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Chapter 1

Maria’s car was pointed west. When she had first began to drive she was
resolute and confident. She knew she had gotten away. He wouldn’t curse her
anymore. He would no longer pierce her with his biting insults. No more fists. No
more of his pain. No more humiliation.

It was dark and it was raining on this warm September evening.
“Of course,” she thought. How fitting that when she finally escaped from

it all the entire sky would be a dark and imposing monster, as though God,
himself were frowning upon her. Frowning upon her for all of her sins.

The sky was so dark, and she could her the thunder beginning. It wasn’t
long before the rain began to fall. It started slowly at first, and as the rains began
her mind drifted through her life. She had never known a time when she hadn’t
been abused by men. She had never known her father, but she had heard that he
was Spanish, Mexican, maybe. She wasn’t sure because her mother never spoke
of her father. But the name “Maria” was his idea, she figured.

She had done all the bad things you could do when you grow up outside a
small town in an even smaller trailer park in southern Indiana. Most of her friends
had gotten pregnant and started having babies in their teens. But she was different.
She wasn’t exactly sure why she had never gotten pregnant. She always just
assumed something was wrong with her. Everything was wrong with her. And
that was why God had punished her. Bo was God’s punishment to her. She
deserved his cursing and shouting, his drinking and cheating, and all the beatings
he had given her.

Maria was certainly not ugly, but neither was she altogether pretty, either.
This was one reason Bo had taken an interest in her: She was attractive enough to
fuck, but not so beautiful that he couldn’t slap her around. He dominated her.
Completely.

Maria knew enough about God to know that He punished sinners like her.
She had learned that from the church folks when she was growing up as a
teenager. They had said as much, you know, told her that she needed to repent and
turn her life around. But, of course, it really wasn’t so much about what they said
as the way they looked at her. They didn’t accept her kind of trailer trash with her
kind of life. She and all her friends from the trailer park had a reputation, and it
wasn’t the good kind. God and the church folks who talked about him didn’t
accept the girls who drank, ran around all hours of the night, and spread their legs
for the boys.

But, then again, Maria did know one Christian who was different than all
the others. Her name was Amy Culpepper, and she was the reason that Maria had
pointed the car west and began her drive to freedom.

Maria had only known Amy for less than a year, but the two had made a
real connection. Amy had talked to Maria about change, but mainly the two just
spent time together. They talked about good things. Nice things. And these
conversations made Maria feel, for the first time in her life, like she was worth
something. But she didn’t know how to handle the feeling. It was so strange and
so new.
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Amy and her husband would drive out to Maria’s trailer park once every
month. They would come with three other students from the Christian college that
an hour’s drive. Amy’s husband was going to be a preacher somewhere, Maria
had thought. He and the rest of the students talked about God and religion and
stuff. They would stay for the whole day, and then pile into their car and drive
back north to their school.

Maria hadn’t heard a word from Amy for almost ten years. Maria was
about 16 when she had met Amy. It was the only time of any real goodness she
had ever felt, and somehow Maria felt she was better – a good person – when she
was with Amy. She had begun to think of change, but she really didn’t want to
change, and she had no idea how to change even if she wanted to.

Nearly ten years passed and then, after all that time, Maria had stood in her
kitchen in utter disbelief, reading a letter from Amy Culpepper. Amy was in
Arizona now, working with her husband who was a Pastor of a small church in
Flagstaff. The church was small, the letter said, but after three years people were
beginning to respond to the love of God. That’s what Amy had said.

Maria had turned to the third page of the letter. Her brown eyes scanned
the words rather slowly one by one, for Maria had never cared to learn much from
school and had dropped out as soon as she was old enough. She read through the
last two paragraphs again, and then she sat down in one of the two chairs around
the small table. Bo had destroyed the other chair in a drunken fit the previous
night.

As Maria sat she starred ahead in shock and then re-read the letter. Even
after reading it a third time she still didn’t know how to process it: Amy wanted
her to join them in Arizona. It was all so strange. Although they had bonded on a
very deep level the fact remained that they had not known each other all that long.
It was only once a month for less than a year! And yet it was clear that Amy was
inviting Maria to join them in Flagstaff. There was an address, a telephone
number, and a warm welcome to come out to Arizona. 

“Amy knew,” Maria had thought to herself. “She must have known that I
would need out.” But Maria also knew that she would never go. This was the only
life she understood. This was the only way that she really knew. Fear would
prompt her to long to leave, but fear was also the thing that was keeping her in her
trailer park with Bo. She had never left southern Indiana in her whole life. It was
impossible.

And yet on a warm September evening, only three days after Maria
received the letter, all things were suddenly possible.
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Chapter 2

Maria had been visiting some family a few hours away, and had returned
early. She knew that Bo cheated on her. Hell, everyone knew. It was just a part of
life. But there was something different about this evening.

When she walked in the door of the apartment she had heard them in the
bedroom and had instantly felt anger and then fear flood her body. Her anger
made her curse the woman receiving her husbands affection, “What the fuck are
you doing here!” she said.

But it was Bo’s response that finally pushed her over the edge and had
temporarily driven the fear of leaving out of her heart. He got up off of the bed
took a few long and deliberate steps toward her and looked straight into her eyes.
His eyes were angry and demeaning, like he was ordering a dog out of the house –
a dog who should have known better. And his voice was calm and deliberate:
“Get – the fuck – out of here,” he had said.

It was his order. She had to leave while he finished off his woman.
And that was what did it.
Maria had rationalized his drunken fits. His painful words and his

beatings. But for all of the sacrifices over the years she had made on her self-
worth; for all the times she had allowed men to use and abuse her – now it was
finally too much. She had finally sunk so low that she didn’t think she could go
any further. Something snapped in side of her. She was leaving him.
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Chapter 3

Maria had driven back from her relatives in a car that was her own. Her
Uncle Bennie’s driving while under the influence had resulted in his lack of need
for a vehicle, at least for quite some time, and so, having no use for the car he had
given it to Maria. It wasn’t much, but it was hers, and now she was pointing the
car west and was driving towards Arizona.

It was raining hard now. The wipers were on as fast as they could move,
but the wipers were not very good and so she was driving slower in order so see
the road. The thunder was loud now, too, and she had seen lighting in the
distance.

She didn’t deserve this new start. She was a sinner. What was she
thinking? 

This idea was just out of reach. “How could I possibly make it out all the
way to Arizona,” she said aloud to herself. She didn’t even know if she had
enough money for food, gas, and hotels. And what if she got lost and couldn’t find
her way? She had never used a map before. She had never even been out of state.

Maria was beginning to approach the state line now, and suddenly she
became overwhelmed. 

Her vision began to blur.
All of the doubts were crashing down on her, and she began to have one of

her panic attacks. She started to feel herself having a hard time breathing. She
knew she had to pull over or she would soon lose control of the vehicle.

With great effort, Maria managed to steer the car to the side of the road
and turn off the engine. The road was empty for now, and so Maria tried to relax
and control her anxiety. Her chest began to feel compressed and tight. Her
breathing became shorter and shorter until she could no longer draw air into her
lungs. Her chest tightened more and every second felt like hours as she lost the
ability to draw a breath.

Then, quite suddenly, she was able to draw a breath. And then another.
Eventually she was able to relax herself and regain control. The rain was still
falling outside, and it was so dark. For now she didn’t hear the thunder, but she
was never so afraid in all of her life as she was at this moment.

After about ten minutes she began to realize how absurd this whole trip
was and she began to feel frustration with herself for ever even thinking about it. 

Rationality set in.
It was a ridiculous idea to begin with, and it had all just happened because

she had caught Bo fucking that other woman. 
She would go back to the life she knew. She would go back to something

that she could understand, something that she could manage. In fact, after her
panic attack her only objective was to get back home. She started the engine, and
turned the wheel as she slowly accelerated.

Maria pointed the car east and then, abruptly, she put it into park. Where
would she go back to?

Maria picked up her cell phone to call her friend Janet. She would stay
with her good friend Janet tonight. For a few moments she had to think about
which speed-dial number belonged to Janet. She had dialed her hundreds of times,
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but she blinked her eyes and stared at the numbers for a few seconds before the
number finally came to her mind:  Janet was number 2.

But just before her thumb began to react and reach for Janet’s speed-dial
number her phone began to ring. It scared her and she froze for a moment. Then it
rang again. The number was not familiar to her, although it was within her area
code. Without thinking about whether she should answer or not she touched the
green button and put the phone to her ear, and paused for a few moments before
saying, “Hello.”

“Maria?” a man’s voice responded. “Maria, is that you?”
She didn’t respond.
“Maria, are you there?” the voice inquired.
“Uh, yea,” she said. “Yea, I’m here.”
“Maria. It’s me,” the voice said, sounding suddenly familiar and also

warm. “It’s me, George Batkin. You remember?”
“George?” she said and then paused again.
“Yea, George,” he replied with a laugh. “Has it been that long?”
“Well, yea, George, it has been,” Maria said. “At least two years.”
She hadn’t seen George since she had begun to see Bo a few years back.

Bo’s jealousy allowed her no room for any male friends, and she had lost touch
with them all with the rare exception of running into them here and there.

“Well,” George said as he began to make conversation, “How have ya’
been?”

She and George talked for almost an hour. It was a genuinely warm
conversation, because he was the one guy friend with whom she had a sincere
friendship with. They had never had sex, and that was a rare thing that she could
say about her guy friends. There was never anything physical between them. And
yet they had always genuinely enjoyed each other’s company.

They talked now about this and that. The gossip around town, the good old
days, and plans for the future. George was calling her to say that he was going up
to Chicago to pursue his musical interests. He was a wizard with the guitar. 

Although George had never taken formal lessons from anyone his talent
and love for music had turned him into a delightful player. He had developed his
own unique style of soft rock and blues, and he had an ability to connect with
people on a personal level.

Finally the conversation came to and end. Maria shut her cell phone and
stared ahead at the steering wheel a moment before looking out the window and
realizing that the storm had stopped and the sky was light again. She realized that
she had even rolled the window down, and she could now smell the crisp air. 

It was cool and refreshing.
She put the car in drive and pointed it west.
She was going straight into the unknown. As she crossed the boarder and

left Indiana behind she was still scared, but she knew she was doing the right
thing. She was going to Arizona. She was going to see Amy. And she was starting
a new life.

As she drove she kept thinking about George. She was so happy for him.
He was starting over, and she would too. She hadn’t said a word to him about
where she was or where she was going. They had just started talking, and then
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they had kept talking. She drew confidence from his decision to go to Chicago and
start things new. As she drove on she knew her decision was the right one. She
even managed to decipher the mystery of the map and to connect with the
interstate.

Maria was so wired from the events of the evening. She was also very
eager to put the miles behind her, and so she drove all night and into the morning. 

There was very little on the passenger’s seat next to her, but Amy’s letter
was there. Every few minutes or every few hours Maria would unconsciously rest
her hand upon it, or pick it up and rest it in her lap. It gave her comfort to touch it
and to handle it.
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Chapter 4

Herman and Dorothy Pickett were seated at their table for breakfast. It was
a Tuesday morning. Neither one of them said anything on this day. After serving
for sixty-five years at the St. Anne’s Children’s Home they were retiring. 

For sixty-five years St. Anne’s had been a place of hope for orphaned
children. Herman and Dorothy had never been able to have their own children, but
they had been parents to countless little ones who for so many different reasons
had found themselves without a father and mother.

Now they would retire, and it was very bitter-sweet. It had been a
satisfying life, but, unfortunately, after all these years the orphanage was closing. 

St. Anne’s had lost its funding three years ago, and there had not been a
child on the property for over two years. Herman and Dorothy had stayed on until
the property could be sold, and then they would move along and live out their
final years together.

“Excuse me, Dear,” Herman finally said as he rose from the table. As he
walked toward the door he gave Dorothy a reassuring pat on the shoulder, but
when he had walked out the door he leaned against one of the posts on the porch
and breathed a heavy and sad sigh.

Herman gazed out into the morning horizon. It was a beautiful spot for an
orphanage. St. Anne’s was situated toward the top of Marshall’s Peaks. When
they exited the property they could head east or southwest. If they headed to the
east they would come gradually descend the mountains. If they headed to the west
they would encounter steeper and more dangerous roads. 

There was one hairpin curve that was particularly dangerous. “Dead Man’s
Turn” was the name given to it by the locals. If a car were to misjudge Dead
Man’s Turn going at a fast pace it was very possible to plunge headlong into Red
River Canyon.

In fact, that is exactly what had happened to a group of local teenagers
who had been drinking several years back. Losing control of their car they had
plummeted thousands of feet to their premature end.

This was a disturbing thought to Herman, and so he began to shift his
mind to other things. Eventually, he began to think about the old days. 

St. Anne’s was once a very lively compound. He smiled as he began to
recall the little boys and girls who had breathed so much life into this place. As he
scanned the property he recalled how he and Dorothy had picked up the little ones
who would fall and skin their knees on the dusty ground.

Herman lowered his eyes a bit, losing himself in thought. 
It was never the ground that hurt, he figured. Granted, the sting hurt a little

bit, but it was always the shock of feeling the pain, not the pain itself, that really
made the little ones cry. The surprise of feeling pain made them afraid. It jolted
them.

What the little ones needed for the shock of the pain was for someone
older to pick them up and tell them that it was ok. They needed reassurance.

And for sixty-five years that is exactly what he and Dorothy had always
done. They picked up the little ones and gave them stability. Hope.
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What would happen to the children of the world who never had someone
to reassure them that everything was ok? Where would a little boy be without a
mother’s love? Or what would become of the little girl who never felt safe in a
daddy’s strong arms?

Herman wondered to himself about all the souls of children who never had
someone to pick them up when they fell. For all of these years he and Dorothy had
told children that things would be all right, and He was satisfied with his life. 

Despite the feeling that there was so much to do Herman found some
satisfaction in the lives he had touched.

But there was no doubt that he was irritated by how things had ended. For
the last twenty years there were fewer and fewer children. The church leadership
was reorganizing its outreach focus. They had closed many of the orphanages. St.
Anne’s had held out for quite some time, but as time passed fewer dollars were
available and fewer children were sent to them. The staff was cut, one by one, and
for the last ten years it was only Herman and Dorothy with only a handful of
children.

As Dorothy joined Herman on the porch they put their arms around each
other and just looked out over their home. They stood in silence for several
minutes. 

Finally, Herman spoke in a soft voice, “We’re almost done, dear.” She
nodded her head slowly as she looked up at him.

“Almost,” he said as he looked out over the property and gazed at the
western horizon. “Almost,” he repeated even more softly, “but not quite.”
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Chapter 5

That very Tuesday night there was a terrific storm. Rain poured down and
the thunder roared. 

Maria’s trip had been smooth and the weather had been great, but now,
when she was only hours away from Amy and from Flagstaff, she found herself
on a winding back road. Winding round and round.

She looked at the digital clock on her dash showed 8:37. She was lost, and
she was starting to get very scared. She had driven for 45 minutes without seeing
anything or anyone that could help her. The road was now winding more and
more and seemed to be getting dangerous, but there was really no place to stop or
to pull off at. 

As the storm and the driving conditions worsened Maria began to
contemplate simply stopping the car in the middle of the road and putting her
flashing lights on. She was becoming very nervous and felt that she might have
another panic attack if she didn’t maintain calm.

“Just be calm,” she thought to herself, her lips mouthing the words, and
then repeating them. She took regular, steady breaths.

Focus on breathing.
Maria had been curving upwards and now she suddenly began to descend

sharply downwards. She caught her breath as she noticed that at the bottom of the
descent there was another sharp turn, and that if she were not able to make the
turn the car would easily tumble over the short railing and over the cliff into the
darkness below.

She began to panic and punched the breaks, but this only worsened the
situation and her car began to skid and then to slide back and forth.

Maria felt her head spinning as she quickly lost control of the car. It
swerved to the sides and Maria was now frozen with fear as the hairpin curve was
rapidly approaching.

Then things became very slow. As Maria’s car banged against the side
railing her breathing became shorter and her chest began to tighten. The car was
rapidly picking up speed now and then, after what seemed to her to be hours, the
car finally collided with the railing on that hairpin curve.

Maria’s eyes were focused on the railing as it approached. She felt the car
hit the railing and then felt herself slam against the steering wheel as the car
slammed hard against the railing and then quickly flipped over it.

Having completely flipped over the railing the car slammed down, right-
side up, on a ledge. It then skidded only a few feet before it went over the edge.

Maria felt the car slam down on the ledge as she now gasped for breath.
When the car went over the edge she felt as though she were suspended in mid-
air. 

She could see nothing but the darkness of the air in front of her, and then
as the car began to nose dive and descend she realized that this would be fatal.

The car was plummeting into Red River canyon as Maria passed out of
consciousness.
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Chapter 6

Dorothy was shuffling around the kitchen on Wednesday, the next
morning, in her baize bathrobe and green slippers. She was preparing some
breakfast for her and Herman. It was always oatmeal for Herman with a bit of
brown sugar. 

She set his oatmeal on the table with a spoon and the brown sugar.
Herman always put his own brown sugar into his oatmeal, although after being
married some 67 years Dorothy could have measured it out for him exactly as
much as he liked it, down to the tiniest sugar grain.

For Dorothy it was always multi-grained toast with margarine. She also
enjoyed a cup of coffee in the morning and took it black with no sugar or cream.
Altogether it was a modest breakfast, but one in which they took part in as a
matter of routine. Even on this morning, with all of the excitement of the previous
evening, there was still breakfast.

She finished pouring Herman his cup of coffee and set out the cream and
sugar for him. He would be around shortly.

Having finished setting the food out on the table she noticed Herman
coming down the short hallway. He joined her at the table and after joining hands
and saying their morning prayer they began to eat.

Following breakfast Dorothy cleaned up while Herman began his daily
chores around the property. On a typical day there was little to do, but with the
sale of the property there were a few things Herman wanted to make sure were in
order before they vacated the premises.

After finishing with the dishes Dorothy began to sweep the floor. She
always kept things neat and clean. She and Herman had never had much, but they
always did take good care of the things they did have. What they had was always a
gift and a blessing to be treasured.

Dorothy took small strokes with her broom as swept the kitchen floor.
There was very little by way of actual dirt or dust, but she swept it just the same.
In the background she was playing her radio and listening to classical music on
the public radio station.

She was humming as she finished depositing the last bits of dust into the
wastebasket. She walked towards the closet and put her broom away. Closing the
door she turned a hundred and eighty degrees and then stepped back with a quick
gasp.

“Oh, my gracious you startled me!” she exclaimed.
“Hi there,” Dorothy said approaching the stranger, “I’m Dorothy Pickett.” 
“My husband is Herman,” she continued, “and he will be back in the

house shortly. Won’t you have a seat at the table? I’ve got fresh coffee ready and
I’ll make up some breakfast for you.”

The stranger that Dorothy Pickett was addressing was Maria. She stood
before Dorothy unharmed but for the bruises inflicted on her from Bo.
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Chapter 7

Maria watched Dorothy get to work on her breakfast. She sat down, but
was very uncertain as to what to do. 

Dorothy began to talk, but Maria could hardly follow her. She
mechanically answered some of Dorothy’s questions about where she was from
and what she was doing. 

Maria was still in a mild state of shock. When she had woken she had
thought she had passed over into the next life. There was so much to process and
she just couldn’t seem to sort anything out. She had just sort-of wandered around
the orphanage with no idea where she was.

Dorothy was now explaining how they had found Maria in her car late last
night. Maria’s car was in good, working order. In fact, to Maria’s amazement,
Dorothy referred to the fact that the car was parked right outside.

“Oh, goodness!” Dorothy finally exclaimed. “Look at me chattering on.
And you being so tired and all. Well, I’ll leave you be for a minute and go make
up the beds.”

Maria hadn’t touched her food, and soon after Dorothy left the room she
rose to go outside and look at her car. She walked outside and into the bright
sunshine. She squinted a bit, uncomfortable with the brightness of the day, and
fixated upon her car. 

There is was. And it looked fine. 
Well, almost.
As Maria approached she noticed that it was scratched up on the sides. She

also noticed some dents that had not been on the car before. It appeared to her that
this was the damage caused when her car began to slide into the side railing before
she went into that hair pin turn and then over the edge of the cliff.

The car had certainly been dinged up from last night, but it was obvious
that the car had not fallen off of the cliff. Maria was amazed.

She went through the car and made sure that the few things she had in the
car were still there. And everything was

Everything except one thing
The letter from Amy was nowhere to be seen.
Eventually, Dorothy found Maria outside. She could tell Maria was having

a hard time processing, and so she put her arm around her and led her back in to
the house.

The two sat down again at the small kitchen table.
Maria looked stunned. She had her head in her hands and she was starring

ahead. 
Finally Dorothy just put her old hands on Maria’s and waited.
It wasn’t long before Maria began to sob. All of the confusion and fear of

the recent days began to well up in side her. And so she cried. And she cried even
more. She had never cried so much in her life. In fact, before this moment she had
rarely cried at all.

Through the tears Maria began to tell Dorothy about everything: The letter
from Amy, her life in Indiana, and her decision to escape to Arizona. She also told
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her about the night before. How the car had spun out of control and that the last
thing she remembered was staring out into the depths of the vast canyon.

Dorothy listened with understanding and compassion through all the
events that had led Maria up to this point. She didn’t say a word, but she
somehow understood it all. 

Maria shared her burdens and her sins and through the tears Maria made
her confession. She exposed her soul and laid her heart bare. Everything was
exposed.

After all of this Dorothy finally spoke. 
“I believe you,” she began softly. “I believe that you went over that cliff

last night.”
Maria looked up at her with surprise written all over her tearful face, and

her eyes looked at Dorothy expectantly.
“I do believe you, Maria,” Dorothy continued. “And I also believe that the

angels of God protected you last night. You see, very early this morning the
sheriff paid us a brief visit to ask us if we had seen anyone pass through. We told
him that you had been outside of our orphanage unconscious in your car. The
sheriff visited us because the railing on Dead Man’s Turn was badly damaged. It
appeared as though someone drove right into it.

“Right through,” she paused, “and over the cliff.”
Dorothy waited for a few moments and studied Maria, who was simply

trying to process all of these things.
Dorothy then began to speak in a soft and yet deliberate manner. She

spoke as though to help bring Maria’s emotion and confusion into some sort of
focus. 

“Maria,” she said, “Your life belongs to God now. He has given you a new
start and a new beginning. Everything you’ve ever known has changed. You’re
free now to be the person that you were always created to be, and your life will be
a testimony.

“What happened last night was God’s protection. His angels are guiding
you into a new life. What you were will always be with you, but from now on it
will always be in your past. Your future is now in God’s hands, and your life will
always be his.”

Dorothy leaned in to look deeply into Maria’s eyes. “Your life will always
be his,” she said, “And he will protect you in ways you may never realize.”

Maria wept. And as she wept, as the tears flowed from her eyes, Maria was
redeemed.
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Chapter 8

At about that same time George Batkin was standing in front of a vending
machine with arms crossed, staring at the selection with deep contemplation and
concentration. 

The Snickers bar was always a good choice, but George loved peanut
butter cups and it was always tough to turn down a Reese’s. And, of course, the
beef jerkey and cheese combination held an appeal as well. If he choose the jerky
and cheese he would feel more satisfied. But at the same time he felt like
something sweet.

And so George debated. He went back and forth, finally settling on the
Snickers. A good balance, he thought, between something sweet and something
satisfying. After all, Snickers, they said, always satisfied.

George deposited his coins and made his selection. The Snickers came
tumbling down the vending machine, and George collected his prize choice and
began to walk back to his car.

He was at a rest stop somewhere on Interstate 80/90. He and his friend,
Blaine, were on their way into Chicago. 

Blaine was a drummer and he and George had been playing together for
quite some time. Now they were on their way to try their hand in the Chicago
music scene. Just two small-town Indiana boys out to seek their fortune in the
world.

As they drove the last half hour into the city George began to think about
Maria. He thought about the uniqueness of their friendship, and wondered what
she was up to at this time. George had always hoped that Maria would get away
from Bo. He was bad news for her. It killed him to think that she was still with
him. He was cheating on her and beating her, no doubt. George had even written a
few songs about Maria.

Blaine was driving and George leaned his head back against the headrest
of the passenger’s seat. He took a deep breath and exhaled. He hoped she would
be free sometime. He thought about contacting her, but he knew this was not a
good idea. Not as long as she was with Bo.

He sighed again as he thought of her. How long had it been since he had
talked to Maria, he wondered? It must have been years since they had last spoken.
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Chapter 9

Maria had stayed with Herman and Dorothy for almost a week before she
had left them to head for Flagstaff. She needed the time to rest and recover from
the tumultuous events of those few days. 

So much had happened. So much had changed. 
Although Maria could not find Amy’s address Herman had looked it up

for her and found where they lived. Sure enough, as the letter had indicated, they
lived just outside of Flagstaff.

It was later in the evening, the sky was darkening, and Maria was now just
minutes away from their house. She was following the directions that Herman had
meticulously written out for her, and found herself driving through a simple little
neighborhood in a simple little town.

She was excited and she was nervous. And just like Dorothy had told her,
Maria felt new. 

It would be good to see Amy, although it had been so long that she wasn’t
quite sure what she would say. One thing Maria did know was that Amy had
saved her life. She would have never embarked on a cross-country trip without
Amy’s letter. She would never have even left her trailer park if she didn’t feel the
security of knowing that Amy was waiting for her. Waiting for her and wanting
her, too.

Maria was pulling into the short driveway now. This was the address. This
was the place. It was small, but it looked cozy and comfortable.

Maria stopped the engine and sat there for what seemed to be hours. In
fact, it was only less than a minute. 

Her heart was beating. Here she was, at the end of the road. She had done
so much to get here. She had come so far.

She began breathing in order to calm herself, and then finally opened the
car door and walked toward the house.

Maria knocked on the door, and it was Amy who answered. 
Amy looked at Maria for a few seconds without recognizing her, but still

with a sense of familiarity.
Maria spoke in a fast and nervous tone, “It’s me, Maria.” 
She started in to explain how she had come in response to Amy’s letter,

but she was cut short when Amy embraced her tightly and wouldn’t let go.
The two hugged, and eventually they came inside.
“Tom,” Amy piped up excitedly to her husband who was in another room.

“Tom, come here, please.”
“You remember Maria, don’t you?”
“Well, uh, yes,” he replied. “Yes, of course. It’s, it’s been so long.”
“Well,” said Amy, “It must have been ten years now. My goodness time

flies.”
“Maria!” Amy exclaimed rather suddenly reaching out to hug her again, “It

is so good to see you.”
As Maria felt the warmth of the embrace she began to feel her emotions

well up inside of her. And then she began to feel distanced from the whole scene. 
It was all so surreal to her. 
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It felt as though she were in a fairy tale world. Amy was asking her a
question now, but Maria began to feel dizzy. Amy noticed and she and Tom
reached to take a hold of her arms to keep her from falling. They guided her to the
couch and helped her to sit down.

“Why don’t you lie down here on the couch for a few minutes and relax,”
Amy suggested.

But Maria didn’t lie down. She began to feel her emotions welling up
again. 

She felt frustrated that she was crying so much now. She was confused by
her newfound well of emotions. But the tears came and they overwhelmed her.
She was overjoyed and she was thankful. And on top of that it seemed as though
the emotions of years and years of being bottled up were now somehow gushing
out of her.

Amy was sitting with Maria. Holding and hugging her now with Tom
dutifully bringing the kleenex box. 

Maria pulled away and cleared her eyes with the tissues. She was staring
straight ahead and all she could think to say was how thankful she was.

“I, I just am so – so grateful,” Maria stammered. “I knew it was a safe
place, and I knew you would welcome me. Your letter was the only way I could
get out.”

Maria was having trouble putting her thoughts together, and seemed to be
piling one thought upon the other without any real logic or coherence. But still she
continued.

“I just want you to know how much I appreciate this. You were willing to
put me up and to take me in. I knew I could come here. That’s what made me
come here. The letter, I mean.”

Maria was looking at Amy now. She continued to speak in choppy
sentences, each seeming to tumble over the next.

“It was the letter you wrote me. That was what gave me the, the courage.
The letter gave me the opportunity to go. Because I knew it was safe. I knew I
could stay with you and start a new life. And then there was the car accident. And
I knew that I could come here. But I would have never. I would have never. Not
without your letter, Amy, I would never have…”

Maria’s words trailed off and she buried herself in Amy’s embrace.
Tom was at somewhat of a loss. Having brought the klenex over he was

still standing and studying Amy and Maria who were seated together on the
couch. 

He was confused to see Maria when she had come. He was not expecting
her. And now here she was weeping on their couch and talking about a letter from
Amy. 

He was certainly glad that Maria had come, and as he watched her he had
been taken back into the past – a decade in the past – to a time when he and Amy
were just college students with a heart to reach out and connect with people who
were in all kinds of diverse situations. Maria and those who lived with her in that
trailer park had certainly presented them with a diverse situation to reach out and
to stretch themselves. And Amy had had a unique connection with Maria, that was
for sure. 
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But after ten years Amy and Tom had not spoken to each other at all about
that time period, or about Maria, in particular. In fact, they hadn’t talked about
Maria at all in years. They were both too busy for nostalgia. Certainly Tom was
not aware of any letter that Amy had written inviting Maria to come live with
them. Surely she would have mentioned it.

As Tom stood there in his state of confusion, contemplating his questions
about the whole situation Amy looked up at him. Maria was crying and hugging
Amy, facing the opposite direction from Tom facing the lamp on the stand in the
corner.

When Amy raised her gaze to meet Tom’s their eyes locked. Tom read the
confusion in Amy’s eyes. She was just as perplexed about that letter as he was. It
was at that moment that Tom knew, with certainty, that Amy never wrote the
letter.


