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CHRONOLOGY OF THE LIFE OF PAKISA K. TSHIMIKA

____________________

June 2, 1952: Pakisa Kamwamba Tshimika is born in Kajiji, Congo, the son of Isaac Mutondo Tshimika, a Mennonite Brethren (MB) pastor, and his wife, Rebekah Natala.

October 1973: Leaves Congo to attend Fresno Pacific College, an MB-affiliated school in Fresno, California.

July 29, 1976: In a car accident near Medford, Oregon, suffers severe spinal injuries that leave him mostly paralyzed. He begins several months of surgery and rehabilitation in hospitals in Medford and later, in Fresno.

November 1976: Returns for the first time since his accident to the Fresno Pacific campus, where with the help of friends, he resumes classes.

Summer 1977: Returns to Congo with his “adopted” American parents, Wes and Ann Heinrichs, after graduating with a bachelor’s degree in public health from Fresno Pacific.

Spring 1980: Graduates with a master’s degree in public health from Loma Linda University in California.

July 1980: Following a solo trip across Europe, returns to Congo, where he meets Linda Kroeker in Kajiji.

June 17, 1984: Marries Linda Kroeker in Wichita, Kansas.

Fall 1987: Begins studies for a doctorate in public health at Loma Linda University.

June 1991: Receives doctorate from Loma Linda University; younger sister Tshamba dies in Congo.

January 1992: Returns to Congo to work with MBMS International, the MB mission agency, and the Congo MB Church. He remains with MBMS International until 2001. He also works with the public health organizations DESADEC, helping establish public health centers, and Memisa International.

April 1993: Death of older brother, Marc Mandjolo Tshimika, of liver cancer in Congo.

October 1995: Death of father in Congo.

1999: With colleague Tim Lind, begins holding Global Gift Sharing workshops in Africa for Mennonite World Conference (MWC).

June 2000: Older brother Tshinabu dies in Paris, France.

2001: Younger brother, Wally, abducted in 1990 by Angolan rebels, is killed in fighting with Angolan government forces.

February 2002: Death of older sister Suzanne in Congo. Later that year, joins MWC as associate general secretary.

March 2002: Becomes an American citizen.

May 2002: Death of mother in Congo.

2002-present: Continues work with MWC and other church-related agencies, and as an advocate for women who have been victims of sexual violence in war-torn Congo.


Introduction

The author Henri J.M. Nouwen, who died unexpectedly in 1996, could have been writing about my life in this passage from his book, Finding My Way Home: Pathways to Life and the Spirit, published in 2001.

“One of the most radical demands for you and me is the discovery of our lives as a series of movements or passages. … You live all these passages in an environment where you are constantly tempted to be destroyed by resentment, by anger, and by a feeling of being put down. The losses remind you constantly that all isn’t perfect and it doesn’t always happen for you the way you expected; that perhaps you had hoped events wouldn’t have been so painful, but they were; or that you expected relationships that never materialized. … The question is not how to avoid loss and make it not happen, but how to choose it as a passage, as an exodus to greater life and freedom.”

Nouwen’s reflection brought back memories of a time many years ago when I went to Paris, France, to bury my brother, whose sudden death opened many old wounds. Two of my siblings had died early in life and I never knew them. In 1991, my younger sister, Tshamba, seven months pregnant, died from sickle cell anemia at the age of 25. Then, in 1993, my oldest brother, Marc Mandjolo Tshimika, died of liver cancer, leaving behind his wife and four children. My wife, Linda, and I later adopted three of them.

Our father, Isaac Mutondo Tshimika, died suddenly in 1995, shortly after I returned to my native Congo from six months in the United States. I never made it home in time for his funeral because of poor road conditions. Then, my younger brother, Wally, who was abducted in 1990 by rebels from the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola, or UNITA, was killed in 2001 amid fighting between UNITA and Angolan government forces. Two years later, my older sister, Suzanne, and my mother, Rebekah Natala Tshimika, followed them into eternity, leaving me only with my youngest brother, Samy.

I reflected on the pain of losing my loved ones, while my own life was spared following a serious car accident in 1976. That accident left me quadriplegic, confined to a wheelchair. After several months of rehabilitation, when many people thought my life was over, many miracles happened. Almost three years after the accident, I was finally able to walk with the help of a cane. Still, I never got back to the level of running after a soccer ball, as I once did with considerable skill in high school and college.

I continue to live a life of paradox — a life filled with blessings and yet with its share of pain and grief. I prayed to God for a good spouse and he gave me one, and yet he didn’t bless us with biological children. I prayed for God to bless my professional life. He did, and yet my Congolese passport became almost a curse when it came to traveling in Europe and many African nations.

One day in my hospital room at Fresno (California) Community Hospital, my friend, Beka, brought me a poster that read, “When life gives you lemons, make lemonade.” That poster opened my eyes. Everywhere I turn now, I see others afflicted with special problems and challenges. They are willing to share their stories with me and I am beginning to share my stories with them. I also meet those who allow the sour taste of the lemons they’ve been handed to control their lives.

This book would not have been written without the encouragement of Merle and Phyllis Good. Several years ago, while Phyllis was interviewing me for an article for Mennonite World Conference, she asked if I had ever thought about writing my life story. In spite of my excuses about my writing skills, she and Merle still believed I could write this book myself. I am grateful to them and to all the other family members and friends who supported me in sharing my story.

So this is my life — a life of grief, and yet full of grace and hope.


CHAPTER 1

____________________

The Death of My Brother

1999 — 2000

“Have a seat, please. I’ll make room for you.” The young woman made this offer as I got on an Air France shuttle taking us out to our aircraft at Charles De Gaulle airport in Paris. “Thank you. It is very kind of you,” I replied as I sat down next to her. It was June 2000 and I was headed home to Fresno, California.

I hadn’t slept well for several days. I wanted to cry, which is what I had been doing for the two weeks since I had come to Paris. Without saying a word, she took my hands and held them as I told her why I was in France.

“I came to bury my brother, who the French police say killed himself in a train accident,” I said. “They refused to do an investigation or autopsy to determine the actual cause of his death. His wife didn’t ask for one either.”

The young woman told me she was traveling to San Francisco and Los Angeles with her teacher, a lecturer on death and dying. “I’ll look you up on the plane because I have a book I want to share with you,” she said.

After dinner, the young woman gave me the book. We visited for a long time. I could tell she listened from the heart and I felt I was with a fellow African — present in time of grief, yet not feeling obliged to say much.

I told her about my years working for church and relief agencies. I told her about my family life, including our three adopted children. Annie was studying social work at Fresno Pacific University, Patience was adjusting at Roosevelt High School, and Matondo was still in Kinshasa, Congo, where we were working to obtain official travel documents to bring him to Fresno. My wife, Linda, whom I had married in 1984, had a good job working for an agency serving the elderly.

My brother, Tshinabu, whom I had come to Paris to bury, was five years older than I. He was my biggest defender when we were growing up. No one harmed me because the other kids in Kajiji, my hometown in Congo where I was born on June 2, 1952, knew my brother would beat them up. Even when I went away to high school in Kikwit, about 300 miles from home, I still felt safe because Tshinabu was already there.
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The author’s brother, Tshinabu, right, with his father, Isaac, in 1994 in Kajiji, Congo.

Tshinabu went to France for the first time in 1972 to study theology at the Protestant Theological School of Vaux-Sur-Seine. After graduating, he continued his studies at the Catholic University in Paris, where he obtained two master’s degrees in philosophy and management and a doctorate in philosophy. He always hoped to teach philosophy at the university level. That was his first love, and teaching was his passion. But getting such a position wasn’t easy in France, which had a very tight selection process for a very limited number of teaching slots.

For about a year, Tshinabu and his wife, Isabelle, had been having marital problems. I wanted to help them reconcile, but the French consulate in San Francisco delayed granting me a visa. Instead, Tshinabu and I talked on the telephone quite often. One day he called to inform me that Isabelle had moved out with their children. He didn’t know where they were. Soon, he became depressed and started contemplating suicide. He especially missed his youngest daughter, Aliénor.

He had some contact with his two older children, however. Without telling their mother, they stopped by the house to see their father each day before returning to the hotel where they were living. But the longer Tshinabu went without seeing Aliénor, the worse his depression became. A couple of weeks after Isabelle left, Tshinabu took an overdose and was hospitalized for several days. We talked many times while he was in the hospital. We had agreed he would leave the house to his wife and children until they decided whether to reconcile or divorce.

Tshinabu called me on my birthday, June 2, as he always did. We talked about our mother and our young brother, Samy, who was in Kinshasa. I promised to come to France to help sort things out as soon as I heard from the French authorities. But I never made it.

On June 10, five days before Tshinabu’s birthday, Isabelle called me around 10 p.m. All she could say was, “Pakisa, it is Tshinabu. What am I going to do with the children?” I knew something had happened to my brother. I dropped the telephone and broke into tears. My big brother was gone.

Several days after my brother’s death, I finally received my French visa. I was angry. It was too late. Tshinabu was gone, and my visa was only good for burying my brother.

Isabelle and two of the children met Linda and me at the Paris airport. Our cousin, Kaputu, and an old family friend, Lukala Charlie, were also there. The trip from the airport to my brother’s house seemed longer than ever, although it was only 45 minutes away. When we got there, the house felt cold. Isabelle told me one of her sisters was in town to assist her, but that she was waiting for me to plan the burial details.

“Do you organize wakes or church services when someone dies in your family?” I asked the two sisters. As we continued to talk, it became obvious that Isabelle didn’t see any need for a special service, but would go along with whatever I organized.

Late in the afternoon, Linda, Kaputu, Charlie, Isabelle, her sister, and I drove to the funeral home to discuss the arrangements. Friday was a holiday, so the funeral director told us we had to wait until the following Tuesday for the burial. In the meantime, we agreed to hold wakes during the weekend at Kaputu’s house. We worked on the program and informed Tshinabu’s friends and colleagues about the time and place of the funeral. It was good to have Linda beside me. She held my hands as I cried whenever I looked at my brother’s pictures or saw his children. She also helped Kaputu and me plan the service.

We met at Kaputu’s house for three nights. I took two of Tshinabu’s children, Jean Sebastien and Sarah, with me, telling them how many friends their father had and how much they loved him. Several people came each evening. They each shared about their relationship with Tshinabu and what he had meant to them. Several said that Tshinabu had helped them save their marriages or deal with other conflicts.

On Tuesday, several of Tshinabu’s friends from the Catholic theological school and colleagues from work came to the funeral. Larry Miller from Mennonite World Conference drove from Strasbourg, France. Neil Blough, an old friend of Tshinabu’s, agreed to preach. Before the service, Larry, Kaputu, Charlie, and I drove to the funeral home. I wanted to see my brother’s face. The police had discouraged me from this because of the extent of the damage to his body. He had been hit by a train. The funeral director agreed. “I would not encourage you to do so,” he said. “I want you to keep positive images of your brother in your head.” Larry, standing next to me, encouraged me to follow the director’s advice. Suddenly, I started sobbing and could not stop. They loaded the coffin into the hearse, and we drove to the church.

A short service was held at the cemetery afterward. We invited the mourners to join us at the house for a short reception. I spent the next few days with Isabelle and the children reviewing pictures, letters, and papers that Tshinabu had written. I selected a few pictures I wanted duplicated, and Isabelle had copies made before I left for California. By Thursday, two days after the funeral, I was very tired, emotionally drained, and ready to go home.

My new friend on the plane could not hold back her tears as I recounted my brother’s death and funeral. After a couple of hours, my friend left. I tried to sleep, but couldn’t relax. My mind continued to wander as we quietly cruised at 39,000 feet. I thought the whole experience had been a bad dream. It was only a movie, I kept telling myself. I will see my brother again. I tried to forget the pain, but it wouldn’t go away.

I was angry at Tshinabu. Why did he have to die at such a young age, leaving behind three beautiful children? Why didn’t God stop him? And why did God spare my life in 1976 after my car crash, just to let me watch all my family members die?


CHAPTER 2

____________________

You’ll Never Walk Again

1976

I had just finished speaking at a conference on HIV and AIDS in Fresno, California, when my assistant, Heidi, drove me to the station to catch a northbound train for San Francisco. I was scheduled to travel that evening to Indonesia, to meet my Mennonite World Conference colleague, Tim Lind, for a workshop we were conducting on gift sharing. When the train’s departure was announced, Heidi helped me get my luggage onboard. We said our goodbyes and the train started moving. A few minutes later, the conductor offered to assist me with my luggage as soon as we arrived in Emeryville, where I needed to transfer to a bus for San Francisco International Airport.

As often happens, a woman across from me said, “Sir, I see you’re walking with a cane. Do you mind if I ask you why?”

I wondered where to start. I told her I had come to study in the United States with the goal of going to medical school. After that, I wanted to go back to Congo, then still known as Zaire, and work in our small hospital in my hometown, Kajiji.

We also talked about how my entire life had changed one July morning while I was driving to British Columbia to attend a college classmate’s wedding. She wanted to know more details about how the accident happened, who was with me, and how I went from being completely paralyzed to walking with a cane.

It all started on July 28, 1976. I worked a late-night shift at an emergency veterinary clinic in Fresno. That night I worked with Dr. Gentzler, a wonderful person I always enjoyed working with. I had told Dr. Gentzler I was traveling to British Columbia for a wedding and that I’d be back at work the following week. Around 7 a.m. on July 29, we said goodbye and I left for home.

I was staying that summer with my “adopted” American family, Wes and Ann Heinrichs and their children. They had taken me in after we met at church, not long after I arrived in Fresno. After eating breakfast, Ann encouraged me to take a long rest before leaving that evening on my trip. I slept for a long time, then woke up midafternoon to finish packing for the trip. As soon as I was done, I took a long shower and was ready for the journey.

Around 7 p.m. July 29, two of my colleagues from school, Teresa and Linda, arrived to pick me up. We picked up a fourth passenger, Sheri, near Sacramento and soon we were on our way. The drive after Sacramento was beautiful. I had taken it before, but this time was different. I knew the road and I was traveling with people who also were familiar with the country.

I started driving from Sacramento because I loved to drive on long trips. Teresa, whose car we were in, sat right behind me. She had been my neighbor on campus. Our apartment was next to hers, where she lived with three other young women. We were going to the wedding of one of those roommates, Laura.

We stopped at a restaurant soon after crossing the Oregon border. I went to purchase gas while the girls ordered food. A piece of apple pie and a good cup of coffee were all I needed to get me going again. Before long, Linda and Sheri were sound asleep and Teresa offered to drive when I was tired. “I usually feel sleepy when the sun starts coming up, especially if I have been driving all night,” I said.

“We can either stop in a rest area or I can drive when the sun starts to rise,” Teresa suggested.

Then: “How are you doing, Pakisa?” Teresa asked me a few minutes later.

“I am OK so far,” I answered. She began massaging my shoulders and neck.

That’s the last thing I remember.
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“Pakisa, you were in a very bad car accident,” a parent of one of my college friends informed me. I could see from their eyes they had been crying. I didn’t remember how long I had been in the hospital. It was hard to believe, but true. I felt like lifting my hand to shake theirs, but I couldn’t. I tried to move my legs, but they couldn’t move either.

“You broke your neck during the accident,” said one of my friend’s parents. It was then I became aware that I was paralyzed.

Later, when another person who was in the accident told me what had happened, I realized a series of miracles had occurred.

Miracle one: The accident occurred only a few miles north of Medford. As a result, it didn’t take very long for help to arrive and take us to the nearest hospital.

Miracle two: A truck driver southbound on Interstate 5 noticed the taillights of our car and wondered why I had used the brakes on a flat section of the freeway. He parked his semi, crossed the divider, and saw our tire marks on the road. Our car had flipped over several yards from the freeway. He checked our car and as soon as he noticed a lot of blood flowing over my body, he radioed for assistance. Less than a half hour later, we were taken to the hospital in Medford. That truck driver was my first angel.

Miracle three: A neurosurgeon was visiting the Rogue Valley Hospital in Medford that week and had an excellent surgical team that could treat my spinal cord injury. Within a week, my broken vertebrae, C-5 and C-6, were fused, and I was ready for long-term rehabilitation. This doctor was my second angel.

Miracle four: I am told that I wasn’t speaking English when we arrived at the hospital. This created a dilemma for the staff because they could not understand what I was saying. Someone figured out I was speaking French. Soon, they were able to locate an off-duty nurse who could speak French. She translated for the doctors and the other staff members. She was my third angel.

The Heinrichs family and the Fresno Pacific administrators were contacted right away about the accident. Soon after the news got to Fresno, Wes and Ann Heinrichs and their daughter, Marcia, drove to Medford to be with me. They brought a motor home, which they parked outside the hospital for whoever wanted to see me.

Despite my injuries, I could not feel alone because I was very fortunate. My family in Africa had assured me before I left Kajiji in October 1973 that I would never be alone, no matter where I was. God had provided me a home away from home in Fresno through the Heinrichs family. Fresno Pacific also provided me another home. But Medford, Oregon? How could I find a home and comfort there?

But the news of my accident seemed to touch the Medford community. Members of a local Presbyterian church visited me each day. Some brought flowers and others stopped by for short visits. A pastor from a Baptist congregation almost an hour away came to see me. I remember him lying on the floor of my room each time he came to see me, because the nursing staff had me facing down, immobilized, on a striker frame. He was faithful in his visits until I was transferred back to Fresno. I felt I had been visited by an angel each time this man of God came to see me.


CHAPTER 3

____________________

The Road to Rehabilitation

1976

Following the accident, I would need additional surgery and therapy if I ever wanted to return to college or try to be partially independent. These treatments required considerable money. I only had health insurance from college, which wouldn’t cover much. I wasn’t eligible for county, state, or federal aid because I was a foreign student. Friends and other people in Fresno were trying to find ways to assist me.

One option was to send me back to Congo. Several people who had done medical work did not support that idea because they knew medical conditions in Congo were not sufficient for my needs. Sending me back to Congo essentially was a death sentence. One doctor said that back home, a urinary tract infection most likely would take me first. Others suggested lobbying U.S. authorities to give me permanent status in the country so I could qualify for state and federal assistance.

I could tell I was still myself when my neurosurgeon walked in my room to discuss my forthcoming spinal fusion surgery. He came in when I was face-up on the striker frame. He first asked me if I understood the extent of my injuries and their impact. Then he explained the kind of surgery he was going to perform to fuse my broken vertebrae.

“What kind of incision are you planning to make on my body? Is it going to leave a big scar on me?” I asked. I could not see him well, but I’m sure he was wondering what the big deal was about a scar if it meant saving my life.

“Are you concerned?” he asked. I could hardly move my head, but my brain never stopped.

“Oh yes, I’m very concerned. I have a beautiful body that my parents gave me. I wouldn’t want it to be ruined by anything,” I jokingly told him.

“If you are that concerned, I think I have an idea,” he said. “Rather than making the incision on the back of your neck, I’ll do it from the front and follow the natural curve of your neck.”

Today no one can ever tell where I had that first surgery.

Gary Nachtigall, dean of students at Fresno Pacific, flew to Medford to help with arrangements needed for my medical care. In Fresno, he had been working with the media, keeping them updated on my condition. He also coordinated fundraising activities. I was facing down on the striker frame when he entered my room. He lay on a mattress that had been placed on the floor and held my right hand for awhile. I could not squeeze or even feel his hand.

“Tshimika, my man,” he said. “Your skin color inside is just like mine. Hey, we are the same!”

This was the man who first welcomed me to my new home at Fresno Pacific. In addition to being the dean, he was the athletic director and my geography teacher. Last time we had seen each other, I could still walk. Now, I was completely paralyzed.

Gary brought me good news. A rehabilitation center had just opened in Fresno. Leon S. Peters, after whom the rehab unit was named, promised to cover any treatment costs that funds raised by the college and the community didn’t.

Arlen Gerdes, a missionary to Congo who was on home leave, requested permission from the MB Mission Board to stay longer so she could visit with me for awhile. It was wonderful to have Arlen in Medford. She was one of the people who sponsored me to come to North America.

It was so good having my American “sister” Marcia Heinrichs in Medford as well. She bought a little ball that she put in my hand and assisted me in squeezing. Each time she was with me, she sat next to me and held my hands, then put the ball in my hand and squeezed it.

Rogue Valley Hospital had a physical therapist on staff. Once I was stable, she did basic range-of-motion exercises for my arms and legs. She also wheeled me in my striker frame to a balcony and told me what she saw outside. She also took time to read the cards people had sent me.

One day, the therapist took me to our usual place on the balcony, then asked what my concerns were since the accident. I told her I wasn’t really concerned about my physical condition. I was more concerned about not having children than anything else. I like children and had dreamed of having three who would play soccer or volleyball. One time, she suggested that if for some reason I never had my own children, my future wife and I could always adopt.

Before my accident, I had been blessed to have two friends on campus who were in wheelchairs. Anne was from Canada and worked in our college business office. I never heard her complain during the two years I had known her. Many times, I pushed her in her wheelchair on our way to church, a few blocks from campus.

Tom had broken his neck and had the same level of injury as I did. When we became friends on campus, he was driving a car specially designed for him. I knew one could live with physical limitations, but I didn’t know if I could live with not being able to have children. The therapist was a good listener. She didn’t pretend to have all the answers. However, we had time to talk about questions that other people were not asking me.

One afternoon, several weeks after the crash, I was told that arrangements had been made for me to move to Fresno to start intensive therapy. To help, a local businessman offered to charter an airplane to fly me there.

Leaving the hospital was a relief. After all the paperwork was finished, nurses prepared me for the trip and my physical therapists stopped by my room to say goodbye and to wish me well. Ann Heinrichs and Arlen flew with me on the twin-engine Cessna jet back to Fresno.


CHAPTER 4

____________________

Welcome Back to Fresno

1976 — 1977

“Are you ready to face the reporters?” one of the pilots asked me. “I guess,” I answered. The pilot went on, telling me about all the people he saw as we taxied toward a spot on the Fresno airport tarmac where an ambulance was waiting. “They even have a red carpet for you, Pakisa. You won’t see it but it will be under the stretcher,” the pilot said. A few people approached the aircraft and transferred me to an ambulance stretcher.

After we moved a few yards away from the aircraft, we stopped and I noticed several microphones in my face. “Hi, Pakisa, I am a reporter for Channel 30 Action News here in Fresno. We have been following what happened to you. What is your hope now?” the reporter asked.

I could see my whole life marching in front of me as I reflected for a few seconds. I remembered the last night in Kajiji just before I left for the Congolese capital, Kinshasa. My family spent time singing and praying before going to bed, just as we had done since I was a baby. That night was different. I was leaving home with the intention of studying in Kinshasa, but also with a possible chance of going to the United States. My mother could not hide her tears as she prayed for my upcoming travel. Just before I went to bed, she reminded me of something she always told me each time I left home to go to high school in Kikwit.

“Pakisa, remember that we committed you in God’s hands since you were a baby and he has always been with you,” she said. “He will never forsake you. There might be times when you will not hear from us and, as much as we love you, we might fail you, but God will never fail you.”

Finally, I answered the TV reporter. “My hope is in God, who had opened the door for me to come and study in this country,” I said. “God will use me even if I am paralyzed and confined to a wheelchair.”

I am not sure if I was asked another question that day. Slowly, we left the airport and I was taken by ambulance to Fresno Community Hospital, my new home for intensive physical, occupational, and recreational therapies.

Several reporters had gone ahead, so when I arrived at the hospital they took additional pictures that they showed during the evening news. My hospital room was on the sixth floor facing north. Medical staff wheeled me to the nursing station. I could hear them talking about my accident and the event at the airport. Some of them were saddened by what had happened to me. One staff member approached me and said hello. “We’ll take good care of you,” she assured me. “Don’t worry about anything.”

The door to my room was open and a tall gentleman walked in. “Hi, I am Dr. Holmes,” he said. “Welcome to our rehabilitation center. I will be your physician while you are here. I heard that you were a good soccer player at Fresno Pacific College. We’ll do the best we can to make your stay a good one, and I am looking forward to working with you.”

He told me about the different services that were available and the initial assessment the staff would conduct in the coming days. Dr. Holmes became a wonderful friend and comforter. It had nothing to do with his knowledge of medicine, but with the way he conducted himself with me as his patient. He reminded me of the true traditional healers back in Congo, people skilled in providing remedies for different illnesses. Their best assets were the personal relationships they built with the people they helped. Dr. Holmes never failed me during my almost three months in the hospital, or when I returned for outpatient therapy.

As soon as he was gone, a very tall woman entered my room. Maybe everybody working in this hospital is very tall, I thought to myself. Then again, I was lying down and almost a month had passed since the last time I stood on my feet, so everyone seemed very tall to me. I had started to feel short although I was six feet tall.

The tall woman’s name was Peggy and she was to be my physical therapist. She explained to me the different activities and the schedule I was going to be on. She also informed me that Janet would be my occupational therapist.

Therapy started the following day. Two sessions were scheduled each day, in the morning and afternoon. Progress seemed very slow and frustrating at times. I had no feeling below my neck and I only had a dead body for my therapist to work with. Peggy was very patient. I think it helped that I had been an athlete. Discipline and not giving up were part of the game plan. A few weeks later, I discovered Peggy was a Christian, so it became easy to talk about spiritual matters without either one of us fearing to offend the other.

Dr. Holmes came to see me early each morning, except on weekends when he was off. Our conversation usually started about the news from TV that morning. I didn’t have much to do, so watching TV was my pastime.

It was 1976 and the Summer Olympics were being held in Montreal. This was the first time I had spent so many hours watching the different Olympic events. I watched gymnast Nadia Comăneci from Romania earn seven perfect scores. This was an Olympic first, yet she didn’t show much emotion. In spite of this, she introduced me to the beauty of gymnastics. I watched that event during the whole competition.

I met Barb when we were talking about the Olympics and gymnastics with some of the volunteers during one of my therapy sessions. She was on the gymnastics team at California State University in Fresno. She took me to several of her gymnastic competitions after I left the hospital, which I enjoyed very much.

As I got stronger and more stable, I was allowed to visit my American family on Sunday afternoons. Their daughter, Sonja, and her husband, Norm, lived next door to her parents, so we spent considerable time together whenever I was home. Their first child, Heather, was born the year of my accident. Sonja placed Heather on my chest for as long as Heather was comfortable being with me. Heather didn’t know it, but she made me feel normal.

OEBPS/images/10-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/img.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
GRIEF
GRACE
"HOPE

The Autobiography of

Pakisa K. Tshimika

Good%Books
Intercourse, PA 17534
s00/762-7171
‘wwiw.GoodBooks.com





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GRIEF

The Autobiography of
Pakisa K. Tshimika





