew arrived on the scene of a medical emergency or accident, there was a moment when everything shifted. Strangers handed over their loved ones with absolute trust, believing that Greg and his team would make things better. And Greg wanted to live up to that trust. Over the next decade, his dedication paid off. By age thirty-six, he was chief of the North Charleston Fire Department, overseeing 250 employees across eleven stations.

   But once Greg stepped into his new leadership role, firefighter morale—a perennial problem—now became his responsibility. The demands of the work were relentless. These men and women responded to roughly twenty-two thousand calls a year, and the physical and emotional signs of burnout were hard to miss. Many firefighters felt upper management did not understand their day-to-day challenges. Camaraderie was fading, and their personal lives seemed to be suffering, too. Some firefighters had gone through multiple divorces, while others were turning to heavy drinking. Firefighters were leaving the department, and the constant turnover left Greg scrambling to fill station gaps. Greg attempted to rebuild morale with new trucks and top-of-the-line gear and equipment. But when he unveiled the improvements, he was met with skepticism. Someone muttered that the department was trying to buy their support. The comment stung. It also made Greg realize that the problem needed a deeper solution.

The problem of invisibility

We live in a culture that constantly tells us that the answer to discontent is to find a deep, driving purpose. Self-help books, commencement speeches, and social media posts urge us to discover our calling, align our work with our values, raise children with intention, or serve the world through volunteering. This emphasis on meaning and purpose is understandable. It’s essential to our wellbeing. But as I researched the burnout epidemic, the advice to “do something meaningful” often fell short. Greg’s firefighters were a striking example. These were people saving lives, responding to emergencies, and doing work most would call deeply meaningful. And yet, many of them were burned out or disengaged, with some even leaving the force. It didn’t add up.

When I asked Greg about this paradox, his response surprised me. He explained that firefighters can sometimes struggle to see the impact of their work. My head tilted, confused. Wait—they literally save lives—how is that even possible? Greg then explained something I didn’t know. Firefighters are often the first to arrive at a crisis, whether it’s a multicar pileup on the interstate or a heart attack in the middle of the night. After firefighters pull people out of burning cars or revive someone, the paramedics or ER staff take over. The patients are whisked to the hospital, while the fire-fighters pack up their equipment, climb into the truck, and head back to the station. Usually, they never hear how things turn out, Greg said. They never learn, for instance, whether the woman they helped rescue from the car wreck made it to the hospital or ever walked again—if their efforts that night made any difference. This uncertainty wears on them. There’s no closure, no connection to the outcome. Instead, they just write up their report and then head out to the next call. Greg told me that, over time, the lack of closure can erode morale and contribute to burnout or mental health struggles.

There’s a common denominator in the human experience that we all share. We all want to know that what we do, what we say, and who we are matters … Every argument is really about, Do you see me? Do you see me? Does what I say mean anything to you? Do I matter to you?

— Oprah Winfrey

    This disconnection from our impact isn’t only a problem of workplaces. So often, we move through our days unsure if what we do matters to anyone at all. Like firefighters, we often struggle not because we don’t contribute, but because we rarely see the impact. We drop off soup for a sick friend but never hear whether it brought comfort. We contribute to a GoFundMe, uncertain if our donation helped. We give advice to an acquaintance preparing for a job interview and never hear how it went. Whether it’s because we live in a culture that prizes self-sufficiency or simply because we are busy and distracted, too often we forget to close the loop with others. Over time, this lack of closure can lead to a growing sense of detachment in our work, homes, neighbor-hoods, and communities.

   As a rookie firefighter, Greg felt that same sense of detachment. He and his colleagues would risk their lives to put out a house fire only to pass by the same property a week later and see it demolished by the insurance company. Firefighters had risked their lives to save that house only to see it destroyed—how could that not erode morale and breed frustration?

   Whether you’re working in an office, managing a household, or driving a delivery route, it’s difficult to stay purposeful if it seems like what you’re doing has no real impact on others. When we lack the feeling that others are aware of us and our actions, we miss the very foundation of mattering, as in “the feeling that one is the object of another person’s attention or notice,” according to researcher Morris Rosenberg. Even small gestures of recognition, such as when a barista remembers our regular order, a colleague stops by, or a neighbor waves hello, show us that we are seen, that we hold value. Research finds these brief encounters strengthen our sense of belonging and anchor us in our communities. Similarly, we need to know that our actions make a positive impact, like a former student returning to say he pursued an advanced degree because a teacher once believed in him. In a world where much of our effort can feel invisible, these gestures become the social proof that we do, in fact, matter.

   Gradually, Greg came to understand that it was exactly this kind of invisibility that had led his firefighters to feel so burned out. After the lukewarm reception to the new equipment, Greg realized what was missing. Firefighters put themselves on the line daily without seeing the lives they changed or the gratitude that often followed. Greg was determined to close that gap.

“I’m telling”

One of the first things Greg did was to direct his medical officer, the person who trains firefighters for medical calls, to begin following up on patient outcomes when firefighters requested more information. Previously, they’d often been left wondering, Whatever happened to that little girl we pulled from the wreck? Or, Did the man who collapsed during his morning run survive? Now it was the medical officer’s job to find and share any available updates. Soon firefighters started receiving meaningful feedback about how their work had helped people.

   Around the same time, Greg also introduced a new fire investigator, whose job was not only to determine the cause of each fire but also to debrief the crews on the efficacy of the tactics they’d used to fight it. Historically, fire investigations were kept under wraps due to the possibility of criminal inquiries, which meant firefighters rarely received feedback on whether their strategies had been effective. Just as the medical officer’s followup system gave firefighters a clearer view of their lifesaving efforts, the fire investigator helped firefighters see that their actions directly influenced the outcome of each fire, such as saving someone’s home or containing a burning building so it didn’t spread to a neighbor’s house, all without revealing information that would compromise an inquiry.

   Greg also decided to implement a system in which, every two weeks on payday, shift commanders were required to email him at least one thing their team members had done that deserved recognition. Even if there was nothing noteworthy, they were still required to send a “nothing to report” email. This system, Greg hoped, would ensure that good work didn’t go unnoticed. At first, Greg was deluged with “nothing to report” messages. Plenty of good things were happening at the fire stations, of course—acts of teamwork, lifesaving responses—but the firefighters’ actions were so ingrained in the culture that people in leadership failed to notice them. Some supervisors wondered out loud why the department was thanking employees for doing what they were paid to do. “So much of being a firefighter is about action,” Greg told me. “Telling people in leadership that they need to step back and observe requires a different mentality.”

   Recognizing that humor is a natural part of firehouse culture, where good-natured teasing helps manage stress and build camaraderie, Greg decided to shift his approach. He encouraged his firefighters to use the phrase “I’m telling” to “tattle” on one another: “I’m telling the battalion chief the great work you’re doing because you deserve to be recognized for it.” Perhaps the playful framing would make reporting on good work feel less like a formal obligation and more like an opportunity to joke around. The new framing steadily took root, and Greg began receiving more reports of his firefighters’ admirable actions. When he received such feedback, he made it a point to respond personally by sending handwritten thankyou cards, inviting the crew to staff meetings where they were publicly praised, or presenting them with a Chief’s Coin, a special token of recognition reserved for those who go above and beyond the call of duty. Once, for instance, a unit responded to a minor accident in which a car had totaled a bicycle. The cyclist was unhurt but inconsolable because her bike was her only mode of transportation, and now she would not be able to get to work. The firefighters loaded her bike onto the truck, went back to the station, repaired it, and delivered it back to her the next morning. Greg recognized their work with a Chief’s Coin. This awareness, Greg knew, was the lifeblood of their purpose.

The deepest principle in Human Nature is the craving to be appreciated.

—William James

    Gradually, Greg began to notice a shift in the firefighters. Battalion chiefs became more mindful of recognizing the daily acts of excellence that kept their teams running smoothly. Chiefs didn’t wait for formal evaluations to offer feedback. A “good job” or “thanks for handling that so well” became a regular part of their communication. The firefighters were surrounded by reminders that others were aware of their actions, that they were seen, and that they mattered. At the same time, Greg also started to see signs that the firefighters’ pride in their work was returning. They began to take more ownership of their stations, such as requesting new paint to create a homier environment. Some went a step further by painting murals on the walls, while others designed and printed custom Tshirts with slogans that embodied their camaraderie and expressed a renewed sense of meaning and fulfillment.

   What made “I’m telling” so effective wasn’t just that it surfaced good deeds; it also spotlighted the people behind them. This idea stretches beyond firehouses. In families, classrooms, offices, and friendships, people crave being seen and recognized. Research finds that when appreciation reflects the qualities of the person behind an action, it hits deeper. It’s the difference between saying, “Thanks for staying late,” and “I always know I can count on you.” The first thanks them for the deed. The other affirms the doer, and it’s that affirmation that connects us to our impact. Consider the difference between “Thanks for the sweater” and “You are always such a thoughtful friend.” The real impact is not about the gift. It’s about the thoughtfulness of the gifter.

   Researchers note we often hold back from expressing appreciation because we underestimate how much it will mean or we get stuck trying to find the perfect words. That miscalculation holds us back. But it doesn’t have to stop us. We can make “I’m telling” a daily habit by building in cues throughout the day to remind us. One woman I know makes a point of sending a quick note of thanks to her husband every morning on her train to work. The commute is her cue. She just drafts a short text like, “Thank you for waking up early with the kids and being such a patient and loving dad and partner.” With practice, we can learn to make appreciation a reflex by starting small with just one sentence that speaks to the person behind the action.

Notice one small thing

During my first firehouse visit in South Carolina, over mugs of tea at their long kitchen table, the firefighters spoke candidly about the physical and emotional toll of their work and about the pride they felt showing up for their community, day after day. The affection they had for one another was clear. On the refrigerator hung a photo of the firefighter of the month, which was covered with playful doodles of hearts. I pointed out that the scribbles reminded me of what a high schooler might draw on her crush’s yearbook photo. “Yeah, they all have a crush on me now,” the honored firefighter chuckled. When I asked why the kitchen’s two refrigerators were encircled with thick chains and locks, they laughed and explained. Each shift had their own refrigerator. Although they relied on each other for matters of life and death, there was no sharing of food between shifts. “You could put a stack of money on the table, and no one would touch it,” one firefighter said. “Ketchup, on the other hand …”

   When a call came in, the atmosphere in the station quickly shifted. The alarm blared, but there was no chaos, no shouting. Each firefighter knew exactly where they needed to be and what they needed to do. Helmets were grabbed, and pants and boots were quickly pulled on. Inside the truck, they handed me a headset and told me to buckle up. While we sped through the streets, lights flashing and sirens blaring, the atmosphere in the truck was focused but energized. “Hope you didn’t have too much coffee this morning,” one firefighter joked, gesturing at the bumps in the road that we hit with full force.

   One of the calls I joined was for an electrical fire. No one was home; neighbors had called 911. Smoke billowed from the windows of the modest ranch-style house. The aluminum siding, formerly white, was streaked with black and gray. A deflated reindeer lawn ornament lay crumpled under a bush. Christmas was only two weeks away. As we pulled to a stop, the firefighters leaped into action. I watched from a safe distance as two of them rushed inside, disappearing into the dense smoke while others sprayed arcs of water at the front of the house. After about thirty minutes, the smoke subsided. When the flames were finally extinguished, I noticed two young men—the tenants who lived in the house—standing nearby, looking shocked and helpless. A fire-fighter noticed this, too. He turned to them, put his hand on one of their shoulders, and murmured words of comfort.

   As I watched them wrap up their final checks and load the trucks, I was struck by the routine. There was no rush to celebrate or decompress. They returned to the station to prepare dinner, then got ready to do it all over again. Watching them go through the motions, I could see how easy it would be, even in extreme circumstances, to disconnect from your impact. That’s why Greg’s efforts to create feedback and followup systems were so critical. Without these reminders, even the most dedicated team could lose sight of why they ran toward danger every day.

Reflecting on this, I found myself wondering what it would look like for all of us to intentionally connect with the impact of our work. As a writer, I often spend my days alone in a room, uncertain if my words will resonate with readers. It got me thinking. If we could learn to see those ripples more clearly, then maybe we’d find the deeper sense of purpose we all crave.

   This desire to connect to our impact extends beyond our work. Maybe you’re a parent feeling overwhelmed by the daily grind and believe that your efforts to drive your kids to and from practice, prepare dinner, and act as a homework helper go unnoticed. Or maybe you’ve been helping a friend through a difficult time by answering calls and texts at all hours, except that your friend doesn’t seem to acknowledge it. Perhaps you’ve been putting in long hours for a project at your job, but no one seems to notice how hard you’re working. You may be thinking, Does what I do every day even matter?

   If you’re feeling unseen or depleted, you don’t have to wait for validation. You can start by paying attention to where your efforts are making a difference now. Connecting with your impact in this way will require a mental shift. You might start by reflecting on one small moment in the day where you made a difference. Take my husband, Peter. His work involves projects that take months or years to finish, which can make him feel disconnected from the results. That’s one of the reasons he loves cooking. Making a meal gives him a tangible sense of gratification. The oohs and aahs from family and friends remind him that he’s making a daily difference.

Keep an impact file

Even small reminders of our impact can make the most demanding jobs more manageable. That’s the idea behind what I call an “impact file,” a kind of personal treasure chest you can return to whenever you start to question whether your efforts matter. This collection can include thankyou notes, emails from clients, messages from your kids, photos, or birthday cards from friends—anything that reminds you of the difference you make in others’ lives. Think of it as the opposite of a gratitude journal, where you gather the appreciation others have shown to you. Lauren Smith Brody, CEO of the workplace gender equality firm the Fifth Trimester, keeps what she calls “little contributions notes” on a Google document, compiling thankyou notes from clients and press reports on her government work. She even constructed a makeshift trophy wall for herself, where she hangs framed copies of press clippings. The act of framing sends a message to herself that her contributions are “real” and worthy of attention. As Lauren puts it, “The recognition of my efforts, even though I have to pull them out myself, motivate me to keep going.”

   That practice can be especially helpful given how easily we can lose sight of the positive ways we make a difference. Our brains are primed to focus on what goes wrong rather than what goes right. Researchers refer to this tendency as a “negativity bias.” It’s a survival tactic we inherited from our earliest ancestors to protect us from danger. But what once saved us from tigers now distorts how we see our days. Focusing on the negative can dim our view of the real difference we make. An impact file helps to override that bias and encourages us to make a conscious effort to notice the positive, too.

   Just as Greg did with his “I’m telling” initiative, we can also use humor to make it easier, and therefore more habitual, to recognize the impact of others. My husband, Peter, has a family tradition of handing out quirky, inexpensive, slightly tacky trophies for anything remotely competitive, from axe throwing (don’t ask) to our annual Trivial Pursuit showdown. Imagine taking this approach in an office setting, where saying “you matter” can feel awkward and forced. Years ago, Peter’s workplace introduced some untraditional yearend awards. There was an award for someone who gave their all to a project that ultimately didn’t come together. Another honored a partner’s sound judgment in walking away from a tempting but too-risky investment—his plaque, celebrating his “rational exuberance”—still sits proudly on his shelf. Imagine giving a family member the “Glue Award” for the person who keeps everything and everyone together. These unexpected acknowledgments offer a playful way to let someone know what they do makes a difference.

Part of a bigger whole

One of the most powerful ways to connect with your impact is to recognize how your role, no matter how small it may seem, fits into a larger purpose. When we connect our efforts to something larger, we strengthen our sense of mattering in the world. Consider a janitor who once worked for NASA. In a well-loved story, during a 1962 visit to NASA’s headquarters, President Kennedy encountered this janitor and asked what he was doing. The janitor replied, “I’m helping put a man on the moon.” This janitor was right; he was helping to put a man on the moon. Seeing himself as part of the mission strengthened his sense of impact.

Do what you can, with what you have, where you are.

—Bill Widener

    Crucially, when we can connect our roles with a greater impact, we don’t just feel better, we also perform better. Research finds that chefs in open-kitchen restaurants, where they can see firsthand the finished dishes arriving at a diner’s table, tend to cook better food. Seeing the smiles and reactions of diners allows chefs to understand how their efforts, such as slicing carrots, washing herbs, or sautéing vegetables, contribute to a satisfying meal. As a result, diners tend to report that the food is tastier. What’s more, the chefs report greater satisfaction with their work. Seeing the bigger picture boosts the quality of their work and deepens their commitment to their craft—the two go hand in hand.

   If you ever find yourself noticing how someone’s impact is an important part of a whole, tell them. Maybe your colleague has been going above and beyond to ensure deadlines are met, or your neighbor has been organizing community cleanups that keep your local park beautiful. Take a moment to tell them how much this effort has lifted the energy of the workplace or neighborhood. At home, you might point out how your child’s small act of kindness toward a friend creates a ripple effect of kindness in their friend group. Recognition is a way of saying, I see the good in you. In moments like this, people remember who they are and why they matter.

If it weren’t for you …

Every year on a friend’s birthday, Amelia, a real estate agent in Florida, sends her friends a note that begins, “If it weren’t for you …” and then writes about the many ways they impact the world around them. For her cousin Mia, she wrote, “If it weren’t for your humor, our family gatherings wouldn’t be nearly as fun. Your outgoing personality helps to make us closer.” For her colleague Daniel, she wrote, “If it weren’t for you, our office wouldn’t be as warm and friendly. You’ve been instrumental in creating this positive environment.” Friends tell Amelia they often hold on to these letters as a reminder that people notice the best in them.

Amelia’s letters strike at the deepest form of awareness, the feeling that our absence would impact others for the worse and would leave the world a little emptier. When we experience our impact, when we feel like we are irreplaceable in our circles, it can be transformative. Amelia’s letters offer her friends this exact reassurance, pointing out that without them, the world would miss their kindness, wisdom, or humor.

   At the end of each year, a friend of mine has a tradition I’ve come to think of as his personal acknowledgments page, like the section in a book where authors thank those who have helped them along the way. On New Year’s Day, he sends an email to everyone who made his life better that year. This simple message of gratitude does two things: It makes each person who receives it feel valued, and it also reminds my friend of the web of support that surrounds him each day.


The Power of Social Networks: Researchers have found that our behaviors and emotional states can ripple through our social networks up to three degrees of separation. That means we influence not just our friends, but their friends, and even their friends’ friends. In other words, your actions matter to people you may never meet.



   Like Amelia and my friend, there are people who quote your words and remember your kindness toward them long after you’ve moved on. Traces of your efforts are everywhere, even if they aren’t always visible. To paraphrase the words of Scottish poet Donna Ashworth: “If every single person [you have impacted] in your lifetime, were to light up on a map, it would create the most glitteringly beautiful network you could imagine. Throw in the strangers you’ve been kind to, the people you’ve made laugh, or inspired along the way.… You’re trailing a bright pathway that you don’t even know about. What a thing. What a thing indeed.”

Greg, too, knows the impact that a person’s absence can leave on the world. A year before Greg took over as fire chief, on June 18, 2007, the Charleston Sofa Super Store was engulfed in a catastrophic fire. This fire would forever change firefighting in the region and beyond. It started on the store’s loading dock, where packing materials caught on fire. Within minutes, the fire spread inside to the store’s highly flammable furniture. From the outside, the blaze appeared manageable. But what the firefighters couldn’t know was that the building was on the brink of collapse. As the fire intensified, firefighters from the Charleston Fire Department, the neighboring department to North Charleston, were trapped inside as the heat, poor visibility, and rapidly deterio-rating conditions overwhelmed them. Tragically, nine firefighters lost their lives that day.

   It was one of the deadliest firefighting tragedies in US history. Investigations into the disaster found critical failures, like inadequate hoses and poor communication. It prompted nationwide changes in training, equipment, and safety protocols. As fire chief, Greg took those painfully learned lessons and used them to create a new firehouse culture that focused on continuous training and open communication and collaboration. When Greg retired after twenty-seven years of service in January 2024, his mind returned to the Sofa Super Store fire. “Those men presented fire-fighters all around the country with a unique opportunity to change,” Greg said, choking up and looking away. While these young men could never be replaced, Greg and his team could carry forward their legacy in how every firefighter trained and every call was answered. As he stepped out of the uniform, Greg felt an overwhelming need to honor those men once more.

There’s a grassy field on the site where the Charleston Sofa Super Store once stood, with a memorial that honors those nine firefighters. Plaques have been carefully placed across the site. Each one marks the spot where a firefighter’s body was found. For the people of Charleston, the memorial serves as a reminder of the danger and sacrifice their firefighters confront daily. In many ways, the memorial is also a monument of awareness and proof that these men had an impact far beyond their final moments.

   About a month after his retirement, Greg drove out to visit the memorial alone. In his pocket were nine Chief Coins. One by one, Greg knelt before the plaques and placed a coin. The coins were Greg’s way of saying, I see you. You mattered.
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The Good Kind of Weight


   The Mattering Core

   Recognition: You and your actions are valued, and your absence would be felt.

Reliance: You feel needed because others depend on you.

Importance: You feel significant because you’re prioritized.

Ego Extension: You feel cared for because others are invested in your well-being.

Attunement: You feel deeply understood and meaningfully responded to.



Julie Plaut Mahoney stepped into the foyer of her childhood home and let the silence settle in around her. The faint scent of her mother’s perfume now made her ache. It all felt too intimate to be in her mother’s house without her there. As Julie walked through the rooms, she took in the objects left behind: her mother’s reading glasses, a wooden elephant from Thailand, and a favorite throw blanket. In the kitchen, her eyes went to the empty yellow soup pot on the stove, a witness to a lifetime of family meals.

   Her mother Linda’s illness came as a shock. During a 2017 family trip to the Berkshires, Julie and her brother noticed Linda was limping. The next day doctors diagnosed her with stage IV glioblastoma, a fast-growing brain cancer. Linda’s independence vanished overnight. The car keys were taken. She would need fulltime care. Still, Linda was determined to keep working as the director of cultural affairs of Newton, Massachusetts, where she organized concerts, festivals, and public art. To help her do that and to ensure her final months felt meaningful, Julie decided to become Linda’s fulltime caregiver. This meant Julie would resign from her job as a volunteer manager at Newton at Home, a nonprofit that supports older adults. While Julie loved her work, she realized the most urgent need right now was closer to home. Julie’s brother supported this decision and her sacrifice by contributing financially to their mother’s care.

   While an aide cared for her mother overnight, Julie took the day shift. Every morning, Julie drove the mile and a half to her childhood home. From nine a.m. to four p.m., Julie was her mother’s driver, personal assistant, and home health aide. Linda relied on Julie to get her to meetings and maintain some semblance of the life she cherished, and Julie was comforted that she was able to honor Linda’s wish to stay engaged with the world for as long as possible.

   Linda worked remotely until the very end of her life, spending her final weekend raising thousands of dollars for an upcoming concert. A few days later she passed away. The grief was immediate and consuming. Not only had Julie lost her only living parent, she also lost the sense of purpose and identity that came from being relied on in such a profound way. For nineteen months, Julie’s life had revolved around her mother’s care, going grocery shopping, checking medications, and making sure her mother’s slippers were within reach. Now, an unsettling sense of weight-lessness crept over her. The emptiness of the days and weeks ahead filled her with dread. Who was she, she wondered, if not a daily caregiver? “There was this vastness, this chasm, this gap,” Julie said. “I’m not sure you know how meaningful that is to you until it is no longer there.”

   Meanwhile, she also faced a more practical dilemma: What would she do with all of her mother’s belongings? The candy dish, the yellow pot, the china set—every object held a memory. How could she possibly decide what to keep and what to throw away? These belongings, much like Julie herself, needed a new purpose.

   In her work with Newton at Home, Julie had encountered many families in similar situations. In the overwhelming days following a loss, families wondered what to do with homes full of their loved ones’ belongings. Julie suggested ways to repurpose them: perhaps that old set of pots and pans could be donated to a family in the community who lost their home in a fire or to refugees who were building a life in Newton from scratch. Over time, these suggestions grew into a regular operation. Together with her friend Mindy Frankel Peckler, Julie picked up items left out for them on porches and front steps and stored them in a room in a friend’s office until they could match the items with someone who could use them. Soon the program became so popular that Julie and Mindy relocated their operation to a larger room on the
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