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CHAPTER 1



A MIRACLE DISGUISED AS A NIGHTMARE


I did not know the street address of Principal Park in Des Moines, Iowa, home of the Iowa Cubs, the day I first stepped onto its field. Why would I? I had never been in that stadium. I didn’t even know the address of my home stadium back in Tennessee. At the time I was a pitcher for the Memphis Redbirds, the Triple-A minor league affiliate of the St. Louis Cardinals. Since I had started the 2017 season off pretty well, I was hoping my days in any minor league ballpark would be numbered. There were no guarantees about when it would happen, but I knew if I continued to pitch well, with the grace of God, there would be a chance I’d be called up at some point to pitch in a Major League Baseball game. I learned the address of that stadium in Des Moines much later, and once I heard it, I knew I would never forget it: 1 Line Drive.


Just like the play that almost killed me.


It was May 9, 2017, in the top of the second inning of the fourth game of our series with the Cubs, and I was pitching for the Redbirds. The time was a little past one thirty on a beautiful spring afternoon, when, in an instant, my life changed forever. At the time, I had no idea that almost dying that day would be a gift from God.


Everybody remembers random details from important days in their life. Thinking back to certain milestones like special birthdays, the days on which your children were born, your wedding day, or some big achievement or recognition at work, most people have certain parts of those days lodged in their memory bank. What I remember most vividly about that day is that the bottom of my baseball spikes were green.


The Cubs expected a big crowd that day, and in order to make the field appear more vibrant, the groundskeepers had painted portions of the grass green. At some point, I walked right through it, and when I looked at the bottom of my shoes when I was on the mound, they were covered with fresh green paint.


It was an afternoon game, rare for a weekday, but there was a special promotion the Iowa Cubs were doing for schoolkids around the city, so the game started at one o’clock. Having a chance to go to a baseball game instead of school? I don’t know many kids who wouldn’t sign up for that. I wish that had been an option when I was growing up. There’s a restaurant in Des Moines called Mullets, which is well known and close to the hotel where we were staying, and I was planning on having breakfast there before heading to the ballpark to get ready to make my start. The place was popular, and on this day packed, so I went to Plan B and ended up having a lighter meal than I normally would on a day I was pitching. It would be the only food I ate the entire day.


My inspiration on days I am pitching comes from Christian music. It’s as much a part of my routine as listening to the national anthem. It’s something that takes my mind and my spirit where they need to be to compete. I have playlists on my phone, and during warm-ups that morning I had those familiar worship tunes in my ear as I got ready. It was still very early in the season, but I was off to a good start, and I was hoping to continue to pitch well against Iowa. The Cardinals had promoted me at the beginning of the season from Double-A to Triple-A, so I was now just one step away from the big leagues. If a pitcher on the major league roster got hurt, I could get a call to replace him, so every game was ultra-important, as I hoped to constantly be on the radar screen of the decision makers in St. Louis. In my first game of the season, I had struck out eight batters in four innings, and I believed if I kept pitching like I had so far in 2017, I’d be with the Cardinals soon.


Back in Florida, my girlfriend, Jenn, was at home with our young son, Casen. As a starting pitcher, I played only about every five days, so it was easy for Jenn and her family in Florida, and my dad and other family members of mine in California, to follow my career by watching games online on days that I started. They could tune in to my one game per week and stay caught up. Jenn had been visiting frequently since we’d left Florida in late March, and she already had a plane ticket booked for her and Casen to come to Memphis on Friday. I was excited to see them in a few days and fired up to pitch on this sunny and beautiful day.


The first inning took me longer to settle in than I wanted. I gave up a couple of hits, but no runs, and I walked out to the mound to start the second inning, making note of the backdrop in the outfield. In most ballparks there is what’s called “a batter’s eye” in center field. It’s a black or dark wall that is there to provide a backdrop for hitters so that they can pick up the white baseball being pitched to them. In Iowa they don’t have that. They just have openness in the outfield, and then far off in the distance you can see the gold tower on top of the Iowa State Capitol Building, with the sunlight bouncing off it. This makes daytime games there tough on the hitters to recognize pitch spin and tracking. That means pitchers generally have an advantage, although I hadn’t yet shown that.


The leadoff hitter for the Cubs to start the second inning was Victor Caratini, a left-hander I was facing for the first time. My catcher gave me a sign to throw a two-seam fastball. I agreed with the choice and gave him a quick nod. My fastball was a pitch that had been working fairly well since the season started. I went into my windup to deliver the first pitch of the inning.


As soon as the ball left my hand, I wished I could have reached out and taken it back. I knew I hadn’t located it where I intended to. In moments like that, you hope the batter either fouls it off or keeps his bat on his shoulder. I knew it was a mistake. The ball started on its proper course down the middle of the plate, but instead of sinking down and away from a left-handed hitter, like it was supposed to, this pitch didn’t alter its course. It hung right in the middle, exactly the type of pitching mistake that experienced professional hitters jump on.


There are two more things I remember about that pitch, which was my final pitch of the 2017 season. Two sounds, very similar, and spaced maybe a second apart from each other at the most. The first sound was Caratini’s bat hitting the ball… immediately followed by the sound of the ball hitting my head.


People ask me frequently if I saw the ball coming or if I remember it hitting me directly above my right eye. Believe it or not, I do remember being hit. I can remember seeing the seams on the ball spinning as it flew right back to where it came from. I instinctively raised my arms to try to deflect the ball, but there simply wasn’t enough time. I got my glove and arm up in a self-defense motion, but it did not block the ball or even slow it down one bit. I was able to turn my head to the side at the very last instant, or it would have been a direct hit to my face. I fell to the ground. Usually when a ball strikes an object at a speed of almost 100 miles per hour, it will deflect to the right or left and roll away. When the ball made contact with my temple, it flew directly into the air a few feet, and then came straight down, planting into the ground just in front of the pitcher’s mound. My head had essentially absorbed the full force of the impact.


At this time in my career I wore glasses when I pitched, and the glasses I had on that day somehow did not break. They didn’t even crack. Something else many people find surprising is that the force of the ball hitting my head did not open a gaping wound and cause external bleeding. It turned out that there was excessive bleeding taking place on the inside of my skull near my brain, but as horrific as the whole scene looked and sounded, I seemed to be okay, from the outside anyway. In those early moments, I didn’t think it was a serious injury. Maybe at worst, I figured, I had suffered a concussion. I had played football all the way through high school, and I’d had my bell rung on numerous occasions, but I was always able to continue to play. It had never stopped me before. In those moments lying there, I was thinking that I’d probably have to rest, take a concussion protocol test, and be back on the field within a few days.


Later, I learned that while I was lying on the ground, trying to convince myself I wasn’t seriously injured, the ballpark had taken on an eerie stillness. The eight thousand people in the stands had instantly gone quiet. The broadcast video shows Caratini visibly stunned as he stood at first base, and both he and the Cubs first-base coach had their hands on their heads in a show of helplessness and concern. My catcher, Alberto Rosario, sprinted to the mound to check on me, fearing the worst. He turned to wave for trainer Scott Ensell to join him on the mound, but Scott was already halfway there, handling the situation as professionally and flawlessly as humanly possible. He had no idea it would be more than two and a half weeks before he would leave the state of Iowa.


Scott would later tell me that I got one part of the incident wrong. I had believed I’d never lost consciousness, but he explained that when he arrived at the mound, for at least the first few seconds, I was unconscious. “I saw the play, and at first I thought the ball caught you near your shoulder area or near the top of your body,” Scott said. “But the way you dropped, I knew it was your head. When I first got to you, I said, ‘Ponce, where did that get you?’ You didn’t say anything and I knew you were out.”


Scott asked me a couple of other questions, and when I didn’t respond, he made a motion to the Cubs trainer to execute the emergency protocol for the stadium. Scott kept talking to me, asking me questions about where I’d been hit, and finally I responded. He said I was real quiet, and kind of muffled, but I said, “head.”


My teammates rushed to the dugout railing, leaping over it and spilling onto the field, hoping to do something to help. It’s a terrible feeling when someone is injured, and I know from my experience the only thing a teammate can do in a moment like that is to say a prayer and ask God to be with the injured player.


I don’t remember a lot about the moments that followed. I’ve had to rely on the memories of others who were there and the footage from that day to piece it all together. But I remember that the crowd was deadly silent as Scott continued to evaluate the best course of action. I remember Scott grilling me, trying to make a determination of how much I knew.


“I’m going to ask you some questions, Ponce,” he told me. “Hang with me. What is your name? Where did you get hit?” I heard the question clearly and answered him correctly. “When is your birthday?” Scott followed up.


The video replays that ran countless times on ESPN and local newscasts around the country showed the situation was dire. And it might be hard to believe, but while I was lying on the ground motionless, with my shocked and concerned teammates lined up around me, I was not only answering Scott’s questions correctly, but I was able to ask our trainer a question of my own. “Can I get up and go to the clubhouse?” I pleaded.


“No,” Scott told me emphatically. He kept asking me the same types of basic questions, while getting word to the emergency staff on duty at the ballpark to immediately call 911.


I thank God Scott was there, trained to handle situations like mine, because I was still trying to convince myself things weren’t serious. Maybe it’s a stinger, I thought, a common ailment that I had experienced as a football player.


As the stretcher was carried to the mound, my instincts and pride were still telling me to stand up and walk away from this whole scene. I remember thinking how embarrassing it all was, with the concerned crowd of people standing around me. But even as I was trying to say no to the stretcher, I was starting to experience some changes in the way I was feeling. Just like that, the pain was really setting in.


Scott continued to evaluate what he was dealing with and how bad things actually were. He was as thorough and cautious as he could be, trusting his years of training and following every conceivable procedure and protocol by the book. When I think about those moments now, I know that Scott literally held my life in his hands. One delay or wrong decision by him would have changed the outcome.


He placed his hands underneath me as he stabilized my head so it wouldn’t move. “My neck is not broken,” I told him. I pleaded with him one last time, “Can I just get up and go to the clubhouse?”


The stretcher arrived and was placed next to me. The medics secured my head as they got ready for the delicate transfer needed to take me off the field. “I’m fine, Scott,” I said.


“If you’re fine,” he said, “then just go ahead and give a thumbs-up to the fans so they can see it on TV too.” I did what he asked, delivering a halfhearted gesture with my right hand that I don’t think Scott, or anyone in the stadium, was buying.


It did not take long to get to the ambulance. The medical personnel had essentially strapped down my neck and entire body, not wanting me to make any unnecessary movements. It was as uncomfortable as it sounds, and I could feel by now that my condition was continuing to go downhill. My heart rate was elevating, and I remember feeling much loopier. Just really dizzy and woozy, and I had a sense it wouldn’t be long before I got sick and threw up. It was at this time I started experiencing an incredibly painful headache. This entire time I was still conscious, and Scott was right there by my side, riding with me to the hospital. I was told it was nine minutes from the moment I was struck until I was placed into the ambulance. The ride to the hospital went fast, with the red lights on and siren blaring into a peaceful Iowa afternoon.


I think my state of denial ended somewhere on Third Street on the route to Mercy Medical Center. I was getting worse. I was certain of that. The realities of my symptoms were overtaking my hopeful thoughts of this being a simple concussion. Instead of shaking off my catcher’s signs, I had paramedics monitoring my vital signs. Not exactly the plan I had for the day. The whole experience was completely surreal, like dreaming of being in a very bad movie that you can’t wake up from.


I do remember that on that brief drive—having no idea where we were going, how long it would take, the severity of my injury, or what was happening next—I collected myself to say a prayer in the back of that ambulance. My heart was racing. I was sweating, feeling claustrophobic. I closed my eyes, searching for inner peace, and focused on these words: “Lord, be with me. Let me be in my right mind.”


My prayer at that moment was literally that simple, that brief, and that direct. I was coming to grips with the fact that my condition was worse than I’d originally hoped. The end of my prayer coincided with arriving at the hospital. I didn’t know how bad my condition was, or what I was in store for next. But I had a feeling I had just said the most important prayer of my life.


The ambulance came to a halt, but the intensity of the situation continued. I was now being pushed through the hospital, still strapped to the stretcher and completely immobile, when I informed the people around me, “I have to throw up.” I did. All over my uniform. I remember the unsuspecting nurses being startled. My uniform was a mess, and the nurses asked me if they could cut off my pants. “Yes, go ahead,” I told them. It was looking like I might not need them for a while.


While doctors and medical staff were working on figuring out what they were dealing with, I was given a CT scan so they could start finding some answers. I was still tied down, even after throwing up the first time. Yes, I said “first time.” I still felt nauseous. I felt like I was going to throw up again, and I did. This time directly on the nurses who were assisting me. I should have felt horrified or embarrassed, but I was in too much pain to feel much of anything else.


Scott had relied on his exceptional training, intelligence, and quick decision making from the time I was injured until I was out of his care in the emergency room. Now that I was in the care of the doctors and nurses, he finally had a moment to collect his thoughts. He knew this was serious, but he told me he hadn’t realized how serious it was until a chaplain came over and guided him into a side room. “He started talking to me,” Scott said, “and it wasn’t really immediate, but it hit me: ‘Why is this guy telling me this stuff? Why isn’t a doctor here?’”


Scott was able to answer his own question quickly—there was a chance I would die.


• • •


Jenn was with Casen on what up to that point had been an ordinary day at our home in Florida, 1,362 miles away from what was unfolding in the hospital. She had been watching the game online that afternoon, and while Jenn knew I had been struck by a line drive, it wasn’t the first time she had seen me get hit by a comebacker on the mound. She told me later that she thought I’d been hit in the shoulder, because it happened so fast and they didn’t show a replay right away. But when she saw everybody swarm to me, and the announcers sounded so somber and almost like they were in shock, she started to get nervous. “My reaction then,” she said, “was, ‘Oh, no. It must have been his head.’”


Jenn’s mind was most likely attempting to play the same tricks on her as mine was; thinking and hoping that it was just a concussion. Playing these mind games, convincing yourself in the moment that it might not be as bad as it appears, helps to keep you calm.


Thankfully, Jenn was able to establish contact with the field, and she got a firsthand account of what was going on. I have my friend and teammate Josh Lucas to thank for that. When Josh saw from the bullpen what had happened, and then witnessed the reaction of everyone on the field, he raced into our clubhouse. Josh grabbed his phone and sent a text to his wife, Whitney, with the cell phone number of our trainer, Scott. Whitney then forwarded Scott’s number to Jenn. “I called and texted Scott,” Jenn told me, “but by then he was already in the ambulance heading to the hospital with you.”


Jenn was able to speak with Scott later, while I was in surgery. Scott informed her that the situation was very serious. Jenn pressed for a little more detail, asking, “Do you think I need to come now? I could change my flight from Friday to Wednesday.”


Like all of Scott’s actions and decisions that day, he was spot-on with his reply: “You should come now, Jenn,” he told her. “I think we need to see if he’s going to make it through surgery.”


• • •


My dad, Ramon, is a longshoreman and works the overnight shift as a crane operator unloading barges in the port of Long Beach in Southern California. Working those hours allows him to have time in the day to watch my games and support me. He’s not the only person working on the ports who follows my career closely. Many of my dad’s friends and coworkers are as invested in my success, almost like family, and they take great pride in what I’ve been able to accomplish in sports and watch most of my games.


My dad told me later that there was one—and only one—instance he remembered where he wasn’t able to watch my game online. It was the final game I pitched in 2017. “I mixed up the time for the game,” he told me when we discussed it later. “It was an afternoon game, but for some reason I thought it was supposed to be at night. So I was actually at home sleeping. I had no idea what was happening in Iowa.”


My dad usually sleeps with his phone and iPad next to him, and the nonstop ringing of his phone alerted him that someone desperately needed to reach him. He woke up and answered his phone, and a buddy of his on the other end of the line asked my dad if he had seen what just happened in the game. He told my dad I was hit by a line drive, and he needed to turn the game on right away.


“His voice, the way he said it, made me really nervous,” my dad explained to me. He tuned in to the broadcast and saw at that point I was moving my legs. He figured I’d been hit in the chest. But then the announcers started saying I’d been hit in the head, and he became really worried. He watched as they put me on that stretcher, and then a short time later he got a call from Scott. He said that I was now at the hospital, and a doctor wanted to talk to him.


When I had filled out my emergency contact list, I never imagined the people I put there would ever have to field a call like this. I had listed my dad first, so the doctor used Scott’s phone and informed my dad that they’d found bleeding inside my head, and if it continued, he would need him to be available to give authorization to do surgery. “Stay by your phone,” the doctor told my dad as he hung up.


“At that point, I just started praying,” my dad said. “Fifteen minutes later, they called me back and said they had to go in and operate. The doctor gave me the lowdown on what was about to happen, and then he asked me if I gave them permission to do the surgery.”


This was not the first time in his life my dad had experienced the stress of someone very close to him suffering from a medical condition having to do with the brain. Many years before, his own father had suffered a stroke, which required an immediate operation. And when my sister was young, she had contracted meningitis, which resulted in another need for emergency surgery. Now, it was me. He knew from experience how imperative it was that the doctors start the surgery as quickly as possible.


“Yes, please do it immediately,” my dad told the doctor. Dad was pretty shaken up at this point, but he knew he had to get to Iowa as fast as he could. He called my brother-in-law and explained to him what had happened. “I told him I couldn’t think straight,” my dad said. My brother-in-law took charge and booked the plane ticket and made the arrangements for my dad to leave immediately. “At this point,” Dad explained, “things were completely out of my hands. So I dropped to my knees and started praying again.”


Meanwhile, my mom, Mary, was busy at work that afternoon. She worked as a notary, and she had no way of watching a baseball game online during the day. It was hard for my dad to reach her sometimes, because she simply couldn’t be interrupted on the job. This day, my dad was trying to process everything going on and decided not to call my mom until he collected his thoughts and could articulate them. He hoped by then he would have more information to relay.


A short time later he did call my mom, giving her the details he knew, as he raced to the airport to catch his flight. Later, my dad would tell me that his short conversation with my mom was the one and only thing he remembered the rest of the day. “I just knew I had to get there,” Dad said. “And I don’t remember anything about the trip to Iowa. I don’t remember driving to the airport. I don’t remember flying in the plane. I can only remember being in the car when I got to Des Moines, going from a rural area into the city and then arriving at the hospital.”


• • •


The official box score from our game with the Cubs on May 9, 2017, said it took a total of 2 hours and 26 minutes to play. In parentheses, it listed something else that’s rarely, if ever, included in a box score: a 14-minute delay. While I was being prepped for surgery with my life hanging in the balance at the hospital, the game continued, and my teammates were in the fourth inning of a game they would eventually drop 3–1.


Later, I would learn that instead of departing for Memphis and the fifteen-plus-hour drive home immediately after the game, the team bus instead rerouted directly to the hospital, and it remained parked outside while my teammates and coaches waited for updates on my condition. I have no doubt that their prayers and concern at that moment played a role in my ability to survive.


The sound of electric clippers and the painful pulling of my hair caused by an overused shaver were the last things I remembered before the anesthesia took over. As my dad prepared to depart from L.A. and Jenn was being driven to the airport in Orlando, the door to the operating room was closed. My life was now left to the will of God, and in the hands of my surgeons.















CHAPTER 2



FORMING FAITH, MY FAMILY, AND FINDING MY IDENTITY


I am alive by the grace of God. His mercy has allowed me to chase my dreams and strive to become a better version of myself. I wake up each day grateful and humble, hoping to be the best husband, father, and teammate I can be.
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