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The story of Melvin actually begins with the story of Johnny. 

Johnny was a little boy, maybe five years old, who lived right across the street from Ninos Park.  Every time 

we went to the park to put on one of our Saturday play days, Johnny was there.  He was hard to miss in his 

denim overalls and his fiery personality.  Johnny often got into trouble at the park, but no one could stay 

mad at him for long.  He would flash his big smile up at us and we’d instantly forget whatever it was that he 

had done wrong. 

It was during one of those big, flashy smiles that I first noticed Johnny’s teeth.  They stood out because 

several of them were rotting and the decay was even visible on his gums.  It wasn’t surprising: every time 

we saw Johnny, he had a piece of candy in his mouth.  It didn’t matter if it was morning, noon, or night.  He 

always had candy.  When you are hungry, candy can make the hunger pains go away.   

I was concerned about Johnny’s teeth so one day when I was at the drug store I bought a children’s sized 

tooth brush and some children’s toothpaste.  I brought them with me to our next play day at the park. 

When the program was over, I waited until everyone had gone home, and then I pulled Johnny aside and 

gave him the toothbrush and toothpaste.  I showed him how to brush his teeth right there at the park and 

told him that those were his special things so he needed to find a special place for them at his apartment.  

(I knew that would be hard to do because a lot of children lived in his apartment.) 

Just as I was finishing up the tooth-brushing lesson with Johnny, I felt a tap on my shoulder.  I turned 

around and saw Melvin standing there.  Melvin was another little boy, around 8 or 9 years old, who lived 

with Johnny (not his brother, but somehow related) and who was also a regular attendee of our park days.  

Turns out, I wasn’t as sneaky as I thought and Melvin had seen me giving Johnny the toothbrush.  Melvin 

looked me right in the eye and asked, “Can you buy me shoes?”   

Oh no! What have I done? Now all of the kids are going to start asking me for things.  

I told Melvin that I was sorry, but I couldn’t buy him shoes.  After all, I was only planning to buy a 

toothbrush for Johnny so he could take care of his teeth.  But as he walked away, I looked down and 

noticed that Melvin was wearing much-too-large white sneakers.  They looked like men’s size 10 shoes!  

They were clearly too big for his feet and when he walked across the street to his apartment, I noticed that 

his feet were coming out of the shoes with each step.   

Hmm, that’s weird. 

Three weeks went by and it was time for us to go back to the park again for our next play day.  On the 

Friday before each Saturday play day, we would go to the apartments and pass out a flier to each door, 

inviting kids to come out to the park the next day.  That particular day we got there a little early – it was 

before school was out so we had a few minutes to kill before we would start to see all the kids.  As we were 



walking through the apartments, I saw Melvin.  I asked, “Hey Melvin, what are you doing home?  Why 

aren’t you at school today?” 

He replied, “I didn’t have shoes.”   

I looked down at his feet and saw him standing there, barefoot, in the dirt.  I instantly remembered the 

request he had made three weeks prior.  That’s when it hit me.  Melvin hadn’t just been asking for 

something he wanted.  He was asking for something he needed. 

I was stunned.  There was a child in Sacramento, California, United States of America, who had not gone to 

school that day, and who knows how many other days, because he did not have a pair of shoes.  I quickly 

wrote down his shoe size and that night, I went and purchased a pair of shoes for Melvin. 

I gave him the shoes the next day at the park, after all of the kids had gone home.  Without a lot of fanfare, 

he took the shoes and went on his way. 

Several months had passed and we had never spoken about the shoes again.  In fact, I wasn’t sure if he 

even remembered that I was the one who had given him the shoes. Then one day, at one of our Saturday 

play days, I noticed that Melvin was hanging around me a lot and wanting to spend time with me.  Of 

course, I was thrilled to be spending some time with Melvin!  Towards the end of the day, he told me he 

had something for me.  He reached into his pocket and handed me a caramel apple sucker.   

 “Thank you, Melvin!  What’s this for?” 

“It’s because you bought me shoes.” 

Wow.  Candy is your prized possession.  Such gratitude.  Such thoughtfulness.  I’m completely humbled by 

this gesture.  

 

      
            (Kacie and Melvin)           (Families gathering for the Christmas Store) 



The GreenHouse’s Annual Christmas Project, Melvin’s Hope, was named in honor of Melvin for three 

reasons.   

1. Melvin opened our eyes to the very real, physical needs of the community.        

2. Melvin showed incredible courage when he tapped me on the shoulder and asked me for what he 

needed. 

3. Melvin was incredibly grateful for the gift he had received.  So much so, that several months later, 

he gave a thank you gift – his prized possession. 

Melvin's Hope 2013 will be held on Saturday, December 14th.   This special Christmas Store gives families 

an opportunity to purchase affordable gifts for their children.  Volunteers and parent leaders from The 

GreenHouse community serve neighborhood families as personal shoppers, wrappers, re-stockers, and 

greeters.  Melvin's Hope provides a way to meet the some of the physical needs of families while honoring 

parents' dignity.  Parents are able to purchase high-quality gifts to give to their kids for Christmas in a way 

that helps to extend limited resources.   

In order to stock our affordable toy store with enough toys for the kids in our community, we need 900 

new toys (in the $15-$25 price range).  We rely on donations from individuals, community groups, 

churches, and business to provide for this need.  Would you consider helping us stock our store with toys 

this Christmas?  We particularly need balls, games, dolls, and clothing for teens.   For more information on 

Melvin’s Hope and how you can get involved, please go to www.thegreenhousecenter.org or contact 

Executive Director Brian Heller de Leon at brian@thegreenhousecenter.org.   
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