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FOREWORD

I met Paul Kapsalis in the fall of his senior year in high school, when I presented him with the award for best defensive player of the Indiana high school state soccer tournament. Nice kid, I thought. And that was about it.

When he called a few months later to ask about his chances of playing at Indiana University, I wanted to be kind. And, the kindest thing I could do was be honest. I told him he had no chance. When he shocked me a few weeks later and said he was going to try out at Indiana, ditching his plans to play somewhere else, I was honest again. “No promises,” I said, “but you can take your chances with the rest of the guys who show up for tryouts.” Those prospects were very bleak, to say the least.

Even after he made the team by the skin of his teeth, I placed him at the very bottom of our 35-player roster, figuring he’d quit. He was undersized, not very athletic and simply lacked that special talent we looked for at IU.

I couldn’t have been more wrong about that assessment, and couldn’t be more grateful.

Almost any coach can see physical talent pretty quickly. Heart and character aren’t always evident. Those can take time to emerge. Looking back on Whitey’s journey, I think his heart and character were fairly obvious from the outset. It just took me a while to see. What I discovered was that this nice, bright-eyed kid has the heart of a lion and the leadership skills any coach covets in a player.

Even when, finally, I found that I desperately needed him to set an example — by his leadership, positive attitude, work ethic and persistence — I wasn’t so sure I needed him to play. But Paul convinced me of that, too.

Maybe Paul’s rough road — sitting out year after year and being repeatedly told he wasn’t good enough; being encouraged to transfer; suffering a year-long, career-threatening injury — was what gave him that character and heart. Maybe his odyssey was something of a test.

The result? You can read all the details in the pages that follow. I’ll just say that he turned out to be one of the best leaders I’ve coached. I frankly wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t lived it. Twenty five years later, I still shake my head and marvel at what this happy, determined kid was able to accomplish, what he meant to Indiana Soccer, and what an inspirational example he sets for everyone, of all ages, in athletics and in life. I’m guessing you’ll feel the same way.

Jerry Yeagley

Coach, Indiana University Men’s Soccer, 1973-2003, 

            	winner of six national championships; 

            	five-time NCAA Coach of the Year; 

            	National Soccer Hall of Fame inductee



Chapter 1:

THE NEW FAMILY PASTIME
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Baseball was supposed to be my passion.

It certainly was our family passion. We’re Chicago Cubs fans. But, the Cubs being what they are, perennial “lovable losers,” maybe it was divine mercy that directed me somewhere else. Maybe it was dumb luck, or maybe it was for another reason I wouldn’t understand until almost two decades later.

But, at age 5, soccer became my game. Our family moved for the second time in what would be five times to accommodate my dad’s career, a move that dropped all of us in suburban St. Louis, where my dad looked to register his kids in a baseball league.

In our family of four boys and a girl, sports always were a big part of our lives, and I was the middle child, which meant I was right in the middle of everything. We had a lot of energy and sports weren’t only a way to burn off all that energy. They also were the vehicle our parents used to get us kids acclimated to a new town and to make friends in those new towns. It became our routine. We’d move in and my dad would sign us up for baseball, often before we’d finished unpacking. It was pretty effective, and I guess it was lucky for my parents that all of us kids loved sports.

But this time, in moving to Collinsville, Illinois, nine miles from St. Louis, my dad was about to be thrown a curve ball. He drove to a park where youth sports volunteers had set up card tables. It was the fall, and he asked what sports they offered. They said soccer. He said what else?

My dad’s only recollection of soccer was from his high school days, back in the 1950s at Amundsen High School on Chicago’s North Side. “Foreigners” used to play it around the school fields, and my dad and his friends poked fun at them because they wore short pants and communicated in foreign languages. Andy Kapsalis was a great athlete who loved basketball, baseball, and football. Way back then, in his youth, and as he stood there at the soccer league registration table in Collinsville, he thought, what kind of sport doesn’t involve catching the ball?

He would, of course, change his mind completely in a few weeks, going on to help establish youth soccer leagues, helping my mom create a highly successful soccer retail business, and becoming one very enthusiastic soccer fan. But, at that moment, in Collinsville, kids’ baseball leagues were six months away, and he wanted his kids to play an organized team game immediately.

He figured soccer was a team sport in which we could burn off all that energy and make friends. He registered his kids right there. Like many of my dad’s instincts, he was right.

Almost immediately, my mom went out and bought a soccer ball. We inflated it, tossed it in the back yard and started kicking. We didn’t know the rules. My parents didn’t know the rules, but we knew how to kick a ball and after a few days, we set up a crude soccer pitch in our back yard, using t-shirts and cones — whatever we could find — to mark goals. Being brothers, we pounded the snot out of each other and, playing every day, slowly became decent players. My dad even joined us on weekends and one Sunday, broke his ankle. Even that wouldn’t dampen his love for the game.

We also started playing hockey, but soccer was my first sport. I remember wanting to play all the time, totally absorbing everything coaches were dishing out. Love at first kick. The running, being outdoors on beautiful green grass, the high-level of teamwork, the grace, the power, the struggle, the competition — all of it resonated deep inside me and brought me such joy and release. I suppose it’s the same way with a lot of folks when they find their calling: musicians and painters, writers and scientists, teachers and mathematicians. They must feel it in their marrow almost instantly.

I made the local tykes all-star team and got to play in Busch Stadium before the St. Louis Stars, the city’s professional soccer team, played a game. There I was, a squirt of five years old, walking in that stadium. The thrill was indescribable. Then we walked through the dugout on the field and a very familiar emotion flared in me: nervousness, anxiety bordering on fear; knowing deep inside that I had to give it everything I had to compete. That feeling was something that stayed with me throughout my playing career, and, looking back, it may have helped as much as it hurt.

The giant stadium engulfed me; overwhelmed all of us, really. We must have looked like ants; sure felt like it. But that didn’t matter to me or, I’d guess, to any of the other kids. When the game ended 1-1, we were greeted and congratulated by St. Louis Stars players. That was it for me. I was hooked totally and was going to chase soccer for as long as I could.

Two years later, my short career looked finished. My dad got transferred and moved us again, this time to Edina, Minnesota, a community with a lot going for it, but no youth soccer league. We could have gone back to baseball, but my parents saw the spark that soccer had ignited in their kids. So, mom and dad made a league of their own. The Edina Soccer Association was launched with 16 teams, allowing all five of us Kapsalis kids to play. Establishing that league made my parents look like prophets. They got out in front of what would be the wave of youth soccer popularity sweeping across the U.S. That’s also where I got my nickname, Whitey. My dad gave it to me. Of all my parents’ children, I was the only one who didn’t have dark brown hair. Guess what color mine was? That’s right, an almost white blond. We’re still trying to figure out that one.

Four years later, we moved again, this time to Birmingham, Michigan, near Detroit, which did have a youth soccer league, and my parents wanted to register us. But, we arrived in the winter so my dad arranged for us to join the local hockey league.

The problem was that the hockey season had started a few weeks before we showed up. I can remember when my dad was helping me get dressed in the locker room for my first game. I was playing in an age group a year older and could hear some of the guys muttering to themselves about this new kid. I was much smaller than everybody else, my helmet barely visible above the boards, and in this new environment, felt a little like an invader, an unwanted visitor who the other guys thought was going to upset team chemistry. I hated it and as I trudged toward the rink, I told my dad I didn’t want to go out there, didn’t want to sit on the bench, and certainly didn’t want to get on the ice with these guys. I was really intimidated.

“You’ll be fine once you get on the ice,” he told me. “You’ve got nothing to lose. Just try it today. If after the game, you don’t like it, we’re done. Over. Finished. You don’t have to come back. No big deal. But you’ve got your skates on, all the gear, just get out there and try it.”

He made a pretty persuasive argument. So, I clonked ahead on my own and those first few minutes on the bench, I ignored all the muttering from my teammates, but I was scared. No other way to say it. My dad joined my mom in the stands and they later told me that when I took the ice, all the parents were saying things like, “What’s that little guy doing out there? He’s going to get hurt. This is ridiculous. What’s the coach thinking?” He and my mom sat there, steaming but silent.

I don’t really remember my mindset when I pushed onto the ice. I’m sure I had that fear and anxiety, but I also was one competitive little guy, and I knew how to play hockey. Heck, I’d been playing in Minnesota, where it’s religion, for about four years.

Well, I scored a goal in the first couple of minutes. Funny how that changed everybody’s perspective. From that point on, when I took the ice, the parents started saying, “Here he comes, our secret weapon.” Suddenly, my teammates rallied around me like I was their little brother. My mom says that was one of the first times I demonstrated the ability to draw people together, my first moment of leadership. I’m not sure of all that, but I had a whole lot of fun playing hockey with those guys, and I think they felt the same about me. That’s all that really mattered to me then.

The other thing that one moment did was teach me to confront my fears. I’m so grateful my dad gave me that extra nudge to take the ice. I overcame all the uncertainty and, when I proved I was capable, my confidence grew. I knew I could handle more than I had thought I could, something I think all of us need to realize about ourselves. Those first few moments on that hockey team, as imperceptible as it was to everybody else, were enormously significant in my life.

And, the quiet confidence that experience created in me transferred to soccer in Birmingham, where our passion for the game deepened and became nearly all-consuming. Weather permitting, we played every day after school in our back yard or at a local park, like we had at our earlier homes.

A couple years after we moved there, Detroit entered the professional North American Soccer League, establishing the Detroit Express in about 1978, and my family became huge fans. All of us attended every home game in the old Pontiac Silverdome. Those were some of the most fun family times I can recall.

Watching professional soccer live on a regular basis also stoked our dreams. In the back yard we’d imitate our favorite players: Keith Furphy, Trevor Francis, Alan Brazil, Dave Shelton, and a handful of others. We were big fans of Shelton. One of only three Americans on the Express roster, he played at Indiana University, a place we’d never heard of until then. We knew nothing about college soccer but figured Indiana University must be a pretty decent team if Dave Shelton played there.

Those family outings were an example of a broader practice my family embraced, one that would serve me well throughout my life, in and out of soccer; serve my siblings, too. Growing up, we all went to each other’s activities, no matter what the event. It could be Danny’s baseball game on a Tuesday, Deanne’s dance recital on a Saturday, Dean’s soccer game on a Friday. All seven of us would pile in the car and head to the event. We showed our support by showing up for our brothers and sister. Maybe it grew from all those times we uprooted ourselves and moved to a new town. Throughout all that upheaval, the one constant we could hold on to was each other. Now, I realize how rare that was — and is — and how much of a blessing that was, and I’m so grateful my parents set that practice in motion. It formed a really strong, cool support network that we still use to this day.

As time passed, it became clear that the youth soccer league in Birmingham had a wide range of talent. My parents decided to try a new idea: a travelling program that would serve as something of a training academy/development league for the Express. One of the Express owners, John Maxwell, also owned the Bonanza Steakhouse chain, and he wanted to create a feeder program for the pro team. So, my parents — mostly my mom — created the Bonanza Express Soccer League. Under that setup, kids from each of six counties would try out for their county’s team, which would travel throughout the region playing the other county teams. The Detroit Express assigned a player to each youth team, and that player would hold clinics. It was a way to give kids who were a little more serious about the sport an outlet to play in a more competitive format. It also was a badge of distinction to say you played for the Express development team. For my brothers and me — and probably the few dozen other kids on Bonanza Express teams — it fueled dreams of playing professionally.

That was one development in a Birmingham soccer experience that seemed to get better and better. I was a freshman at Groves High School when my oldest brother Pete made a dream come true: playing soccer at Michigan State University. Pete breaking through to that level made all of us dream that we could play soccer in college, too. I made up my mind then and there that I was going to finish at Groves and follow Pete at State.

Then everything crashed.

My dad came home one day and announced he had been promoted and transferred to Indianapolis. To say I was devastated would be an understatement. I was entering my sophomore year, during which I was pretty confident I’d play at the varsity level at Groves, my next step toward playing at Michigan State. I had a wide network of friends, a nice girlfriend.

Now, my parents were asking me to start all over again. It was too overwhelming. I all but refused to go. “India-no-place” was the last place I wanted to live.

As angry as I was, I thought my older brother Danny would be even more upset. He was varsity co-captain as a junior on a team that was highly ranked in Michigan and expected to be very competitive the following season. Groves’ coach Guido Reggelburgge liked Danny so much that he offered to house him for his senior year if Danny would stay. He was going to take the coach up on the offer, but eventually decided to come with us.

That decision had almost everything to do with Indiana University. Danny knew that Indianapolis was about 55 miles north of Bloomington, Indiana, home of the Indiana University Hoosiers, where that boyhood hero of ours, Detroit Express’ Dave Shelton, played college soccer. Since meeting Dave and reading about IU soccer, my brother had dreamed of playing there. This move, Danny thought, brought him one step closer.

We were scheduled to hit the road in June, and I was having a really hard time; really depressed about the whole thing, refusing to concede that I was leaving my life in Michigan. I held out hope of staying there and doing an extended version of the idea proposed to Danny: living with a family friend for three years of high school. It was nuts, of course. My parents, who’ve always been thoughtful, struggled with how to handle my despair, but they weren’t about to leave me.

When we arrived in Carmel, Indiana, a suburb of Indianapolis, they decided to follow our previous strategy and contacted the local high school soccer coach, Bob Boots, which always struck me as a great last name for a soccer coach.

He agreed to meet us on a Sunday afternoon at his church. The four of us — Coach Boots, my dad, Danny, and I — met on folding chairs in the church community room. Coach Boots, a very unassuming, soft-spoken, deeply religious man, was cordial and smiled a lot, but I could tell he wasn’t anywhere near as enthusiastic to meet us as we were to meet him. He was almost apathetic about it.

“We’ve got a lot of kids in the program here and a really competitive, strong team,” he said. “Do you know what you boys are getting into?”

In fairness to him, he didn’t know what he was looking at. He understood our predicament but he wanted to be very clear that this team was no shaggy collection of kids from the neighborhood. It was serious. Guys practiced hard and played to win. In fact, they were having an informal scrimmage later that afternoon, Coach Boots told us, and this was almost two months before the season.

“You’re welcome to head over there and check it out,” Coach Boots said. “See what you’re up against.”

That was one of those moments that stays with me to this day, a small but very powerful moment, and one that proved to be valuable throughout my playing career and life. Danny and I looked at each other. We were in street clothes — t-shirts, worn tennis shoes; me in white painters pants; Danny in blue jeans. And we thought, No way are we stepping on the field for the first time looking like this and mixing it up with a bunch of top notch players. We’d look like idiots and then get our heads handed to us.

And, yet, like I said before, I’m pretty competitive in my own quiet way. So are my brothers. We always have been. Like me, they were modest about it, but we all knew how to play the game and play hard, and we loved soccer. Loved it down to the calluses on our feet. We weren’t about to back down.

Still, we saw this entry as all wrong. The guys on the Carmel team wouldn’t know what the heck was going on — Coach Boots didn’t attend the off-season workouts — and they’d view us as intruders, not teammates. They’d make fun of us for sure.

This was where my dad’s foresight again was dead-on. He told us this might be the only real shot we get; that this setting, before the official practices start in August, would be an informal way to introduce us to the guys, give us a head start on making friends, and show everyone that we belonged. He had all the confidence in the world that we could play at their level. My dad always has believed in his kids, or at least he always led us to believe he believed in us.

So, we rolled up to this elementary school parking lot in our van. On the field behind the building, about 20 guys scrimmaged. After a few minutes of Danny and me wringing our hands and my dad prodding us to get out there, the two of us in our street clothes stepped out. The guys looked at us exactly the way I thought they would — like we were intruders. It was pretty humiliating and awkward, but we explained why we were there and they let us join the scrimmage.

Coach Boots was right. Carmel players were tough. But guess what? So were we.

From the moment I kicked the ball, the anxiety dissolved. The soccer field always represented a place where my brothers and I could escape the pressures of school, relationships, whatever, and immerse ourselves in the exhilaration of this beautiful game. It was where I felt the most like myself; the most comfortable.

Danny made a tremendous impact, scoring something like six goals in 45 minutes, and I hung in there, too. After, soaked in sweat and laughing about our soccer fashion statement, we climbed back in the van.

“That wasn’t too bad, was it guys?” my dad said.

We were pretty confident we’d do just fine on Carmel’s soccer team; maybe even lead the team on a deep run in the state tournament. And the guys on the team were pretty fired up to have us.

We went to the rest of the regular practices, and I made varsity as a sophomore. Danny had a monster year, setting the Carmel High School record for goals scored in a single season and leading the Greyhounds all the way to the regional finals. A great senior season.

I still felt a little out of place at Carmel, and Danny didn’t get the attention from college coaches he’d hoped for, largely because high school soccer in Indiana didn’t measure up to the caliber of play in other states like Illinois and Missouri. But, he was determined to play at Indiana University. So, he worked out hard, enrolled, and tried out for the team. When he was cut, we were all pretty bummed. I thought if Danny can’t make it, IU must be top of the mountain.

As time passed, I settled in at Carmel. My junior year, we had a really strong team that made it all the way to the semi-finals of the state championship, and I was named Best Defensive Player in the tournament, an award handed to me by a guy named Jerry Yeagley, who, unbeknownst to me at the time, would become one of the key figures in my life. Jerry Yeagley was coach of the Indiana Hoosiers.

Imposing is the word that comes immediately to my mind when I think of him. Coach Yeagley was very polished, warm, articulate, good looking, and clean cut, dressed crisply in Adidas soccer gear in the cream and crimson of IU.

After the final game, I stood there on the field with my team and the other three teams in the tournament, and the public address announcer called players who were given honors. You’d step forward when your name was called, and coach would shake your hand.

I remember feeling this very definite presence, something very powerful when I stepped forward to shake his hand. Jerry Yeagley was the man.

“Congratulations,” he told me. “You had a spectacular tournament.”

The coach of Indiana University acknowledged me, and it felt like he meant it. It was a wow moment, but very brief, maybe five seconds. The public address announcer moved on to the next name and so did Coach Yeagley.

My senior season was another strong one. The Greyhounds got all the way to the state final, losing to North Central High School, and I was one of the team leaders.

Michigan State had expressed interest in me, offering a partial scholarship, and I committed quicker than you can say, “Go Sparty.” Although I’d lost touch a bit with my friends in Michigan, I was looking forward to getting reacquainted and taking on the challenge of trying to play at Michigan State.

Meanwhile, Danny had trained extremely hard and given it one more shot at Indiana University. This time, he made the team. Our family went bonkers. Danny had worked and worked and worked and was in the best shape of his life, mentally and physically. To watch him accomplish that goal after all that effort thrilled us beyond belief. We were so proud of him. As it turns out, again unperceived by me, he was providing an incredible example.

On the flipside, Danny also was an example of how difficult it is to sustain a career for any top-level athlete. Knee and back injuries ultimately shortened his IU soccer career. Watching that experience magnified the notion in my mind that this journey was going to be long and challenging, with absolutely no guarantee it would end on my terms.

That particular year rolled on and Danny climbed his way up the team roster and saw some playing time. Making the one and a half hour drive down to Bloomington to watch his games was really fun for our family, as were my occasional weekend solo visits. We’d talk about the soccer team, some of the players, what it was like to travel, to wear the IU jersey, to play for Coach Yeagley, a bunch of stuff. Most thrilling of all maybe was that IU went on to win the national championship that year, beating Duke University in the 8th overtime.

It was then that I started to appreciate what IU soccer was all about. Pick your sport and you can make the comparison. IU is to college soccer what Kansas or Duke is to college basketball; what the Pittsburgh Steelers or New England Patriots are to pro football; what the New York Yankees… nah, we’re a lot more likable than them. But you get the idea.

IU has won eight national titles in men’s soccer, made it to the title game a mind-blowing 14 times, been in the soccer version of the NCAA Final Four, known as the College Cup, 18 times, and has the NCAA’s best record in the College Cup: 20 wins; 10 losses. Overall, the Hoosiers have amassed a winning percentage of .800. That, my friends, is what’s known as a powerhouse.

Sometime in my brother’s championship season, a little spark of a question flared in the deepest recesses of my mind. What would it be like to play at IU? I laughed. Who was I kidding? I’d already committed to Michigan State and was fired up about getting there and giving it my best shot. Besides, I was nowhere near the stature of the typical soccer Adonis who takes the field for IU.

Then, one day over the winter, I was shopping at a local mall and noticed that a TV in a lounge area was showing a replay of the national championship game against Duke. I look back on that now and think about how weird it was. No promotion. No IU gear for sale. Nothing. Just a TV set up, replaying the game and no one else there. It was kind of eerie. I’d never seen anything like that before or since. I hate shopping so I didn’t need much of an incentive to watch for a few seconds. Then I sat on the couch and watched for a few minutes. Then I watched the entire thing.

It was crazy, sitting there for a couple of hours, totally absorbed. I wasn’t cheering or whooping or shouting at the refs for making a bad call or calling out players’ names. I was simply mesmerized, locked in, whatever you want to call it. And, here’s the weirdest part: while taking in the game on this screen in front of me, all alone, I actually could see myself on the field, playing for IU, almost as if by some computer generated graphic editing I’d been inserted in the lineup. Looking back now, it kind of creeps me out, but the vision is very clear to this day.

The game ended — Yeah! IU won again! — and I thought, What the heck? What would it hurt to send an application to Indiana? I’d already applied and been accepted at MSU. This was just another form to fill out. So, I did apply. Several weeks later, I received a letter that I was accepted, which fueled my uncertainty.

Over the spring, I played club soccer and had a strong season. That set me up mentally and physically to train hard for college ball at Michigan State. But that performance also made me wonder more about whether I could play at IU. That goofy, surreal vision of me on the field during that national championship refused to rest. I started feeling this almost hypnotic pull. I loved IU’s cream and crimson uniforms and the team-focused, hard-nosed style the Hoosiers brought to the field of battle. I loved the excellence, and I was intrigued by Coach Yeagley’s persona. I loved the campus. I wanted to try to reach the pinnacle.

I decided to do something about it and wrote to Coach Yeagley to set up a meeting to chat about my chances. His responses were very clear. I didn’t have a realistic chance of even making the team, let alone playing for the Hoosiers. But he agreed to meet.

So, one summer weekday, my mom and I jumped in the van and drove down. The entire route along Highway 37 was nerve wracking. Except for that one brief moment where he gave me a plaque, and maybe a couple times he saw me hanging out with Danny at IU, I didn’t know Jerry Yeagley and he didn’t know me, and he was one very intimidating guy. Not that he was a bully, he just carried himself with such confidence and was so polished.

On the drive, I kept thinking I should turn around and head back. I had no idea what I would say or what we would talk about. I wanted to play at IU and I didn’t. I wanted him to beg me to join the team but I was thoroughly excited about — not to mention committed to — going back to Michigan and playing at State; a returning hero. Thoughts were swirling around my mind. Things seemed so jumbled.

We pulled up at the horseshoe driveway outside Assembly Hall and Coach Yeagley met me in the lobby. He was exactly the way I remembered him from the state tournament. Somebody once referred to him as the Godfather of college soccer and that surely fits.

He shook my hand, said my name, thanked me for coming down, and then got right to it.

“What can I do for you?”

That was the question I feared the most. I wanted him to say, “You know, Whitey, my boy, I’ve thought about it. Come on down and we’ll get you a spot on the team and everything’s going to be great. Can’t wait to have you as a Hoosier.”

But, he’d blown right past that fantasy, crashing it like a plate glass window.

“Well,” I said, clearing my throat to loosen up the choking sensation taking hold, “coach, I just wanted to reiterate my interest in playing.”

He reiterated his position and was very definitive about one thing: I had no business playing for Indiana University. I shouldn’t even waste my time thinking about it. Coach Yeagley was very polite but direct, and I appreciated that.

“I’m sure you’re aware we just won a national championship, Whitey,” he told me, “and we’ve got seven starters coming back from that team. On top of that, son, we’ve got one of the best recruiting classes I’ve ever had coming here in a few weeks. To be honest with you, and just between you and me, I think we’ve got a real decent shot at winning the whole thing again.”

He paused to get my attention and looked me in the eyes.

“Whitey, you’re a real nice kid and a decent high school soccer player, and I don’t want to mislead you. You’re just not talented enough to play here.”

I knew what he meant, and I started to feel foolish for wasting his time. At 5 feet 4 inches and thin, I was undersized. I also wasn’t very fast and couldn’t jump that well. Other than that, I had it all going on. Most of my game was heart and as much of that as I had, it wasn’t enough to compensate for all my shortcomings; not at IU anyway.

The whole conversation took maybe 10 minutes and we never left the lobby, never sat down. At the end, he mentioned something about trying out if I still felt strongly about it. I thanked him for his time and honesty, hard as it was to take. Then I hopped in the van and the first words out of my mouth were: “I cannot do it. I can’t go here.”

I knew where I was going: home to Carmel and then to East Lansing, Michigan.

All that uncertainty disappeared, which in some ways made the quiet drive home a lot easier than the drive down. I was relieved. It was certain now that I needed to move on; leave IU in the rear view mirror and pursue my prospects at Michigan State.

That night, I got together with three high school teammates. Rosio was a freshman at Purdue, playing club soccer there; OB was going to play at Ball State; and Matt was going to take the pitch at Wabash College. They knew how much of a long shot it was for me to think I could play at IU, and they were all really curious about how the meeting went. We talked about it for a while, went to dinner, and talked about it some more, and I remember all of us agreeing after our talk that yeah, Michigan State was the right fit for me, the best choice. I went to bed certain of it.

I woke up the next morning thinking the exact opposite.

I can’t explain it, except to say that this overpowering force deep in my gut was pushing me. It would not be denied, and I was starting to get sick about it.

My mom was ironing shirts that morning when I shuffled in the den and told her I still wanted to play at IU. I could tell my mom anything. She’s one of the most thoughtful, empathetic listeners and counselors I know.

“Are you nuts?” she said. “What the heck are you talking about? We just drove there and back yesterday and you were done with the whole thing. Coach Yeagley told you that you’d never make it. You’re not registered for classes. You don’t have a place to live.”

“I know,” I sighed. “I know.”

We stood there silent, looking at each other. The iron spurted a little steam.

“OK,” my mom said. “Well, let’s just think about it and see.”

We didn’t tell my dad. I just couldn’t visualize that. He knew nothing of my doubts. As far as he was concerned, everything had fallen into place perfectly, and it had. My dad, more than anybody else I know, loves when things come together just so. He’s a very disciplined thinker and precision-perfect planner. Can drive you nuts. I knew that if I backed out of MSU, I would flip the whole perfect table setting over and make a mess of things. I was not ready to propose that to my dad.
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