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To Dana Dugas Rivera: Thanks for writing me back.


To Parker Rivera: Can’t wait to, at the perfect moment, meet you in person.


To Dick and Sue Weinland: Thanks for encouraging me to follow through on every single ridiculous idea I’ve ever had.












Prologue





I joined Facebook in August 2008. I had attended a reunion at Camp Olympia in Trinity, Texas, the summer camp I’d grown up at, worked for, and eventually met my husband at.


It was also the font of many of my closest friendships, including Christy Jung McAlister, whom I’d been besties with since 1991. It was Christy who encouraged me to—or, rather, told me I was going to—register for a Facebook account.


I hadn’t been at all interested in social media and had never joined any of its early formats, such as MySpace. That’s ironic, because I love the idea of reconnecting with people. Reunions had always intrigued me, and, despite my lack of experience with them, they emotionally resonated on a level that made no sense.


I also love shenanigans, and being the center of attention, and being ridiculous. As it turned out, social media and I were a match made in heaven. I just didn’t know it yet.


I officially went online on August 27, 2008, adding my first eight friends and writing my first-ever post on Christy’s time-line.




Are you putting Sour Patch Kids and a special helmet from rocketry in your evacuation room? Hoping the hurricane avoids NOLA completely! Thanks for telling me to get on FB —I’ve gotten nothing done all day and I LOVE IT! Let the toilets clean themselves!





The next day, I updated my status for the first time in history, setting the standard for all the tomfoolery to come.




Amy Weinland Daughters is doing morning aerobics and yoga in a unitard.





It didn’t take long for Facebook to become a big part of my everyday life, to the point that now, a decade later, it’s difficult to imagine a day where I don’t check in on social media at least once (or fifteen, or twenty-five times).


As much as social media has transformed my daily routine, I could never have known that August 27, 2008, the day I joined Facebook, would eventually alter the entire course of my life—relationally, emotionally, and spiritually.


It would take a while, but nothing was ever going to be the same again.












1 The Road to 1986






Camp Olympia has long been the epicenter of my life. A summer sports camp in the piney woods of East Texas, Olympia was founded by former University of Texas football players and close friends Chris Gilbert and Corby Robertson. In 1968, as underclassmen at UT, the two envisioned a summer program that would be heralded as the best not only in Texas but in all the world.


In the eyes and hearts of many Olympians, including me, the two achieved their goal by creating a place that is like a relational microwave. In the same way that you can zap a frozen pot pie in a microwave in a quarter of the time it would take in a conventional oven, at camp you can acquire a best friend in mere weeks, compared with the years it takes outside the front gates.


In some cases, a three-week camp session is enough to earn you a lifetime friendship. Though the exact chemistry involved is a mystery, it must have something to do with living in close proximity to a dozen kids and being totally removed from your normal life. Temporarily forced into a bubble, you find that the established rules of engagement and even the seemingly concrete boundaries of time are altered, allowing lasting impact to occur more rapidly.


I was introduced to Olympia, and the concept of camping in general, by my BFF in elementary school, Catherine Gilbert. Her brother, George, attended Olympia with one of his close friends. Eventually, Catherine’s parents, Edna and George, convinced mine, Dick and Sue, that Catherine and I should go as well.


It was 1980, a different era in parenting and information technology. Different enough that my parents dropped me, having never seen Olympia’s facility or met any of its staff, at a charter bus north of Houston to take the hour-and-a-half journey to Trinity. Along with a fresh bowl cut, I had a new Zebco fishing reel, a metal footlocker, and a stationery set to write letters home.


As with other significant turning points for me, I had no idea that when I stepped on that bus, my life would change forever.


After that first session, I was hooked. I fell in love with the program, the people, and, more than anything, the way the place made me feel. Though I was loved in my regular life, I had a difficult relationship with my mother and struggled with self-esteem issues. At camp, I felt accepted and even celebrated among the green buildings and tall pines. My years after that were defined by going to camp in the summer, missing it in the fall, and anticipating it in the spring. It was, even as I got older, everything.


In the second semester of my junior year of high school, driving and beginning to mature, I applied to be a counselor for the summer of 1985. I’ll never forget pulling into the driveway after school and seeing a handmade poster on the back door, complete with balloons, that read, “Amy Weinland—Camp Olympia Counselor.” I don’t know that my mom had ever made anyone else a poster, but she understood deeply how much the acceptance letter meant to me.


I worked one two-week session that summer and realized immediately that being a counselor at Camp Olympia was even more fruitful than the experiences I cherished as a camper. I knew I wanted to do it for as long as they would let me.


I turned eighteen in April 1986 and graduated from Klein Oak High School in May. My long-term plans were to attend Texas Tech University in the fall, and my immediate objective was to work the first two terms of the summer at camp.


Looking back thirty years later, I don’t know what kind of girl, or young woman, I was going into that summer. Too much of real life separates the fifty-year-old version of me from the eighteen-year-old girl who excitedly packed her trunk that long-ago May. However, from pictures, I can see that 1) I shouldn’t have had a perm, 2) I should have had my sister help me with my clothing, and 3) the braces—not good.


And what I can confirm absolutely is that I struggled with self-confidence, was a terrible mouth breather, and was mildly to totally obnoxious. I’m sure of those things because they’re all still true.
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Summer 1986-November 2013







Summer 1986 was when I became a permanent fixture on the Olympia staff. Six weeks turned into nine when the camp asked me to stay on for the third session. It was also then that I began to develop long-term relationships that would have incredible staying power. It was the beginning of me finding my people.


I don’t remember the actual moment I met Dana Dugas. We shared a cabin, but not for the entire six weeks we were both at Olympia. Living together in a camp setting for even half that time meant we got to know each other very well, very quickly. I do remember a lot of laughter and a few deep conversations.


I can recall sitting outside our cabin one night and telling Dana about my mom, sharing details of the verbal and physical altercations that had occurred between us. After telling her about how, that same year, my mom had locked me out of the house, igniting an ugly incident that included her putting my hand through a window, I said, “Other than my high school best friend, you’re the only person I’ve ever told that to.”


I remember Dana reaching over and putting her hand on mine. “That’s not right. You’ve got to tell other people,” she insisted. “People who can help you.”


As our brief time together rolled on, the sharing continued both ways. I told her about how I was beyond ready to leave home but scared to set out on my own.


“I don’t know if I’m ready for college,” I said. “I don’t know even one person at Texas Tech.”


“Listen,” she advised, “if you can do this—camp—you can do anything. I’ve done college, and I absolutely know you can do it and do it well. Leaving home might set you free. That’s how you become you.”


It was an extraordinary series of conversations, not just then, when I was still living in my parents’ home and didn’t have proper perspective on what was happening in real time, but now, three decades later. The unwarranted trust that we shared in that brief encounter in 1986 resurfaced and blossomed into something much more powerful in 2015.


After that, I felt a natural kinship with Dana. Not only was it as if we belonged together, cracking ourselves and other people up with our huge personalities, but I felt a kind of peace by being in the same place with her. My crap suddenly felt more together with her in the picture.


I had also met Dana’s future husband, Jim Rivera, the previous summer. I had always thought that she had followed him to camp; they both attended LSU and came from Louisiana. They were four years my senior, finishing up in Baton Rouge while I was just getting started in Lubbock.


Jim and Dana got engaged that summer, at a dance club in Huntsville called Shenanigans. It was big news, and perhaps the only midcamp public engagement during our era at Olympia.


The only physical documentation I have of Dana’s and my brief meeting in time are a couple of pictures in a small photo album I made of that summer. It was one of those cheap paper albums that come complimentary with photo processing. On the back of the photos, I wrote, “Dana Dugas—Camp Olympia, First Term, 1986.”


Even without the photos, which didn’t resurface until I had two kids and had moved several times, I would have remembered Dana. Her name had a resilience that is impossible to explain, even in retrospect.


Sadly, Dana and I lost contact when we walked away from the summer of 1986. As far as I knew, she and Jim got married and started a family. As for me, I went off to Texas Tech and continued working at camp during the summers.


I graduated from Tech in 1991. With few job prospects, I agreed to work one final summer at Olympia, as the division head of the intermediate girls. I, along with my parents, felt like it was a bit of a copout—that perhaps I should have been looking for a “real” job, instead of frolicking in the pines one last time.


For all the summer of 1991 wasn’t in my search for gainful employment, it was epic—in a once-in-a-lifetime way—relationally. It was the summer I met my future husband, Willie, who was similarly avoiding “real” life after graduating from West Texas State. Willie and I met at the front gates of camp, where I was tasked with greeting arriving first-year staff with misinformation and half-truths. From there, we were placed in a fishing class together—I as the teacher and he as the assistant—by a friend who saw us as a viable situation.


“Now, boys,” I told the small group of campers we led to the fishing site, “I’ll be your teacher, and this fine, strapping young man is my assistant.”


I sounded like Barney Fife, but for me, I guess that was putting out the vibe.


About two weeks into the class, Willie asked me what I liked to eat. “Maybe we could go grab a bite?” he said, not knowing that he was going to be having dinner with me for the rest of his life.


Two nights later, we were at the local El Chico, eating nachos. By midsummer, we were a budding camp romance. By August, he had returned home and I was helping close up camp for the summer. Standing at the pay phone by the maintenance shed on a humid East Texas night, he told me he loved me for the first time.


“I love you too,” I replied, and hung up. Dumbfounded, I immediately deposited seventy-five additional cents, called him back, and asked, “Did you really just say that?”


“Yep!” he replied.


Twenty-two months later, my dad was walking me down the aisle.


It’s been said that Willie is the male version of me. If there is any truth to that, he’s like Amy 3.0—a much-improved version with upgraded intelligence, positivity, and kindness.


That was also the summer I hooked up with a wide swath of people who would become my lifelong BFFs, including Patty Buchanan Lanning, Dawn Oldham Koenig, and Christy Jung McAlister—the same special someone who would force me to join Facebook seventeen years later.


Willie and I married in 1993 and settled in Houston, both with real jobs. We welcomed our first son, Will, in 1997. In 2002, Willie’s employer gave us the opportunity to move overseas to England, where a two-year plan was extended to three. We returned to Texas in 2005 and welcomed our second son, Matthew, in February 2006. Soon after, we got the call to move to Dayton, Ohio, where we would live for twelve years.


Though Dana and I had zero contact during those years, I couldn’t ever get her name out of my mind. Occasionally, I would stop and wonder, What ever happened to Dana? But I suppose that wasn’t unusual, as camp relationships had resonated with me for years.


I remained in close contact with Olympia even before Willie and I sent Will, and then Matthew, there as campers. I was a founding member of the fledgling alumni association. One night in the late 1990s, I was in the camp office with a group of alumni tasked with making calls asking people to attend the biannual reunion in Trinity.


From my phone station, I asked, “Whatever happened to Jim and Dana Rivera?”


“They have a bunch of kids and live in Louisiana,” someone answered, handing me a computer printout. “Here’s their number. Call them.”


I dialed the number, and nobody picked up, but they had an answering machine. I left a message, which, as far as I know, no one ever replied to. It was the only direct contact I would have with the Riveras between 1986 and 2013.


Joining Facebook in 2008 reconnected me with the bulk of my Olympia friends, many of whom I hadn’t seen in twenty-plus years. It was exciting to be in touch with so many of the people who had made those summers the best of my life.


Dana’s name continued to pop in and out of my mind. I never wondered why I was thinking of her; it was just a part of my subconscious that I never questioned. I even remember looking up her name early in my Facebook days, to no avail.


By 2013, after five years on social media, I had reconnected with most of my past. The act of being in relationship required nothing more than extending or accepting friend requests, so it was easy to try to hook up with as many individuals as had names that I could remember.


In November 2013, Dana’s name appeared on my radar again, this time while I was online on Facebook. Typing in her name—Dana Dugas Rivera—I was surprised and delighted to finally find her. Excitedly, and without any forethought, I sent her a friend request.


Dana accepted, and I did what I always did when I got a new “friend,” especially one I had been wondering about for years: I clicked on her profile and spent an enjoyable few moments looking through her life.


I liked to begin my stalking by looking at the person’s photos. The first thing that struck me was Dana’s hair. When we had been at Olympia together, she had had dark, curly hair. Now, twenty-seven years later, it was blond and straight. Somehow, this was a big deal to me. Perhaps that was because I hadn’t found keratin yet.


Next, I confirmed that she and Jim did live in Louisiana and did have a bunch of kids—five, to be exact: a bunch of girls and one son. The other fact that resonated with me immediately was that Dana and I had zero mutual friends. This was highly unusual in the world of camp relationships.


I can remember feeling very satisfied by not only finding Dana but reconnecting with her. Accepting my friendship meant, presumably, that she remembered me as well. It was like a major box ticked on a mental checklist that I didn’t even know existed. But back then, I thought that was as far as it would go. There is no way I could have imagined the destination we were speeding toward.
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Parker







It didn’t take long for me to figure out that Jim and Dana’s only son, Parker, had cancer. It was the abiding theme of not only her posts but those of her friends and family, who offered up their support on her timeline (which back then was called a wall).


Parker was being treated at St. Jude in Memphis, which meant he was likely fighting for his life.


The Riveras clearly had lots of support, as Dana’s page featured numerous pictures of people wearing “Team Parker” shirts. Everything was LSU themed—purple and gold.


As a fellow mom, I felt Dana’s situation resonating immediately with me. It was the worst-case scenario—a precious child with a horrible diagnosis. She was living everyone else’s darkest fears.


On one level, I didn’t think it was my place to “like” or “comment” on anything I saw in that initial review, nor on the blips about Dana and Parker that began to be a part of my news feed now that we were Facebook official. I was an old memory, living in the shadows of her one summer at Olympia, twenty-seven years earlier. If I couldn’t conjure up more than a handful of lucid memories of her from that time, how much of me could she remember?


Then, the day after Christmas—December 26, 2013—Dana posted a request for prayers, as Parker was staring down a heavy round of treatment:




We are all good but asking for specific prayer for Parker. We have a HEAVY chemo dose to go through the next few days, and Parker is sensitive to chemo as it is! Asking for minimal suffering through this round! As ALWAYS, thank you for your love, support, and prayers.





This was the moment when I unknowingly, officially crossed over from being an innocent bystander to being an active, though distant and totally undetectable, participant.


Prayer had always been something that I felt drawn to. If I had a spiritual gift—something that was fashionable to discuss at the time—prayer was a strong possibility. It appealed to my deep emotional nature, an undercurrent that I usually kept guarded under layers of silliness. It was private, something no one else could see or comment on.


That also meant that nobody could tell me I was doing it wrong. And since I felt less than confident about how to pull off being a Christian in public, it was something I could do on my own terms. Just me and God.


Additionally, I had always found it easy to focus and find God in those quiet moments removed from the pace of regular life. It wasn’t so much that I knew what to say; it was that I could connect with and feel His presence. And I loved the idea of lifting people up without their even knowing it.


Prayer appealed to me on so many different levels. It, like social media, seemed tailor-made for my personality.


I felt personally called by Dana’s post. Instead of her requesting prayers from her one thousand–plus Facebook friends, I felt like she was asking me individually to pray.


Instead of commenting on her post, I was compelled to reach out to Dana directly. The only means of doing this was via a Facebook message, as we obviously didn’t have each other’s contact information. So I sent her a message, a move that, at that time in my life, was completely out of character for me, because 1) I’m terrible about reaching out to people and do better just being supportive silently—only to later desperately wish I had said something, 2) I had always been way better at thinking of great things to do than at actively following through, and 3) in this specific scenario, the normal me would have understood that whatever relationship I had had with Dana was so far gone that direct contact was a bit bold. And while I could be bold while ribbon dancing in a blue polyester suit, I wasn’t that way emotionally.


The fact that I even sent that first message to Dana illustrates how invested I felt in her story only a month into having reconnected with her. Just like when her name had popped into my head repeatedly, for no apparent reason, I didn’t question it —I just moved forward, almost as if on instinct.




December 27, 2013


Hi! Just wanted to let you know that we are praying for you and your family today! We will keep praying, and then we will pray some more.


Lots of love, Amy Weinland Daughters and Family


PS: I’m just as attractive as you may remember I was; if not, I’ve gotten even better-looking. …


PPS: WE ARE PRAYING FOR YOU!!!!!!!!!!!!!!





The message is a perfect illustration of who I am. I sincerely care about people but feel obliged to throw in some ridiculous bit: Just in case I’ve offended or overstepped the mark, here’s something silly to divert your attention. It’s at the intersection of Low Self-Esteem Street and Obnoxious Avenue.


I prayed for Parker and Dana often in the hours and days following my message. I also began checking her Facebook page for updates. Without my even knowing it, my heart was being surrounded by the Riveras.


What I didn’t really expect was a reply from Dana. Despite this, she sent me just that a couple of days later.




December 30, 2013


You are too sweet and still so fun!! Thank you so very much for the prayers!!! It really means a lot!!!





The fact that Dana responded to my initial message was even more extraordinary than my reaching out in the first place. She took the time to reply to a random message from a random person, with actual words, while her son was suffering through a chemotherapy treatment. Who even does that? It’s very possible that had she not responded to that initial communication, the extraordinary sequence of events that followed would never have happened. It is a testament to how small things we do in “normal,” everyday life, without even thinking about them, can morph over time into big things.


Looking back from what was then the future, I know now that Dana was showing her hand. Her personality compelled her to be someone who responded dutifully. Though I would get a lot of credit for reaching out to her as time went on, her commitment to replying, despite her family’s dire circumstances, was the real reason our unbelievable connection flourished.


We would repeat this cycle—in which I reached out crazily and she eventually responded—over and over again in the years ahead.
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January–November 2014







I continued to pray for and check in on Dana and Parker as the new year arrived. We moved to a new house in the same area of Ohio on January 3. I remember sitting in our new master bathroom, on the carpeted step up to the tub, on move-in day and checking Facebook, then praying hard-core for both of them.


Later in January, I saw posts about Dana and Parker returning home from Memphis. In February, she requested prayers—which I acted on—as Parker suffered through a rough stretch lasting several days. Though they were back in Louisiana, they were still visiting Memphis monthly and also going to weekly treatments in Baton Rouge.


In April, I saw a picture of Parker returning to the eighth grade. Dana was obviously thrilled, and I felt a wash of thankfulness that, even then, seemed a bit much, given our obvious distance in years and miles. It reminded me to pray for the Riveras again, and this time to offer up thanks, along with prayers, for his ongoing treatment.


Though I didn’t actively check in on Dana, as I had at the beginning of the year, her posts were a part of my news feed and kept me somewhat informed of how Parker was doing.


As had been the case before, Dana moved back into another part of my consciousness, only this time, our virtual connection on social media made her name come up even more often than it had before. Her signal now blipped even more clearly on my radar.


The mystery of how Facebook decides what we see and don’t see has always intrigued me. In this case, I believe that God was manipulating the algorithms, ensuring I was seeing what I was supposed to.


More seeds were being planted.


The summer of 2014 came and went. Matthew attended his first-ever session at Olympia, while Will completed his ninth. The day before we sent our boys off to third and eleventh grades, respectively, in August, I came across a post from Dana that would stay with me for numerous reasons. It was a photo of Parker and Peyton, Jim and Dana’s youngest daughter, on the first day of school.




Time flies!! Parker is LHS freshman #5 for the RIVERAS!!! Love, love, LOVE LHS!! Real-world, A school, prepared for college. Happy first day!





Parker was starting the school year, just like everyone else! I rejoiced in a way that, again, made no sense. Though I felt like the post and photo were a direct answer to my prayers, I hadn’t contacted Dana again since my message the previous December.


I see now that God was preparing my heart to be taken over by the Rivera family. Every post meant more than the last.


This was also the moment when my regular prayers dissipated. Even though I had zero evidence of the crisis passing, Parker’s return to school made me assume that Dana and her family were okay. It was also a time in my life where deep prayer was not a regular occurrence. I did talk to God just before bed every night, and I prayed with Matthew. I was also a small-group leader for Will’s student ministry program at church, so we obviously prayed there. But as far as earnestly being in dialogue with God daily went, with time set aside exclusively for that purpose, it wasn’t happening.


In retrospect, I can see that God and I weren’t actively BFFs at the time. While I certainly believed, perhaps my faith wasn’t anchored firmly enough to dictate regular time to communicate. It was a very casual connection. Though I was fully aware of His realness, we weren’t doing life together.


As the fall progressed, I continued to see Dana on Facebook. I was still excited to be connected to her, enjoying the window into her world that social media provided. A bonus was that she posted often about LSU football. As a passionate lover of college football and someone who had found a way to get paid for writing about it, I appreciated her obvious enthusiasm.


From time to time, she also posted about Parker. He was still receiving treatment, but it all seemed to be happening locally. Additionally, Dana’s posts were so positive, I assumed all was well and moved on—still caring, still wondering, but not alarmed.
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December 1–14, 2014







In early December, I noticed a brief post from Dana, asking for prayers. It wasn’t specific, but I was worried. What did it mean?


I started to pray regularly for the Riveras again. Dana and Parker came to mind continuously, and I just kept thinking, God, please take care of these people. Again, I didn’t really stop to consider that something unusual was happening. I had lots of friends on Facebook and in real life, and, frankly, while I did remember when I saw a prayer request, it was easy to forget to follow through on it after a day or two.


This wasn’t the case with Dana. Her requests felt urgent, as if responding to them silently was the most critical thing I could do in a day. It was a driving force that didn’t subside, as it normally would have. It’s important to note that I wasn’t deliberately putting the Riveras at the top of some sort of priority list; they were just there magically. My brain didn’t even stop to consider it; my heart just knew what to do.


The prayers fed my concern. I began checking her profile regularly again and saw that they were heading back to Memphis. That was December 10.


On December 12, a Friday, she asked for more prayers, stating, We have a lot to get through today!!! I prayed throughout that day, checking back in with her page for updates.




We arrived in Memphis for a one-night stay, a quick appointment that WE requested, and an X-ray. As we drove up Wednesday night, I thought, “Home Sweet Memphis” and then thought, “Why did I just think that?” Well, God certainly knew why! We found out yesterday that Parker has relapsed. We have had di"culty, as you might guess, with this news and have had a very long day, full of tests, scans, and blood draws. The news we received today was positive; however, the plan is to stay here for the next ten to twelve months. It will be rough, and we will certainly need prayer for the things we will endure, but rest assured we are where we need to be!!! We are surrounded by Love from people who have been with us since day one! And the RMH welcomed us back with open arms, though they were just at capacity! We are very grateful to be where we are—Home Sweet Memphis!! Thanks for your prayers, texts, and love! Health and peace.





Inasmuch as my first message to Dana illustrated who I am, her post spoke volumes about who she is.


First, she shared the news. She took the time to let everyone else know what was going on. Then her tone was positive, even though she couldn’t possibly have had any more horrific news to share. Finally, she recognized publicly people who showed her and her family any level of kindness. She was grateful in the face of terror. She was a positive, appreciative sharer. All this even though her dreams were being smashed.


Though this clearly had nothing to do with me, this was the moment when my heart began to go over the edge. While it’s logical to assume that anyone, connected or not, would have been gutted by her post, I could physically feel a lump in my throat.


I thought about Dana and Parker as I prayed on and off throughout the next day, a Saturday. On Sunday morning, I went to church. Through much of the service, I found myself praying specifically for the Riveras. I wanted to do something. I needed to do something. I had to do something.


During the closing song, an idea popped into my head. I would write to Dana and Parker in Memphis—Home Sweet Memphis. As soon as I had the notion, I knew I wasn’t just going to think about doing it—I was actually going to make it happen.


When we got home, Willie and I were changing in our bathroom. I had shared Dana’s posts with him, so he was already familiar with the story. “I’m going to write them in Memphis,” I said.


“That’s a good idea.” he replied, not realizing that he had just agreed to keep the US Postal Service in business.


The next morning, I got up, still fully invested in my new idea. I work from home as a freelance writer, so, after the kids had gone to school, I sat down at my desk and started thinking about logistics. It was then that I realized I had no idea where to write Dana.


Though her most recent post had mentioned the Ronald McDonald House, I didn’t know if she could receive mail there, or if that was where she would be staying full-time. I decided to have another look at her Facebook page.


Dana had written a long post later in the day Sunday or that night, and I hadn’t seen it until just now. It was a twelve-point treatise on all the things she was thankful for, despite Parker’s relapse. She was grateful for the doctors, advocates, nurses, and staff; for her friends and neighbors back home; for the people at the RMH; and for fellow parents—now sacred friends—who would battle alongside her.


Her post itself illustrated her extraordinary Dana effect. But for me, the most mind-blowing detail came at the end, after her numbered list. Not only did she confirm that they were indeed staying at the Ronald McDonald House, she included the full address.




Please continue to cover us with prayer, but, as you can see, God has provided LOVE and comfort from many people!! Thank you for your texts, comments, and prayers! I’m putting our address because we’ve been asked by many and we love to get notes or cards.


Happy Sunday, my friends!!





Boom.


She had given me her address without even knowing it.


Without my even asking.


Could my desire to write Dana and Parker be part of something bigger?
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December 15, 2014–January 4, 2015







I initially decided to send Dana and Parker cards because doing so seemed more manageable than writing letters. First, a card had less space to fill—a key element when you’re writing somebody whom you don’t really know. Next, at the time, it looked less stalker-ish, I supposed—that is, if I was going to keep things real but not too real. Finally, it was the holiday season and I had lots of extra Christmas cards available. I wrote the first card that very morning.


I don’t know how many cards I mailed the Riveras from December 15 until the new year arrived. I’m guessing it was at least one per week, plus our family Christmas card, which I remember sending in addition.


While I was visiting Willie’s brother and family in College Station, Texas, my sister-in-law, Shelly, drove me around, looking for a mailbox to deposit one of the cards in. Even though I couldn’t have known it at the time, this scene—a wild goose chase for a blue box—would become a very common practice in my and my family’s lives.


I envisioned writing Dana and Parker until he was released, once again, to Louisiana and his normally scheduled life. On top of this, I was already thinking big. My personality dictated that I went over the top in almost everything, especially when my heart was involved, which meant this wasn’t going to be an exception. It didn’t seem to matter to me—at all—that I hadn’t spoken to or seen Dana in twenty-eight years and had never met Parker.


I had plans to send Dana gift cards from places near the RMH. Google would be helpful, but I guessed Starbucks would be a good start. I would tell her it was my way of taking her out to coffee, if only virtually.


I drove through Memphis at least four times a year, twice on each of our annual road trips to and from Texas. This meant if Dana and I connected through the letters, I guessed I could stop in and say hi at some distant point in the future.


Though this was all pure craziness, it was how I was already thinking during those first few weeks. On the one hand, I realize I come across as a stalker; on the other, and probably closer to the truth, it illustrates how invested I was from the very first word I wrote to Dana. It would take me a long time to figure out even partially what that meant.


I also prayed for the Riveras more and more often. This was as easy as writing the letters; it didn’t seem awkward, because it was a part of me. I thought of them frequently enough that praying just seemed like a natural consequence of their being at the forefront of not only my mind but my heart. I never questioned any of this, I just went with it.


As 2014 ended and 2015 began, I noticed that the tone of Dana’s posts began to shift. Eventually, it wasn’t Dana posting; instead, it was her friends and family, either requesting prayers for the Riveras or directing prayers and love at them.


Though I couldn’t be sure, I assumed Parker wasn’t doing well.


We went to church on Sunday, January 4. During the service—the first we had attended since December 14, when I was overcome with the idea to write the letters in the first place—I felt an overwhelming sense of urgency to pray for Dana, which I did through much of the hour. Though part of this impulse was clearly due to what I had seen on Facebook, my one and only link to the Riveras, the strong emotional pull I felt went beyond what I would have felt for a similar long-lost friend in crisis.


I hadn’t taken my phone with me to church that morning—something that seems almost unthinkable now. I didn’t check Facebook until I got home. As I stood in my bathroom, half dressed, the very first item in my news feed was a post from Dana.




Our precious Parker went to be with Jesus this morning. Our family surrounded him, sang to him, kissed and loved on him, and told him how much we loved him and that it was okay. It is hard to fathom now, but we are so happy he is no longer suffering. The posts you never saw are that he has been through great suffering through this journey, and it had started again! He is no longer in pain, and we are grateful. We had a beautiful day all day yesterday with him, and all of his sisters were here, as well as our son-in-law and grandbaby. Our doctors were also with us all weekend and today. Dr. Inaba was with us from eight thirty Friday morning and finally went home at six last night, only to be back this morning at five. He was with Parker when we left the hospital. Our ICU doctor worked nonstop all weekend, and no test, scan, or transfusion was left on the table. We are grateful. Parker was days from dying when we arrived eighteen months ago, and we are so grateful to have had that time with him. We have spent more time together in the last eighteen months than some people do in twenty years. We will celebrate Parker’s spirit for the rest of our lives. He had a walk with Jesus that was beautiful, and he never lost his faith! He accepted every challenge with a crooked little smile on his face, never complained, and would apologize for throwing up or being sick. He loved family and God so very much! It is fitting that he would go home to be with Jesus on a Sunday!! We cannot thank you enough for the outpouring of love that we have received. We are blessed!! Health and peace, my friends!





I’ve never been a crier. It’s not that I don’t want to cry; the tears just have a way of not coming out. This was different. First I sobbed and sat down by the tub. Then I went out and told Willie and Will, still crying. Not used to seeing me in tears, they both hugged me. We exchanged very few words. I felt like Dana and I had spent the past thirty years doing life together. It made no sense, but I couldn’t stop crying.
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January 5-12, 2015







The only thing I could think of when I considered what to do next was to send a condolence card. Monday morning, January 5, I went to Kroger for groceries and wandered into the greeting-card section. When I got home, I sat down to fill out the card I’d bought. I’m not sure why I didn’t think about it sooner, but I immediately realized that I had no clue where I was going to mail it. It wasn’t like I could message Dana and say, “Hey, what’s your home address?” while she was suffering something I couldn’t even imagine. In fact, I wasn’t even sure precisely where she lived. Was it Lafayette, Baton Rouge, or some other town in that general vicinity?


Though I could never have understood the lasting impact these thoughts would ultimately have, that moment was destined to be another huge turning point. Stepping off the bus at camp. Joining Facebook. Friending Dana. Not having her home address.


My life course was being remapped without my even knowing it.


I had remembered, from Facebook or perhaps through a camp friend, that Jim was a lawyer. I Googled his name and found his law firm in Lafayette. I filled out the address and again used a stamp left over from my Christmas cards.


What I wrote was brief. Though it was the kind of thing you’d say in a sympathy card, the wording was stronger than what you might expect in a message to friends from thirty years ago. I told Jim and Dana that my “heart broke” for them and that I was “devastated on [their] behalf.” I also promised to pray for them.


I mailed the card immediately. Dana had to know how I felt, even if she didn’t know me.


The rest of that week, I found myself thinking of Dana over and over again. I did pray, a lot, but more than anything, I felt a personal sadness that didn’t fit the circumstances. Yes, it was for Dana, but I could feel it emotionally—like something had happened to my heart. It was as if the line between sympathy (my feeling genuinely sorry for her) and an actual personal experience was blurring.


The following Sunday, January 11, we were back in church. I spent the entire service asking God what I was supposed to do next with the Riveras. My plan to write Dana and Parker until he was healed was clearly out the window. I had felt so called to that arrangement that I was now at a loss.


Toward the end of the service, again during one of the worship songs, I received a crystal-clear message in the form of an enormous feeling: Keep writing the letters. I felt as if I had been commissioned—without anyone else in the world knowing (including Dana).


That next day, I upped my game by visiting Target—which I now know has a better card selection than the folks down at Kroger. There, I purchased several sympathy and “thinking of you” cards.


Back at home, I wrote the very first card that I would address solely to Dana.
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January 13–March 16, 2015







I wrote Dana every single week. At the beginning, I didn’t have a designated day for her letter; usually, I just found a few quiet moments during my workweek and penned a card. My remarks were brief, extremely so in comparison with the treatises I would write in the future.


I remember clearly having no idea what to say. I knew very little about grief, so I felt strongly that I shouldn’t try to offer up any wise (or, in my case, probably unwise) words on what to feel or not to feel. Instead, I wrote about my life and my family, slowly introducing her to my world.


This approach was a direct result of my relationship with a neighbor family in Dayton. Sue Shibley and her kids, Lee and Emma, moved in across the street from us just weeks after we relocated to Ohio from Texas. It was also just months after Sue’s husband—a colonel in the US Air Force—had died suddenly, during the family’s latest assignment, in Wichita, Kansas.


Sue was open with her feelings, willing to explore everyone’s emotional state. She talked freely about the experience of losing her husband so suddenly. She even shared a video that she, Lee, and Emma had made at the grief group they attended.


Though countless little details made an impression on me, two resonated enough to stick. They also carried over, not by accident, into my budding relationship with the Rivera family.


First, Sue taught me that it was okay that I didn’t have anything to say about Dana’s grief. She also advised me that it was better just to be honest and say, “That totally sucks,” rather than trying to rely on clichés about some sort of meaningful journey through losing a loved one.


Next was something that both Sue and her kids mentioned. In the video, Lee and Emma talked about how, right after their dad passed, there were literally hundreds of people on hand, along with cards, food, flowers, and lots of activity.


Then, suddenly, at some undesignated hour, it all stopped. In Lee’s words, “the casseroles just stopped coming.”


This laid the foundation for my approach to my letter-writing campaign to Dana. First, I didn’t have any good words about grief—so, for the most part, I never tried to use any. I just focused on relaying the message of my caring and my nonstop praying. Sue’s advice made me feel like this was a viable approach.


Next, though I knew—and still know, and will always know—that I couldn’t/can’t really do anything for Dana, I could not move on. I could keep the casseroles coming.


Sometime during the first few months of writing Dana, I began mentioning “constant” prayer. Eventually, I expressed the concept in hashtag form—as #CONSTANT. I would have done this because my best friend from England, Julia, and I were happily hashtagging wildly in our texts, even though I’m pretty sure we didn’t really understand what hashtags were or how they were supposed to be used.


#CONSTANT—which was meant to be a reminder that I was praying for Dana and her family all the time, and that cumulatively, the many people praying for her equaled ongoing, limitless prayers—would become the buzzword in our in-writing relationship. I had no idea how big it would get.


It also kicked off what would be a barrage of hashtags between Dana and me. Some would be hilarious, while others would be part of our most meaningful discourse.


I sent Dana ten cards between January 12 and March 15, all to Jim’s law office in Lafayette. On March 16, 2015, a Monday night, I received a Facebook message from her.




March 16, 2015


Sweet Amy!!! Every single card and letter has blessed me more than you will ever know!!! I just am so humbled you would go to such trouble for me!! It is such an outpouring of love!! We are okay—day by day we manage to go through living without our precious Parker! I still can’t believe it most days!! We are sooooo lonely for him!!! We are all trying to play the hand we’ve been dealt as he did—with dignity, grace, and faith—but I have learned he was a much better person than I am! Our girls surround us with love each day, and we have been kept busy by them and activities they’ve got us doing. We are also BLESSED with wonderful, loving friends who surround us every single weekend and many days during the week. I returned to work, and that helps to keep my mind busy for part of the day. I teach at a school that is very much like a family to me, and they watched Parker grow up as he went to elementary school there, so it is a comfort to be there surrounded by people who love me and my family. And my sweet students are a gift as well!! Jim is leading our family with strength, faith, and love and tries to be so strong for us! Thank you, Amy!!! I look forward to the next note. Here’s my home address. Love you, friend!!!





Even now, several years later, I still can’t express what this message means to me. To say I was humbled to receive it would be a massive understatement.


My friends and I also refer to it as the “cease and desist” message, only because Dana provided her home address, saving the staff at Jim’s office from forwarding another letter on to his house.




March 17, 2015


Hi! I can’t begin to tell you what your message means to me. Receiving it has definitely made my week! I am in awe of your strength and honesty, Dana. If my little notes have provided even the slightest level of comfort, then I am the one who is truly blessed. Thanks also for your address; I know the people at Jim’s o"ce will be relieved. If they do miss the letters, let me know and I’ll drop them a line. I’ll keep writing, praying, and hoping for peace for you and your family. Know that you are a blessing to so many people, including me. Love to you, my friend, and THANKS again. #CONSTANT





And so the letters, the praying, and the craziness continued.
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March 17–April 25, 2015







My family went to California for spring break the first week of April. Given that it had been only four months since I had started writing to Dana, it was noteworthy that I found myself looking for cards I could send her during each of the stops we made on our trip.


Back home, I had a very intense series of thoughts after praying for Dana in front of the chair in the corner of my office. While I assumed that the prayers had to be a good thing, what was the letter writing all about? Why was I doing it? What did it mean? Was I putting myself out there unnecessarily, and for no one’s real benefit? And was I supposed to keep writing? Those questions wouldn’t be answered until much later, and never completely. However, later that evening, I received another crystal-clear message in the form of an overwhelming feeling of pure adrenaline, as if I had just bungee-jumped off a cliff. As with the prayers and my initial plan to write to Dana and Parker in Memphis, I had an absolute sense of what to do. Amid all the things I wasn’t sure of in my life, I was sure of this.


I was going to just keep writing the letters.


[image: image]


I turned forty-seven on April 25, which was a Saturday. As is the case with many adult birthdays, not much was going on that day. Willie and Matthew were at a Cub Scouts campout, and Will was doing his second performance of West Side Story at the high school.


Our mail was never delivered until late, usually after 6:00 p.m. I didn’t check it regularly, because nothing ever happened via mail. That day was different, because it was my birthday and I was home alone. Maybe somebody would surprise me with a card, even though that kind of thing was very rare in 2015.


We lived on a busy road then, and had to get our mail using a door on the back of the mailbox. Reaching in, I pulled out a small stack of envelopes and turned back toward my house. Flipping through them, I got just under our huge tulip magnolia tree and stopped.


There it was: a white envelope addressed, in perfect handwriting that I didn’t recognize, to Amy W. Daughters. The return address was inscribed with one of those fancy stamps you can get on Etsy—a big “R” with a circle around it, above the name and address.


It was from Jim and Dana Rivera.


Dana had written me back.


Holy crap.


No matter how much time passes, I will never think it’s dramatic to refer to this as one of the greatest moments of my entire life.


I didn’t open the letter right away. Instead, I took it inside and held it like it was the Jewel of the Nile. Since I hadn’t shared the fact that I was writing Dana with anyone other than Willie and Will, I didn’t have anyone to text crazily, OMG—she freaking wrote me back.


I finally opened the envelope and found the following message in her impeccable handwriting:




Sweet Amy:


I write this to you from my classroom—hence the fish paper. Much better than loose-leaf, huh?


I must tell you that your cards and letters bring so much joy to my family and me. Your writing talents keep us engaged till the last word. It is hard for me to believe that someone I haven’t seen in over twenty-five years would care so much. We have been surrounded by love, but there are many in our inner circle who have moved on (which I understand, because before this, that was me), yet you still make the effort! Wow! “Thank you” seems so inadequate.


We are okay—surviving. I’m quite sure we have reached the “angry” stage, certainly the questioning stage. We are so lonesome for Parker—his physical presence, a hug, a kiss … There are moments of joy—our granddaughter (also Amy [image: image] ) took her first steps yesterday [image: image]—and during the great joy, we are consumed with sadness. Parker “adored” Amy, and he would be so excited she’s walking. I am so grateful he got to meet her. He told me a few months back, “I can’t imagine loving my own kids more than I love Amy.” I am so happy he got to experience that sort of parental love. He spent a lot of time with her, because anytime Jim and I did anything without him, he stayed at Alli’s house.


We are trying to live normally. We do things we don’t necessarily want to do. I just returned from the beach with Peyton and Mady. We do things for and with our girls. Being together brings us all comfort. The girls have provided great relief for us, as they all “tend” to us, though they are struggling as well. I am so proud of them.


Jim went back to work a week after (the breadwinner [image: image]), and I came back to work in early March. I teach English Language Arts (regardless of the errors in this letter) to fourth graders. Reading is my main subject, but I also teach writing and a little English. (These days, the curriculum expects kids to learn grammar through telepathy, as it is not a focus [image: image].) I have two classes of twenty-three kids, and they are precious. They knew Parker, as he rode the bus here in the afternoons, so they are very sweet and sensitive to my struggles right now. Being at school helps very much—as much as anything can help these days.
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