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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The game I play has a different name in the US than it does in the rest of the world. I’m one of the few people who uses both. When I’m playing for my club team, Everton, in Liverpool, England, I refer to it as “football,” but when I’m playing for the US National Team I call it soccer. In this book, I have decided to go with soccer.


DEDICATION

For my mom, who gave me everything, 
and for Alivia and Jacob, who are my everything
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PART ONE


PROLOGUE

ARENA FONTE NOVA
SALVADOR, BRAZIL
JUST BEFORE THE USA-BELGIUM WORLD CUP GAME
July 1, 2014

EVEN FROM THE LOCKER ROOM, I CAN HEAR THE RUMBLING OF the crowd. The drumbeats. The chants: “USA! USA!”

I believe that we will win. That’s the chant that our fans have been cheering at our games. It’s become an anthem for us.

And I do. I believe.

I got ready for this game the way I do for every game I play. I have a lot of pregame rituals. Whether it’s a “small” game—like a friendly match—or a big one, like today’s World Cup game, I do things the exact same way every time. I get dressed in the same way—I put on my shin guards, socks, and shoes, right leg first, then left. I tape my fingers in the same precise pattern. I touch things—the field, the ball—in the exact same way. I warm up the same way.

It’s the routine I used during my first match for Everton, the team I play for in England. Five hundred games later, the routine still works.

It might seem crazy to everyone else, but to me, it makes all the sense in the world. It’s the best way I know to feel calm and in control.

After all, I can’t know what’s coming during a game. I only know how to get myself into a place where I feel ready for it.

Our coach, Jürgen Klinsmann, moves through the locker room. He’s friendly. Upbeat. He claps players on the back, speaking to them one at a time.

Near me, Clint Dempsey pulls his yellow captain’s armband over his bicep. His hardened jawline, his steely eyes, tell me all I need to know: it’s on.

There’s a poster on the wall of the locker room. It’s a close-up image of a bald eagle staring straight ahead. The words next to it:

WE CAN AND WE WILL.
ONE NATION, ONE TEAM.

Something is in the air. I can feel it.

I believe that we will win.

I believe that we have everything we need this time.

We are strong. We have speed and power and grit.

We’ve been beating powerhouse countries for over a decade.

We’ve surprised the soccer world again and again and again.

Last night, my teammate Michael Bradley looked me straight in the eye and said the thing that everyone seems to be feeling, but that no one had yet said out loud: “I really think we can do this. I really think we can win tomorrow.”

I believe that we will win.

Clint Dempsey calls us over. “Let’s get this done for our country, okay?”

Everyone nods. We’re pumped now. “Okay then. Let’s bring it in on three.”

We place our hands in a circle. Dempsey counts, and we respond in unison. “USA!”

We walk out of the locker room. In the hallway, I recognize two of my Everton teammates: Kevin Mirallas and Romelu Lukaku. They are Belgian, so we’re not teammates today. We’re opponents. We hug, but we all feel the tension.

Belgium’s starters line up; we fall into place beside them, our eyes fixed straight ahead.

The referee stands between us, holding the ball.

I ask the ref if I can hold it. Another ritual. I turn it over in my hands, feeling its curve against my keeper’s gloves.

Then I make the sign of the cross.

Michael bellows, “Come on, boys!”

Almost there.

That’s when I say the same prayer I always do just before a game, the one for my children: I pray that they’ll know how much I love them, that they’ll be protected from harm. Saying these words—the ones I always say—puts everything in perspective for me. It grounds me.

We walk out of the tunnel, and the stadium erupts.

It’s all color and light. The green of the field, the ref’s neon jersey, the blue stands that surround us. Flags and scarves and banners everywhere, in red, white, and blue.

It’s still daytime, but the floodlights are on. When the game is over, it will be nighttime. Everything that’s about to happen will already be fading into the past.

When I reach the field, it’s time to bend down and touch the grass. Then I make the sign of the cross again. Two more rituals.

I believe that we will win.

Somewhere in that roaring crowd sits my mom. Just knowing she’s there gives me the old feeling I had as a kid playing recreational soccer. Back then, if I had a rough patch in a game, she moved closer to me. Her presence gave me strength. It’s like she was saying, You’ll be okay, Tim.

I still feel that message right now.

I know others are watching back in the States, too. My old coach. My dad. My kids. My brother. Some of the guys I played with through the years.

And so many more. Nearly twenty-five million people in the United States watched our last game—far more than had tuned into either the World Series or the NBA finals. At this very moment, people are crowded into public spaces all over the United States, watching together. Twenty-eight thousand in Chicago’s Soldier Field. Twenty thousand in Dallas. Ten thousand in the small city of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania.

They’re out there now, wearing Uncle Sam hats, Stars and Stripes T-shirts, their faces painted red, white, and blue. They’re out there for us.

I believe that we will win.

When the whistle blows, I cross myself for the third time. The final ritual.

We can do this. I am certain of it. We can win today. And if we do, if we advance to the quarterfinals, it will be the greatest thing I’ve ever done for my country.

This is going to be the game of my life.


CHAPTER 1

IN NEW JERSEY, ANYTHING IS POSSIBLE

I WAS BORN ON MARCH 16, 1979, AND RAISED IN NEW JERSEY. That’s where my goalkeeping got started.

I spent my childhood following my older brother, Chris, around Northwood Estates, our apartment complex in North Brunswick. “Northwood Estates” sounds fancy—like it might be filled with rolling hills and English gardens. Actually, these were plain apartment buildings, wedged between two highways, a short distance from a pizza parlor and not much else.

We didn’t have much. My mother raised me and Chris in a small, one-bedroom apartment—my “bedroom” was supposed to be the dining room, and my brother’s room was in the basement. Mom worked long hours in an office that was over an hour’s drive in each direction. She didn’t earn much. She had to scrimp and save to pay for food and rent.

I had friends who had far more than I did. They lived in bigger homes in a development called Fox Hill Run. I was always astonished when I visited them. Their homes had high ceilings and white carpets and light streaming in through skylights. They had pool tables in finished basements, huge backyards with pools, and gazebos where their parents entertained.

If you could make it to Fox Hill Run, I thought, you really had it made.

But if Jersey gave me anything, it gave me a sense of perspective. A few miles in the other direction lay a rough apartment complex, which had a reputation for gang violence and drugs.

We heard many different languages in Northwood Estates: Spanish, Polish, Punjabi, Italian, Hebrew. Leaving our apartment each day, we were often hit with a mysterious odor; it took years before my brother and I figured out that it was the smell of bubbling curry, the nightly fare for a Sikh family who lived in an adjoining building. One of the kids in that family, Jagjit, rode his bike with us, occasionally stopping to adjust his turban.

That apartment complex was a melting pot of cultures and skin colors. In that way, Chris and I fit right in.

My father was black, a truck driver, who moved out when I was still a toddler. My mother was white, born in Hungary. Mom’s mom was a teacher, and her dad was a former Hungarian prisoner of war. The world around me was filled with so many different kinds of people—so many shades of skin color—that I never bothered to wonder about my own skin until I was ten years old.

“Why does your skin have that dark color?” a white classmate asked one afternoon.

I looked at my arm and considered his question. My skin was pretty dark, now that he mentioned it. I shrugged.

“My family went to Florida,” I said. It was true. We had been to Florida ... about twenty weeks before. “I guess I still have a tan.”

Mom worried about money constantly. “Turn off the lights!” she always hollered at us as Chris and I tumbled from room to room, wrestling and smacking each other in the head. “You’re wasting energy!”

She clipped coupons before our weekly trips to the grocery store, and then filled the cart with generic-brand boxes of food. For housewares, we shopped at the US1 Flea Market, where we’d find garage-sale prices. For clothes, it was always Sears; the knees on their pants were reinforced with double the fabric, so they lasted longer.

On winter mornings, we woke up shivering. Then we walked into our tiny kitchen. There, Mom turned on all four burners on the stove, and we’d huddle around it to get warm.

Mom’s long hours at work meant that Chris and I spent a lot of time alone ... especially in the afternoons, after we stepped off the school bus.

In Northwood Estates, we could always find a game being played somewhere—street hockey or touch football or manhunt in the woods. Chris and I dashed over to the basketball hoop to play some pickup, or headed to the scrubby field to hit a baseball. Sometimes we’d toss footballs while dodging cars in the parking lot.

I wanted to play everything.

I wanted to win everything.

Most of the kids organizing the games were years older than I was. They were bigger and tougher. They had far more skills.

I didn’t care, though. I wanted to be as good as they were—better than they were.

I jumped in and played hard, no matter how much I got knocked around. And boy, did I get knocked around.

Once, on the basketball court, a kid named Jimmy fouled me so hard I dropped to the ground. Jimmy was three years older than I was. He was a terrific basketball player ... and he was tough as nails. Once, I’d seen Jimmy get into a fistfight with another player—a fight so rough that Jimmy had started bleeding from the eye and lip. When the fight broke up, Jimmy returned to the game, still bleeding, as if nothing had happened.

Now from the ground, I looked up at Jimmy. He stared back at me, unblinking. It was as if he was saying, I don’t care how old you are. I’m not going to let you win this game.

I met Jimmy’s stare. Well, I’m not going to let you win just because you knocked me down.

I got up. He tossed me the ball, hard, and we started playing again.

If things got too rough, though, my brother was right there for me. Chris might have punched me regularly around the house—often delivering a blow to the gut so hard it knocked the wind out of me—but he was always the first to defend me. Chris was fearless. During another basketball game—I remember Chris was on crutches at the time, just watching me play—I got into a scuffle with a wild kid named Darren. Darren hit me, and in an instant, Chris was off his crutches, punching the daylights out of him.

He hit Darren with such force that we’d later learn he had broken Darren’s nose.

That night, though, Chris punched me in the gut. “I saved your butt, jerk.” I hit him back, lightly, but it was enough.

Then I ran like crazy, knocking over lamps and books as I barreled through the apartment.

Mom begged us to “Please, for goodness’ sake, settle down.”

Just business as usual for the Howard boys.

Each night when Mom got home from work, she set her purse down and headed straight for the kitchen to scrape together some sort of dinner for us. By this point, Chris and I were as hungry as bears. We’d eat everything she put in front of us: hot dogs, mac and cheese, cans of beans, with bowls of cereal to finish it off.

After dinner, we’d be at it again. We wrestled and rolled around on the carpet. We were both big kids, all limbs and elbows and energy. We did a lot of damage when we got brawling.

My mom was overworked and overtired by that point. All she wanted was to put a record on, hear a few bars of her favorite music—mellow music, like Joan Baez or Chuck Mangione. She wanted to close her eyes for a few minutes before she did the dishes—just a few minutes of peace. She’d beg us to please, please be just a little quieter.

When we weren’t, she finally broke. She started shouting in Hungarian, her native language—throaty curses that neither Chris nor I understood. To us, her words sounded like sheer gibberish. And although she was steaming by now, ready to toss us out of the apartment window, we couldn’t help ourselves: we’d start laughing at all Mom’s crazy sounds.

“Enough,” she’d say, fire in her eyes. “Downstairs.” She’d chase us out of the kitchen and out of the living room, down to the basement, to Chris’s makeshift bedroom. There, we’d fall to the floor holding our stomachs. We were laughing that hard.

Thursdays were spent with Poppa and Momma—my mom’s parents—in their split-level home in the nearby town of East Brunswick. Poppa had this crazy trick: he could fall asleep in an instant.

“I’m going to take a nap now,” he’d announce. “Ten minutes.” Then, wherever he was sitting—the kitchen table, the sofa—he’d shut his eyes. Seconds later, he’d be conked out, his chest rising and falling in the deep, slow rhythm of a person at rest.

“Poppa?” Chris would say. Then he’d say it louder. “Poppa?”

Poppa might let out a snore then, a single throaty rumble. But he wouldn’t wake up until the ten minutes were up—exactly ten minutes.

Poppa picked up that trick while he was a prisoner during World War II in Hungary, in 1944–45. He and his fellow prisoners learned to sleep as they marched, or to catch sleep in whatever tiny moments they had.

After the war, Poppa worked on factory floors for eleven years. Then, in 1956, there was an uprising against the Communist government that had been in power since the war. Poppa had helped organize factory workers during the uprising. Eventually, he was informed he was to be tried for treason—a certain death sentence. So Momma and Poppa escaped from Hungary in the middle of the night, with my mother, then six, and her infant brother, Akos, in tow.

Poppa would tell us these stories as Momma bustled around the kitchen preparing stuffed cabbage and dumplings and meat dishes heavy with paprika. As the food bubbled on the stove, my brother and I listened, completely rapt, to Poppa’s thickly accented tales.

When Poppa had arrived in New Jersey with his family, they had nothing whatsoever—no home, no money, no friends. He found a job as a factory janitor at Johnson & Johnson, and over the next three decades, he slowly worked his way up through the ranks of the company. By the time he retired, he’d become a senior research scientist. He’d even filed a number of patents in his name!

This house we sat in every Thursday, with its tidy lawn and middle-class comforts, was a testament to Poppa’s success in America. It was proof that freedom and hard work made everything possible.

My Nana, my father’s mom, lived in a rough neighborhood.

When I visited her, the air always seemed filled with danger and the threat of crime.

Nana had been a single mom with five children. Somehow she’d raised them all on cafeteria wages—she served meals in the dining hall at Rutgers University.

Nana’s kids stayed near to her when they grew up. Then they had their own kids, so I had lots of cousins nearby. My cousins and I met up at Nana’s—sometimes fifteen of us all at once. We’d run around screaming and shouting at one another, slamming doors as we tore around her apartment. When the chaos got to be too much for her, Nana would call out, “Where’s my switch? I’m getting my switch.” Then she’d open the back door and snap off a branch from a scrubby bush growing just outside her door. She pulled off the leaves and started waving the thing around. If we didn’t move fast, she’d hit the back of our legs with that branch. We’d burst out of the house, running for our lives, this huge caravan of kids all scared to death of the strongest, toughest grandmother imaginable.

That was my childhood in New Jersey: Sikh immigrants and the sprawling lawns of Fox Hill Run. Hungarian paprikash and scrappy games of pickup basketball. The force of Jimmy’s fist, and the sting of Nana’s switch. Coupons and flea markets. The idea that you could start a new life as a janitor and work your way into the middle class.

New Jersey was promise. New Jersey was the American Dream. New Jersey was the world, and the world could be mine for the taking. All I had to do was show up, day after day, give it everything I had, and keep the faith.

It was in New Jersey that I first understood this: anything is possible.


CHAPTER 2

GOALS THAT MATTERED

If only you’d apply yourself, Tim ...
You’re a good kid, but you lack ambition.
If only you worked as hard in the classroom as you do at sports ...

I WAS NOT A GOOD STUDENT. I COULDN’T SIT STILL, COULDN’T focus. I wanted to be anywhere but school.

My mom always said when I was a baby, it was like all my senses were turned on high alert. I hated the feel of cool air on my skin, so I screamed every time I was changed. I hollered when I was bathed. The water was either too warm, or too cool. I didn’t sleep through the night until I was seven years old. Mom spent hours getting me to sleep each night—she played music, stroked my face, tried to help me relax enough to close my eyes. When I finally did, she tiptoed out of the room, praying that I’d stay asleep. Twenty minutes later, though, if a floorboard creaked, or a faraway police siren sounded, my eyes popped open all over again.

I was terrified of heights. I startled easily. I was acutely affected by even slight changes in light and sound and sensation.

I was just very, very sensitive to the environment around me. And by the time I got older, the classroom felt like the worst place of all. When I was in school, I couldn’t stop focusing on things like the tick tick of the clock on the wall, or the hum of the fluorescent lights overhead. The screech of chairs scraping across floors, the hardness of the seat beneath me.

And worse: there were all those long, long hours of sitting still.

I couldn’t understand how other kids sat there. They tolerated school, like it didn’t even bother them.

For me, it was unbearable.

I escaped the only way I knew how: I became the kid who raised his hand five, six, seven times a day, asking to go to the bathroom. Sometimes I’d say I needed to go see the school nurse. I wasn’t actually sick. It was just that anywhere, even the nurse’s office, was better than being stuck at my desk. I’m pretty sure that the first record I ever set was Boy Most Likely to Be Out of the Classroom—and I wasn’t even in second grade yet.

“Oh, Tim,” my teachers would sigh when I squirmed in my seat or was unable to answer a question. “If you’d only pay attention ...”

But to me, the days at the Arthur M. Judd Elementary School were just something to be endured. They were the things I had to do until I could burst into the wide-open air and get to the things that really mattered: sports.

When I was six, my mom signed me up for sports leagues. First, she signed me up for T-ball. Because I was a big kid, standing head and shoulders above all the other kids my age, the coach put me in the outfield.

But nothing happened in the outfield. I’d stand there and wait as a bunch of short kids swung and missed. So as I stood around in the field, I’d make up a game in my head and catch imaginary drives. Mom says I acted like a sports commentator for whatever game played in my mind. And he hits the ball into the outfield ... and the outfielders are running to get it ... he’s rounding third base and the crowd goes wild. ...

By the time the other team had gotten three outs, I was running like crazy all over that outfield. I was waving my arms and calling imaginary action into the air.

Then we tried recreational soccer. My first team was called the Rangers, and we wore green T-shirts.

I couldn’t dribble or trap a ball or even complete a pass to a teammate. But I was fast. I ran past the other players, got to the ball first, and kicked it far up the field.

During one early game, I remember the dad of one of the opposing players kept shouting to his son, “Get that jolly green giant! Don’t let the jolly green giant get the ball!”

He was talking about me, of course, the tall kid in the green shirt. I looked over at the edge of the field and met my mom’s eye. I could tell she was as bothered by that man as I was. But she nodded at me reassuringly. It’s okay, Tim, she seemed to be saying. You just keep playing.

Mostly, though, I loved everything about playing soccer. I loved smelling the grass on the field and lacing up my cleats before practice. I loved the nylon uniforms and the splotches of mud that appeared on my legs after practicing in the rain.

I cried when games were rained out. While some kids faked being sick to get out of practice, I would sometimes fake being well when I was really sick so I wouldn’t miss anything.

Most of all, I loved sliding, almost like a baseball player, to get to the ball.

Or sometimes I would miss the ball and slide into my opponent’s legs.

After a few too many slides, my coach scolded me. “Just run and kick the ball the way everyone else does.”

I tried to do what he said, but I couldn’t help myself: I loved the way sliding intimidated my opponents. I loved how it made them step back warily. I loved the feeling of the slide itself.

Sliding is a big goalkeeper’s move. It was like there was already a goalkeeper in me, trying to get out.

Because I was tall, and relatively fearless, the coach of the Rangers wanted me in goal.

But I didn’t like standing in goal. Standing in goal was as bad as standing in the outfield in
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