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Prologue

This is the true story of my daughter, Sandra Kouakou—known to those who loved her as Bona—and our family’s journey through love, faith, separation, reunion, and ultimate loss. It is a story I write not to dwell on grief, but to immortalize a remarkable young woman whose brief life touched countless hearts and demonstrated the power of love to transcend any circumstance.

Sandra lived for nineteen years, but in that time she crossed an ocean, pursued her dreams with determination, faced unimagin-able challenges with grace, and left behind a legacy that continues to inspire everyone who knew her story. This book is my attempt to ensure that her memory lives on, that her courage is remem-bered, and that the love she shared and received is never forgotten.

I want to express my deepest gratitude to the many people who became part of Sandra’s story and ours during the most difficult chapter of our lives. Without their compassion, dedication, and faith, we could not have navigated the impossible circumstances we faced.

To Christ the Light Church and our entire church family: You prayed for Sandra every single day for years. Your faithful intercession sustained us through the darkest valleys, and your presence in hospital waiting rooms reminded us that we were never alone in this battle. You fed us when we couldn’t think about food, encouraged us when hope seemed impossible, and Contents 7

 

celebrated every small victory with genuine joy. Your love was the earthly expression of God’s care for our family.

To Pastor and Mrs. Keita: Your spiritual leadership guided us through crisis after crisis. Pastor, your bold command to the surgeon to "go back and drill again" demonstrated the kind of faith that moves mountains. Your willingness to pray with med-ical professionals, to speak with divine authority in moments of despair, showed us what it means to truly believe that God is in control.

To Kareen Forester, our angel from Haiti: You were sent by God to be Sandra’s guardian and our family’s anchor during the storm. Your daily visits, your prayers over Sandra’s bedside, your declaration that "God is in control" became the foundation of our faith. You lost your job because you loved Sandra too much, and that sacrifice will never be forgotten. You saw Sandra not as a patient but as your African sister, and you cared for her with the devotion of family. Thank you for showing us what it means to love beyond professional obligation.

To Doctors and the medical team at Lexington Hospital: Though the outcome was not what we hoped for, your dedication to Sandra’s care never wavered. To the nursing manager who as-sembled a care team for Sandra because she saw her own daughter in my child—your compassion in a system that often discourages personal involvement made all the difference.
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To Doctors and the team at Emory University Hospital: Though you were unable to remove Sandra’s tumor, your willing-ness to try, your honesty about the risks, and your genuine care for Sandra’s well-being gave us hope when others had given up. You treated Sandra with dignity and us with respect even when delivering devastating news.

To the tall, dark-skinned neurosurgeon at Lexington Hos-pital: Your surgical skills, guided by prayer, gave Sandra precious months of improved quality of life. The successful drilling after four failures was nothing short of miraculous, and we believe your hands were guided by divine intervention.

To Kathrin from Air France: When other airlines refused to transport Sandra, you appeared like an angel at the last moment to personally ensure her safe passage home to Africa. Your will-ingness to care for Sandra during that long flight was an act of pure grace that made her final journey possible.

To Fred, my son, who sacrificed years of his young adult life to help care for his sister: Your quiet strength, your gentle care, and your unwavering love for Sandra showed the very best of what it means to be a brother. You grew into a man during those difficult years, and Sandra was blessed to have you by her side.

To Audrey, my stepdaughter, who shared a room with San-dra and was the first to discover her collapse: Your immediate response that terrible Saturday morning may have saved San-Contents 9

 

dra’s life. Your love for Sandra as a sister, your help with her daily care, and your presence during the darkest times made you an integral part of our family’s story.

To Estelle, Sandra’s beloved Esty: Even though you had your own life to build, you never forgot your little sister. Your prayers from afar and your joy at every small victory reminded us that Sandra was loved by people across the globe.

To the extended family in Africa who welcomed Sandra home with open arms: You provided the kind of care that only comes from unconditional love. You surrounded her final months with warmth, community, and the peace that comes from being truly at home. Thank you for ensuring that Sandra’s last days were filled with joy despite her limitations.

To every nurse, therapist, and medical professional who treated Sandra not just as a patient but as a human being deserv-ing of dignity and care: Your small acts of kindness—adjusting her pillow, speaking gently to her, taking extra time to make her comfortable—mattered more than you will ever know.

To my coworkers, neighbors, and friends who brought meals, offered prayers, provided practical help, and simply showed up when we needed them most: Your support was a tangible expres-sion of God’s love for our family.

To Sandra’s teachers and friends from her brief time in Amer-Contents 10

 

ican high school: You welcomed a young woman from Africa with open hearts and helped her feel at home in a new country. The friendships she formed and the education she received, however brief, fulfilled part of her American dream.

Most importantly, to Sandra herself : Thank you for fighting so hard, for loving so deeply, and for showing us what courage looks like in the face of impossible circumstances. Thank you for your smile when you awakened from that first coma, for learning to say "Papa, I love you" when speaking was almost impossible, and for the trust you showed even when you couldn’t understand why you were suffering. Thank you for crossing an ocean to pursue your dreams and for teaching us that love is stronger than any disease, any distance, any circumstance.

This story belongs to all of you who were part of Sandra’s jour-ney. It is a testament to the power of community, the reality of divine intervention, and the truth that love—expressed through human hands and hearts—can sustain us through anything this world brings our way.

Sandra Kouakou lived, loved, and was loved in return. In a world that often measures worth by achievement and productiv-ity, she reminded us that simply being, simply loving, simply allowing ourselves to be loved, is enough.

This is her story. This is our story. This is a story of love that transcends every limitation and endures beyond every ending. Contents 11

 

May her memory be a blessing, and may her legacy of love con-tinue to inspire others facing their own impossible circumstances. With deepest gratitude and enduring love,

— Dr. Rene Claude Kouakou
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1 The Beautiful Game

The diploma still smelled of fresh ink when I hung it on the wall of our modest living room, right above the worn sofa where she liked to perch and watch me get ready for work each morning. Twenty-two years old, university graduate, new job—I should have felt like I was conquering the world. Instead, I felt like the world had already been conquered the moment she toddle-ran into my arms each evening, her small hands reaching up to touch my face as if to make sure I was real.

Our two-bedroom house wasn’t much to look at. The paint

peeled in places, and the furniture had seen better decades, but in the center of that living room was our kingdom. The coffee table pushed against the wall, the space cleared, and there we were—father and daughter, locked in the most serious of compe-titions.

"Goal!" she would shriek, her voice piercing the afternoon air as she kicked whatever round object we’d found that day. Some-times it was an actual ball, worn smooth from the neighborhood children’s endless games. Other times it was a crumpled ball of paper, an orange, or even her mother’s old tennis ball she’d dis-covered under the bed. To her, if it was round, it was fair game. I would drop to my knees, making myself her size, and she would dribble toward me with the fierce concentration of a seasoned player. Her little legs moved in a rhythm all their own, and her face—God, her face—would scrunch up in determination, tongue poking out slightly as she focused. She was two years old and already had more passion for the game than most adults I knew. The Beautiful Game 13

 

"Papa, you’re too slow!" she would taunt, giggling as she ma-neuvered around my deliberately clumsy attempts to defend our makeshift goal—the space between two cushions on the floor. Those afternoons blurred together in the most beautiful way. The sound of her bare feet slapping against the concrete floor, the way she would throw her whole body into celebrating each goal, arms raised high above her head like she’d just won the World Cup. And maybe she had, in her own small world where the living room was Wembley Stadium and I was both her teammate and her greatest rival.

"Again, Papa! Again!" she would demand, and I would oblige, because how could I not? How could I explain that I had reports to read, that the new job required preparation, that being a young father meant balancing dreams with responsibility? She didn’t know about balance. She only knew that when Papa came home, the world became a playground, and love was measured in goals scored and hugs shared.

In those moments, with the African sun streaming through our small windows and her laughter filling every corner of our home, I thought this was how it would always be. Just the two of us, playing soccer with whatever round thing we could find, her small hand in mine, inseparable.

I had no idea that within a year, I would be holding that same hand and trying to explain why Papa had to go away. Our soccer matches could last for hours, until the sun began to sink behind the neighbor’s roof and the living room filled with golden light. Bona would keep playing until her small body

couldn’t anymore, until she was breathless and flushed, her hair The Beautiful Game 14

 

damp with sweat and her clothes bearing the evidence of our bat-tles—dust on her knees, smudges on her shirt, the faint scent of our adventures clinging to her skin.

"Estelle!" I would call out, scooping up my exhausted champion. "I think someone needs a bath."

Bona would protest weakly, still clutching whatever ball we’d been using, but her eyelids were already heavy with the satisfaction of a day well-played. Estelle would appear in the doorway, taking one look at the disheveled little girl in my arms and shaking her head with an amused smile.

"This child," she would say, but her voice held nothing but affec-tion. "Come, little Bona. Let’s get you cleaned up." And so began the evening ritual that I came to love almost as much as our games.

The sound of water splashing and gentle humming always meant one thing: Estelle was giving Bona a bath. I would come home from work to find the bathroom door slightly ajar, steam curl-ing out into the hallway, and there they would be—Bona sitting in the small plastic tub, Estelle kneeling beside her with sleeves rolled up, her weathered hands so gentle as they cupped water and poured it over tiny shoulders.

"Lift your chin, little one," Estelle would coo in her soft voice, the same voice that had sung lullabies to half the children in our neighborhood. She had a way of making even the most mundane tasks feel like ceremonies of love. The soap would foam between her palms before she worked it into a rich lather, washing away the day’s adventures—the dust from our soccer games, the smudges from Bona’s exploration of every corner of our small world.
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Bona would sit perfectly still during these baths, mesmerized by Estelle’s ritual. She trusted this woman completely, the way chil-dren trust those who care for them with consistent tenderness. Es-telle had been there from the beginning, filling the spaces where a young father couldn’t be, understanding without words what was needed.

But it was after the bath that the real magic happened. Estelle would wrap her in a soft towel and carry her to the bedroom, where she would lay her down on the bed like a precious offering. The baby powder came first—Estelle shaking it into her palm, then patting it gently across tiny arms and legs until Bona was soft as silk. Then came the perfume, just a dab behind each ear, the faintest whisper of sweetness that would linger for hours. "There," Estelle would say, stepping back to admire her work. "Now you smell like a little princess."

And she did. Oh, she did. When I would scoop Bona up after-ward, she would smell like innocence itself—that perfect combi-nation of baby powder and perfume, clean skin and pure love. I would bury my face in her neck and breathe her in, trying to memorize that scent, that feeling of holding something so precious and perfect.

Estelle would watch us with knowing eyes, understanding perhaps better than I did how fleeting these moments were. She had raised children before, had seen how quickly they grow, how life has a way of scattering the people we love. But in those evenings, with Bona fresh from her bath and smelling like heaven, time felt suspended, and love felt like the only thing that mattered in the world.
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Our days had a rhythm that felt as natural as breathing. Monday through Friday, I would kiss Bona goodbye in the morning, her sleepy face still warm from dreams, and head off to work with the anticipation of coming home already building in my chest. The hours at the office would drag by, punctuated by thoughts of what game we might play that evening, what new word she might have learned, what mischief she might have gotten into with Estelle. But the moment I walked through that door, the day truly began. Bona would come running—always running—her small feet slap-ping against the floor, arms outstretched, calling "Papa! Papa!" as if I’d been gone for months instead of hours. Those afternoon hours between my return and dinner time belonged entirely to us. Sometimes we played soccer in the living room, sometimes she would "help" me with imaginary work, sitting at the small table with her own papers and crayons, mimicking my every move with the seriousness of a true professional. Fred would join us when he came home from school, and watching them together was like watching pure joy in motion. At eight years old, he had appointed himself her protector and entertainer, and Bona adored him completely. She would follow him around our small house like a devoted shadow, trying to copy everything he did, laughing at his jokes even when she didn’t understand them.

"Bona, want to see something cool?" Fred would ask, and she would nod eagerly, her eyes wide with anticipation. He would show her how to make paper airplanes, or teach her to whistle, or create elaborate games with whatever toys we had. She trusted him absolutely, the way little sisters trust big brothers who make The Beautiful Game 17

 

the world feel safe and exciting all at once. The weekends painted a different picture entirely. Saturday morn-ings meant packing up and heading to visit family—aunts and uncles and cousins who would sweep Bona up in their arms and shower her with the kind of attention that made her glow. She would run from relative to relative, collecting hugs and treats, her laughter mixing with the voices of adults catching up on the week’s news.

Sunday afternoons were for the whole extended family gather-ing, children running between the adults’ legs while the women cooked and the men talked politics or football. Bona would find herself at the center of it all, the baby of the family, everyone’s favorite. Fred would look out for her in those crowds, making sure she didn’t wander too far, sharing his snacks, including her in the older children’s games even when she was too small to re-ally participate.

It was a good life, simple and full of love. Our routine felt un-breakable, as if these rhythms would continue forever—work and play, family dinners and weekend gatherings, the constant pres-ence of people who loved Bona and wanted to see her grow and thrive.

I thought we had all the time in the world.
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2 The Weight of Dreams

The airline ticket lay on my dresser like an accusation, the flight date circled in red ink—Wednesday afternoon. Tomorrow. To-morrow, I would board a plane to America, carrying nothing but hopes and the crushing weight of leaving everything I loved be-hind.

The visa had come through faster than I’d expected. For months, I had gone through the motions—the applications, the interviews, the endless paperwork—telling myself it was just a possibility, just exploring options. But now it was real. The opportunity was there: a chance to build something bigger, to create a future that could support not just myself, but eventually, all of them. The logical part of my mind knew this was the right choice, the only choice. But logic felt like a luxury I couldn’t afford when I looked at the three faces that would soon be asking me why Papa had to go away.

Estelle was sixteen, old enough to understand the complexities of adult decisions but still young enough to believe that love should be enough to keep families together. Fred, at nine, lived in a world where fathers came home every evening and weekends meant family time. And Bona—sweet, trusting Bona at three years old—barely understood that there was a world beyond our small house, beyond the reach of Papa’s arms. For days, I rehearsed the conversation in my head. How do you explain to children that sometimes love means leaving? How do you make them understand that this separation isn’t abandon-ment but sacrifice? The words felt inadequate, no matter how I The Weight of Dreams 19

 

arranged them.

I decided to start with Estelle. She had always been mature be-yond her years, and I hoped—perhaps selfishly—that she might help me find the words for Fred and Bona. I found her in the evening, sitting on the front steps of our house, watching the neighborhood children play in the fading light. She looked up when I approached, and something in my expression must have warned her that this wasn’t a casual conversation. "Esty," I said, settling down beside her on the concrete step. The familiar nickname felt heavy on my tongue. "I need to talk to you about something important." She turned to face me fully, her dark eyes serious. At sixteen, she carried herself with a dig-nity that reminded me she was no longer the little girl who used to climb into my lap for bedtime stories. But in that moment, I could see the child she still was, the one who trusted me to always be there, to always make things right.

"I’ve been given an opportunity," I began, my voice already be-traying the magnitude of what I was about to say. "In America. A chance to... to build something better for all of us." The words hung in the air between us like smoke. Estelle’s face didn’t change, but I watched as understanding slowly crept into her eyes, followed by something that looked like panic. "You’re leaving," she said. It wasn’t a question. "Yes," I whispered. "I am."

The silence that followed was deafening. I could hear the distant sounds of children playing, cars passing on the road, life contin-uing as normal, while mine was about to fracture into pieces. Estelle stared at me, and I watched her world rearrange itself in The Weight of Dreams 20

 

real time. "For how long?" she asked, though we both knew the answer.

"I don’t know," I admitted. "A long time. Years, probably. Until I can establish myself, until I can save enough to bring you all over, or until I can come back with something better to offer." She was quiet for so long that I began to wonder if she had heard me. When she finally spoke, her voice was barely audible. "Papa," she said, and the word cracked like glass. "I want to go with you." The simple statement hit me harder than any argu-ment, any tears, or any anger could have. I want to go with you. As if it were that simple. As if the world worked in ways that allowed teenage girls to follow their father figures across oceans without papers, without legal guardianship, without any of the thousand impossibilities that stood between us and that dream. "Oh, Esty," I said, reaching for her hand. "I wish... I wish it were that easy." That’s when the tears came. Not the dramatic sobs of a tantrum or the angry tears of rebellion, but the quiet, devastating tears of someone whose world has just shifted on its axis. She didn’t pull her hand away, but I felt her fingers tremble in mine.

"You’re all I have," she whispered, and I realized how true that was. Her own parents were distant figures, more concerned with their own lives than with the thoughtful, responsible girl they had essentially left in my care. I had become her anchor, her constant, her safe harbor in a world that hadn’t always been kind to her. "And you’re all I have too," I said, meaning it completely. "You and Fred and Bona—you’re everything to me. That’s why I have to do this. That’s why it has to be this way."
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She nodded, but I could see she didn’t really understand. How could she? At sixteen, the idea of sacrifice for some distant future good was abstract at best. What was real was that the person she depended on most was choosing to leave her behind. "What about Fred?" she asked finally. "What about Bona?" And there it was—the question I had been dreading. If telling Estelle was breaking my heart, how would I ever find the words for a nine-year-old boy who thought his father was invincible? How could I explain to a three-year-old that Papa would still love
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