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Couldnt I
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One entrepreneur tells how
he is fighting the odds to
recover from a devastating
swimming accident.

Handsome, smart, and gregarious, Joel
Heifitz was a gifted salesman who peddled
everything from callus removers and cu-
cumber face cream to a cleaner for bar-
becue grills. He built his Chicago-based
company, Concept Laboratories, to $12
million to $15 million a year in sales. And
then disaster struck. On vacation at the
beach, he was smacked by a big wave that
drove him headfirst into the hard sea bot-
tom and broke his neck, leaving him with-
out the use of his arms and legs. That was
two years ago, and today Heifitz is back at
work and determined to walk again. He
met with ¥8B’s Ellyn Spragins at his
45,000-square-foot factory and talked
about his three-hour daily workouts and
the trials of running a growing business

[from a wheelchair.
‘ 1 WAS ON VACATION IN PUERTO
Vallarta with three other families in

December 2002. Six boys from our group
went body surfing, and the waves started
getting really big. So I went into the water
and told them to come out because it was
too dangerous. As I was swimming in, close
to shore, a wave slammed me into the sea
floor and broke my neck. And then the s
nightmare began. I was lying in the water %-M
and couldn’t move my arms or my legs. I
kept trying to get some air, but every time I stuck my head up a
wave crashed down on me. T knew I was dead. I said my goodbyes.
And then my body turned over in the water and I was looking up
at a friend, who dragged me out of the water onto the beach. There
were some doctors in the hotel whom I'd made friends with. They
wouldn't let anyone move me. My buddies were around me. I
didn’t want my kids and my wife to see me there. I told my brother-
in-law, ‘Do what you gotta do. Get everybody out of here”

An ambulance took me to a hospital, where the X-ray ma-
chine was broken. They shot me full of steroids, and that night T
was put on a private plane to Parkland Hospital in Dallas, where
President Kennedy was taken after he was shot. The doctors put
a metal plate in my neck, and I was there for 12 days. My two
brothers-in-law and my wife came and stayed the whole time.

s

My fracture was a C7, meaning that the seventh vertebra down
from the skull broke. It was an incomplete break, which meant
I was left with feeling in my limbs. Christopher Reeve’s was a C2,
and it was a complete break.

After Dallas, I went to the Rehabilitation Institute of Chicago,
where I stayed for seven months, When I got there I couldn’t move
my legs. I was hunched over. I couldn’t sit up straight. I didn’t have
control of my bowels. I was in pain all the time. You could blow
your brains out. At first I didn’t want to see anybody. I wouldn'tlet
anybody from work come to the hospital. But six weeks after the
accident I insisted on going to my son’s bar mitzvah, so they put
me in a neck brace and let me go. I pushed myself because a lot of
people had depended on me. I was the provider. There were so
many people I was letting down, because I'd always been the
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