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Heroes are
made,
not born
People should stop
to help if they see
someone in trouble –
we are a community
and responsible
for one another

Akshita Nanda

You don’t need a cape and secret
cave made out of Lego bricks to be a
hero. A friend of mine saved a life
last week.
While dropping off her kids at
school, she saw a man lying on the
side of the road. On her way back,
she stopped to check on him. He
wasn’t intoxicated. He was severely
ill. She called an ambulance while
other people in cars drove by.
The baristas at my
neighbourhood cafe save a life
every day. The coffee house is the
regular stop of a special needs adult
who enjoys a daily ramble along a
familiar route. The baristas watch
out for him, give him free drinks,
but no cake. His caregivers had told
them he is diabetic.
Thinking of these everyday
heroes brings a lump to my throat.
What brings tears to my eyes is
realising that their actions are
extraordinary.
Think again of my friend who
knelt beside a moaning, trembling
man who had fallen next to a busy
road. She had been taking her
children to school. It was half an
hour before she returned to check
on him. In those 30 minutes, no
other driver stopped to call an
ambulance.
Perhaps the drivers thought the
fallen man was drunk and therefore
undeserving of help. Perhaps they
had the eyesight of the average
middle-class – or richer – adult,
which focuses on smartphone
notifications rather than present
reality. We don’t like being
inconvenienced. We have an
innate distaste of those who appear
odd.
I shared my friend’s experience
with others. One listener nodded,
imagining the cars whizzing by
without stopping. A few months
ago, his sister fell in a crowded area
and severely injured her back.
She had to crawl along the
pavement to get into a taxi. No
passer-by stopped to help her.
They stepped over her.
Yes, this was in Singapore.
Another listener said of my
friend: “I can’t believe she went
back to him. I wouldn’t have gone
back.”
She isn’t a hard-hearted person.

“I would just assume someone else
would help him.”
Who?
“The police? Civil Defence? It’s
their job.”
Fair point. But the uniformed
services can’t be everywhere at
every time. In case of an
emergency, should we wait for
so-called first responders or take
on that role ourselves?
Earlier this month, The Straits
Times named Olympian Joseph
Schooling its pick for Singaporean
Of The Year 2016. Another heroic
young man was among the finalists:
Ashvin Gunasegaran, a 12-year-old
who rushed to help a woman stuck
in her car after it collided with
another in Yishun last May. A
bunch of adults in the vicinity
gawked and took pictures. Ashvin’s
friends warned him to stay away
because the cars were emitting
smoke. But he had been taught
during a safety lesson in school to
help victims of a traffic accident, so
he did.
Helpfulness is a learnt response.
Genetics drives any living being to
actions that ensure its DNA
survives into the next generation.
Most such actions are selfish.
In other words, heroes are made,
not born. In the case of the
everyday heroes already
mentioned, each has an origin story
worthy of a comic book.
My friend came back to check on
the man because her brother died
in a roadside accident where no
one had stopped to help.
The barista who quietly
supervises the special needs adult
at my neighbourhood cafe was
once stationed at a coffee outlet in a
hospital. While pulling shots of
espresso, he noticed a man
slumping to the floor outside the
cafe. This was a hospital and yet
people rushed around and over the
figure for painful minutes. Nothing
happened until a doctor came by
and realised the man was having a
heart attack.
Would you blame the barista for
not leaving his station while the
orders piled up and the hungry
lunchtime queue grew? Would you
blame the hospital visitors for not
stopping, some on their way to
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worrisome clinical tests, others
rushing to see a loved one?
What I know is that the barista’s
experience now allows him and his
colleagues to keep a neighbourly
eye on a person who needs their
help.
What I know is that when my late
grandmother was in hospital for
heart surgery, the doorbell rang.
I opened the door and a stranger
informed me that our neighbour, an
elderly bachelor, had collapsed at
the office. The stranger, a
colleague, had brought our
neighbour home, but did not know
what to do next.
I didn’t know what to do either.
I told my father. The second the
words left my lips, he rushed out of
the door so fast it banged shut.
Knowing his mother was ill and
wanted to see her family, my father
still took the time – half a day,
I remember – to ensure our
neighbour was seen by a doctor and
eventually admitted to hospital.
Everyday heroes have learnt
from experience. My family will
always stop when it appears
someone is in trouble because once

upon a time, my brother was in a
traffic accident and a stranger
rushed out of his store and took my
brother to hospital. It saved his life.
Everyday heroism can and
should be taught. School talks
about safety and traffic accidents
are a great start, as the tale of
Ashvin shows.
Another wonderful idea is the
Forget Us Not initiative by Lien
Foundation and Khoo Teck Puat
Hospital. It raises awareness of
dementia and, more importantly,
trains people on how to interact
with sufferers of dementia and refer
them to aid agencies, if need be.
At last count, one in 10 in
Singapore suffers from dementia,
which means there are thousands
who might need the respectful
kindness of strangers at any given
moment.
When people need help, we
cannot and should not overlook
them. Yet, even those who want to
help may hesitate for fear of
making the situation worse.
If a person has collapsed by the
side of the road, should he be
touched? If he moves fitfully in the

long minutes before an ambulance
arrives – drivers here should make
more effort to give way to
emergency services – should he be
restrained?
Remember those posters around
MRT stations explaining that it is
more polite to stand when speaking
to someone in a wheelchair, rather
than hunker down to eye level?
Sensitivity training is useful. We
could also use posters with
practical information explaining
what to do in the event a fellow
commuter appears to have a
medical emergency.
We could have TV and YouTube
advertisements explaining what
and what not to do in similar cases,
reinforcing the point that we are a
community and responsible for one
another.
The heroes I know stop to help
because they don’t see a stranger in
need. They see themselves or their
loved ones needing succour and so
they step in, not step back. Exactly
one step makes a hero. Today, that
step could be taken by you.
akshitan@sph.com.sg

My adopted son was worth the wait
Tara Montgomery
Eight hundred thirty-two days.
Worth the wait.
My name is Tara Montgomery.
I’m a single mother and an
administrative secretary at a high
school in Arizona – and, on
Dec 20 last year, I officially adopted
my three-year-old son, Michael.
My first adopted child.
My daughter, who wanted to
savour the moment, snapped a
photograph of Michael, one
victorious fist raised in the air,
another hand holding a chalkboard,
with a few words written in marker:
“Some things are worth the wait.
After 832 days in foster care, today
I’m adopted.”
She posted the photograph on
Twitter. More than 143,000 likes
and 57,000 retweets later, my new
son’s adoption – and the joy on his
face at finally joining his forever
family – went viral.
Michael entered our lives as a
foster child on Feb 14, 2015. My
decision to become a foster mother
wasn’t easy (or quick).
I never expected to become one.
My daughters’ dad died in 2001 and
I was a single mother raising three
young daughters in a tumultuous
economy.
But a few colleagues approached

me: Are you willing to use your
experience and speak with
teenagers who have lost a parent?
I said yes. I talked to them.
I counselled them. As time went on,
though, I began noticing more and
more students who didn’t have
anyone.
My heart felt for these children
and their circumstances. It’s not
their fault – and it’s sad to see
anyone in a situation where
they’re moving through life
without guidance from someone
who loves them.
One day, after being approached
by another colleague at the school
where I work, my daughters and I
made the choice. We were going to
do what we could with what we had
to make a difference to children
who had nothing.
I became a foster mother – and
my daughters became foster
sisters.
We welcomed three children
into our family, one at a time,
acknowledging that each welcome
would be temporary: a short-term
relief for these kiddos whose
immediate futures were unclear.
In early 2015, I received a
telephone call from the Arizona
Department of Child Safety, which
handles foster care in our state.
“We need to move a little boy to a
new home,” said the voice on the
other end of the line. “Are you

interested?” Yes.
We picked him up from the
parking lot of a mall. Our fourth
foster child, and his third foster
home.
That Valentine’s Day in 2015,
Michael joined our family in what
we assumed would be a temporary
living situation in this 18-monthold boy’s transition to a more
permanent home.
And that’s when everything
changed.
I wasn’t looking to adopt a new
child. I have three daughters to care
for – and a baby granddaughter.
All we set out to do was to make
sure that kids without parents
didn’t have to worry, if only for a
short period of time, about what
would happen to them. There were
plans in motion to reunite Michael
with his biological mother and I
was proud of being able to give him
relief until that happened.
The next 22 months went fast.
Michael’s presence brightened
our lives as much as we hoped to
brighten his life through fostering.
His laugh. His smile. His energy.
It became a part of our home’s
ecosystem. It was an instant
connection.
Now, let’s be clear: Our foster
experience wasn’t a cakewalk.
Michael suffered from asthma
attacks for which we had to take
him to the doctor – more than a few

times. We had to carry around his
inhalers and learn how to use
EpiPens. We visited doctors,
emergency rooms and specialists
26 times in the first year. He was
a sick little guy.
I wasn’t the first foster mother
(and won’t be the last) to look into
the mirror after an all-nighter with
my new child and say to myself: “I
don’t know what I’m getting myself
into.” But, as often happens,
overcoming these bumps in the
road has made our family stronger.
Michael developed an incredibly
special bond with my youngest
daughter while dealing with these
issues. Whenever he has a
particularly bad asthma attack, the
only person he wants to sleep next
to is her. He’s comforted by her
presence and she’s comforted by
being “that person” in his life.
They adore each other in a way that
may not have happened otherwise
– at least not as quickly.
From changing his diaper,
putting on his shoes, or pouring
him a drink at dinner and snuggling
with him at night, as Michael grew,
my daughters grew, too.
Michael loves trucks and trains.
He loves running on the sand at the
beach, seeing the waves come in
and waving at the seals as they lie
on the wet rocks.
Only three years old, he calls the
beach his “happy place”. He revels

in leaving surprise selfies on our
cellphones. He often wakes in the
morning to tell me, “Mom, I so
happy”. He will run into the girls’
rooms and ask them, “Dae, T – Are
you so happy?” (We are all so very
happy.)
These are only a few of the things
I’ve learnt about him since picking
him up that day in early February.
These unique details you learn
about children – they make
everything worth it.
He went from “a foster child” to
“my foster child” in the blink of an
eye.
And that’s why, when the next
telephone call came – informing us
that the ongoing efforts to reunite
him with his biological mother had
fallen through – it didn’t take long
for my daughters and I to decide.
Everything had seamlessly
clicked into place from the
beginning: This little boy came to
us on Valentine’s Day. He came to
us on Arizona’s birthday. He has
the same last name as my biological
daughters. He looks like them.
He has our sense of humour. He
made our family stronger.
And, more than that, we never
wanted him to wonder again where
he might end up next.
So, we adopted him – and he
became a permanent part of our
family.
He woke up a few days later on

Christmas morning to a tree with
presents under it.
He flung open the wrapping
paper to find Thomas the Tank
Engine trains and a new bicycle, all
while being surrounded by new,
permanent family members for the
first time – people who loved him
and cared for him and would
continue to do so forever.
The process may have been
easier for us than for others
because Arizona has been working
to make foster care and adoption
an easier choice and to empower
parents to welcome children in
need into their families.
According to the numbers, more
children are leaving state care here
than entering it for the first time in
seven years and more than 3,600
children in Arizona were adopted
in fiscal 2016.
I can’t promise that every step of
the way will be easy or that you
won’t wonder whether it’s worth
the upcoming speed bump in the
road.
What I can promise is this:
Whatever you face on your route to
adoption, the smile on your child’s
face will be worth it.
It took me 42 years to realise
what it feels like to adopt a child,
this beautiful little boy, into my life.
More than 15,000 days.
Worth the wait.
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