Healing & Hope
By Kevin Holten (reprinted with permission).

Special to The Dickinson Press - 12/21/2008 Involuntary reinvention, that’s what Linda Little experienced on July 7, 1996. She and her husband, Parke, had just left their Longmont, Colo. home for Denver International Airport when a preoccupied teenager blew through a red light and knocked her into a new dimension. 
Gone was the old Linda, the obsessive purchaser for the city of Longmont’s Department of Finance. Left behind was a blank slate who would eventually become a contemplative artist. Alone was their 15-year-old son, Justin, who had lost not only his ride home from the airport, but also the mother he once knew.

“I used to be a workaholic,” Little said. “I lived and breathed work. But things changed.” 

Using cognitive therapy, the Mapleton Rehabilitation Center in Boulder, Colo. attempted to piece her broken mind back together for 18 months. However, her brain would never be the same, no matter how much they tried.

“I have short term memory problems,” Linda said, “and long term memory loss and imbalance. Plus my hands sometimes shake, my eyes drop down, my head bobs and I sometimes stutter and slur my words.”

On occasion she even gives old objects new names, like calling a refrigerator a peacock, for example. All of which is controllable, if she plays the game right.

“I have to take medication, control my environment and manage the amount of stimulus I receive each day,” Little said, which is one of the reasons why she and her husband moved to the peace and solitude of Dickinson, where she says that life is good, if a tad on the breezy side. 
Her story is about turning tragedy into redemption, sadness into happiness, bitterness into thankfulness and thoughts of suicide into tender support for others. 

“If it were not for my faith I would have taken my life,” Little said, “absolutely, hands down.”

For a grueling year and a half, when neither doctors nor nurses could put her back on the path toward healing, it was her hands and a master artist who finally did. 
The master artist is Valentin Okorokov, whose artwork is considered a national treasure in Russia and sells for as much as a new Mercedes Benz. His sculptures are featured in the permanent collections of 12 museums in Russia and his work has appeared in more than 38 worldwide exhibitions. Though he now lives in Colorado, three decades of his work remains in Moscow by order of Russian authorities.

“I will teach your hands to do what your brain can’t,” he told Linda and then he showed her how to use her hands to channel her emotions directly into the clay, bypassing the encumbrances of her brain, turning her limitations into a blessing, a freedom to create, rather than a hindrance. The clay she shaped would ultimately become bronze statues displayed in museums, art galleries, banks and law offices.

Mutual friends brought Okorokov and her together. He had moved to Colorado, illegally and just in time to enter her life.

Thus the car accident that had derailed Little’s monetarily successful life had created an adventurous and fulfilling new one. The old Linda had been dispatched, but not without pain and sadness, bitterness and, at times, desperation. She remembers enough about the old Linda to sometimes want to be her. But her mind is no longer capable of doing what the old Linda did.

And that 15-year-old boy who was left at the airport that day, did not escape unscathed; bitterness and anger built inside him until his grades slipped and his attitude changed. 

“Our loving 15-year-old son was beginning to show signs of decline,” Little said.

A Lyons, Colo. counselor, Dr. Peter Levine, nurtured him back, helping him to become the happily married, licensed electrician that he is today.

When Little finally decided to let the old Linda go, she discovered that instead of being imprisoned by her new limitations, she was, in many ways, set free by them. Free to look at life with a whole new perspective. Free to be creatively unrestricted rather than bogged down by the world’s insignificances.

And yet her difficult journey is far from over. The hard days haven’t passed. They’re just more endurable. Her art is her escape, the oasis she visits, where things are good and where she is closest to God, who she says, creates through her and with her.

“I thank God for everything that has been given to me and that I’ve gone through,” Little said. “It hasn’t been easy. But I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

In the near future, a 250-pound bronze hawk with a 4-foot wingspan will land on a pedestal on the front lawn Hawks Point, an independent and assisted living community on the Dickinson State University campus. It is one of Linda’s many creations and is being donated partially by Linda and partially by Stan and Teddie Brannin to the DSU Alumni & Foundation, who decided it should be displayed at Hawks Point as only the second bronze statue ever to be placed on campus.

“It is majestic, inspiring and almost indescribable,” said Kevin J. Thompson, DSU Alumni & Foundation CEO, of the Hawk. “You have to see it to believe it.”

“When I saw it, I knew that we had to put it where it could be enjoyed,” Teddie Brannin said. “We had to set it free.”

