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            for immediate release

          

          Chicago Tornadoes Announces Departure of Carla García

        

      

    

    
      Chicago, November 27 – The Chicago Tornadoes franchise confirms that forward Carla García will depart the club following the expiration of her contract at the end of the season.

      An integral member of the squad, García has made 78 appearances over four seasons, scoring 19 goals and recording 14 assists. Her contribution on the pitch was matched by her presence off it. She was a leader in the locker room, a role model in the community, and a player beloved by fans.

      Due to changes in roster structure and the loss of an international spot, the Tornadoes are unable to offer a new contract.

      “This was a difficult decision,” Coach Hunter shared. “Carla has been at the heart of shaping our club’s culture. She’s a powerhouse on the field and an influential advocate for girls in sports off it. She’s going to be missed and has left a legacy here.”

      During her tenure with the Tornadoes, García was named to the league’s Team of the Week on five occasions, voted Fan Favorite in her third season, and etched her name into club history by scoring the team’s first-ever playoff goal. She also served as an active ambassador for the club’s girls-in-sports and community outreach programs and championed the team’s annual charity gala.

      The Tornadoes family sincerely thanks Carla for her contributions and wishes her nothing but success in the next chapter of her career.

      Media Contact:

      Mia Davies

      mia@chitornadoes.com

      @ChicagoTornadoesOfficial

      @SoccerGirlie What?! This is the worst news ever. @CarlaGarcia7 Chicago already misses you! [image: red heart]

      @ChiTownSoccer Gah! You’re the GOAT @CarlaGarcia7!

      @hotsportsgossip What’s next for you, @CarlaGarcia7? [image: eyes]

      @SoccerSux33 It’s just a women’s soccer team…who cares?

      @SoccerStars14 @SoccerSux33 [image: woman raising hand, light skin tone] Me!
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      “You will not cry.” I glower at my reflection.

      Bracing my palms on each side of the sink, I pull in a breath. My hair is twisted away from my face and looped into a low knot at the base of my neck. My makeup is, surprisingly, intact and the midnight blue of my gown skims over my frame like a second skin.

      I wanted to wear black, but my sister, Valentina, thought it would be too depressing. So? I countered. It feels like I’m in mourning.

      Standing alone in the women’s bathroom at the swanky downtown Chicago venue for this year’s Girls-in-Sports Charity Gala, a gala I’ve helped orchestrate, feels like premature grieving.

      In a few minutes, I’ll leave the bathroom, glide across a stage in a large room where several hundred of Chicago’s most influential people will stare at me, and I’ll say goodbye.

      Goodbye to my career, to my team, to the city I’ve called home for four years. Farewell to my lifelong dream of playing professional soccer. At least, in America.

      I skim my hands over my hips and suck in another shaky breath.

      Two years ago, I attended this gala with my entire family. Last year, with my sister. Both occasions were fun and carefree, with the new year stretching before me, filled with promise and opportunity.

      This year, I’m alone, being forced to leave the country, and on the verge of tears.

      “You got this. Don’t cry,” I remind myself.

      At least, not yet. Not here. Not now.

      Hold it together until after the speech, after the goodbyes, after tonight.

      I release the breath I’m holding and pull in another. Slowing my racing heart, I force my shoulders to drop.

      I can do this. It’s one speech. My last speech.

      And no one in my family is here to see it.

      But my closest friends, my teammates, ahem, former teammates, are. There are even some fans in the crowd.

      I think that’s what hurts the most. Everyone—the team owner, the club director, Coach Hunter and the front office staff, the community, the entire fucking city of Chicago have been so empathetic. Understanding. Apologetic and caring and loving.

      And that’s made the ordeal worse. Nearly unbearable.

      I’m not leaving because I didn’t perform well. I’m not leaving because I don’t have the heart or stomach for the competition. Or because I didn’t make an impression on the fanbase.

      I’m leaving because of logistics! Because the Tornadoes lost an international spot when they decided to invest in younger, more affordable talent.

      My entire life I’ve lived by the motto: Do the work.

      And I did it. I did it so damn well.

      I always believed that if you want it, it’s yours. You just have to take it.

      I trained hard, showed up, and showed out. And in the end, my contract wasn’t renewed.

      My stomach tightens as sourness creeps up the back of my throat.

      I’ve been in America, playing soccer with these women, in these circles, since my freshman year of college. It’s been eight years in the States and now…I’m moving home to Valencia, Spain. But it feels wrong because America feels like home.

      I blink rapidly, willing my body to reabsorb my tears before they have the chance to fall.

      Just get through the damn speech and say goodbye.

      Tomorrow, I board a flight to Valencia and then, once I’m locked in Mamá and Papá’s apartment, I’ll break down.

      A knock at the bathroom door forces me to look up as one of my best friends and teammates, Raia, enters. “You ready?” she asks softly. The empathy in her bright blue eyes shines and it hurts.

      “Mm-hmm,” I manage, clearing my throat.

      “Ah, fuck, Carla.” Raia throws an arm around me. “This sucks.”

      I snort, hugging her back. Tightly. “I know.”

      “You’re going to be okay, Car. This will all work out, somehow.”

      “Yeah,” I say, even though I don’t see how. Soccer is the foundation of my identity. I’m a García—daughter to Rubén, the greatest futbolista of his generation, and little sister to one of Spain’s standout players, League Valencia’s captain, Alejandro. If I’m not a soccer player, I don’t know who I am.

      “Come on. You’re almost up.” Raia takes my hand and leads me out of the women’s bathroom.

      Right before I clear the door I glance over my shoulder. My reflection in the mirror shines back and I hate how I look.

      Downtrodden. Shaken. Fragile.

      The door swings shut and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      Just get through the speech.
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      Applause rings out as I ascend the stage. A lump forms in my throat as I settle behind the microphone. Looking out into the crowd, the clusters of tables, each seated with ten impeccably dressed guests, I find my teammates. Raia flashes me a thumbs-up, and I breathe a little easier.

      “Good evening,” I say, relieved my voice doesn’t tremble. “My name is Carla García and for the past four seasons, I’ve had the immense pleasure of playing soccer, a sport that I love with every fiber of my being, for the Chicago Tornadoes.”

      I manage a smile.

      Be strong. You can do this.

      I grip the sides of the podium tighter as I lean closer to the microphone. I wrote and rehearsed my speech a week ago. I know it by heart and left my notecards in my purse at my table. But now, I go off script.

      “Many of you may know my family name in the soccer world. My father, Rubén García. My brother, Alejandro García. Or even my brother-in-law, Avery Callaway, if football is your sport. But tonight isn’t about them. Tonight is about the women—the incredible and resilient women in sports who shaped me, who gave me a place to call home, who changed my life. Tonight, we’re here to celebrate those women and I would be remiss if I didn’t share the stories of how they made my dream career possible.” I note the tissues several of my teammates pull out. Giving them a quick grin, I share heartfelt, personal, true stories of how being an athlete, being a soccer player, changed my life for the better.

      “When I first arrived in America, a division 1 collegiate player at a competitive program in North Carolina, I felt like a fish out of water. My English was rusty, it was my first time living away from home, and I didn’t know anyone. But my team captain, Kate, stepped up for me. When she saw me staying late at the field, she started staying behind too. Through her guidance and support, I honed my skills, but I also made my first real friend on campus. When I signed with Chicago, Kate had a deep-dish pizza delivered to my apartment in Chapel Hill to congratulate me.” I pause as the crowd releases a chuckle. “When I think of my teammates, I think of my sisters. The group of women who took bus and plane rides that crisscrossed the country. We would fill the time playing random games—Uno, Wordle, ones we would invent on the fly. They became my chosen family who brought me into their real families. I’ll always be thankful to Raia and the Callaway family for hosting me at Thanksgiving dinner.” I smile at my friend.

      “Being a female athlete transcends the sport. It’s about tenacity, commitment, and grit. But it’s also about belonging, personal growth, and leadership. Women in sports changed the trajectory of my life. They carried me here, to Chicago, where I made a home among a team I adore, and a community I value more than words can say.

      “I’m not sure what my next chapter looks like. Tonight, I stand before you, writing the last paragraph of my time here…and it’s scarier than I thought,” I admit, pausing as my voice wavers. Come on, Carla, you’re nearly there. “But…” I release a shaky laugh. “I do know this: the girl who moved to Chicago four years ago is not the woman standing before you tonight. And that is because of you. This community, this team, these women”—I extend my hand toward the table of my teammates—“have given me the opportunity of a lifetime. I’m so grateful to be here tonight to witness the continuation of that support. From the bottom of my heart, thank you, Tornadoes, for being my home.”

      I release an exhale as I conclude my speech. My final farewell.

      The clapping is instant and enthusiastic, ringing in my eardrums. Beginning with the table of my teammates, people stand. Tears spring to my eyes as emotions, raw and unfiltered, crash over me. I blink rapidly as the crowd blurs. And then, I’m pulled into Coach Hunter’s arms for a hug.

      “We’re gonna miss you, Seven,” he mutters, calling me by my number.

      I nod, blinking against his shoulder. “Me too, Coach.”

      “You’ll be making headlines in Europe before you know it,” he adds with more confidence than I feel as he escorts me off the stage.

      But I don’t reply. Because, right now, playing in Spain feels like a long shot. Belonging to any team but this one feels like an impossibility.

      Coach gives my arm one final squeeze before releasing me. I offer a watery smile. “Excuse me,” I murmur, tilting my head toward the ladies’ room.

      I’ll just lock myself in a bathroom stall and sob my eyes out.

      Coach offers an understanding nod. I force myself to take measured steps toward the women’s room, but as I push open the door, I hear the laughter of women inside.

      “I love that lipstick on you!”

      “Here, try it.”

      “God, Carla’s speech was so good.”

      “Really heartfelt.”

      “My daughter started playing soccer after her camp last summer.”

      “Yeah, she’s amazing. She’ll be missed.”

      I let the door fall closed. I don’t have the emotional bandwidth to engage with those wonderful women and not fall apart. Hurrying down the hallway, I turn a corner and find a small room, an office of some kind.

      Slipping inside, I perch on the edge of a chair and tip my head all the way back.

      You’re okay. You did the speech. Standing ovation. Isn’t that a great goodbye?

      Don’t you dare cry. You’re in control here. Lock this shit down.

      I blink frantically, trying to keep my tears at bay. But it’s no use. Several fall, sliding from my eyes, across my temples, and into my hair. Knowing it’s a losing battle, I drop my face into my hands and breathe. But my breath work sucks and, before I know it, I’m full-on sobbing.

      Ugly crying, Raia calls it.

      My shoulders shake and my throat feels scraped raw as I cry into my hands. Open palms that have nothing to hold on to anymore. There’s nothing left for me here.

      The door to the office swings open and my head snaps up.

      “I’m so sorry,” I hiccup, pressing to my feet.

      “Carla.” His voice is a low rumble. Smooth and seductive and far too understanding.

      I squint, bewildered by his presence.

      Luca DiBlanco eats up the space in the doorframe and most of the oxygen in the small room. He’s wearing a sharp suit, Italian made and tailored, just like him.

      He’s Alejandro’s best friend. His teammate. The serious, steady, reliable futbolista on League Valencia’s team.

      Over the years, he’s doled out advice and guidance to me the same way he does to his little sister, Bianca.

      He’s always been my off-limits crush. My brother’s best mate who has never seen me as anything more than a kid sister.

      And seeing him here now, when he should be in Valencia, surprises the hell out of me. My shock is quickly replaced by mortification. I don’t want anyone, least of all him, to see me like this.

      “What are you doing here?”
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      My heart splinters at the sight of her falling apart.

      Her eyes, brilliant pools of cool blue-green, are puffy and smudged with mascara. Her lips are swollen from the exertion of her tears. A few tendrils of hair have escaped her bun and stick to her slick cheeks.

      But she’s as beautiful as ever.

      “Oh, Carla,” I repeat, stepping toward her. Reaching out, I wrap her in my arms and pull her into my chest.

      Her frame is rigid, her breathing labored.

      “That was a tremendous speech,” I say, splaying my hand in the center of her back. “Sincere and thoughtful.” My other hand lifts to her head, brushing her hair away from her forehead.

      And then, she cracks. Melting into me, Carla García, my best mate’s baby sister, sobs.

      I hold her closer and let her tears run their course.

      When Ale asked me to pass by tonight’s gala in Chicago, my first instinct was to refuse. I was in New York City with my sister, Bianca, to help her settle in for her new internship.

      I assumed someone from the García family would show up for the gala, knowing that they attend as many of Carla’s events as possible. But Alejandro caught me off guard when he shared that he and his wife, Marlowe, are expecting. It’s still early days, so they haven’t shared the news outside of immediate family. Due to Marlowe’s intense morning sickness and Valentina coming down with the flu, there were multiple last-minute change of plans.

      The last thing I’d want is for Carla to say goodbye to her life in Chicago with no family support. And that’s how I’ve always thought of her—she’s family. So, I booked a flight to Chicago and used Valentina’s ticket to enter the gala.

      But when Carla walked across that stage, my breath caught in my throat. I haven’t seen her in years and it hit me like a sucker punch. The girl I used to run fútbol drills with, the pain in the ass who once crashed my date with a lingerie model, the woman who wrote me a heartfelt letter that brought tears to my eyes when Mamma passed, is all grown up now. And she’s a fucking stunner.

      The realization caught me off guard and I resented the hell out of it. I watched her speech, unable to fully breathe. And when she walked off that stage, my body sprung into action. I caught her slipping around the end of a corridor and even though I knew she was seeking out a place to hide, I followed her anyway.

      “I’m here, Carla,” I say soothingly, wanting her to know that she has someone in her corner. Someone from the outside who understands that saying her final goodbye is breaking her heart.

      Her fingers grip at the fabric of my suit and she sucks in a shaky breath.

      “Why are you here, Luca?” she asks without looking at me.

      “Your brother called me.”

      She’s quiet for a heartbeat. Then, a hiccup, a snort, and, “Of course he did.”

      “He didn’t want you to face this alone.”

      “Ale can be thoughtful like that,” she muses. But there’s something in her tone I can’t place.

      Shuffling back a step, I put some distance between us so I can tuck my finger beneath her chin and lift her face to mine. I frown at the pain blazing in her eyes. “Cucciola,” I mutter the pet name I gave her years ago. Little puppy.

      She turns her head, averting her gaze. “I’m fine. Honest.”

      “No, you’re not. But you will be.”

      She snorts, the sound defeated. Her eyes whip back to mine, shaded with grief and a spark of anger. “Will I?”

      “Sí,” I say softly. “Yes. And I will help you any way I can. I promise.”

      Her eyes close and more tears track over her cheeks. “Can you—can you just get me out of here? Without anyone seeing? I don’t want…” She trails off but I know what she’s asking.

      “Of course.” I slip out of my suit jacket and wrap it around her shoulders. “There’s always a back entrance in places like this. We’ll slip out and go for some deep-dish pizza.”

      She simultaneously smiles and sobs and I tuck her under my arm, turning us toward the doorway.

      “I can’t go out looking like this.” She points to her face. “Besides, I left my purse at the table and checked my coat.”

      “We’ll get delivery,” I amend. “And I’ll gather your things.”

      Carla rests her head on my shoulder. “Don’t tell anyone. About…this. About me falling apart.” There’s an edge to her voice that cuts through me.

      “I won’t,” I promise. “Your secrets are safe with me, cucciola.”

      She pulls back to glare at me and I smirk.

      “I’m not a little puppy,” she mutters.

      I don’t bother responding. It’s an affectionate nickname. The one I called her when she would tussle with the boys on the soccer pitch and stomp off with bloody knees and scraped shins.

      But she’s right. She’s hardly the little one I teased and looked out for back in Spain.

      She’s all grown up now. Even if I don’t want to admit it.
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      “I like your place,” I say as I step over the threshold into Carla’s apartment. “It’s a lot bigger than Bianca’s new flat.”

      “It’s all packed up now.” She gestures toward the stack of boxes resting along the living room wall. “And New York City apartments are notoriously tiny.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, looking around. “The layout, the view, it’s really nice.”

      “My first big girl apartment,” she sighs, moving toward the kitchen and pulling out paper plates and a stack of napkins. “Sorry, my dishes are all packed.”

      “Non ti preoccupari.” Don’t worry about it.

      I place the take-out pizza box on the kitchen counter. There are two barstools tucked underneath and I pull one out to sit down.

      “This is the first place I ever lived alone. I was so nervous but now…moving back in with my parents is going to be weird,” she continues, popping the cork on a bottle of wine and pouring me a portion in a plastic cup. “Don’t get all snobby on me, DiBlanco. It’s from California, not Italy.”

      I smirk. “I like Zinfandel. On occasion. In fact, we produce a similar wine in Southern Italy called primitivo.”

      Carla rolls her eyes, but a small smile ghosts her lips.

      “And you can get your own place in Valencia,” I add.

      “Yeah,” she murmurs, unconvinced. “I’m going to change before we eat. But please, help yourself.” She nudges a plate closer to me.

      “Okay,” I say, as she walks out of the open-concept kitchen toward her bedroom.

      She leaves the door half cracked and I force myself to look away.

      As I pop the lid on the box, my mouth waters at the deep-dish pizza. That’s how hungry I am. Because while I can enjoy a Chicago experience, I hardly ever eat pizza outside of Italy. But right now, I’d eat anything, and I want Carla to have one last Chicago comfort meal before she leaves tomorrow.

      Carla clears her throat and I glance up. She walks toward me, her gown dragging on the floor now that she’s kicked off her heels. She has one hand pressed to her chest, keeping her dress in place, as she spins around. “Can you help me with this zipper? Raia zipped me in and now, I can’t reach it.”

      “Sure,” I say, standing slowly. The smooth expanse of Carla’s back, soft skin dotted with beauty marks, greets me. I place one hand on her shoulder, while my other shadows the center of her back. My large fingers fumble the delicate zipper before I grasp it. I drag it down the seam, working a swallow as the backs of my knuckles trail a featherlight path along her spine.

      She shivers from my touch and I freeze. “Freddo?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’m not cold. I’m fine.”

      I drag the zipper the rest of the way down, mentally swearing that it glides over the swell of her ass. How did I not realize how tantalizingly sexy Carla’s gown is?

      The material parts and her grip on the fabric slips, offering a peek of her breast as the heavy gown falls forward. I avert my gaze, one hand grasping her hip to keep the dress from sliding more.

      “Thank you,” Carla murmurs, stepping out of my hold.

      I nod, waiting for her to disappear back inside her bedroom. Then I close my eyes and suck in a breath, my nostrils flaring.

      What the hell was that?

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      I shouldn’t be noticing the dips and curves of her body. I shouldn’t be enamored with the feel of her skin or curious about the goose bumps that spread across her spine.

      This is Carla García. Alejandro’s baby sister.

      Shaking my head, I turn back toward my empty plate and full wine cup. I gulp it down in three swallows, refill my cup, and try to clear my mind.

      I’m here to be a pillar of strength, of support, for Carla as she says goodbye to her life in Chicago. The last thing she needs is me hitting on her.

      I grab two slices of pizza and place one on each plate. Then, I wait for Carla to reappear, relieved when she does so in baggy gray sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt. I slide a plate over to her.

      “Mangia,” I command. Eat.

      She rolls her eyes but takes a bite, groaning.

      My blood heats and I mentally berate myself.

      “This was a good call,” she mumbles, smacking her lips together.

      I drag my eyes away from her mouth and take another swig of my wine. “What time is your flight?” I ask, recentering the conversation.

      “Eight p.m. tomorrow. What about you? Or are you in Chicago for a visit?”

      “Tomorrow morning. Ten a.m. But I’m just heading back to New York. I’m going to stick around until B’s first day at her internship.”

      Carla smiles. “Marlowe told me about her new position with URBN Move. That’s so cool. That brand is really on the come up.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “B’s worked hard over the past year. She’s leaned into streetwear fashion and trends, doubled down on social media platforms, and made a ton of connections bartending at Corcho.”

      “That’s amazing. You must be proud of her.”

      “I am,” I say, meaning it. “When she showed up in Valencia, Mamma’s passing was still fresh. Bianca was a little lost and had no clue what came next other than partying. But she found her footing, discovered a path she’s passionate about, and now landed this creative marketing internship. It took some time, but she found her way.”

      I let the words, all true, hang between us. Bianca and Carla are nearly the same age and their experiences, while different, are woven with similar threads. The grief of loss, the uncertainty of the future, the determination to forge a new path.

      Carla’s quiet for a moment and from the little crease that appears between her eyebrows, I know she’s really listening to my words, not just hearing them. “Gracias, Luca. For coming tonight. For…everything.”

      I dip my head. “Anytime, mia cucciola.”

      At her shaky inhale, I look up. Her gaze is filled with curiosity but threaded with a vulnerability that knocks me off center.

      And I see her. The fully-grown woman. A little lost, a little uncertain. But also, hopeful. Resilient. Fucking beautiful.

      My chest tightens. I clear my throat, steadying my voice. “I’ll always show up for you. You’re family, Carla.”

      She blinks and her smile wobbles. “Right. Family first.”
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      January 14

      
        
          
            
              
        Luca

      

      
        I’m back in Valencia. Hope you’re settling in. If you need anything, I’m here.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile at his thoughtful message, my thumb hovering over the keypad. Luca never told my brother about how I fell apart after the gala. For that, I’m grateful.

      But, as much as I probably do need someone to talk to, I don’t know what the hell to say. These days, I’m still a bit in shock that my life has taken such a drastic turn. I feel…adrift. Even when I’m in the midst of my loud, nosy family, I feel separate. Apart.
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      January 16

      
        
          
            
              
        Vale

      

      
        I miss you! I hate that our time zone difference is six hours now instead of one. Womp. What are you up to?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        I know, I miss you! Ugh, Vale, Mamá and Papá are driving me bananas.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Vale

      

      
        [image: rolling on the floor laughing] It’s been one week.
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        I think I need my own place.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Vale

      

      
        Go stay with Abuela for a few days.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        I’m picking her up in an hour. We’re going to look at apartments.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Vale

      

      
        [image: face with tears of joy] Wow! Did you tell Mamá you’re moving out?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        Abuela is my buffer. I’ll tell Mamá after I find a place. Hopefully, today.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Vale

      

      
        [image: crossed fingers] good luck on all of it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Valencia is both how I remembered yet completely different. It’s strange to be in my hometown and know that this isn’t a visit, it’s my new reality.

      In the past, I’d float through for a handful of days, riding a natural high. I was giddy to visit my family and join them for Christmas or Fallas—Valencia’s legendary celebration that serves as a giant street party. Nearly every corner displays enormous, incredible, artistic sculptures that are set on fire and burn through the night of March 19.

      I showed up for milestone events, like Abuela’s eightieth birthday party and Valentina and Avery’s second wedding in Spain. I made appearances for Alejandro’s big games or my cousin Rafa’s races in Barcelona.

      But that giddiness that buoyed me through the visits, that made me ache with nostalgia when I boarded my flight back to Chicago, is absent.

      I’ve been back in Valencia for seven days and each hour is plagued with a heaviness I hate. There is no structure or purpose. No excitement or challenges. Nada.

      Mamá and Papá are thrilled that I’m back home and don’t understand my disappointment. Papá has mentioned opportunities to train with Spanish teams and try for a call up to the national team. He keeps encouraging me to go to the gym, the park, the soccer field. Condition, train, play fútbol. Meanwhile, Mamá brings me around town to shop, have lunch, and visit with her friends. They both mean well but I’m…somehow simultaneously adrift and stuck.

      Abuela has been a softer place to land.

      We look at a handful of apartments and I consider myself supremely lucky when I find one I love, right near the Parque Turia, with a move in date of February 1.

      Now, I just have to tell my parents.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      January 23

      
        
          
            
              
        Marlowe

      

      
        I hear your mom and dad are finally coming around to the idea that you’re moving out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        What did Ale say?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marlowe

      

      
        That your parents are hosting a farewell dinner party in your honor…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        [image: face with rolling eyes] They’re so dramatic. I’m literally moving four streets away.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marlowe

      

      
        [image: rolling on the floor laughing] I know. I think they’re happy to have you close by and want to soak up every minute with you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        Yeah.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marlowe

      

      
        But it’s normal to need your own space.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        Thank you! How are you feeling?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marlowe

      

      
        Terrible. And, at the same time, giddy. It’s a mind fuck.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        [image: face with tears of joy][image: face blowing a kiss]
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      January 27

      
        
          
            
              
        Luca

      

      
        How’s it going, campionessa?

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll my eyes. The last thing I feel like these days is a champion.

      
        
          
            
              
        Carla

      

      
        I’m surviving.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luca

      

      
        Chin up. A friend told me about a coaching position that’s about to open up at Santa Isabel. The coach is going on maternity leave early and the team needs a strong leader…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla

      

      
        My leadership skills are in the toilet these days.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luca

      

      
        When you pull them out, email your CV to directordeportivo@santaisabel.es

      

      

      

      

      

      I swear and close my eyes. Why the hell is Luca being so good to me? I know he said he’d help but I never expected him to ask around about job opportunities and message me to check in.

      Sullenly, I stare at our text exchange. His messages are thoughtful and sweet. Mine are surly.

      Reaching deep, I find some gratitude.

      
        
          
            
              
        Carla

      

      
        Gracias, DiBlanco.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luca

      

      
        Always, cucciola. [image: dog face]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Are you ready for Zumba?” Abuela asks in Spanish, fist-pumping the air as I meet her near the entrance to Parque Turia.

      I smile at her colorful and warm workout clothes and glance down at my black spandex. “Apparently not, Abuelita.”

      She chuckles as she kisses my cheeks. “How’s your new place?”

      “It’s fine,” I reply, hugging her.

      Abuela sighs. “Carla, hija, tienes que hacer tu vida.” Carla, you need to make your own life. She says it with warmth and humor, but I understand her point. I can’t wallow in my disappointment and shortcomings forever.

      “I know,” I reply.

      “Pues hazlo, Carlita. Saberlo no basta.” Then do it. Knowing isn’t enough.

      I nod. Leave it to Abuela to give me the tough yet tender love I need.

      Satisfied, she pats my back. We enter the park and walk toward the bridge to join her Zumba class. Abula recounts every detail that occurred in the most recent episode of her guilty pleasure, the reality television show, La Isla de las Tentaciones. Essentially, Temptation Island.

      And while this was once a secret between Abuela, Ale, and Rafa, Marlowe accidentally spilled the beans, making it an entire García family affair. I’m waiting for Ale or Rafa to start a family WhatsApp thread for it.

      I nod along, half listening to Abuela’s account of the couples and the solteros, the singles, but my attention catches on the soccer field as we approach the bridge. Squinting, I note the fluidity of the players on the field—dribbling, passing, scoring.

      And then, I grin.

      “It’s El Tanque!” I laugh, pointing to the massive player, my old school buddy, Luis, who now plays for the Segunda Division, or B League, team in Valencia.

      Abuela pauses and squints in the direction of the field. “Hm. No está nada mal…” She glances at me. “Para ti, claro.” Not bad at all…for you, of course.

      I laugh and swat her shoulder. “He’s an old friend. A buddy from my school days.”

      “Si tú lo dices…” She raises an eyebrow. If you say so.

      “I do,” I murmur, biting my bottom lip.

      “Anda, ve a saludarle.” Go on, go say hi to him.

      “But we have Zumba…”

      Abuela chuckles and shakes her head, turning toward her Zumba class and waving to me without bothering to turn around.

      “I’ll be right back!” I call out to her retreating figure.

      Then, with more gusto than I’ve felt in weeks, I turn toward the field and jog over.

      El Tanque grins as soon as he spots me. “¡Mira quién es! La Pulga.” Look who it is. The flea. He spreads his arms wide as he drops my secondary school nickname and switches to English. “Thought you forgot about us.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “I could never forget about you, El Tanque.”

      He chuckles, winking at my teasing tone.

      Risitas, the class clown of my graduating year, snaps the ball off the top of his laces and catches it in his hands. “What about the rest of us, Pulga?”

      “I missed you all,” I admit, throwing my arms wide, encompassing the group of guys I’m now mentally clocking—Capi, our group organizer, Guapo, the pretty boy that won rey de la fiesta, the king of our end-of-year party, and El Mago, the magician. I tilt my head to the side, biting my bottom lip. “Got room for one more?”

      Surprise flares in El Tanque’s eyes as Capi nods.

      “Entonces, a ver si todavía sabes jugar,” Capi says. Let’s see if you still know how to play. “We’re running drills. And don’t think we’re going to go easy just because eres una estrella americana.”

      An American star. I bite back my snort. Hardly, I want to reply, I lost my spot on the squad.

      Instead, I flip my chin toward Risitas who flips me the ball. I juggle it three times before slamming it down with my instep, sending it straight toward Capi’s chest.

      “Good.” I smirk. “I’d be insulted if you did.”

      The crew hoots with laughter and smack talk.

      Capi shuffles back a few steps, clutching his chest as if I’ve wounded him.

      I grin, feeling myself relax. Relief snakes through my limbs as I glance around the group. This is what I’ve been missing. This feeling of…camaraderie. Belonging. Being back on the field and knowing I’m supposed to be here.

      These guys, even though it’s been years since I’ve seen them, have always treated me as one of their own. One of the guys. And I never relished it more than this moment.

      “Let’s play three-on-three,” El Mago suggests.

      “Okay, pero, cuidado chicos. La Pulga’s here to break ankles,” Risitas warns.

      I shake my head and tighten my ponytail. “¡Venga!” Let’s go! I jog to the center of the field.

      El Mago sets up two cones on the halfway line for a makeshift goal as we play half field. The play starts—me, El Tanque, and Risitas facing off against El Mago, Capi, and Guapo.

      And a fire I’ve missed sparks in my bloodstream. The sun beats down, already causing me to sweat. My mind sharpens, waking the hell back up, after weeks of feeling sluggish. The springy grass shifts beneath my sneakers, my lungs burn from running, and I admire the fluidity, the strategic movements, the smart play of my old friends.

      I fight my grin as I note an opening. Sprinting forward, I head the pass from Risitas, letting it roll down my body, and keeping it tight at my feet. Then, I go for it, cutting between Mago and Guapo, as I search for El Tanque. But Capi rushes me, his footwork fancy.

      Shaking my head, I slip a nutmeg, a kick that passes the ball through his legs, and keep going.

      “Still got it,” I call over my shoulder.

      He swears loudly as Risitas howls.

      “¡Caño, tío. Don’t cry about it!” El Mago scolds.

      I pass the ball to El Tanque who takes a shot on goal and scores.

      “Whoo!” I throw my arms in the air, laughing, as I jog toward the huddle of guys.

      Risitas tosses a sweaty arm around my shoulder, pulling me into his chest and pressing a loud kiss to the crown of my head. “¡Qué buena, Pulga!” Nice one, flea.

      I nod my thanks but emotion swells in my throat.

      Not because of the play but because I finally feel like myself again.

      For the first time in weeks, I’m me. And damn, I’ve missed it.

      I’ve missed this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Vale

      

      
        How’s your new place, Carla?

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile when I see my sister’s text message on the sibling chat thread. Clean from a quick shower, I perch on the side of my bed and glance around my new bedroom. It’s still bare and boring, in much need of a makeover, but it’s a relief to have my own space.

      
        
          
            
              
        Alejandro

      

      
        It’s bigger than I thought. Great view of the Palacio de la Musica.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marlowe

      

      
        She needs me to come decorate it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carla
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