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PROLOGUE

“Daddy, where are the girl soccer players?”

There we were, sitting at what my curly-haired daughter calls the “Breakfast Place,” awaiting the 7:30 A.M. start of a World Cup match.

I was at a loss. Though the promise of Minnie Mouse pancakes had helped persuade my three-and-a-half-year-old that watching a soccer game on television at the town diner would be fun, there wasn’t much I could do about the conspicuous absence of women players. Thankfully, my daughter is a resourceful girl. She quickly discerned that one of the French midfielders, Petit, sported a ponytail, and we spent the rest of the game anticipating the moments when his gorgeous blond locks would briefly appear on the screen. “Petit, Petit!” she would cry.

Over the next few weeks my daughter enjoyed the Romanian team’s neon-orange-dyed hair, and countless other well-coifed players. But none of that could change the simple fact that she knew the Men’s World Cup was a poor facsimile of the real thing. She’d already seen real soccer players, and she knew that they had ponytails or curls and were most definitely girls.

Months before my daughter and I trundled down to the “Breakfast Place” to watch the Men’s World Cup, my daughter, her mother, and our eight-month-old baby girl drove north an hour to Santa Rosa on a rare dry afternoon in the midst of El Niño. We were going to watch a team of fourteen-year-old girls play soccer. I had no idea what to expect. Because the city’s fields were flooded with the rains, the girls were playing indoors in the school’s basketball gym. My wife and children and I sat on the creaky wooden bleachers, the lone spectators.

The girls began running laps around the gym, twenty as I recall, the slapping sound of their sneakers echoing off the walls. My eight-month-old began springing up and down like a jack-in-the-box, clapping wildly. My three-year-old couldn’t take her eyes off the girls, who swept by just inches from us, fanning us in their wake. As they finished, they cheered each other on until one by one they banged open the doors to the outside, cooling off in the winter air, hoisting their jerseys to wipe the sweat off their faces.

They were strong, fast, and disciplined. They were every size and shape imaginable: tall, short, skinny, muscular. After a series of drills, they squared off in a scrimmage, and though the game was truncated by the gym, they played with grace and fierceness. Passes were crisp, and traps smooth and precise. Tackles were hard, even with the threat of the hardwood floor. I had little doubt that these girls would have trounced my eighth-grade boys’ team.

I had no idea if they were an average or an excellent girls’ team, but I couldn’t think of a better place to take my two daughters on a Sunday afternoon. This was the game I’d played in college and continued to love, and for me there was joy in providing my daughters this early, gripping experience of how girls master the sport. Later that evening, on the ride home, my daughter couldn’t stop talking about the noisy “stepping stools,” and my wife and I were stumped. Stepping stools, stepping stools, what could she mean? The bleachers, of course! What an image for a three-year-old to hold in her mind. The thunderous clatter of girls sprinting up and down bleachers.






ONE

Tryouts

Elbows out and ready, the girl with the piercing eyes and apple cheeks figured she had an edge, maybe two. Jessica Marshall could play goalkeeper as well as field positions, and unlike the others, she actually knew the coach, and thus knew her elbows would count. But looking out at the sea of ponytails bobbing up and down on the vast grassy field, Jessica could also do the math. Out of the forty thirteen- and-fourteen-year-old talented girls at the tryouts, over half wouldn’t last the week.

The air was crisp that April afternoon. Though a freeway bustled just a couple of hundred yards to the east, the only sound on the field was the swish of the grass underfoot, the lulling patter of the balls swinging between the players, and the symphony of breaths that rose like a tide. If this was a stadium, its walls reflected the community in which it stood. To the north loomed a destroyer-sized aluminum-sided warehouse, fronted by a fence bearing the names of local sponsors who had put up a few hundred bucks to plug their businesses: Downey Tire Center, Terchlund Law Offices, Round Table Pizza, and the local paper, the Press Democrat. Weeds choked the vast empty acreage beyond the fields, and to the west end, facing the freeway, towering eucalpytus trees promised some afternoon shade. The only amenities were a tiny blue wooden snack bar and a Porta Potti. Belluzzo Fields, they called it, the center of youth soccer in the Northern Californian city of Santa Rosa.

It was a city defined in great part by what it was not. Santa Rosa was not the prosperous and refined city of San Francisco, which lay more than fifty miles to the south. Nor was it the languorous wine country of Napa, just thirty miles to the east over the hills. Santa Rosa was an old town by western standards that was enjoying a little boom.

You could find the past in the Sonoma County Fairgrounds just a couple miles up the road from Belluzzo, where they still held Mexican dances and competitions for cows, horses, sheep, and goats. But the future was everywhere. High-tech companies had migrated north to Santa Rosa, and the town had largely shed its agricultural roots as it quickly mushroomed to nearly 150,000 people. Traffic often choked the two-lane freeway that linked Santa Rosa with the San Francisco Bay area to the south and Oregon to the north. Many parents zigzagged home from practice on side streets, fed up with the congestion. Developments were springing up all over. New homes were crowding the once rural Highway 12, which ran east to Sonoma and Napa, or west to the bucolic old town of Sebastopol, famous for its apples.

Coach Salzmann barely said hello, and certainly didn’t smile. All they knew about Salzmann, they’d read in the brief letter alerting them to the tryouts for the Eclipse under-fourteen girls’ team, one of over twenty squads sponsored by the Santa Rosa United Youth Soccer club. They’d been asked to bring the usual, “shin guards, cleats, water, a ball,” but they hadn’t quite known what Salzmann meant by “whatever else it takes for you to play your best.” The letter had trumpeted the typical sports platitudes, goals Salzmann considered essential: “Dedication, Work Ethic, Discipline, Attitude, Competition, and Fun.”

Jessica’s deep-set eyes made the dishwater blond look as if she were squinting, questioning the world. A mouthful of braces made her self-conscious about smiling. Fun wasn’t a word Jessica would use to describe the ordeal. The letter outlined how they would be put through skill work, testing their dribbling, passing, shooting, juggling, and fitness, and finally matching them up in scrimmages. This was a test, not only of their “technical performance,” but also of their commitment. Salzmann made clear that effort would count plenty, suggesting they arrive fifteen minutes early to jog and warm up before practice started.

“I won’t have any favorites,” Coach Salzmann told the girls sitting on the grass on the first day of the three-day tryouts. “Just because someone was on last year’s team doesn’t mean they’ll make it this year.”

Lateness wouldn’t be permitted. Interruptions were not taken lightly. Players engaged in giggling and chatting at their own risk. Coach Salzmann wasn’t merely looking for the best players. Salzmann wanted the most coachable players, girls who, whether or not they realized it yet, were hungry for hard training.

None of this was any surprise to Jessica. She’d watched Salzmann crank three goals in a college game, get crumpled by a defender, and continue playing as if it were nothing more than a scratch. Jessica had played for Salzmann at a summer camp, and won a measure of respect by beating her share of boys. But Jessica also knew Salzmann’s reputation for toughness was deserved. Talent wasn’t enough in Salzmann’s eyes.

Three months before, back in rainy January, Jessica had begun her own preparation. Her father, a pastor at Santa Rosa Christian Church, awakened her before dawn for the short drive to the local junior college. There, for an hour before the start of school, Jessica ran wind sprints and the stadium bleachers until her thighs burned. Behind the speed work was an old coach, an old dig. For Jessica had tried out for the elite Eclipse Class I team the previous year, and thought she’d shown well enough to make it again, just as she had two years running. Then she got the call. She was at home watching TV with her more gifted teammate and friend Shannon, a tall, chocolate-skinned girl with the olive-shaped eyes of a doe.

“I’m sorry, you didn’t make the team,” said the Eclipse coach, abruptly hanging up before Jessica could mumble a reply.

“What was that?” Shannon asked softly.

“I got cut.”

Jessica collapsed in front of the TV and felt herself drift away, thinking how terrible she must be. Soon a formal letter arrived, adding what seemed to her a jab: Work on your speed.

Jessica cried through the night. Her parents couldn’t comfort her. Shannon had no idea what to say. The blow was softened slighty when the Cavalieres, the parents of a girlfriend who attended the Marshalls’ church, graciously sent flowers and a card saying they were sorry Jessica hadn’t made the team. They understood. Their daughter, Naomi, had played a year for the unpopular Eclipse coach and decided not to return.

There was another under-fourteen girls’ team in town, coached by a roly-poly Irishman with a blunt haircut that matched his square face, a man who’d never actually played the game in his life. Northwest Oaks Fury was a Class III team, a step down from the Class I team for which Jessica had played the last two years. (Few girls compete in Class II, an obscure category that allows mixed ages.) But despite that difference, when Naomi told her friend that she was trying out for Fury, it suddenly seemed the right place to play.

Fury wasn’t any old Class III team. Oh, sure, its coach, Brian Halloran, had a daughter on his team, just like the Eclipse coach, but the comparison ended there. The Eclipse coach cursed during games and promised his girls trips to McDonald’s or less running in practice if they won. But Brian Halloran earned the respect of his girls with his patience and philosophical bent. He’d taken several coaching courses and soaked up every possible game on the tube, the English Premiere league, the Mexican league, the Italian league, even the lowly U.S. Major Soccer league. Brian had a knack for motivating the girls, and he knew how to win.

Jessica’s and Naomi’s timing couldn’t have been better. The year they joined Brian’s Fury, Brian’s third as a coach, the team won the Class III team equivalent of the Super Bowl, Northern California’s Association Cup, amassing an improbable season record of 41-2-1. But while the mediocre Eclipse was summarily dispatched in the first round of the more prestigious State Cup, its players and coach didn’t give the plucky Fury any respect, even when the teams tied in a practice match. And why should they? The best girls’ youth soccer in the nation was widely believed to be played by year-round Class I teams, outfitted with the superbly trained daughters of suburban professionals. It was a stereotype, of course, but it wasn’t without some truth. To see the class lines, all you had to do was watch the direction the soccer moms fanned out in their minivans after practice. Class I team girls headed more frequently to the eastern, affluent side of Santa Rosa, while the girls of Fury tended to live on the west side in ordinary middle-class homes.

More than a few Santa Rosa parents refused to sign their talented daughters up for Class I teams, put off by the widespread perception of snobbery, a perception that included the false idea that money could buy you a spot on the team. Months before, when word traveled that the unpopular Eclipse coach wouldn’t be returning, Brian himself had been asked by several parents to submit his name as a candidate. But the board of Santa Rosa United had a new focus. The club wanted former college players to head its elite squads. A Class III parent coach—no matter how many games his girls won—didn’t fit the bill.

Thirteen is the toughest age for girls in soccer, the stage at which girls begin an upward climb toward high school stardom and possible college play or falter and possibly quit the game entirely. At a time when parents expect their daughters to grow independent, gain confidence, and think for themselves, many girls do just the opposite. Their budding competence unravels. Their confidence falters. Girls may question their commitment to sport. Some experts say girls are torn between the stereotype of a “good woman”—selfless and feminine, sacrificing her own needs—and a society that reveres the more masculine goals of independence and freedom.

The facts are clear. Teen girls suffer a drop in self-esteem three times that of boys. Discouraged girls lose interest in trying challenging activities, and become less likely to trust their own abilities. But if they stick with it, sport, it seems, may be an antidote. Female athletes are more likely to graduate from high school and have more self-confidence. They’re also less likely to have breast cancer or osteoporosis.

But Brian wasn’t thinking about all these compelling reasons for a girl to play soccer. He looked upon his athletes as competitors. Without a challenge, he knew many of the girls’ interest would wane. They’d reached the point where Class III team play, even an incredible Class III team like Fury, could hold them back.

And so Brian dedicated himself to making certain that his girls made the new Eclipse. A few weeks before tryouts he’d gathered up his daughter, Kim, Jessica, and whoever else needed the work and driven them out to the nearest fields for a little practice. Now all he could do was pace the sideline and hope they were ready. In his eyes, each of his former players had some fire. Beyond Jessica, who had polished her moves as well as her speed, there was Naomi, a quiet soul with a mane of curly, golden locks. The freckled girl with the confident, country-sweet expression moved with the ease of a basketball guard. Naomi was a natural, quick and skilled at seemingly effortless dashes through traffic. Kim was Naomi’s opposite in appearance and skill. Her turquoise eyes blazed as intently as the scowls she tossed around like darts. She was a blond goal-scoring machine, built low to the ground, adept at pouncing on loose balls and firing rockets with her powerful thighs.

Brian was pretty certain these girls and a couple other former Fury players would all make the team, though Jessica would need to make a good showing. It was Trinity, Angela, and Catherine he worried most about. Trinity was hard to get a lock on: One eye was nutty brown, the other blue-green. She had chiseled, Christie Brinkley good looks, and thick eyebrows that jumped or fell to forecast her mood. Trinity looked and played like a terrier; she was younger and shorter than most of the girls and hadn’t played competitive soccer long. But Brian believed in her speed and her heart. Angela had played the previous year for Brian, and had made the mistake of switching over to Eclipse, where she got little training. Angela looked smart in a soccer uniform, boasting the finely chiseled legs of a track star and the balance gained through years of ballet. But Brian knew there was something missing. The porcelain-skinned brunette struggled at times to connect with her teammates, seldom anticipating play. Too often Angela was in the wrong place at the wrong time, her mind somewhere else.

And then there was Catherine. Oh, how Catherine had tested Brian over the years. She seemed older than her thirteen years, the broad shoulders inherited from her championship swimmer father announcing her strength. The rangy blond defender with a surfer’s casual grin had always been blessed with equal measures of talent, popularity, and ambivalence. Kim the striker scored the goals and Catherine the defender saved the goals, and Brian couldn’t begin to count the perilous balls Catherine had cleared off her goal line over the last years. Speedy, agile, and fiercely competitive, Catherine took enormous pride in her central role as sweeper, the last line of defense, a field marshal for the team. But practice seldom agreed with Catherine’s busy social life. There were so many other school teams to play on and places to be. Brian pushed as much as he could, but after all was said and done, Fury was only a Class III team. If he pushed too hard, Catherine might just quit for good.

Of the forty girls on the field, none matched the grace and vision of Shannon. It wasn’t only that she could bend a ball twenty-five yards to the foot of a sprinting teammate; Shannon could anticipate play, see lanes opening up where most saw only a blur. Her head balls were astonishing: She’d hang a foot above a defender and spike it like a volleyball player exactly where she pleased. When she dribbled, the ball seemed to lazily extend from her legs, tempting defenders. Would she slice a long pass to an onrushing teammate?

Coach Salzmann recognized Shannon’s natural sense of the game in the first tryout and interrupted a scrimmage to let her know how things would be. She was cruising. Heart and hard work, that was what Coach demanded. “You know I think you’re a great player, and you’ve got good skill and I think you’d be very useful, but you haven’t shown me anything about your heart.”

The other girls could hear every word. “Whether you make this team will depend on whether you show me you have heart.” But had the message gotten through? Shannon’s face seemed a cross between a Buddha’s serene gaze and a blank stare, the only acknowledgment that she’d heard, an abrupt, hushed “OK, OK.”

Heart would have a lot to do with the battle for starting goalie. Three keepers were trying out, the Eclipse’s returning goalie, a newcomer, and Jessica. After the Eclipse keeper outshone everyone, Salzmann wanted to give the newcomer more time in goal, so she asked the Eclipse girl to play on the field for a bit. The girl wasn’t really interested, and told Salzmann so in front of several players.

One try, Salzmann thought. Sometimes that’s all you get.

The newcomer got her chance. Salzmann offered instruction, and watched her alert brown eyes seem to soak up the words, her hands nervously twisting her goalie’s gloves. A quiet, big-boned girl with the soft, warm face of a grown woman, her name was Cassie. Her parents had just divorced and the brunette was living with her dad in a new home in a new development. Heather was the other stranger, a girl who seemed as frail and fair as Cassie was solid and dark. At times Heather resembled an impish Gwyneth Paltrow. It wasn’t just her classic features and slightly upturned nose. Heather’s pointed elbows and impossibly thin legs sometimes gave her the appearance of a stick figure in motion. Her saving grace was her canonball shot and sharp moves, but Heather was an out-of-towner from nearby Rohnert Park, a modest city less than a quarter the size of Santa Rosa. The girl with the cornsilk hair wasn’t counting on making the new Eclipse. Her mother shuttled her to three different practices, where she played for over five exhausting hours. Heather was trying out for two other teams in case she didn’t catch Salzmann’s eye.

Many of the girls from the old Eclipse had the opposite problem. The team had been their identity for so many years, they couldn’t imagine life without it. Who the hell is this coach? wondered Arlene, a freckled girl with an unruly shock of Irish-Setter-colored bangs that boxed with her eyes. How could someone just come in and cut me from the team?

Arlene’s best friend on Eclipse had phoned, telling her Salzmann had informed her she’d made the first cut. Everybody seemed to be getting the good news. Everybody, that is, except for Arlene.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get the call,” Shannon insisted.

“Yeah,” Arlene groaned.

All Arlene could think about was how unfriendly Salzmann seemed, all business with the clipboard and the three Sonoma State assistants. A slightly chunky girl who packed a wallop, Arlene wondered if her play hadn’t been well received. Arlene was notorious for injuring players, and for years had been addressed by many opponents as “bitch.” At tryouts, Arlene had watched the daughter of the old Eclipse coach crying and complaining of a stomachache. Arlene didn’t have a lot of sympathy; she figured the girl was just facing the reality that she wasn’t going to make the team. Now Arlene began to wonder whether she was headed in the same direction. Was it possible Salzmann just didn’t see what her game was all about?

Finally, there were those for whom tryouts seemed jinxed, a magnet for injury or illness. Theresa glowed. Her forthright face, joyful smile, and engaging eyes announced that the bright girl was ready to take on the world. But the fawnlike brunette was also a gangly girl who seemed at times to be made of rubber, her body not quite up to her ambitions. Last year her older sister Mary, who rowed varsity crew at UC Davis, picked her up from the first day of Eclipse tryouts and noticed little red bumps on her face, a budding case of chicken pox. But Theresa was lucky. She had proved herself the previous year, and the coach took her back even though she couldn’t participate in the rest of tryouts. This year she’d torn her quadriceps. Salzmann didn’t know her from Eve. She’d have to gut it out.

Success was the standard in Catherine Sigler’s family. Both parents had excelled as college athletes, mom a gymnast, and dad an all-American swimmer and now an executive for Fireman’s Fund. All of the Sigler children were gifted athletes. Catherine, their second daughter, excelled at any sport she tried, swimming, basketball, volleyball, track, and, of course, soccer. But after playing the game for nearly a decade, Catherine was suddenly bored with soccer. Her friends groused that she never had time to hang out or to play school sports.

Partly out of a sense of duty to her old Fury teammates, Catherine attended the Eclipse tryout at Belluzzo, but that evening in the Sigler living room, the sea blue eyes that could be so icy clouded. Between the sobs, Leslie Sigler listened to her daughter’s heartfelt fears about losing her free time. “I don’t want to try anymore,” she cried.

A tightly wound woman with close-cropped hair and searing blue eyes, she still had the lean, muscled frame of the great athlete she once was. She had never been a quitter and she couldn’t see her daughter taking that road. They talked about high school, which was only a little more than a year off. Ursuline High School had the best girls’ soccer team in the city, and its coach supposedly preferred girls who had played United soccer. But Catherine wasn’t convinced. Many of her friends only played school sports. Why did she have to miss out?

“You’d be stupid if you didn’t play,” Brittany, Catherine’s older sister, lectured, injecting herself into the family discussion. Her brother, CJ, said much the same, but the words rang softer. Catherine admired her brother. He was an excellent student as well as a top athlete, and she could always count on him to lend an ear when she just needed to talk.

“You’re good enough to make the team,” CJ encouraged his sister, finding a way to say what Catherine’s older sister couldn’t. “This will be a really good experience.”

Two hours later Catherine nodded her head and smiled at the mother and brother who had heard her out. She wiped away her tears.

She’d give it a go.

The third and final day of tryouts, it rained. Another coach might have canceled. What could you learn about a girl slogging through the mud? Lightning flashed in the distance, and thunder rumbled. Jessica was having a hard time seeing with her contacts, and felt a chill coming on. Salzmann wouldn’t let them wear rain slicks, just their regular shorts and jerseys. But Jessica reminded herself that Salzmann had phoned, telling her she’d made the first cut. Now all she had to do was beat Shannon and her long, nimble legs in one-on-ones.

Angela had a different dilemma. The former ballerina’s battle was being fought in her mind, which danced between the watery field and the evening’s activities. If practice didn’t end soon, she’d be rushed for a relative’s wedding rehearsal that night in distant Sacramento, the state capital. But then there was the stubborn fact that her future as a soccer player was likely to be decided in the next thirty minutes. One of the assistants from Sonoma State told her she was doing well, and encouraged her to keep it up. With the evaluator watching, Angela figured this was her chance. She eyed the girl she was facing one-on-one, and felt determination sweep over her. She would do whatever it took.

On the slippery field at Belluzzo, a sea change was taking place, and it wasn’t only the mastery and dedication of the girls. Soccer had usually begun as something a dad taught them, a father of one of the other girls on the team, or sometimes, and often uncomfortably, their own father. Though mothers frequently coached early on, as the girls neared double digits, moms were considered obsolete nurturers, and dads usually grabbed the spotlight. Exactly why this was so was hard to pinpoint, other than the fact that the dad’s services were free, and they generally took the task far too seriously. Dads generally knew little about soccer and too often coached the game as if it were some new cross between Little League and Pop Warner football. That’s what made Coach Salzmann unique. Salzmann wasn’t a mom or a dad. Salzmann was just old enough to drink, twenty-one. A college player. An all-American.

A woman.






TWO

Coach

Coach Salzmann began dialing. These were the easy calls, the seventeen winners. It was the losers she dreaded. In making the first cut, she’d already struggled through a few of them. The silence on the end of the line. The choked-back tears. The realization that just a few words could shatter a girl’s world.

Emiria Salzmann agonized over these calls, and only later did she realize that many coaches cut players by letter, saving themselves the personal grief. But Emiria hadn’t been through this before. Ever. Just months before she’d been in college, wondering what she was going to do with her life.

Emiria plopped down on the tattered old brown couch. This wasn’t just any old couch. The lumpy castoff had been shaped by hundreds of female college soccer players over the years, and over her four-year career at Sonoma State University, Emiria herself had sunk into it countless times.

“What are you doing now?” asked the man with the shaved head, his skin creased and leathery from too much sun.

Emiria had a face that couldn’t lie. At times her broad smile and full lips made her resemble a classic Russian doll. But in an instant the roundness could harden, her hazel eyes and dark brows scowling. Her team picture hung on the wall above her former coach, Luke Oberkirch. On her left was a plaque listing the “qualities that best exemplify our team: leadership, effort, attitude,” and an old New York Cosmos banner. Before her was the mark she had left in Sonoma State women’s soccer history. There, up among the dozen or so framed certificates, hung one in her name, Emiria Salzmann, all-American.

To Emiria this shoe-box office, shared with the men’s soccer coach, was a sanctuary. More than once she’d poured out her feelings to Luke, and this day was no different. What was she doing? She really wasn’t quite sure. It was her final semester as a philosophy major, and she would graduate in a few months, but after that her plans were fuzzy. Unlike some of her friends, she had no clear career path. She doubted she could ever sit in an office all day, patiently performing a desk job. And so she’d been working odd part-time jobs, even helping her father at his nursery.

Luke listened, letting her vent. It was part of what made him a good coach, the ability to observe, to dispassionately evaluate. And then, as he always eventually did, he calmly spoke his piece. “I really think you should get into coaching.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d made the suggestion. The summer before, Emiria had assisted Luke at his popular summer soccer camps. The kids tended to goof off with many of the other younger coaches. But Emiria demanded discipline and structure, and though the kids were sometimes intimidated, she got results. “You’re really great with kids,” he’d encouraged her. “You ought to think about coaching.”

Emiria had never taken Luke’s suggestion too seriously. After working the exhausting day-long camps, she couldn’t imagine how anyone could commit to a season, let alone a year of coaching. And there was something else. As long as she could remember, her identity had revolved around being a soccer player and an athlete. That was how she was known and respected at the university and in her community. How could she leave that behind?

“I don’t know if I’m ready, you know,” she confessed to Luke. “I want to play.”

But even as she spoke the words, Emiria knew that something had changed. She’d been taking a break from training, slowed by the back injury that had plagued her senior year. Just sitting for more than a few minutes pained her. One ankle was still bloodred, and her right thigh was knotted and shrunken from too many bruising tackles.

“I really think you should coach,” Luke calmly repeated, his sunken eyes fixed on his old star. “It doesn’t mean that you can’t play.”

One day earlier that fall as the season wound down, one of Emiria’s professors commented on how rare it was to find an athlete who majored in philosophy. Emiria took the thought to heart and wrote a paper on the subject:


What emerged in me was this dualistic existence…the…“thinking athlete.” (I mean this phrase in its most literal sense.) This was simultaneously a curse and a blessing, for it brought with it a lot of misunderstanding (or actual non-understanding) of my intentions and what I was trying to accomplish, and yet in the end it was just this quality about myself that finally saw me achieve respect and considerable success as an athlete. Many of my teammates couldn’t understand my intensity and my complete dedication to the sport; they couldn’t understand why I worked out 6 days a week for hours on end, why I gave up vacations because I felt that time off was wasted time; they couldn’t understand why I trained even harder in the off-season than the training we endured in the regular season. Becoming a better athlete was a constant process, and I felt that if I ever stopped to look at how far I had already come…I would never really reach my potential…



Success was anything but automatic for the “thinking athlete.” Emiria was overwhelmed when she first tried out for Sonoma State’s women’s soccer team. Struggling with asthma, she sat out her first season, saving a year of college eligibility. She played as a sophomore but only saw limited action. Emiria got her chance to start the third game of the following season against Mercy Hurst of Pennsylvania. She scored twice, the first of nine consecutive games in which she scored, and the launch of a phenomenal winning streak. The Sonoma State Cossacks won an incredible seventeen straight—until they finally lost in the semifinal of the NCAA play-offs.

But Emiria’s senior year was a struggle. The team lost seven starters to graduation, and Luke brought on nine freshmen to fill the gap. Emiria’s thighs became a prime target for opponents’ knees: One charley horse soon blossomed into three distinct bruises, her leg bloated down to the ankle. She didn’t dare see a doctor because a doctor wouldn’t have cleared her to play. Her pregame ritual became legendary. Emiria had to arrive at the trainer three hours early, get the knotted muscle massaged and then zapped with ultrasound, drag herself onto a stationary bike for a ride, walk for a bit and then jog a mile, then back on the bike, and finally, get wrapped like a half-dressed mummy, starting from her waist and then all the way down the bad leg to her ankle.

Then she tore ligaments in an ankle. She was out three games, but more pain lay ahead. Against Chico State, she was tripped, whipsawed between two opponents, simultaneously kicked in the back of the head and under the chin. She saw lights, and for a frightening moment couldn’t move.

The pain was so severe that while warming up before a game, she began crying, not believing she could go on. Then came the emotional blows. Midway through the season, Luke called the girls together before a game. The team was struggling, and they were going to start over. Wipe the slate clean.

Emiria was in a daze. As cocaptain, she hadn’t been entirely comfortable with Luke, feeling that the second-year coach was babying some of the women. Sure, there were players who resented her seriousness. But a new vote on captains?

When the tally came in, Emiria was out. Her leg wrapped like a massive package, she had to limp out early for the match and happened to be near the bench just as Luke gave the new captains a jubilant high five. “Way to go, guys!” Sobbing, Emiria thought about quitting, but that thought didn’t last long. She played the entire game, and vowed not to say another word to Luke.

Despite the injuries, the loss of her captainship, and a team that lost as many games as it won, Emiria scored at least one goal in every remaining game. Before the season finale against Hayward State, Luke shut the locker room door and waited for the players to quiet down. He had something to say. Emiria felt as if she were in a dream. Luke was getting choked up, talking about the decisions he’d made throughout the season, thanking the seniors for their dedication. He looked straight in her eyes.

“I want to apologize to Emiria. Go into my office. Look at all the all-Americans on my wall. Not one of them has worked harder than Emiria.”

Then he told the team what the game meant. If Emiria scored twice, she would become Sonoma State’s all-time leading goal scorer. They hugged and shed more tears, and Luke said, “Let’s get her the ball.”






THREE

Catherine’s Choice

“No. I haven’t gotten a call yet,” Catherine snapped, fidgeting with her phone cord.

The defender was doing her best to remain patient, though it was getting increasingly difficult as, like clockwork, one after another of her old teammates phoned, barely able to suppress their joy. Trinity, Kim, Naomi, and Jessica had all gotten a call from Emiria, as well as plenty of Eclipse players: Shannon, Angela, even the hobbled Theresa. Heather and Cassie had made it too, and though Arlene had worried, Emiria had eventually called and told her she’d made the first, and then later, the last cut.

Catherine couldn’t understand it. How could so many of her teammates have gotten the news and not her? During the final tryout, out in the pouring rain, she’d put out more effort. What could Emiria be thinking? Some of the girls who’d already been picked hadn’t gotten nearly as much playing time as she had on Fury.

After hashing it out with her mom, Catherine finally decided to phone Emiria and find out for herself.

“I haven’t made all the final decisions yet,” Emiria said cagily to the thirteen-year-old seventh grader.

“Fine,” Catherine said disinterestedly. “Whatever.”

“I’ve kind of had a tough time deciding.”

“Oh.”

Emiria paused a beat. “Would you like a chance to play on my team?”

The Round Table pizza parlor was crowded with seventeen girls and over two dozen parents. On one side sat the numerous girls who’d made it from Brian’s old Fury; on the other end huddled the survivors of the old Eclipse. The two newcomers sat in the uneasy middle, Cassie the goalkeeper wearing her usual generous smile, and the rail-thin Heather grinning nervously.

Phil Molling, the stocky team manager, ran the show. Emiria would be the coach and Luke would be the assistant coach, and Phil informed the crowd that he was volunteering his and Brian’s services as parent coaches.

But privately Phil was worried about being a parent coach. He’d just wanted to share team manager duties. “We’ve got an assistant coach, we’ve got you. We should just stay out of it,” he remembered telling Emiria before the meeting. A short, passionate man, Phil was surprised when Emiria “kind of insisted” that he and Brian shoulder the additional task. But that wasn’t how Emiria saw the conversation. Parent coaches weren’t her idea. Anybody who’d watched tryouts could see that she wanted to keep the parents’ influence to a minimum. The truth was, Emiria knew practically nobody on the team, parents or players. Only when Phil suggested it might be helpful for him to share the assistant coaching duties with Brian did she reluctantly go along with his plan.

The plan was a surprise to Brian as well, who first heard about it when Phil called out his name. But Brian wasn’t about to object. He figured Molling must be thinking that Emiria could use some help from a couple of experienced coaches. How could a twenty-one-year-old who’d never coached a team know what to do?

But these were backstage maneuvers. Out in the booths and tables of the Round Table pizza parlor that night, everything was harmony. The meeting proceeded smoothly. Luke formally introduced Sonoma State’s all-time leading goal scorer to the crowd, telling of her impressive college career and asking that they give her time to grow. “You’re not going to know what a good job she’s doing until six months from now.” Emiria seemed a bit young and a little nervous to a few of the parents, but she had no doubt about what she wanted to do. She listed the tournaments she wanted to play in, and addressed the question of the team name. Eclipse was out. Monsoon and even Fury were candidates, but Luke and Emiria had another name, and the majority agreed.

Thunder.

The second team meeting was held in what had once been a sanctuary of the Santa Rosa Christian Church, but now was a small basketball gym with stained-glass windows. Emiria was asking to be paid, a reasonable proposition except for that fact that most of the girls had been coached by volunteer dads all their young lives. The parents had all read her two-page proposal, outlining her experience and her goals of recognizing and honing each individual’s unique creativity, fostering a “competitive spirit,” and teaching what it means “to care for, and feel protective over, a teammate.” But it was her fourth and final goal that stood out the most. Emiria promised to be something the girls had never had. A tough coach not about to take any guff: “…I want to develop great attitudes on this team. I will not tolerate any attitudes that I feel will hinder individual and team progress, or else puts down other players and thus creates a separation within the team. I realize that I won’t be able to solve every problem or clique that arises, but attitude problems will be one of my top priorities at all times. It is my opinion that a coach who does not deal with these sorts of problems quickly and to the best of her ability is not fulfilling her job as a coach.”

Michelle Smith, the short and stubborn blue-eyed mom of Shannon Peters, was doing her best to remain calm. Emiria and the girls left the gym, and the parents went over the proposed contract, Phil and Brian pushing forward the agenda. To a single mom with two kids, a thousand dollars a year or more for a fourteen-year-old to play soccer wasn’t chicken feed. Emiria wanted forty dollars a month per girl, with a twelve-month commitment, with all expenses paid for travel and lodging at tournaments. Close to ten thousand dollars.

Michelle had never heard of paying a coach before, and she had some questions. “How young is she? What’s her
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