Community responds with open hearts for area children in need 
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A partnership between Egg Harbor Cafe and the Arlington Heights Junior Woman's Club paid big dividends again this year, and needy families in Wheeling Township will reap the benefits. 

Once again, club members designed handcrafted ornaments with the names of 225 children - 50 more than last year - and hung them on their Wish Tree, which went up just after Thanksgiving at Egg Harbor.

"We all gathered for a craft night to make the ornaments," says member Sarah O'Connor of Arlington Heights, who coordinated the effort for the club's 40 members.

Mike Fontaine, co-manager at the restaurant, says patrons began asking about the tree even before it went up.

"It's the most children we've ever taken, and we could have had more," Fontaine says. "A lot of people took more than one child to shop for."

The ornaments were gone in less than two weeks, and the presents started pouring in, including multiple gifts for each child.

"People are so generous," O'Connor says.

Sponsoring the Wish Tree is an annual project for the Arlington Heights Junior Woman's Club, whose members have been working in the community since 1933.

Though its location has changed - moving from Town & Country Mall, to Vail Street Cafe to Egg Harbor most recently - its mission to help brighten the holidays for local children has remained constant.

"The response is just overwhelming, every year," says member Joan Hegberg of Arlington Heights.

The project is separate from Wheeling Township's "Adopt A Family" program. While low-income families can qualify to be adopted for three years by township benefactors, the Wish Tree sponsors only the children of those families who no longer qualify, but still meet the low-income requirement.

Most of the patrons who sponsor the children return year after year. O'Connor points to Northwest Suburban Montessori School in Arlington Heights, for example, whose students adopted 12 children this year.

Club members delivered the piles of presents to Wheeling Township's offices on Tuesday, before families come to pick them up on Monday.

