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Atlantic fo tb player won't 1 t bro e ....... ~downec 

ff 

Chaz Kisgeropoulos with brother 
Taso. left. and Zachary at Bra ks 
RehabilitatIon Center. 

Chaz r ceives physi al therapy at haz undergoes physical therapy 
HalIfax Health Medical Center in at Brooks ehabilitatlon Center in 
Daytona Beach. Jacksonville. 
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Chaz Kisgeropoulos. 16, works n walking under the guidance of his physical therapist. Iv Traykov. at Halifax 
Health Medical Center in aytana Beach on Jan. 16. Chaz suffered a broken neck that paralyzed him unng an 
Atlantic High f atball game Sept. 12, 2008, and is now walkin a in. 
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'm oITY" was the first thing the 
kid with the broken neck told 
hi mom. 

Ofcourse, Chaz Kisgero
poulos was orry. Wasn't this all hi 
fault? As he lay on the grass field at 
Municipal Stadium around 7:45 p.m. 
last Sept. 12, he felt no ain, only regret. 

Actually, he could hardlyfool 
anything at that point. Just a few 
econds earlier, he wa a 16-year-old 

junior linebacker/ afety for the 
AtlanticHigh football team, watching 
his team get pummeledby Pine Ridge 
early in the second quarter. Now, he 
conldn'tmoveanythingon . bodY,a 
victim ofa seemingly normalfootball 
collision. 

But as he lay motionless, Chazknew 
he shouldn't have been out there. As 

his eye rolled tow d the con erned 
teamma es surround' g him, he 
thought about th decision he made 
ju tafewweek earlier. 

He'dtoldhismomand d Tammy 
and Emilios, that he was goingto take 
theirsugge tion and not playfootb 
this year, justbasketball. 

But then school tarted and the peer 
pressure got to him. His ilder brother 
Taso, a former star at Atlantic, had tal 
Chaz e'd hate to look back on his high 
school career wi r egre s, and 
Atlantic's players urgedhim to play. 

They needed this 6-foot, lSD-pound 
undle ofpositive ener and hardhits 

o tthere with them. 

SEE WALK, P GE llA 
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Kisgeropoulos family hotos 

Chaz Kisgeropoulos on 
Daytona Beach hortly 
before hiS injUry 



And so Chaz had gone back to 
his parent ,meekly and without 
any demands, and asked if he 
could play football agam. They 
relented. 

o e wa immobilized on a 
tretcher. 



NO PAl ,PLENTY OF FEAR 

You'd think there would be 
pa1n. 

When a per on breaks hiB 
neck and bruises hi pinal 
cord, compressing the C4 and 
C5 vertebrae, and coming 
inches way from permanent 
paraly is, there' got to be 
pain. 

But there was none. In the 
minutes, hours. days and 
weeks after Chaz came across 
the mlddl and drilled a Pine 
Ridge receiver (a clean hit. ac· 
cording to all who saw it; fIlm 
of the play has curiously an
ished from the tape of the 
game), pain hasn't n the 
biggest issue. 

Mo Uy fear has been ruUng 
shotgun in Chaz's life. and 
that of tho e who love him. 

Everything about Sept. 12 
seemed normal. Tammy was RU A R Y 1 2 0 0 9 
in the stands that night with ' 

haz's 9-ye -old brother Zak. -- .--;- ---
Early in the second quoo1er, 

Tammy's cell phone buzzed. It 
was Emilios calling from 
West Palm Bea h, where he 

as on a job as a painting 
contractor. Tammy looked up 
at the scoreboard for a few 
seconds, and when she looked 
back to the field, everybo Y 
was huddled around an in

jured AtlantIc 
player. 
'~rm looking 

qwckJr at the 
Atlanti~ player 
and h'ymg to 
make w-e I see 
No. ,6, andh~ " 
don t s un, 

KISGEROPOULOS TamnlY re
ed. . call., her 

voice qUl~e;mg a ~ttle at the 
m~ory. '1 m 10 kin~ and 
lo.o~g, but I couldn t see 
him. 

ammy qUIckly moved 
down ~oward the field. Then. 
Atlantic aSSIstant coach LeWl 
Hartman rushed over and 
brought her ont the ~ . on. 

''That's when I knew It was 
bad." Tammy said, her blue 
eye staI1ing to tear up. "They 
dan't take moms on the field if 
it's a sprained knee." 

Chaz still remembers exac
tly what happened. It as an 
aggressive tackle, but he' car
tain he didn't try to make the 
hit ith his head down, which 
leaves the neck vulnerable to 

After the collision, he fell to 
th~ ground face-frrs.t . 

My arms were tmgling, but 
that happens a lot after a big 
hit," he aid." 0 I go to pu h 
myself up and nothing' hap
pemng. I try again, trying 
harder, and my arms and legs 
weren't movmg at all 

"That's when r started to 
freak out." 

Tammy t od 0 er her mid
dIe son, desperately trying to 
look calm, so he wouldn't pan-
IC. As they waited for the am
bulance, the trainers kept 
giving Chaz little tests to see 
what he could feel. "But I was 
just guessing when they weI' 
touching me," he said. "1 told 
them that, too" 

When they got Chaz to Hal
ifax Health Medical enter, 
Tammy a ked lots of ques
tions, but the doctor didn't 
have any answers. 

For the first few days, the 
Kisgeropoulos Iamily feared 
the worst. 

UFE IN JACKSONVIllE 

Within a day or two, mall 
sign of hope appeared. 

Doctors tol Tammy that 
Chaz's spinal cord was not 
severed. ff it had beeu, he'd 
never walk again. Then Chaz 
was Ie to move hiS toes and 
fmgers a little. 

By the end of that fir t 
we, Chaz was able to tand 

ith assistance. 

Even the ,~ere was no 
way t~ know if Chaz wo 1 
fully I ecover. 

"I'd get all excit and they 
would calm me d wn, telling 
m it could be a year, ear 
and a . we know for 
sure if he'll get better," Tam
my aid. 

After a week at Halifax 
Chaz was transferred to ' 
Brook Rehabilitation Center 
in Jacksonville. Whe he ar
rived, he was told he might 
there for six months, maybe 
longer. 

Tammy decided to temporar· 
ily leave her job as a substi
tute teacher and move ii'om 
Port Orange to be with him. 
Zak woula tay wi friends 
and family. whil,e Emilios 
tried to concent.rate on his 
painting work. 

Dr. Connie Prudencio, pedi. 
atric m ical director at 

I' oks, said she knew right 
away Chaz was a different 
kind of patient. 

"He was such a good, upbeat 
kid who just wanted t know 
what he could do to get bet· 
ter," Prudencio aid. "I wish 
all my patients were like 
him." 

Progres can be ainstak
ingly slow with injuries 'ke 
Chaz's. Ther can be days or 
weeks without signs of tm
provement. 

In this case, every day or 
t 0, something good hap



ned. Maybe a little more 
exibility in his right foot. Or 
e ability to put his fingers 

agether to hold an object. 
In late eptember, Chaz 

tood on his own, and to k a 
ew tentativ steps. 

Tammy cried then, too. She 
ever broke down in front of 
erfamily, but In that mo
ant she felt something new. 
Hope. 
HI had been aying all along 

that there's a reason this hap
pened. and that God had a 
plan." Tammy said. "But 
when he took thos step, I 
knew he had the determin· 
ation 0 get better" 

At Brooks, Chaz would wak 
up arotmd 7 a.m. and begin 
thr hours of physical and 
occupational therapy His least 
favorite exercise was the lec
trieal timulation bicycle 

"They'd put these little elec
tr des on your legs, and it 
sends a shock to your Ie and 
it moves them by itself," Chaz 
scud, smiling and wincing at 
the memory. 'That was proba
bly th m t painful part of 
the whole (recovery)." 

Other small moments boo 
ed his self-e teem. Knowing 
Chaz was a big Pittsburgh 
Steelers fan, his Engli h 
teacher, Jeffrey BroW'lL e
malied the Web site of quar
terback Ben Roethlisberger. A 
few eeks later a letter of en
couragement from "Big Ben" 
came in the mail. F orida Ga

tors quarterback Tim Tebow 
was visiting another patient at 
Br oks. and stopped by to 
meet Chaz, too, 

Then ther was the da Pey
ton MaIming call d Chaz's 
room. Th star quarterback of 
the Indianapolis Colts i a 
teammate of form r Mainland 
star B ster Davis. whose fa· 
ther, Jame , works at Atlantic. 

When Chaz answered the 
phone, be thought it was a 
prank. But ~ r 20 minutes, the 
fu lire Hall of Farner chatted 
with a kid he'd never met, 
talking about staying po itive 
and that Bust r had .d what 
a great kid Chaz was 

"1 didn't tell him I was a 
teelers fan." Chaz said. 
On Oct 22, way ahead of 

s hedUle, Chaz and Tammy 
walked out of Brooks together. 

ALMOST ALL THE WAY BACK 

While Chaz was recovering, 
financial realities started to 
sink in. The family had no 
health insuranc ,and Emilios 
10 t the contracting job in 
West Palm Beach. 

The chool eli !riet offers to 
parents a student a eident in
sw'an plan that covered 
$30.000 of the medical bill . A 
district catastr phic injury 
plan ould cover the rest 
o Ion a the family could 
orne up with a 25,000 deduct

ible. 
From the start, Chaz would 

ask his mother if the family 



s OK financially The kId 
bo had so much else to wor
about was concerned he 

ight cost lus family every
thing they had. 

The POlt Orange community 
bas been a big help. Ftmd· 
raisers were held at local 1'e 
taurants and at the school. 
Pine Ridge, the team Atlantic 
played the night of the injury 
raised evera! hundred dol
lars. Tammy e timated that 
with everything talli ,$4,700 
was donated. 

'Th ugh it all. the family s 
focn has been on Chaz's re
covery. 

He's now rehabbing a Hal
ifax. where on a recent morn
mg he was strapped onto 
omething called a Gait Keep

er. Placed in a hame s to keel! 
his head and neck traight. be 
proceeded to run four miles 
per hour on a treadmill. 

'Two weeks ago he could 
only do this for a minute." 
said physical therapist Ivo 
Traykov. who stimated that 
Chaz could be doing all his reo 
hab work at home in a month 
or so 
ill i slowly getting back 

to normal. On Jan. 20. Ghaz 
returned to Atlantic for the 
first time (he'd been home
schooled since returnmg from 
Ja ksonville). 

He attends one period a day. 
Bonnie Fenwick's late-morn· 
ing calculus class. Any more 
than that and he ge e
hau ted, 

A lew weekS ago 'haz re
turned to Atlantic' basketball 
team as a corekeep r. Coach 
Jimmy John on asked him t 
gI 'e a pre-game pep talk. 

"Whether he playaI' not," 
.1 hn on said. "he's still the 
toughe t kid on oW" team." 

haz's journey till bas its 
tb cks and low moments. He 

has balance and coordination 
problem at time Tammy 
aId Emilio breaks down 
ometimes, watching his on 
trong on gingerly walk 

ar und the house. not wantin 
to Jostle his neck. 

Cbaz' injury changed him a 
lot m re than Just phy ically. 
He wants to go int medicme 
now, as a nurse or a physical 
theraplSt. 

'It' crazy how you can get 
paid for helping people Qutl" 
be exclaimed. "To help people 
recover and get better. and get 
money for it? That' just a bo
nus," 

Playing football is in bis 
r arview min r. but he hopes 
to return to basketball next 
season. For now, he's jn t hap
py that he pulled off what he 
tenn "a miracle." 

"1 fe 1 '0 lu kyo b ause it 
could've b n 0 much worse," 
b said after a recent rehab 
session. "1 a thos kids at 
Brooks. the ones m the wheel
chairs who will probably nev L 
er get out of them. 

"I'm ue of the lucky one . I 
think about that every day It 




