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To Brian, my love and future husband,
 and James, my trainer, friend, and mentor




Author’s Note

This is the story of my soccer journey. It has had many stops along the way, and enough ups and downs to make a miniseries. I’ve recounted my experiences as faithfully and accurately as possible, but I want readers to understand that, in retracing events that go back decades, some of the quotes, while completely true in spirit and context, may not be word for word as originally stated.

 

—Carli Lloyd


  Mount Laurel, New Jersey



  April 2016



Prologue

What You See Is What You Get

I DON’T DO FAKE. That’s the first thing you should know about me. I’m not one to put on airs or change my demeanor, depending on where I am or who I am talking to. I don’t much care about the red carpet or being on the cover of magazines. I don’t put on makeup when I’m getting ready for a game, because why would I? I am gearing up for battle.

How is mascara or eyeliner going to help me win the battle?

If I’m not happy, you can see it on my face from the other end of the Jersey Turnpike. I don’t hide it in my body language very well either. My normal way of walking is a borderline strut, shoulders back with a bit of a swaggering defiance in my step, as if I were the new sheriff in town.

If I’m ticked off about something, or you cross me, the strut gets that much more pronounced. I’m as easy to read as the top line of an eye chart.

You hear a lot these days about brand-building and image-crafting. I have a brand. You know what it is? Soccer player. It’s the only brand I have any interest in. Of course, I want to be recognized for being a world-class player, but when I wake up every day it’s not my goal to figure out how to become a bigger celebrity or have more Twitter followers. If that happens because of what I am doing on the field, great.


Otherwise, I have zero interest.

I’ve been approached by ESPN: The Magazine to pose in the body issue. Dancing with the Stars has reached out to me, and so has Maxim magazine, for a photo shoot that I’m pretty sure would’ve had much more to do with skin than soccer. Thanks, but no thanks. A number of prominent athletes—soccer players among them—have been featured in the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue and other publications. It is not a decision that I am judging in any way. To each her own. I’m sure they feel proud of their bodies and see no reason not to show them off. It’s just not for me. I want to be a role model, not a runway model. I want to be known for the body of work of my career. If that makes me old-fashioned or out of step with the times we live in, so be it.

I’m always going to be true to how I feel.

Another thing I have no interest in is drama. To me, it is a massive waste of time and energy, siphoning off your fuel and your focus. It’s a lesson I’ve learned, along with a million or so others, from James Galanis, my longtime trainer and mentor, an Australian transplant in South Jersey who has had a greater impact on my soccer journey than anyone. Unfortunately, in a dozen years on the U.S. Women’s National Team, I’ve been around enough drama queens to fill a royal palace. I’ve seen new players get frozen out by veterans (I was one of the rookies once, and it wasn’t fun), and I have seen coaches forced out. I’ve witnessed drama involving lineup changes and strategic formations, heard gossip about alleged favoritism. There were times when I wondered if I was in a reality TV series. I’m not kidding, and never more so than at the 2007 World Cup, when Hope Solo, my best friend on the team, spoke her mind and certain team leaders did everything but banish her from the human race. Drama doesn’t necessarily make anybody a bad person. It’s just the way it is. When you have a bunch of high-achieving, uber-competitive, strong-willed women in close quarters, stuff is going to happen sometimes. And it does.

I just don’t want to get sucked into it.

Steer clear of anything that isn’t helping you get where you want to go—that is another James Galanis lesson, one that has pretty much become my life mantra. If something isn’t helping you, it means it’s hurting you, and the bigger the goals you have, the less you can afford to have anything impede your progress. This may sound trite, but it’s nothing but the truth: all I want to do is work hard and get better and do everything I can to help my team win. That’s the sum total of my agenda.

Everything else is chatter.

 

I have a pretty good idea where my aversion to drama comes from. I’ve had my fill of it, for a long time, in my own family—my parents and my younger brother and sister. My father threw me out of the house in 2008 in a fit of anger, and I have been on my own island ever since, with only sporadic contact, usually via email or phone calls. When I was honored as the World Player of the Year in January 2016 at a gala in Zurich, Switzerland, I never heard from my parents. When I had arguably the greatest final-game performance in the annals of the Women’s World Cup last summer in Canada, I was able to share the joy with Brian Hollins, my fiancé, and my aunts and uncles and cousins and friends, and James of course.

I did not share it with my own parents.

When my father had open-heart surgery, nobody told me until well afterwards. When my sister got married, I was not invited. I love my family and would like nothing more than to reconcile with them. Nobody has done more for me in my life than my parents, who devoted untold amounts of time and money over many, many years that allowed me to play the game I love. It’s no exaggeration to say that I never would’ve gotten anywhere near a World Cup, an Olympics, or the U.S. Women’s National Team without them. I have never forgotten that, and I never will.

The fact is that my parents were too devoted—and did too much for me.

Everything they did was well-meaning, but there comes a time when you need to let your kids make their own decisions and get a taste of failure. As I reached my early twenties I started to feel smothered by their attention. They would pepper me with questions about how things were going with the national team and make suggestions about everything from how I should play to how I should conduct myself. Again, it was all out of a desire to help, but it wasn’t necessarily what I wanted to hear.

Our differences escalated over time, and as with every family rift, there was plenty of blame to spread around. I am not going to lie. There were times when I was out of line. I absolutely can be stubborn, and I definitely said things I shouldn’t have said. I totally own that.

From my perspective, the message I got from my parents, time and again, was that I was doing things all wrong, that they were the victims, and that I needed to listen to them or my career was going to get completely derailed. I believe they wanted the best for me, but somehow, almost every time I talked to them, I felt as if I’d been chopped into small pieces. So I pushed back, and sometimes I pushed back hard. We had a lot of blowups.

Sometimes my parents would write emails or cards and I would answer, but every time we tried to work through it things would blow up again.

It hasn’t been easy going it alone. I am sure it hasn’t been easy for my parents either. I don’t take any joy in writing about strains in our family relationships, but the truth is that it has weighed on me for years now and it has been very much a part of my journey. To become the soccer player I am, I had to grow up, become my own person, and make my own decisions about what to do on the field and in life. Those decisions haven’t always been popular with my family, but they were what was right for me. At some point I came to realize that I was no longer the little girl playing for the Delran Dynamite in our neighborhood park, a kid whose parents would bandage her up and drive her all over the place and make sure she had everything she needed. On the field it’s just me and the ball and the net, and I knew deep down I had to figure this out for myself. I’m so grateful for all the things my family has done for me along the way, and I wish we could have shared every triumph—and every tear too. James likes to say, “Strength is measured by how far you are willing to push your weaknesses.” I want to be strong, work on my weaknesses. I want to believe there’s a way to work through this, and that this journey I’m on will include my parents again. I refuse to give up hope.

 

Near the end of my junior year at Rutgers University in 2003, I got cut from the U.S. U-21 team and decided it was time to quit competitive soccer. I was a college All-American and had accomplished some things, made some national teams, but my dream was to make the full national team, and if I couldn’t make the U-21s, how was I going to make the full team? The coach who cut me told me straight out that I wasn’t at a national-team level. He said I didn’t defend well enough and didn’t work hard enough. The coach’s name was Chris Petrucelli. He had a brush cut and a square jaw, and I hated him in that moment, hated how he’d squashed my dream as if it were a cockroach on a countertop.

Now?

Now, when I run into Chris Petrucelli, I tell him he’s the guy whose honesty played a key role in saving my career.

For more than a decade with the U.S. Women’s National Team, I’ve taken the soccer field feeling as though I have to prove people wrong, starting with Chris Petrucelli. I’ve often felt overlooked and underappreciated, and at times completely misunderstood. I didn’t come out of the University of North Carolina or one of the other popular feeder schools. I was never among the chosen ones when U.S. Soccer coaches talked about the next generation of impact players. Within a few months of scoring the gold medal–winning goal in the Beijing Olympics in 2008, I was told that my contract wasn’t being renewed and I needed to play my way back onto the team.

Four years later, I was a fixture at attacking mid and had been named MVP of the CONCACAF Olympic qualifying tournament. Then I was benched by Pia Sundhage after a lackluster showing in our send-off game before going to London. When I scored both goals in the final to carry the U.S. to another Olympic gold, it wasn’t just the sweetest possible vindication for me: it was fresh proof that I am one of those athletes who thrives on slights, whether real or imagined. My trainer James calls it “the underdog mentality.” He does everything he can to cultivate it, and he’s gotten an unintended boost from U.S. Soccer’s marketing department, which for years basically ignored me in its promotional initiatives. Before the 2015 World Cup, you might’ve been able to find a Carli Lloyd U.S. Soccer jersey, but only if you looked hard. Did I lose sleep over that? I did not. Did it annoy me? It did. James knew that and used it, just as he uses it when a writer rips me or I am getting blown up on social media. He knows I am at my best when I am playing with an edge, with some Jersey girl attitude, getting after it like a kid who has had her lunch money stolen and is hell-bent on getting it back.

Neither James nor I have to look far to find doubters and doomsayers about me after the first three games of the 2015 Women’s World Cup in Canada. I come into it fitter and more ready than for any tournament I’ve ever played. It is my third World Cup. In the first one, in 2007, we were demolished by Brazil, 4–0, in the semifinals. In the second, in 2011, we lost to Japan on penalty kicks in the final. I am one of those who missed her PK. I still feel horrible about it.

Now it is time to change the narrative. I am a stronger, better, and mentally tougher player than I have ever been. Never mind that eleven days after the World Cup ends I will turn thirty-three. I am so much better than I was at twenty-three, there’s nothing to even talk about. I am ready to crush it, and I believe that we, collectively, have the character and heart and skill to be the first U.S. team to bring home the Cup since 1999.

Then the tournament starts, and after three games we look more like total imposters than the number-two-ranked team in the world. We limp out of Group D with two victories and a tie, advancing mostly because Hope plays out of her mind and Megan Rapinoe scores twice in our opener against Australia, and because our shortest player, Meghan Klingenberg, all five feet, two inches of her, channels her inner pogo stick and heads away what appears to be a certain goal for Sweden in our second game. We’re not possessing the ball much, and we’re creating even less, and what little attacking we are doing seems to completely bypass the center midfielders, Lauren Holiday and me. My confidence—soaring at the start—goes into the Dumpster faster than you can say Sepp Blatter. I feel uninvolved, ineffective, and oddly lethargic. I take pride in my ability to impact a game from one box to another, making tackles and rebuffing an opponent’s attack on one end, and taking on defenders 1 v. 1 or threading a through pass or letting fly with a blast on the other end. Except for short stretches here and there, I feel as though I am doing almost none of that through the first 270 minutes of the 2015 Women’s World Cup.

The good news is that we are heading into the elimination round, regardless of our patchy performances. The bad news for me is that my confidence is at an all-time low. I room with Hope for the first two games in Winnipeg, and when we check in there are action posters of ourselves on our beds, placed there by Dawn Scott, our fitness trainer, and other team staffers and personalized with three words.

Mine are:

 

Committed. Relentless. Confident.



 

If you are scoring at home (and I am), I’m 0-for-3, batting zero, and disgusted with myself.

I am a bit of a strange mix in the self-belief department. I have an almost unshakable faith in my ability to come through when it matters most and to prevail no matter what the odds. But that faith exists side by side with a stubborn, lifelong penchant for demanding perfection of myself and for beating up on myself when I fall short of it. The result is that it is dangerously easy for me to hold on to mistakes, keeping them alive in an endless loop of self-criticism.

Some people can just shrug off a bad game. I’ve heard baseball experts say that the reason Mariano Rivera was the greatest closer in history was because he had the greatest gift an athlete can have: a short memory. Whenever he made a mistake, giving up a hit or blowing a save, he’d forget about it instantly and get back on the mound and put everything into the next pitch. He lived his whole competitive life in the moment, which of course is exactly where you want to be.

The trouble for me isn’t only the expectations I have for myself, but also my tendency to be super-responsible. I take things seriously. I don’t want to let anybody down. Not Brian or James, or my family and friends, or my fans. When I believe I haven’t played up to my standards, it’s as if I’m walking around with a ball and chain.

Jill Ellis meets with me before we take on Colombia in our first knockout game, in Edmonton.

“I know you are frustrated,” Jill says. “But don’t worry. We are going to get you going. We know what you are capable of. We know your history of coming through when the stakes are the greatest. Don’t take on any huge responsibility. Don’t force things. Just let it happen. You play your game, and you will be fine.”

At the depth of my despondence, I do what I always do in times of doubt or crisis. I reach out to James Galanis. He’s on a Greek island with his family, on vacation.

“You didn’t turn into a bad soccer player overnight,” James says. “That is not possible. If you guys as a team were attacking and scoring goals, this wouldn’t be an issue and nobody would be talking about what a disappointment the U.S. has been.”

James underscores the same point Jill made: Don’t come out of the box in the next game and try to be perfect and change everything all at once. Don’t be too fancy. Don’t go for magic right out of the chute. Just go out and have fun and play. Build up slowly. Play simple balls. Connect on some passes. Get some confidence on the ball. Let yourself ease into the game, and before you know it you will be back to being Carli.

James has one more piece of wisdom.

“When this World Cup is over, nobody is going to be talking about what happened in the group stage,” he says. “They’re going to be talking about the player and players who are the strongest and fittest and are powering through when everybody else is hitting their wall. They’ll be talking about the players who refuse to let their team lose.


“They will be talking about you, Ms. Lloyd.”

I want to believe him. I do believe him.

I get off the phone and think about how I’ve gotten through every other disappointment and challenge in my career: By going back to work. By working when nobody is watching, and then working some more. You don’t back off. You don’t pay attention to negativity in your head. You refuse to give in. That is what’s going to set me free and get me fully engaged in this tournament.

There are, potentially, four single-elimination games left in our World Cup. I replace the loop of self-criticism in my head with something different:


  It is not how you start that matters, it’s how you finish.


I walk through the tunnel in Commonwealth Stadium before we take on Colombia in the round-of-sixteen, holding hands with a little kid in a bright yellow shirt and red shorts. My World Cup starts now. I am ready. You can see it plainly on my face, because I don’t do fake.


1

Beginnings

FOURTEEN MILES EAST OF THE LIBERTY BELL, the small, blue-collar community of Delran, New Jersey, stretches along U.S. Route 130, a busy run of road with an abundance of diners, car lots, and chain restaurants, long on neon and short on charm. Its name comes from the first three letters of DEL-aware River and RAN-cocas Creek, both of which flow through the area on their way to Delaware Bay. If you want a quaint, moneyed town, there are a number of them to choose from in the area, but keep on driving because that is not Delran. My family has a modest neighborhood colonial that sits diagonally, on the corner of Black Baron Drive and Parry Road, offering a side yard that is big enough to practice free kicks. There is a curb out front and two parks just down the street, and I don’t need a whole lot more.

From as early as I can remember, I am a kid in motion. I want to be active and to play sports, and I definitely do not mind taking risks. The kitchen counter isn’t just a place for my mother to prepare her flank steak or meat loaf—it’s a climbing platform. One time I scramble onto it and stand up, just to take in the view. I somehow get my eyelid caught on a cabinet door. Not an easy feat to pull off, but I do it. I slice up my eyelid enough that we have to go to the emergency room to get stitches. My eyelids have not gone near a cabinet door since.


I keep pushing limits. In first or second grade, I take swimming lessons at the YMCA in nearby Moorestown. I’m not sure what stroke we are working on at the time, but during one lesson I get in over my head and drop below the surface. My mother sees my head disappear and springs out of the bleachers and dives in to get me. She is in street clothes, and she makes a quality save. I keep up with the lessons and get to be a good swimmer. I join a team and love competing in the meets, but diving into a cold pool first thing in the morning for training isn’t really my thing. I decide the chlorinated world isn’t for me.

Just about every other sport, though, I am all over. The Philadelphia sports teams are just across the Delaware River, and I root for all of them. I love the Phillies’ slugging catcher, Darren Daulton, and want to wear number 10 because that’s the number he wears. I love Lenny Dykstra’s grit, and the edgy brilliance of the Sixers’ Allen Iverson, and the punishing power of the Flyers’ Eric Lindros. I don’t see the world through a prism of gender. I have zero interest in being a girlie girl. I don’t have a Barbie collection; I have baseball cards and Matchbox cars. As soon as my parents think I am old enough I become our lawn-care person. I love mowing the lawn because I want to be like my father. I hate it when my parents make me wear a dress or skirt to church or school. I want to wear sports clothes, clothing that will allow me to play in case a game breaks out someplace. For my school picture in fifth grade at Millbridge Elementary, I wear blue-and-purple overalls, with a blue-and-purple shark watch and my black-and-blue indoor soccer shoes. You will never find a ribbon or bow on me.

Nor do I have one on the day I get in some big trouble at Millbridge. During recess a bunch of boys are heaving rocks across a blacktop parking lot at the back of the school grounds, aiming for a tree line on the other side. On the other side of the tree line are some houses. I am a shortstop. I can make the throw to first from deep in the hole, and I figure I have as good an arm as the rest of them, so I join in, firing a few rocks of my own. It isn’t the best idea, since airborne rocks on playgrounds rarely lead to anything good. I clear the blacktop easily with my tosses, an accomplishment that earns me my first and only trip to the principal’s office.

Otherwise, I do a good job of staying out of trouble and not getting caught by the authorities. Mrs. Goodwin is one of my favorite teachers, and it’s good that I like her so much because I have her six different times in middle and high school. In American Literature class in eleventh grade, she turns away for a moment and something possesses me to throw a Nerd from the back of the class. The Nerd hits her in the shoulder. She’s the nicest person, but now she is ticked off, and you can’t blame her.

“Who threw that?” she demands to know.

I am terrified, already ridden with guilt. I do not cop to it; I am too afraid of the consequences. I don’t fully expunge my guilt until years later.

“Remember when you got hit by the Nerd, Mrs. Goodwin?” I say. “That was me. I am sorry.” She laughs and accepts my confession.

In high school, late one night, a bunch of friends pile into my car—actually my mother’s car, a Chrysler Town and Country minivan—and take a spin around the school track. We’re laughing all the way around and then go back to regulation roads with no Delran police cars in sight. That is it for my wild life of crime.

Willfulness, however, has been a part of my makeup for a long time. I pick my battles and fight them with vigor. When my parents say no, it isn’t the end of the conversation—it’s the start of a debate. I love Fruity Pebbles and Fruit Rollups as a kid, but I am a seriously picky eater otherwise. I become very adept at the scoop-and-sneak technique. If my mother serves me food that isn’t acceptable, I wrap up the offending items—asparagus, beets, and my mother’s meat loaf are at the top of the list—into a napkin, excuse myself, and then go to the bathroom, where I flush the evidence down the toilet. (I am a very healthy eater these days and am appalled at much of what I did as a kid, but isn’t that what growing up is supposed to be about?)

My parents, Steve and Pam Lloyd, work hard to provide for my brother, my sister, and me. Dad manages his machine shop, and Mom is a paralegal secretary. We are a long way from wealthy, but we have everything we need, and, limited means or not, my parents do everything they can to support all of us, especially my soccer. I play basketball and softball too, but from the time I start kicking a soccer ball at age five it is my favorite thing to do. One of the greatest thrills of my whole childhood is when my parents buy me my first pair of Copa soccer shoes. I am nine years old, and when I put them on for the first time I don’t feel like a kid imposter anymore. I feel legit. They are black leather, and they are my pride and joy. I clean them after every game and practice, meticulously applying leather conditioner. I want them to stay new-looking. I want them to last forever.

I am that way with all my stuff. My room is purple, my favorite color, and always tidy. I dust the shelves and my trophies and plaques and make my bed, and I can’t stand having stuff strewn around on the floor. I keep my money in my piggybank and always know how much is in there. I keep careful track of my special blanket and my teddy bear. I lay out my clothes the night before school, and my uniform the night before games, with my autographed photo of former U.S. men’s team player Cobi Jones and a poster of Ronaldinho as my inspiration. By the time I am in eighth grade I am doing all my own laundry because I want to make sure my uniform is just so.

I don’t like order. I love order.

I am like that in all areas of my life. I am the queen of to-do lists. At my desk in school, the pencils are sharpened and lined up, the notebooks and textbooks and handouts neatly stacked. My soccer bag isn’t a jumble of water bottles and pre-wrap and stinky old shin guards. It is clean and well organized, everything in its place, no fishing expeditions required. I have no idea that being a professional soccer player will ever be a career option—I think it would be cool to be an FBI agent—but even as a little girl I take soccer seriously. Nobody ever has to tell me to practice because it is all I want to do.

The first team I play on is the Delran Dynamite. I am tiny and fast and play up front. Teaming up with my friends Kim and Michelle, we may not quite be dynamite, but we are pretty good. Michelle’s mom, Karen Thornton, is the coach, and my dad is the assistant coach. Mrs. Thornton does most of the talking and motivating. My dad is on the quiet side, which I appreciate, because you run across so many coaches who scream at referees and their players and act like complete jackasses. He likes to set up his chair by the corner flag. My dad is always there, and it is great that he is.

Mrs. Thornton is an experienced coach who has been around sports her whole life. She teaches us and motivates us and exhorts us to have fun; she is positive without being smothering.

“Carli internalized everything,” Mrs. Thornton says years later. “I only had to say something once and then she went out and did it. She was the first one at practice every time, with the ball under her arm, ready to go. She was never one of those kids who sang songs on the bench. She was there to play and play her best.”

During one Dynamite game, we fall behind in the first half, and at halftime Mrs. Thornton pumps us up with her best Herb Brooks–type, “this moment is yours” speech. We are still behind with five minutes to play, trying our best in our gold-and-white uniforms, but not breaking through when Mrs. Thornton ramps up the urgency.

“Somebody’s got to get one!” Mrs. Thornton says. Kim, our goalkeeper, makes a stop and rolls the ball out. I come back and get it. I dribble past one opponent, then another. I pass midfield and get into some open space, then elude another defender. Nearing the box, I beat the last defender who has a chance to stop me and bang a shot past the goalkeeper. On the sideline, Mrs. Thornton throws up her arms and shouts her delight. I am eleven years old at the time, and beyond ecstatic, not merely because I’ve scored a goal but because all the time and effort I’ve put into practice has paid off, a tangible reward for a thrill that will never get old.

I don’t need a team or even a field to practice. How many times as a kid do I head out to Black Baron Drive with my soccer ball and tap the ball against the curb? A thousand? Ten thousand? I don’t know. I just know it’s a whole lot. I hit the ball again and again, trying hard to keep control even as it caroms back hard off the concrete. The cracks in the curb are my goalposts. I shoot righty. I shoot lefty. The asphalt isn’t good for the cover of my ball. The repetition is very good for my ball skills.


When I need competition, my ball and I make the short trek through the neighborhood to Vermes Field, named for Peter Vermes, a former member of the U.S. Men’s National Team who is from Delran, or Don Deutsch Soccer Complex, named for a man who did as much as anyone to promote and grow youth soccer in Delran. I find lots of soccer balls that people have kicked into the woods and don’t mind scavenging for them. The more soccer balls I have, the more of them I can kick. There are always boys and men from the neighborhood playing at the fields. Many of them are Turkish. I hop in and play with them all the time. I love playing free soccer. I learn to solve problems on the field, figure things out, get comfortable with the ball on my foot against good competition.

I don’t know it at the time, but this is the best thing I ever could’ve done for my development as a soccer player. There is so much to be gained from playing this sort of soccer, unconstrained by constant whistles and overzealous coaches hollering to do this and or do that. A good coach is indispensable, but for me the best way to learn is to be in the laboratory on my own, free to create and experiment, finding different ways to beat somebody off the dribble or tighten up my touches. Soccer has come a long way in the United States, but I believe our young players are overcoached, from too young an age. There is too much organization and not enough intuition and creativity. The more we encourage kids to just go out and play pickup games, the more they will love it and the faster they will improve.

Competition, and wanting to get better, is what drives me, so I make the difficult decision to leave the Dynamite, a town team, for a nearby club team. Soccer starts to take over my life, in a good way. My role model is my first cousin, Jaime Bula, who is a star soccer, basketball, and softball player who gets a college scholarship. Jaime is five years older than me. I don’t have an older sister, but I don’t need one with Jaime in the family. She is who I want to be in life. I think, If I can ever be as good an athlete as Jaime, that would be a dream come true. She isn’t just a great athlete. She is a great person. Treats everybody the right way. She is as tough as she can be as a competitor, and as nice as she can be when the game is over. In college she suffers a devastating knee injury and grinds through a nine-month rehab process and makes it back for the start of the soccer season. She does it with total heart and perseverance. I am in awe of Jaime’s will and drive.

It teaches me a wonderful lesson: there is no substitute for hard work. Talent is great. Who doesn’t want to have talent? But it’s the people who work the hardest and are committed to do the most with the talents they are given who are going to get places.

I go after things the same way Jaime does, especially in school. I am not the world’s greatest student. Other kids often seem to pick things up more quickly, but I do all my work, and do it the best way I know how. The effort produces good grades, even though I remain insecure about myself as a student all the way through. When I take tests, whether multiple-choice or true/false, I tend to doubt my answers, and I agonize over whether I have gotten them right.

Perfection is my goal, and that can work for you and against you. It’s great to have high standards, because I don’t think you ever get anywhere in life trying to be average or just good. On the other side, you can torment yourself along the way if you have impossibly high expectations. You can make the journey hard and joyless if you never allow yourself a few moments of contentment because you are pushing so hard to do even better. This is the line I walk constantly, and it’s thinner than the shoelaces of my Copas.

“Perfectionism is the voice of the oppressor, the enemy of the people,” the writer Anne Lamott once said. “It will keep you cramped and insane your whole life.”

Even in soccer, as I move up in age and competition levels, there are doubts and insecurities. I make New Jersey’s Olympic Development Program (ODP) team, and then the ODP Region I team, made up of the top players from thirteen states.

When I first get to the Region I camp, I size up the other players, especially the midfielders. There is Joanna Lohman, from Silver Spring, Maryland, and Sue Flamini, another Jersey girl from the town of Cranford. They are stud center mids. I watch them play and think, I will never be at their level. The next step after Region I is making a U.S. national team. No way I can see that happening with players such as Joanna and Sue around.

Joanna goes on to a stellar career at Penn State, a three-time All-American who makes the U.S. Women’s National Team and now plays for the Washington Spirit in the National Women’s Soccer League (NWSL). Sue accepts a scholarship to the University of Tennessee and is now a big star as well, making national teams of her own.

In Region I camp, I compare myself to them constantly. I stress about not measuring up to them. I wish that weren’t the case, but it is. I worry that I simply won’t be good enough and won’t keep advancing.

When the U.S. women capture the World Cup in the Rose Bowl in 1999, beating China on penalty kicks, I am totally inspired. I attend one of their games before the final and bring the team poster I have and get the autographs of Kristine Lilly, Joy Fawcett, Julie Foudy, Carla Overbeck, and others. Seeing them reach the summit of the sport ratchets up my dream even more.

Can you imagine what it would be like to play in the Olympics and win a gold medal? Can you imagine what it would be like to win a World Cup?

It’s hard to wrap my head around it, but I try. I wonder if I will ever get anywhere near such accomplishments.

You can do it if you keep getting better and work harder than everybody else, one voice inside me says.

You’ve got no shot. You’re not even as good as Joanna Lohman and Sue Flamini, another voice says. And what about all the other great center mids in all the other regions around the country? Who are you kidding?

But the first voice insists: If you work hard and keep believing, you have a chance.

Why are you deluding yourself? the second voice answers.

Like fencers on a strip, swords raised, the voices keep dueling. I worry about which voice will prevail. I know which one I want to listen to. I am a South Jersey girl, and I love soccer, and I want to keep playing at the highest level I can. I don’t know what level that is, but I resolve that I will keep going for it. I am going to channel my inner Jaime and think about all she did to get back from her knee injury. I put a lot into soccer and play all the time, but I know I can do more and work harder. It occurs to me that maybe being insecure is a good thing, because it means that you will never get complacent.

Nobody understands this, or me, more than my boyfriend Brian. Brian is two years younger, but just one grade behind me in school. He lives in the same neighborhood, just a few blocks away from Vermes Field. His best friend lives next door to my aunt Patti, so when I am over there visiting I see him riding his dirt bike or hanging out. We get to be good friends, in an athletic, adolescent way, united by our mutual love of sports. Brian plays on the Delran High boys’ soccer team, but his best sport is golf. At the beginning of golf season, I find myself intrigued by the sport and show up at some of the practices and try my hand at it. Brian and I start spending more time together, and I find out from a friend of mine that he likes me. I like him too. It’s so easy to be with him. He is kind and thoughtful in a quiet, understated way, the opposite of the sort of guys who are always acting up and drawing attention to themselves. Brian is bravado-free, and it’s such a great quality. Our first night out together is a double date at the movies, at the Millside Theater on Route 130 in the heart of a Delran shopping center. I think we go to see a horror movie. I am scared by the movie, and happy to be with Brian.

Right from the start, I can see how devoted Brian is, how he would do anything for me. He is further along on the romantic-feelings front than I am in the beginning, but I catch up fast. If I am not studying or playing soccer, I am pretty much with Brian. His dad has a boat and a few WaveRunners, and we like to go out and zip around on them in Rancocas Creek, and I join his family on camping trips to Raystown Lake in Pennsylvania. In one part of the lake there are three different outcroppings where you can jump off into the water. The lower one is maybe a ten-foot drop. Next is probably a twenty-foot drop, and the top level must be forty or fifty feet up. It’s insanely high. I do not scare easily, and neither does Brian. I have never met a roller coaster I wouldn’t go on. The hairier the ride, the more time upside down, the steeper the vertical drop, the better. Brian is the same way. We jump off the top outcropping far over Raystown Lake, feet first. By the time I hit the water, I feel as if I am close to the speed of light.

I love it.

Brian’s family has another favorite—and much saner—activity at Raystown Lake. They all like to golf, and they are big hitters. They have this contest in which they tee up the ball on one side of the water and see if they can hit it to the other side, well over 300 yards away. Nobody makes it, but they get close. One time I tell them I want a shot at it. I have just climbed out of the water, in a soaking-wet bikini. I get a club and stand over the ball and am determined to mash it, far over the water, and show them I can compete. I draw the club back and come through the ball with all the power I can muster . . . so much so that the driver flies out of my hands, winging high and far into the lake. The club goes farther than the ball. They all think it’s hilarious. I feel terrible about losing the club. It was Brian’s cousin’s brand-new driver. We all go out into the water and dive down and try to find it, with no luck.

Next time I will towel off before I try to hit a ball over the lake, I tell myself.

The outings with Brian and his family are so nourishing, so much fun. The more I am with him, the more I appreciate the goodness of his heart and the steadiness of his demeanor. I struggle so much with my pursuit of perfection in other parts of my life, with doubts about how I am going to measure up. I don’t have to reach any standard when I am with him, don’t have to be anything but myself. You hear people talk often about unconditional love, but Brian demonstrates it every minute we are together. Every birthday or special occasion, he fills up almost every inch of the card with his thoughts and feelings. If we share an appetizer or a dessert, he always insists that I take the last bite. It’s a small thing, but it means a lot to me.

Early on in our relationship, I realize how lucky I am to have a guy like Brian to care about me. I think, He would be a wonderful man to spend my life with. I’ve never been more right about anything in my life.


2

Strikers Forever

WHEN I AM TWELVE YEARS OLD, I have what feels like a colossal, crush-my-world setback. It’s an own-goal loss in a World Cup final, a walk-off home run for the other guys in a World Series. I have done all I can with the Delran Dynamite, and I decide to try out for the South Jersey Select team, which is the destination for all of the elite players in the area. If you are any kind of player, this is where you want to be.

If your goal is to play at the highest level, this is where you need to be.

I am a star player for the Dynamite, but even at this age I know that doesn’t mean too much. I need to trade up my local pond for a bigger body of water. I need to get in with the big fish and see if I can swim.

I go to the Select tryout, and from the time I get out of my dad’s car the experience is daunting. I see platoons of kids milling around everywhere, more than I’ve ever seen at a tryout before. Almost all of them are much bigger than me. I am used to being one of the smallest kids out there. It’s never mattered before, so I try to talk myself into not being intimidated.

You can play with any of them, I tell myself.

I want to believe that, but do I really know it’s true? Isn’t that why I am here—to see how I measure up? Tryouts are a strange phenomenon, a nonstop parade of insecurities and doubts. You look this way and that and make snap judgments about people’s size, strength, character, and playing ability, all of it pretty much based on nothing. You compare yourself constantly to all of those around you:


  Whoa, that girl looks tough.



  Geez, that girl looks mean.



  And that kid over there, wow, she looks really athletic. You think I can take her 1 v. 1?


When you do something well at a tryout, you instantly look up to see if any of the evaluators have noticed, hoping to catch them writing down your number and nodding to each other. If you do something poorly, you hope they were checking a text message or watching somebody else screw up. It’s wickedly competitive, all of us wannabe Select players going for the same blue ribbon, as if we were prize pigs at the county fair, all of us desperately hoping that the evaluators—these strangers with clipboards who suddenly are the most important people in your life—are favorably impressed.

Part of you wishes you could help them along:


  Hey, did you see that first touch? That through ball? Can you tell how much it means to me to be on this team?


You want to holler all these things. You want to tell them how you don’t just love soccer—you need it
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