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of many words of wisdom, in plaque 

form and otherwise—is a hero of 

mine. She always makes Christmas 

special, with creative gifts and tradi-

tions (like our family grab bag), and 

a kitchen counter full of goodies, 

including her peanut butter bars, a 

once-a-year treat. She cuts them way 

too small, in my opinion, and she 

stores in them in the freezer so they’re 

chilly, perfect bites (OK, maybe they 

are just the right size!). To read about 

more “Heroes of the Holidays,” turn to 

our cover story on page 44. 

Another hero sure to inspire is James 

Armstrong, a special man who joins 

his wife in caring for one of the last 

people you might expect; their story 

starts on page 92. Hazard, Kentucky, a 

small town on the comeback, is full 

of heroes who might surprise you 

as well; see page 76. You’ll find 

many people to admire in this 

issue. We wish you all an awe-

some holiday season!

I
f I need a little pick-me-up, all 

I have to do is look around. A 

wooden sign on my mantel re-

minds me that “Love Never Fails.” 

A plaque in my bathroom says that 

“Every Day Is a Fresh Start.” When my 

son was younger, our shower curtain 

read “Be Awesome Today!” I like to 

think it helped us all remember to at 

least strive for that. 

I’m not alone in my decor 

preference, or in my belief that 

words have great power. In her 

book Foolish, comedian Sarah 

Cooper writes about her 

mom’s words of wisdom, 

all pilfered from signs 

and pillows around her 

home. Our excerpt 

starts on page 32.

My mom—a giver 

Words to  

Live By

reader’s digest

Jody L. Rohlena, 

content director

Write to me at 

letters@rd.com.

DEAR READER
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What Are You  
Baking This  
Holiday Season? 

Whether you love to bake or you only pull 

out the cookie sheets this time of year, you 

can find inspiration and community with 

Bakeable from Taste of Home. Bakeable is 

an online community where bakers mix it 

up and share tips, recipes and photos of 

their creations. Join the monthly Bakeable 

challenge and try our sister publication’s 

most beloved recipes alongside the editors 

who’ve helped perfect them. The December 

challenge, a modernized white fruitcake 

recipe, is a holiday party show-stealer, sure 

to win over even the fruitcake-adverse. Join 

at tasteofhome.com/bakeable.

I really related to your 

article “How Hobbies 

Help Us” (September 

2024) about how 

pastimes can help  

us heal. As a kid, I  

listened to classical 

music because it’s 

what my dad liked, 

but I didn’t realize  

how much it impacted 

me until adulthood. 

After my divorce, go-

ing back and listening 

to all my favorite sym-

phonies and concertos 

from my youth relaxed 

me and helped to pro-

cess the heartache in a 

way I never expected. 

—kathy Eisaman  

Marysville, WA

The Best Gift You Can Give (in Our Opinion!)
The magazine designed to travel in your pocket 

fits quite well in a stocking too. Reader’s Digest 

gift subscriptions last all year long—a perennial 

reminder of your love for friends and family. Sign 

up your dearests at rd.com/gift. 
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ince 1940, Steubenville, Ohio, 

has lost more than half its popula-

tion. But beginning in 2015, the 

city found a way to bring people back to 

its downtown: life-size nutcrackers—209 

of them as of last year—all built and 

painted by local volunteers. During the 

holidays, the once-desolate downtown 

teems with neighbors and tourists 

enjoying the colorful characters, which 

include depictions of Ebenezer 

Scrooge, Sherlock Holmes and home-

town hero Dean Martin. Of the crowds, 

businessman Mark Nelson told the 

Washington Post, “It was like a miracle 

happened.” 

Nutcracker 

Sweet

World of 

GOOD
Reasons to Smile
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A Hug to Stop a 

Bank Robber
A man with a checkered past talks  

a troubled soul down

BY Robert Kiener 

photograph by Stacey Doyle

manager, who sat at his desk with his 

head down and seemed to be whisper-

ing into his telephone. As Armus 

approached the teller windows, he 

noticed the three employees had simi-

lar worried looks on their faces. He 

heard one teller whisper to another, 

“He’s got a note.”

Armus looked to his left and noticed 

a man at another window with his 

striped T-shirt pulled up to partially 

conceal his face. This is a robbery, 

thought Armus. 

He heard the man say, “I don’t want 

to hurt anybody.” Minutes earlier, the 

man had passed a note to the teller 

“H
mm,” Michael Armus mut-

tered to himself. He’d just 

set foot into the Bank of the 

West in Woodland, California, and felt 

the tension. “Something’s not right.” 

It  was a little before 11 on a 

sunny May morning in 2023, and 

the 69-year-old retired auto body 

painter was there to deposit a check.  

Normally, whenever Armus visited, 

he’d be greeted with loud salvos of 

“Hi, Mr. Armus!” from the tellers, with 

whom he loved to banter and share 

his admittedly corny jokes. 

But today, none of the tellers 

acknowledged him. Nor did the bank’s 

reader’s digest  World of Good
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