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NB’s Sherry Koo collects Easter
gifts for Fill A Heart 4 Kids

Pictured is a table filled with hundreds of Valentine’s Day gifts for at-risk children, given from the nonprofit Fill A Heart.
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Danielle Perlin, Staff Writer

1:38 pm PST March 4, 2014

Within 440 gift bags donated from residents of both Lake and Cook County, kids in six

residential facilities throughout the Chicago area received a plethora of items for Valentine’s

Day, including nail polish, McDonald’s gift certificates, stickers, candy, sketch pads,

deodorant, toothpaste, toothbrushes, facial products and more. In total, about 5,000 gifts

were distributed. 

In February of 2007, Annie McAveeney and her daughters, Lilly and Ellorie — now 17 years

old and 22 years old, respectively — created the organization Fill A Heart 4 Kids, which was

intended to make children living in residential facilities feel special on Valentine’s Day.

Today, the nonprofit donates gift bags for Valentine’s Day, Easter and Halloween. 

This year, Fill A Heart 4 Kids will give about 1,760 gifts to at-risk children. 

“These kids feel a huge disconnect from the community,” Annie McAveeney said. “They feel

such a sense of shame because they were abused …they don’t realize how much people

care about them … We know they are the heroes, but they don’t realize that. They view

themselves as broken. 
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“Fill A Heart is about reminding at-risk kids [that] they are special.”

Northbrook resident Sherry Koo is one of nearly 100 volunteers on board. Because of Koo,

Fill A Heart 4 Kids was able to double the amount of gift bags that were donated this past

Valentine’s Day, including Lydia Home, Allendale, House of Peace Shelter and A Safe Place. 

“I [sent] out an email to all of my Northbrook friends[who] had never heard about these

homes before … people were very generous,” Sherry Koo said, mother of three. “[This]

tugged at a lot of parents’ heartstrings, and [they] wanted to get their kids involved. You want

your kids to know they have a good life, have been blessed and very privileged.” 

Koo and McAveeney made sure that each child at the same residential facility received the

same gifts for the holiday; in one place, for example, each child received a movie theatre

ticket.

“These kids have lost a sense of their childhood … it’s so sad,” Koo added. “We want to give

them a piece of their childhood back.” 

Lilly McAveeney’s favorite interaction with Fill A Heart was when she gave one of her dolls

to a little girl who was feeling sad. 

“This just brightened her day … she held her doll when she slept at night,” McAveeney said.

“It’s nice to see [that] when we give up just a small little thing to [us], it means so much more

to them than we would ever think.”

McAveeney said she first became passionate about at-risk children when she learned about

Safe Families for Children through her church, which is a program through Lydia Home. Safe

Families provides “an overwhelmed and resource-limited parent with a safe, temporary

place for their child without threat of losing custody” with the ultimate goal of

“[strengthening] and [supporting] parents to they can become Safe Families for their own

children,” according to the website, www.safe-families.org.

“The need is so huge in Illinois,” McAveeney said. “We show [these kids] we care by doing

random acts of kindness throughout the year. It helps children heal when they know that

there are families out there who care.”  

Since Valentine’s Day on Feb. 14, McAveeney has already received about 86 thank-you

notes from the children. 

“We have Cook County getting involved, sports teams, churches, and now we’re going to get

Chicago involved,” McAveeney said.

For Easter this year, the goal is to collect about 10,000 eggs for an Easter egg hunt.

“The [kids] can see what it feels like to do a little egg hunt and be a kid,” Koo said. “If you

have come from a bad environment and that’s all you know, then it’s a terrible cycle,

nothing to break the cycle … I feel like if we all just did a little, it would make a huge

http://www.safe-families.org/
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impact.”

For more information, visit www.facebook.com

/fillaheart.
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