
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Introduction

Marvel at the petals of
Divine Providence that mark every turn of the journey.

 


Empty nester Marise Gallica
uncovers a peculiar envelope in a shuttered elementary school,
which inspires her to write a collection of narratives about her
life through letters to St. Thérèse of Lisieux, The Little
Flower.

 


Seeking informal guidance,
she emails her narratives to her former high school teacher, Mr.
Theodore Locherbie, the legendary sage of Honors English at Victory
Prep Academy, who delivers his keen remarks through his email
responses.

 


But when she announces plans
to publish her narratives, her siblings’ withering rebuke paralyzes
Marise with shame. Bereft in her tenuous family ties, Marise
embarks on a tumultuous journey destined to reveal her original
identity.

 


An epistolary novella that
captures the experience of being human, Letters to The Little
Flower celebrates the gift of spiritual companionship with St.
Thérèse in the journey to discovering who God created you to
be.

 


 



Chapter 1 The Teacher

From: Marise Gallica

To: Theodore Locherbie

Subject: Greetings from a former student

 


Hello Mr. Locherbie,

I am Marise Gallica. I was a student in your
Honors English class decades ago at Victory Prep Academy. I’m
contacting you because I’m seeking guidance on an epistolary
novella I’m authoring, “Letters to the Little Flower.”

I can think of no person better suited for
the task than you, Mr. Locherbie, the legendary sage of Honors
English at VPA. I am reaching out to you because you have the
sensibility and keen insight to assess the suitability of my
narratives for publication.

For example, do my stories elicit emotion?
Might they motivate the reader to ponder her insecurities,
identity, ego, and relationships? More so, do my narratives express
the truth of the human experience?

Indeed, I would be honored if you, Mr.
Locherbie, could offer insight into the literary quality of my
book. I look forward to hearing from you soon.

Regards, Marise

 


 


To: Marise Gallica

From: Theodore Locherbie

Subject: Greetings from a former student

Marise,

 


It’s great to discover that you still have a
penchant for creative writing; I still remember that you showed a
depth of insight and a creative, sensitive side when you were in
high school. I will gladly provide insights into what you have
written.

I could look over anything you send me during
Christmas break, although I will be immersed in grading papers and
working with students until then.

I could send you a copy of my upgraded
punctuation and grammar rules, which should address any mechanics
issues or questions you might have.

However, from your correspondence with me, I
can see that you already have proficiency in these concepts.

I would be honored to evaluate your
narratives.

Regards, Theodore Locherbie

 


 


To: Theodore Locherbie

From: Marise Gallica

Mr. Locherbie,

I’m thrilled you are eager to review my
manuscript, and I am ready to forward my first narrative. Note,
however, that my book is a work in progress, and I will send you
chapters as I complete them.

But first, may I offer background about St.
Thérèse of Lisieux and my connection to the saint, which you may
find helpful, especially if you are not of the Roman Catholic
faith.

St. Thérèse of Lisieux, who was a French nun
and mystic, also is known as “St. Thérèse, The Little Flower” and
“St. Thérèse of the Child Jesus.” The Roman Catholic Church esteems
St. Thérèse as a Doctor of the Church for her profound theology of
divine love.

The saint dedicated her life to doing
“ordinary things with extraordinary love,” as she wrote in her
autobiography, “performing small acts unknown to others, to give
glory to God alone.”

A prolific writer, she created her most
significant work upon her deathbed at age twenty-four amidst the
agony of tuberculosis. Indeed, her words, “I will let fall from
heaven a shower of roses,” portray the symbol by which The Little
Flower shares her friendship with those who seek her
intercession.

Catholics do not pray to
saints. Instead, Catholics seek spiritual companionship with
saints. For Catholics in English-speaking countries, this saint
might be one’s patron saint, a saint with
whom they identify and thus chose as their Confirmation name for
the Sacrament of Confirmation.

As a child, I chose St. Thérèse, The Little
Flower, as my patron saint for Confirmation when I was ten. But I
only learned of the saint on a wintry Saturday morning in February,
two years before my Confirmation.

I was with my mother in the kitchen when my
father dropped an armful of mail on the table. Two cartons of books
tumbled to the floor. My horse books arrived!

In the 1970s, I was among the dwindling
population of kids who yearned for a real horse. But my parents
harbored no intention of indulging me.

Instead, my mother subscribed me to a book
club, which each month delivered two classics of childhood equine
literature. When my books arrived, I would tear open the carton
with unbridled abandon and sequester myself from the chaos of the
household to indulge in my new books.

That morning was no different. Except, I
opened the other carton first. Inside was a text-dense book,
“The Story of Thérèse Martin,” featuring a black and white
photograph of a teenage girl on its cover.

My mother subscribed to a book club, too. But
hers were inspirational books—not horse books.

“What’s this book?” I asked my parents, who
were standing nearby.

“It’s a book about St. Thérèse,” my mother
smiled.

“Who’s that?” I queried with the wide-eyed
curiosity of an eight-year-old.

“She was a nun who became a saint known as
‘The Little Flower,’” my mother said. Intrigued, I continued my
press. “Why was she called that?”

She believed that you don’t have to do big
things to get to heaven or to be a saint, my mother explained.

St. Thérèse believed that the “little way”
can get you to heaven—if you simply do the little things God needs
you to do but do them all with love.

I peered at my father, who stood nearby with
a twinkle in his eyes.

“You remind us of St. Thérèse,” my mother
remarked. “She was the youngest of a large family of girls and was
very close to her father.”

“Ok,” I noted with disinterest. Then, with my
fleeting interest in the saint thus satisfied, I trotted to a quiet
corner of the house to read my new horse book.

Two years later, in preparation for
Confirmation, I chose St. Thérèse of Lisieux for my patron saint,
when as a ten-year-old, I pronounced her name as “St. ‘Terése’”
([Teh-REES]), the English pronunciation.

Yet, I chose the saint not for her profound
theology of love or her motto of “The Little Way.” Instead, I chose
St. Thérèse only in giddy anticipation of hearing our names rhyme
when the bishop announced my Confirmation name:
“Marise-Therese.”

Only years later would I recognize the truth
in the old Catholic adage, “we do not choose our patron saints;
they choose us.”

Indeed, for a girl who loved the beauty of
words and language, who could be a more fitting patron saint than
St. Thérèse, whose name rhymes with Marise, “Marise-Thérèse.”

So, my novella, “Letters to the Little
Flower,” recounts how I, decades later, discovered the gift of
spiritual companionship with my long-forgotten patron saint, St.
Thérèse of Lisieux, The Little Flower.

Regards, Marise

 


 



Chapter 2 The Classroom

To: Theodore Locherbie

From: Marise Gallica

Subject: “The Classroom”

Mr. Locherbie,

I’m thrilled that you’ve agreed to review my
narratives. I’ve attached for your review my first story, “The
Classroom.”

My narratives are based on the Catholic faith
tradition and thus may resonate with Catholics of all ilk—cradle
Catholics, lapsed Catholics, reverted Catholics, and converts.

I’ve composed a collection of “letters” to
St. Thérèse, which I hope will be a cohesive narrative of my
spiritual journey, and I’m seeking substantive
feedback on my work.

Do my stories build tension
and evoke emotion? Do they pique your curiosity to read further? Or
do my stories read like sentimental drivel?

Thank you again, Mr.
Locherbie, for agreeing to lend your editorial expertise to
my project.

Regards, Marise

 


 


Dear St. Thérèse,

Today is my birthday, and I’m delighted to
share that I received a most unexpected and curious birthday gift
on a bookshelf in a classroom in the shuttered Catholic elementary
school, Jesus Sun of Justice Academy.

My narrative, “The Classroom,” describes the
unusual circumstance that led me to that gift.

In friendship, Marise

 


The Classroom

I spent my birthday this year serving my
parish at Jesus Sun of Justice Church, which marked the church’s
last occupancy date in its sixty-year-old building.

Parish volunteers were dismantling the
sixty-year-old building and its adjacent grade school that day in
preparation for the building’s demolition, which would make way for
our new church and school. So, I volunteered to photograph the
day’s activity.

I stepped from the worship area where the
volunteers were removing pews and headed toward the dilapidated
wing that once housed the school’s classrooms.

I’d heard of the run-down school and wanted
to see the old classrooms before construction crews demolished
them.

I halted at the entrance of the school’s
hallway and peered into the darkness, illuminated only by the gray
crescent of light emanating from the first room on the left.

The only room still safe for use, the former
seventh-grade classroom, was used for choir practice after the
school relocated ten years ago to a temporary building two miles
away.

Indeed, earlier that morning, someone propped
open the classroom door in anticipation of the movers, who would
haul the piano to a temporary home while the new church and school
were under construction.

Upon stepping into the classroom, I stood
unmoving for a moment to absorb the presence of the space—the drab,
windowless walls, threadbare carpet, and dusty bookshelves heavy
with mathematics, literature, and geography textbooks.

I could only imagine the countless students,
teachers, and lessons the room saw during its forty-year tenure as
a classroom.

Intrigued by the textbooks lining the
bookshelves, I pulled a random, blue-spine geography text from a
nearby low shelf and flipped open its battered front cover, noting
the book’s 1975 copyright.

How sad, I sighed. The old school saw its
last class in 2008, yet its meager resources could provide only
sorely outdated textbooks for its students, primarily Black
students who lived in poverty.

I leaned over to return the textbook to its
original station on the bookshelf, where I glimpsed a book with an
image of a white rose on its cover wedged behind the geography
textbooks.

Unable to contain my curiosity, I yanked the
geography textbooks from the shelf and then extracted the wayward
book, The Photo Album of St. Thérèse of Lisieux, its ragged
book jacket graced with a sketch of the white rose.

The photo album was published in 1962 and
featured forty-seven photographs of the saint’s childhood and nine
years as a nun at the Convent of Carmel in Lisieux, France.
According to the foreword, the album represents the last
significant historical material released by Carmel to the
public.

But no less intriguing was the envelope I
discovered inside the aging photo album. The envelope, marked
“Letters to The Little Flower,” contained neither letters to the
saint nor anyone but only a crease-worn, accordion-folded Kansas
road map.

Yet, the envelope’s odd contents suggested
neither the meaning of its title nor why it resided inside the
photo album on a bookshelf in the shuttered classroom.

But the peculiar envelope nonetheless
inspires me to document the narratives of my own life in a
collection of my own “letters” to St. Thérèse of Lisieux, The
Little Flower.

 


 


To: Marise Gallica

From: Theodore Locherbie

Subject: Response to your book idea

 


Marise, What an original idea! I’m eager to
read your subsequent “Letters” to your patron saint.

Regards, Theodore Locherbie

 


 



Chapter 3 The Highway

To: Theodore Locherbie

From: Marise Gallica

Subject: “The Highway”

Mr. Locherbie,

Attached is my second letter to The Little
Flower, a narrative that I can only describe as a numinous
experience one night on a dark, dangerous highway years ago.

Regards, Marise

 


 


Dear St. Thérèse,

For weeks I’ve pondered the meaning of the
Kansas road map inside the envelope labeled “Letters to The Little
Flower.” But I sense no connection between the map and the curious
envelope.

Nonetheless, the map hearkens to my memory
of a dangerous night on a dark highway five years ago, where I
experienced the undeniable presence of God at the scene of a
horrific accident.

I shared my story of that harrowing night
two years later through a letter to Fr. Pepe, pastor of Jesus Sun
of Justice Catholic Church, in my narrative, “The Highway.”

In friendship, Marise

 


The Highway

Dear Fr. Pepe,

I’m writing to you, Father Pepe, to apologize
for my recent unfavorable comments about the Catholic Church.

Indeed, your look of resignation upon hearing
my comments spoke volumes about the demoralizing toll such words
take on you as a pastor and person. For that, I am genuinely sorry
for such demoralizing jabs. Please accept my apology.

Although I made pointed comments about the
Church, I wish to explain why I feel the way I do. Unfortunately,
the snippets of time when our paths cross after Mass afford a
limited opportunity for meaningful dialog.

Hence, I blurt out what I’m feeling,
believing I can deftly offer deeper context with softer edges on
the fly while the rest of the congregation clamors for your
attention behind me.

But logic and linguistic acumen escape me, so
I clam up and move on. Nonetheless, I would like to share what I’ve
shared in person through a letter.

My return to the Church began three years ago
when my long-term significant other, Carl, and I decided to
marry.

I contacted our family’s long-time priest
friend, Fr. Weston, about blessing the marriage. He informed me
that I would need to attend Mass regularly, register in a parish,
and then request that the parish priest bless the union.

So, as a disaffected Catholic for thirty
years, I begrudgingly decided to make the token appearance of
returning to the Church.

So, weeks later, I dropped into Saturday
evening Mass at St. Augustine’s, the home of my childhood Catholic
faith formation.

I arrived twenty minutes before Mass to find
a packed parking lot crammed with high-end automobiles.

Drivers barged through the driveway, defying
basic traffic rules, while clusters of pedestrian churchgoers
waited for a safe break to cross the parking lot. No one on the
sidewalk smiled or made eye contact with me.

No one greeted me at the door. The pews were
filling up, and no one moved over to make room for a party of one.
Then, finally, an older man budged, and I squeezed in.

Lines at the confessionals were four deep,
where I observed youth and adults texting on their smartphones
while awaiting their turn in the confessional.

I sat back in the pew to meditate but was
distracted by what I saw—and didn’t see—filling the pews around me.
I spied designer clothing and pricey youth sports club gear. But I
saw no person different from me, a white, middle-class
suburbanite.

The Catholic Church’s “mystical body,” as
embodied by those I observed that night, was unchanged from when I
drifted from the faith thirty years before: a fashion show for the
privileged, white, and affluent who are blissfully unconcerned with
social justice beyond the politically convenient issue of
abortion.

Mass was about to start. I bolted for the
door.

I sat in my car and prayed for the
intercession of St. Jude, a patron saint of impossible situations,
to help me find a church home that fit my values and needs.

So, too, I thanked God for abundant
blessings, then left to spend the evening with my fiancé Carl and
our twin sons, Gavin and Devin.

Two weeks later, wedding plans were ramping
up, and I needed to iron out the church situation so that we could
set a date.

So, I decided to visit Jesus Sun of Justice
Church. It was in Carl’s neighborhood and the only African American
parish in the diocese.

That weekend, I attended the 11 a.m. Mass at
Jesus Sun of Justice. The elements of the church community, which
were palpably askew at St. Augustine’s, fell into divine alignment
that day.

Unlike at St. Augustine’s, the ushers
welcomed me. And when the choir sang the entrance hymn, my eyes
welled with tears.

Finally! I found a church I could call my
home. I prayed for guidance, a blessed marriage, and my children’s
well-being. I asked God to transform me.

God listened.

Two days later, while returning from a road
trip with Carl and my two granddaughters, an uncanny string of
coincidences put me at the scene of a horrific accident on the
highway.

That night, I was roaring down the turnpike
at seventy-five miles per hour when blinking red hazard taillights
suddenly appeared in the darkness.

“Oh my God! A car stalled in my lane,” I
cried.

I tapped the brakes and tried to ease into
the other lane, but traffic sped around me, preventing me from
going around.

As I coasted to a crawl, I spotted a man
standing on the shoulder between the concrete median and the road,
waving his arms and shouting into the night air.

I pulled near the shoulder so as not to
collide with the man and rolled down my window.

“Call nine-one-one!” he shouted. “I hit a
woman.”

“What?” I exclaimed, dumbfounded. “Where is
she?”

“Over there!” he yelled, pointing over the
concrete median toward the oncoming traffic.

I jumped from the car and scanned the
eastbound lanes.

The stark headlights of oncoming traffic
revealed the limp corpse of a young woman lying in the roadway.
Yet, traffic in both directions neither slowed nor stopped.

“I killed a woman,” the distraught man
wailed, his words laced with indescribable anguish.

I took hold of his arm, clasping his hand in
mine. “It’s going to be ok,” I reassured him. “I’m a nurse. You’re
going to be ok. What is your name?”

He uttered his name and then wailed, “I
didn’t see her. I didn’t mean to hit her.” Devastated, the man sank
to the shoulder of the road in despair and buried his head in his
hands.

I learned later from the accident report that
the woman’s car became disabled in the driving lane. She was
standing outside her car when the vehicle driven by this man
performed an evasive maneuver and struck her. The impact threw her
body over the median into the oncoming traffic.

Suddenly, my heart pounded. My parked car was
straddling the shoulder and the lane behind the stalled vehicle,
placing us in grave danger of certain death from a high-speed
rear-end collision.

My rational brain urged me to return to my
car and leave the scene at once. But my heart begged me to stay
with the man.

So, I peered into the darkness only to see
the man walking away on the shoulder as if to remove himself from
the scene.

Oh dear, I gasped; he might be in a state of
dissociation—a condition in which a person is so upset they don’t
think clearly.

But, heeding my nursing instinct, I stayed
calm and stayed with the young man lest he wandered into the
oncoming traffic.

“Come over here,” I called. “I will stay with
you.” I opened my arms and encircled the young man in a hug as
backdrafts from the high-speed traffic swept past us.

He sank into my arms.

For a moment, the human connection forged
when the despair of tragedy met a stranger’s compassion transcended
time, distance, and space.

In that instant, I was awash in peace, love,
mercy, and goodness, as if there were no traffic, danger, and fear.
This devastated young man and I and my beloved family were safe,
enveloped by a warm, divine light.

Within minutes, the flashing lights of
emergency vehicles appeared, and the man walked toward the
emergency responders. I knew he was safe and that leaving was
ok.

We pulled away and resumed our long trip
home, during which my mind reeled with the anxiety of a near-miss
trauma for myself and my family.

I pondered why an uncanny sequence of events
put me on that highway that night.

My older son and his wife, who live three
hours north, had planned an out-of-town vacation that week. But
three days prior, their sitter backed out.

Desperate, they begged me, Grandma, to keep
their two toddler-age girls. So I requested time off from my
nursing job to care for my granddaughters the following day. Yet,
despite the short notice, my employer granted my request, which is
unusual in the nursing field.

Moreover, although I originally planned to
stay overnight at my son’s home and return with my grandchildren
the next day, Carl offered to join me for the ride, so we arranged
to return home that night.

Indeed, Carl and I spent a delightful evening
with my son, daughter-in-law, and grandchildren, staying hours past
our intended departure time.

So, as we bundled my grandbabies for the
three-hour return trip home, my son recommended we take a different
route to get us home faster. It was a route I wouldn’t have taken,
but it was where I encountered the accident.

Unable to sleep, I pondered how we emerged
unscathed from such a perilous situation. Finally, I got up to fold
laundry, where I spied my bright red Kansas City Chiefs t-shirt,
which I’d worn the night of the accident. I noted the striking gold
and white arrowhead logo on the front.

Minutes before leaving for the trip,
inexplicably, I changed out of a dark blue t-shirt into the Chiefs
t-shirt. Did the bold red t-shirt with a gold decal catch the eyes
of oncoming motorists, allowing them time to switch lanes? I could
only wonder.

I replayed the accident scene and recalled
the image of a front-end grill and headlamps from a
tractor-trailer, which pulled to a stop behind our car.

I could only recall how the truck provided
much-needed light and a safety buffer for five vulnerable persons
at the scene of an accident on the dark, high-speed highway.

I grappled with the guilt that I should’ve
done things differently to not endanger my loved ones. Yet, as a
human being, a nurse, a mother, and a citizen, I did the right
thing.

The experience rekindled my pride in my
nursing training. It called forth deep maternal instincts to
protect a vulnerable human being. It summoned courage I never knew
I had.

But, most profoundly, the coincidences that
put me in that time and space that night awakened a slumbering
spiritual consciousness to the goodness, mercy, and wisdom of a
higher power.

So, Fr. Pepe, this is the story of my road
back to the Church. Indeed, I get angry that conservative Catholics
commandeer the Church for political gain.

But, as my sister, Miriam, who is a religious
sister with the Congregation of Merciful Jesus (CMJ), reminds me,
“It’s my Church, too!”

You are an inspiring pastor, and I thank God
for the blessing of your preaching.

Respectfully, Marise Gallica

 


 


To: Marise Gallica

From: Theodore Locherbie

Subject: Remarks—”The Highway”

Marise,

I’ve finished reading “The Highway.” I
especially appreciated your critique of today’s social elitism and
spiritual blindness in churches. As such, the beginning of your
spiritual journey may resonate with current or former church
attendees of any denomination.

I hoped the story might show a stronger
connection between the accident experience and your spiritual
awakening and “sojourn
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