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For our sons, TJ, Rex, and Dante. With faith, courage,
and love, all is possible. We love you.




Foreword

by Tom Brady

 

 

 

 

 

When I arrived at my first training camp, I learned quickly that Coach Belichick never accepts excuses and always expects his players to have the toughness and determination to pay an individual price for the team’s success. The players who fit this mold formed the core of our 2001 championship team. Those who didn’t found work elsewhere.

That’s why as a first-year player I emulated Tedy Bruschi. I would stay a step behind him walking to practice and sit a few rows behind him in meetings and on bus rides, watching how he carried himself in his interactions with everyone from the ball boys to Mr. Kraft. He doesn’t have to give locker room speeches; Tedy lets his actions speak for themselves. His ferocity on the field, his determination on every play, and his willingness to do whatever it takes to win is what separates him from the competition. He is the rock on which our championship franchise has been built, because he is what being a New England Patriot is all about.

I believe our Super Bowl XXXIX championship capped Tedy’s finest season, and he received a long-overdue selection to  the Pro Bowl. I was fortunate to be chosen as well, so we got to hang out like never before. We jet-skied, toured Pearl Harbor, visited U.S. naval facilities, and shared plenty of laughs. We played in the Pro Bowl and that night found ourselves in the hotel lobby reflecting on how lucky we were to experience winning a third Super Bowl. We talked about our families and the support they had for us. We talked about our off-season plans and what it was going to take to get back to the big game. We then grabbed a bus together to the airport, Tedy flying back to Boston and me to Mexico for some relaxation.

Less than forty-eight hours later I returned to my hotel room and logged on to my computer to find that Tedy had been rushed to Massachusetts General Hospital after suffering what we later found out was a stroke. “How could this happen?” I wondered. He had just walked away from me in the airport as strong of mind, body, and soul as any man I knew, and now this.

Following the stroke there was nationwide speculation on whether Tedy would be able to recover. Most thought football was out of the question. The outpouring of support from Tedy’s fans and friends was incredible. I never had a doubt that Tedy would be ready to play football again at some point following his stroke. I knew he could overcome anything, even something as difficult as a potentially career-ending injury. I sat in his house a few weeks after his surgery looking at the huge bruises all over his body, Tedy still without full vision, still exhausted from the surgery, and yet I saw the same fire in his eyes that had been inspiring me for years. This life-altering experience had taken all of his energy from him and hurt him badly, but I knew it hadn’t taken his toughness and determination.

Tedy gives you something to believe in. Whether we’re winning or losing, he holds his head high, and he knows himself and handles himself so well, others can’t help but follow him. The way he practices and plays forces you to become a better teammate; the way he demands hustle and toughness forces you to become a better leader; and the way he carries himself inspires you to become a better person. This made his return to playing on October 30 against Buffalo all the more electrifying. The stadium was louder that night than on the nights we had raised our Super Bowl banners. Our captain, our leader, our inspiration was back on the field doing what he loved to do. Tedy had spent months rehabbing, had countless doctor visits, and had undergone hundreds of tests trying to play again. Just eight months after our victory in Super Bowl XXXIX, here we were celebrating a much bigger victory on our home field. Sure it was great to win the game, but that night we were celebrating Tedy’s return as he showed us teammates, fans, family, and friends what it takes to become victorious in life.

What you get from Tedy on the field, however, is just a glimpse of all that he is. He is witty but reserved, patient but fiery, determined but elusive. Tedy has all the qualities you look for in a best friend, a father, and a role model, all in one person. It’s rare to come across a man who has his feet firmly planted on the ground and who never sacrifices what is true and honest to him.

I was excited to participate in this book because I’m excited for the fans of the Patriots to get to know the man like I know him. Over the past eight years I have been lucky for many reasons, not the least of which has been my friendship with “Bru.”  We’ve developed a brotherly bond through countless practices, meals, victory parties, and family events. I am proud of who he is and what he has overcome, and I look forward to many more years of growth together and, of course, winning a few more championships.

You might be coming to this book as a fan of Tedy’s football skills and, don’t get me wrong, gaining the insights of one of the best defenders in Patriots history is worth the price of admission, but that’s just part of the story. There are a lot of reasons to look up to him, and I promise you will finish this book with an admiration for him on a much deeper level.




Preface

I never really felt like I had much to say, but after my stroke that changed. I’ve received countless letters from so many people: football fans and stroke survivors—many of whom have been in life struggles that they feel can’t be overcome. They all ask me, “How did you do it?” I want to respond to every letter and e-mail, but it’s just not possible. This book is my answer to all of those people. I feel it’s a story that should be told because I want people to know that life is special, and you should enjoy all the good it has to offer, but you are truly defined by how you respond to the struggles it presents to you.

I look forward to using this book to educate people on the warning signs of stroke. To show our commitment, Michael and I are going to donate a portion of our proceeds to the American Stroke Association.

 

Tedy Bruschi 
Linebacker 
Stroke Survivor
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PROLOGUE

I should have known that the first Sunday in February 2005 was going to be one of the best of my career, because it began perfectly. It was two hours before the kickoff of Super Bowl XXXIX, and I was on the field, happily scanning the Alltel Stadium seats. I found the family section of the half-empty stadium and ran toward my wife, Heidi, who was with two of our three sons. I’ve been to four Super Bowls with the New England Patriots, so I know that the final game of the year is not only the longest and has the longest halftime show of the year, it’s also the longest pre-game wait of the year. After a while, anxious players and devoted fans just want the action to start. Imagine my boys, both under five years old at the time, sitting patiently with Heidi for two hours. I ran to their section and did something that I’ll never take for granted again: I picked up my sons and brought them to the field so I could run and play with them.

Dante was four weeks old then, so he was back at the team  hotel with a family friend who was kind enough to babysit. But there I was with Tedy Jr.—we call him TJ—and Rex, chasing and being chased. The first thing both of them did was run to the end zone and peer into a tiny camera that was near the pylon. Then they ran after me as I backpedaled toward the logos of the Patriots and the Philadelphia Eagles. We ran and wrestled for about fifteen minutes before it was time for them to go back to their seats. I don’t know why, but I’ve always been able to flip the switch pretty quickly. It doesn’t take me long to go from a thirty-four-year-old loving father who laughs with his sons to a thirty-four-year-old middle linebacker who violently collides with guards, fullbacks, and running backs. The pre-game run was great for all of us: Heidi got a little break from the boys, TJ and Rex were able to burn off some energy, and I was able to relax before a game that would establish our team as one of the best in National Football League history.

We had won two of the previous three Super Bowls, in New Orleans and Houston, and were confident that we could make it three out of four in Jacksonville, Florida. It wasn’t cockiness. You just have to understand the level of talent, trust, and accountability we had on our team. It started with the things that everybody could see: we had already rolled to January playoff wins over the Indianapolis Colts and the Pittsburgh Steelers. We played the Colts in the New England snow (I love playing in bad-weather games) and held their powerful offense to 3 points. We scored 41 points on the Steelers, who had beaten us in October and had lost just one game the entire season. We had been in a lot of hyped, nationally televised games and we knew how to play in them.

But it was more than that. It was the little things we did on the field and in the locker room. In the Pittsburgh game, for example, the Steelers were trying to convert a 4th-and-1 play in the first quarter. Bill Belichick called Ted Johnson and me to the sideline. Belichick, who has a reputation as one of the smartest head coaches in pro football, gave us brilliant instructions. “Roscoe Lena the nose,” he shouted. That’s football jargon, but what he was telling us to do was move the nose tackle to the side of the ball where we thought the Steelers were going to run. Ted and I weren’t thinking that way on our own. As linebackers, we were thinking that we needed to get a little closer to the line of scrimmage or maybe dive over a guy to stop the run. And there was Belichick telling us to move the nose tackle so we could get more penetration. It was smart football and it worked: we stopped the Steelers on that play, forced them to fumble, and took control of the AFC Championship Game by halftime. It was the win that earned us the trip to Jacksonville. Obviously I didn’t know it at the time, but my life would be forever changed ten days after the Super Bowl, and later I would be amazed at just how intelligent and measured Belichick can be.

We had a lot of experienced players on our team, so we continually pushed one another. Willie McGinest would make sure he was the first player in the weight room. If you walked in 10 or 15 minutes after him, he’d stare at an imaginary watch and say, “You’re rolling in a little late. Someone decided to sleep in today?” Rodney Harrison would always police the defensive backs. He’d tell them how to play, how to study game film, even how much rest they should be getting at night. All of us would chastise a player if we thought he was taking a “shower pill”—a  quick shower for a quick getaway—after practice. “Oh, you’re not watching extra film today?” one of us would say. “I’m not leaving for another two hours.” We also had an important mantra: never sell each other out. Romeo Crennel, our defensive coordinator for four years, emphasized clear and unified communication. He told us that even if we make a wrong call on the field, just make sure we’re all wrong together.

It truly was a great team, one that I honestly felt could not be beaten that postseason. I happened to be playing the best football of my career and had been selected to play in my first Pro Bowl. The members of our defense believed that we could force Philadelphia to play on our terms. The Eagles employed the West Coast offense, which is based on a lot of timing routes. We thought that we could anticipate the patterns of the receivers and running backs, reroute them—just as we had against the Colts—and overpower their team with our physical style. Players usually don’t like when coaches add new twists to the game plan twenty-four hours before a game, especially the Super Bowl, but we added some late new wrinkles to catch Philadelphia off guard.

One of the defenses was called Dolphin, which is when both inside linebackers are responsible for the “A” gap. Essentially, Mike Vrabel and I had the freedom to flip-flop: he could shoot the gap and I would have the running back in man-to-man coverage, or vice versa. We had such confidence in each other that we often wouldn’t decide which of us would rush until just before the ball was snapped. I’d look at the backfield formation and quickly say to Mike, “Okay, you go.” Or he’d do the same to me. Mike, who is one of my best friends on the team,  actually caught a touchdown pass in the game when he was lined up as a tight end. I had a sack, 7 tackles, and an interception. Rodney had 2 interceptions, with the second one securing both the game and a Sports Illustrated cover shot. Another key (and often overlooked) play was Josh Miller’s punt in the fourth quarter that pinned the Eagles inside the 5-yard line. We won the game, 24-21.

To kick off the celebration, I grabbed a huge bucket of water and dumped it on Belichick, who was sharing a sweet moment with his father, Steve. I’ve got a soft spot for family scenes like that, because my family is so important to me. As soon as the game was over, TJ and Rex were back on the field, accompanied by Heidi and my sister, Natalia. The boys were pushing an inflatable Super Bowl trophy that was on the field, and when the real Lombardi Trophy was passed our way, TJ actually licked it. I’ve still got the picture of him putting his tongue on the trophy. After the on-field celebration, everyone went to the party at our team hotel. The trophy was on a stage where the entertainment for the night was going to perform. I took it and got pictures with everyone: Heidi and me with the trophy; my brother, my sister, and me, with the trophy; Heidi, my mom, and me with the trophy—it went on for a while. I was so happy. As I was finishing with the pictures, Lionel Richie started singing. I went onstage as he sang and put the trophy back where I got it. He looked at me like, “Who is this guy?” And then Heidi and I danced to “Penny Lover.”

I must have gone to bed at four in the morning, and I was awake a few hours later to do Good Morning America along with Deion Branch, who was the MVP of the game. At least I had  more rest than some guys, who didn’t sleep at all. I’ll never forget some of the silly stuff that took place on the plane back to Boston.

While the players who were hungover slept, the players who were still in party mode decided to play some jokes. If you were asleep with your mouth open, watch out: you were a candidate to get mayonnaise on your lips. That’s what happened to Dan Koppen, our starting center. It was worse for Vrabel; someone put butter on his lips. I don’t know how he slept through it, but only a few minutes later he wiped his mouth and some of the butter fell onto his custom-made suit. He was furious. He stalked around the plane, searching for anyone who seemed to be smirking or looking on suspiciously. “Who did it?” he shouted, carrying a Gatorade bottle. “Who wants a Gatorade shower?” No one said anything. Larry Izzo had his video camera and recorded the whole thing.

Another season was over, and for the second year in a row we had won our final game. There wasn’t a sense that we were finished as a group, either. We had a good mix of young guys and veterans, we had a great quarterback in Tom Brady, and we were well managed and well coached.

At home, Heidi and I knew that we were blessed. We had a beautiful family and were comfortable living in North Attleboro, Massachusetts. We weren’t living there by coincidence. We’d always felt that it was our community, some of our best friends were there, and we often talked of sending our kids to the public schools. I had been able to play my entire career with one franchise and become one of the most popular Patriots in team history. I would be instantly humbled and flattered whenever I  saw anyone wearing a number 54 “Bruschi” jersey, because I think the ultimate compliment is for someone to put your name on his back.

For the third February in four years, we had a parade through the streets of downtown Boston. It was awesome to see thousands of people cheering, waving, and holding up signs for us. After the parade, the Pro Bowl participants went to a minibus that took us to a luxury plane, our transportation to Honolulu for the game. At times we had to remind ourselves that we were actually on a plane, because it was incredible with its sectional couch, lounge chairs, kitchen table, dining room, bedroom, and two showers. We played Trivial Pursuit most of the way to Hawaii—it’s a great game that can be played forever as long as no one gets all the right answers.

Just before the start of the Pro Bowl, the Patriots players had a private moment in the AFC locker room. I remember Brady talking about winning three Super Bowls in a row. He mentioned that it had never been done before and that we needed to be the team to do it. On that day, February 13, 2005, winning three in a row represented the biggest and most immediate challenge of my career.

A few mornings later, I awoke at four o’clock with what I thought was a headache. At six, the headache intensified and I lost my balance. Shortly after ten, I found myself in an ambulance on the way to Massachusetts General Hospital so I could learn what was happening to me. My perspective would change, literally and figuratively; I found myself questioning if my vision, which was normally better than 20/20, would fully return. Everything I stood for would be challenged, and my faith  and my marriage would be tested. Not only was my career in jeopardy, I thought it was over.

Just two weeks after playing in the Super Bowl, I remember sitting at our small kitchen table and telling my family that I couldn’t play anymore. I told Belichick the same thing a couple weeks later in his Gillette Stadium office, on a day when Heidi had to drive me to that office because I couldn’t see well enough to do it myself. There was even a six-week period when my doctors forbade me from doing something that many fathers do instinctively. It was something I had done hundreds of times at home and once on Super Bowl Sunday: run to my boys and simply pick them up.




1

 TEDY BRUSCHI, LINEBACKER

I ’ve been a pro football player for twelve years, and my end-of-season story hasn’t changed in a decade: it’s always been tough for me to fall asleep when there are no more games to play. You get used to the frantic NFL schedule, one that’s akin to cramming for sixteen different tests in sixteen weeks. There are workouts and meetings in the mornings, practices in the afternoons, and extra film study in the evenings. There is a lot of information to absorb in a short amount of time, all leading to the ultimate high of playing in a game once a week. It usually takes my body a few weeks to adjust to the off-season schedule. This explains why, one day after I returned from the 2005 Pro Bowl, the late-night glow from a television could be seen in the master bedroom at 21 Red Oak Road. It was one o’clock in the morning, and as Heidi slept, I sat in bed watching a repeat. Not only was it a repeat that many fans in America had recently seen, it was a program in which I had been one of the characters.

The NFL Network was showing a replay of our conference championship win over the Pittsburgh Steelers. The game replay reminded me how punishing parts of that afternoon were, especially one collision that I had with Jerome Bettis. My playing weight is about 245 pounds, and Bettis is one of the few running backs who actually outweighs me—by at least 10 pounds and most likely 15. There was a play when he rumbled through the hole and I met him there. It was force against force; we both fell to the ground, and we both bounced up promising to be in the other’s face all day.

The play was so vivid that I dreamed about it when I finally dozed off. In my dream, Bettis was running toward me. And there I was getting ready to wrap him up and make the sure tackle. This time there was no playful trash talking at the end of the play. This time my muscles contracted and there was tightness in my neck. My fists were clenched and my arms were in the air, as if I were bracing for something big. That’s how I awoke at 4 A.M. It was no longer a dream; there certainly was something odd about my left arm and left leg. When you play pro football, you get used to playing in pain and waking up sore. You really do develop a threshold for pain, and when you’re on the field you tell yourself that it will go away in twenty seconds. So I stayed in bed for a few minutes, trying to make a fist and regain the strength in my arm. It never occurred to me that something was really wrong.

That night, as usual, I slept to Heidi’s right, the side of the bed closest to two windows in our bedroom. As I got up to use the bathroom, I noticed that the numbness in my leg was more problematic than I had thought. The “walk” to the bathroom  never happened. I tried to stand and lost my balance. I grabbed a post at the foot of the bed, saving me from crashing into the windows. But the sudden grabbing of the bed and the commotion to keep myself standing was enough to awaken a confused Heidi.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I think I slept on my arm wrong or something,” I answered.

Neither of us was processing what the other was saying. It was too early, and we were both disoriented. Heidi told me to get back in bed, and I told her I would after I went to the bathroom. But my sleeping left leg and left arm wouldn’t cooperate, so I got down on my hands and knees and crawled to the bathroom. Once there, I obviously couldn’t stand. I sat on the toilet for a few seconds. I had to hold myself there until I was finished, and then I sat there trying to figure out how I was going to get back to bed. It seems so clear telling the story now. Now I know that I should have been more concerned earlier. All the symptoms were there: no balance, numbness, muscle weakness, and the early stages of a headache. But that night, I just sat on the toilet, wondering if all of it had happened because I had slept awkwardly. I must have been in there for ten or fifteen minutes, because Heidi woke up again.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I think I slept on my arm or something, and now I’ve got a headache,” I replied, still sitting in the bathroom.

“Maybe you were sleepwalking,” she said. “Come back to bed.”

I did go back to bed—through the air. I wasn’t confident that I could make the short walk from the bathroom, so I took a step  out and leaped. I dived in, landed sideways, and slept that way for the next hour before waking up again. This time the headache was stronger than before, and I couldn’t get comfortable. Heidi got some Tylenol, and after I took it I decided to sleep downstairs on the couch. But I had to make it downstairs. I sat on the edge of the stairs, like a small child who hasn’t quite mastered walking, and slid to the bottom. I made another dive, this time for the couch, and slept there. Briefly.

There have been many rough, sleepless nights in my NFL career. There are times when a shoulder is so tender that even rolling over brings a great deal of pain. But the early-morning hours of February 15 were different because there were so many moving parts: the inexplicable headache, the lack of balance and coordination, numbness on the left side of my body. I took an Aleve and, surprisingly, had a much easier time walking up the stairs and getting into bed. I fell asleep, and ninety minutes later Heidi let me rest when the boys awoke at six-thirty.

Heidi may have closed the door so I could sleep uninterrupted, but the incidents at 4 and 5 A.M. stayed with her as she fed the boys. She often says that she knows me better than I know myself, and she’s right. She has watched me play football since my days at the University of Arizona, so she knows the difference between football discomfort and something else. This was clearly something else, so Heidi was eager to talk to her father, Bill Bomberger, who is a physician’s assistant in Tucson. We’re always asking Bill for medical advice, and he’s always willing to help. Much later, Bill would scold us for waiting until 10 A.M. on the East Coast—seven in Arizona—before calling him. Heidi explained that she didn’t want to wake him up too  early. Besides, neither of us ever imagined that February 15 would be one of our longest days of 2005, one that we’d never forget for the rest of our lives. Heidi told her father that some strange things had been going on with me in the middle of the night. She described my symptoms, and Bill came to a swift conclusion: I needed to be seen immediately.

While Heidi was downstairs on the phone, I was in the bedroom waking up. I moved to the edge of the bed and just sat there, staring. For the first time that morning, I was scared. I didn’t know what was happening to me, but I knew it had nothing to do with football. The thrashing headache was still there, and I was starting to have problems with my vision. Heidi entered the room to tell me that I needed to go to the hospital. I didn’t need to be convinced. By then, I was so shaken by what was going on that I wanted to go. I called the Patriots’ head trainer, Jim Whalen. He heard what I had to say and told me to call 911 while he contacted some people at Massachusetts General Hospital. In the meantime, our oldest son ran into the room with his usual enthusiasm and said, “Good morning, Daddy.” I could hear TJ, but I couldn’t see him. And then—boom—there he was on my right side. I saw him so suddenly that he startled me. That’s when I looked at Heidi and said, “Call 911.”

I’ve known Heidi since she was a freshman volleyball player at Arizona and I was a redshirt sophomore playing defensive line on the football team. We know how to read each other’s emotions without saying much at all, so I know she was screaming inside when she somehow managed to make a composed 911 call and then follow it with a call to close friends who could take care of the kids. She contacted Tracie Pond, one of our North  Attleboro neighbors. Tracie has three kids of her own, but she was quickly at our house. Fortunately for us, her mother was visiting, and that allowed her to help us. And we needed it. Dante was just an infant at the time and was still being nursed. Heidi considered taking him with us to the hospital, but Tracie said it wasn’t necessary. She told us not to worry; she had stayed with the boys before and it wouldn’t be a problem this time.

The day already felt full and it was well before noon. I couldn’t even speculate on what my issue was. As far as I knew I was a healthy thirty-one-year-old middle linebacker. I had played in the Super Bowl ten days earlier and in the Pro Bowl in the previous thirty-six hours. And just like that there was an ambulance at my house, waiting to take me to the hospital. I was given a vision test, and it was quickly apparent that my results were poor. I remember the EMT saying, “Let me know when you can see my finger.” He moved his index finger from left to right and then right to left. Whenever he moved it to the left, I saw nothing but blackness.

I was placed in a chair, which became a stretcher, and carried outside. It was midmorning on a weekday, so there weren’t many people around. It was mostly quiet on the street, but you could hear the pavement echoing with the footsteps of two running boys—my sons. The boys had been with Tracie, who told them that Mommy and Daddy were going away for a little trip. We might have been preparing to go to the hospital, but we never mentioned the word to them. But when TJ saw the red and white lights flashing and me on a stretcher, he ran outside.

On an ordinary day, we’d all go to the end of the cul-de-sac  and the boys would play and ride their bikes. I’m sure my sons were too young to grasp that something was wrong and that I was starting to worry. Heidi was trying her best to be upbeat. She told TJ and Rex, who had run out after TJ, that Daddy was going for a ride. They really are wonderful boys, and they brought some levity to the situation by saying, “Good-bye, Daddy. Have fun.” I’m an emotional guy who rarely shows it through tears, but I was crying when I saw my boys. I picked them up and pulled them close to me. I kissed them both and told them, over and over, how much I loved them. And then the doors closed for the thirty-five-minute trip to Boston.

Heidi was in the back of the ambulance with me and tried to be positive as she held my hand. I had my cell phone and called Jim Whalen twice more. “What’s wrong with me, Jim?” I asked. “What’s going on?” He didn’t know, but he had already spoken with people who had a good idea. I was a few minutes away from meeting David Greer, a neurologist at Mass General. An emergency room physician had called Dr. Greer and told him a Patriots player was on his way to the hospital. It was fitting, because Dr. Greer was in the process of completing the paperwork that would make him the chief neurologist for the Patriots and the Red Sox. He cleared his schedule for the next three days and focused on trying to get me back to health.

My arrival at the hospital overwhelmed me. It may sound silly, but after seeing all of the sick people in the ER, it began to register that I was sick, too. It seemed so improbable. I remember being rushed to a room with a sliding glass door, and as I lay there on a gurney, I was surrounded by what seemed like dozens of men in white coats.

“What’s going on here?” I asked no one in particular. “Who are all of you?”

There were residents from neurology and emergency medicine. There was a stroke fellow. There was a cardiologist. As they examined me and asked questions, Heidi moved around the table, trying to answer the questions that I couldn’t. She also had the presence of mind to ask who they were and to write down all of the important things they had to say. Things were happening very quickly, so much so that in the emergency room I actually had an echocardiogram and an ultrasound of my heart. Dr. Greer told me later that those things rarely happen so fast. But it wasn’t what he told me months later that stunned me. It’s what he said in the eleven o’clock hour on the fifteenth that took me aback. He stood next to my stretcher, put his hand on my shoulder, and said, “Tedy, you’ve had a stroke.”

A stroke? I was shocked. How could I have had a stroke? I actually asked this decorated neurologist—who comes from a family of doctors and even has a master’s in English—if he was sure. Heidi put her face in her hands and began to cry. When she heard the word stroke, she immediately thought “debilitating.” Naturally, we both wondered if I would ever be the same. By the time I was seen by Dr. Greer, the symptoms were obvious. There was drooping on the left side of my face, and I had sensory and coordination problems on the left side of my body. When I looked to the left out of either eye, there was darkness. And there was that pounding headache, much more intense than it had been at any point at home. The headache was so strong that I slowly stopped responding to the doctors’ questions. I was in the fetal position, just hoping for relief.

For Dr. Greer and the medical team, the focus was on finding answers. All of the terms they used that day were unfamiliar to me then but are part of my vocabulary today. The first question was simple: was my stroke bleeding or not? A CAT scan determined that it wasn’t. Since my first symptoms had taken place well over three hours before I arrived at the hospital, I couldn’t be given a clot-busting medicine called TPA (tissue plasminogen activator) that can sometimes open the blood vessels. The drug is not given to those who have had hemorrhagic (bleeding) strokes because it can induce further bleeding.

Heidi and I were getting a crash course on stroke as I was experiencing one. We would learn that a stroke is caused by the blockage of a blood vessel, sometimes by a clot and sometimes by the narrowing of a vessel. What concerned the doctors about me was the weakness on the left side of my body. To them, it meant that there was a circulation problem in the back of my head. They were sensitive to that because there is one main blood vessel—the basilar artery—that leads to the back of the brain. If it is clogged, the results are fatal 80 percent of the time. So I was given a CT angiogram, which is when dye is injected into the veins and travels to the brain. Pictures are then taken of the brain to see if all the vessels are open and if there are any residual clots ready to do some damage. I didn’t have any problems there, nor did I have a dissection, which is when there is a tear in a blood vessel. But there was more surprising news to come: I had a hole in my heart.

The hole had been there since birth, and it was allowing blood to travel freely between the ventricles. It was the cause of my stroke. A clot had formed and gone toward the back of the  right side of my brain. Looking back on it now, I was lucky. The stroke could have been larger, and the trouble area in my brain could have been farther back. If that had been the case, some of my motor skills and vision would not have returned. I feel blessed now, but I didn’t have that perspective at the time. I had been told that I had a stroke and that there was a hole in my heart that might require surgery at another time. I also couldn’t see and had to be observed closely because there was the likelihood of another stroke over the next two weeks.

“Is there anything else?” I asked my doctors.

I wanted to make sure they weren’t leaving anything out, that they weren’t trying to craft a diplomatic way to give me more alarming news.
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