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			Chapter 1: 
Teresa’s World

			Teresa Rodriguez stood in the middle of her living room jumping up and down … counting as she reached for the ceiling – 57, 58, 59. When she reached 60 jumping jacks, she bent over and took a breather, but only for five seconds. Then she did a dozen burpees, 25 sit-ups and 20 push-ups.

			She was panting and it was hot. But she didn’t care. She did it all again. Then she went at it a third time, pushing herself and grunting loudly through the last push-ups, barely rising before she collapsed onto the floor. She was sweating, breathing heavily, and a little dizzy. A few minutes later, this 12-year-old soccer-crazed girl texted her parents:

			trying to remain calm, REALLY TRYING – BUT NOT EASY! SO PSYCHED!! gave eduardo and rosa maria dinner & bath.... they’re sound asleep! i’m going to sleep soon, please dont wake me when u get home – love u ❤❤❤ ps ALMOST GAME TIME!!!!!

			

			At 10 am the next day, Teresa’s summer league team, the NYC Citycats, would play in the New York City U13 summer league championship game.

			As she pushed herself through her nightly exercises, she thought about what Coach Stevie said at their last practice: “If we stop Reena, we’ll win the game. And Teresa, you’re good enough to stop her. I know you can do it.”

			Quietly, Teresa slipped on her blue and white jersey and shorts, pulled on her striped socks, slipped into her cleats, tied the laces, then grabbed her dirty, worn, grass-stained soccer ball and slid into bed, a bed that was squeezed between Rosa Maria’s crib and Eduardo’s toddler bed. Shades down, lights out – game ready. Teresa inhaled deeply, then exhaled, the soccer ball resting on her stomach, rising and falling with every breath. She closed her eyes and fell asleep. Her unconscious mind drifted to a stadium filled with 60,000 roaring fans.

			The stadium clock ticked down … the score was 2-2. Teresa, dripping with sweat, needed one last blast of energy. It was the gold medal game at the Paris Olympics. For Teresa and her teammates, Trinity Rodman, Sophia Smith and Mallory Swanson, it was now or never. Teresa charged upfield with the ball, dodging two defenders, with Swanson on her left, Smith near center and Rodman on the far right, all sprinting downfield.

			The clock was tick tocking down – 88:31, 88:32 …

			Teresa juked right with a quick stepover, then jerked left past a defender, then sent a long ball to Swanson in the far left corner, who duked a defender, spun left and sent a high arching pass to Smith. Smith sped right with the ball, near the penalty box, then lofted it far right to a speeding Rodman …

			88:58, 88:59 …

			Rodman charged towards the goal line. She fired it waist high towards the goal, a screamer across the goal mouth, where a charging Teresa caught the ball on her thigh, eight yards out. She faked right, spun left around a defender and let fly with a curving blast. The keeper dove left. But she was too late. She nicked the ball, but it kept going, into the left corner. Teresa couldn’t believe it.

			GOAL!!! GOAL!!! GOAL!!! Teresa had scored the winning goal in the Olympics! She raised her arms and raced across the field as the crowd roared. She was delirious with joy. She was mobbed by the U.S. National Team.

			“Wake up! Wake up!” said Eduardo, as he shook his sister’s shoulder. “We’re hungry. Wake up!”

			Teresa opened one eye and saw her little brother standing by her bed. Rosa Maria, her baby sister, was standing in her crib.

			“What?” Teresa said, still groggy and in a cloud from her dream of a lifetime. “What?” She shook her head. “What time is it?”

			Eduardo looked curiously at the clock, because telling time was still a way’s off for this four-year old kid. “I think it’s … hmm … it’s …”

			Teresa lifted her head and looked at the clock. It was after eight. “Oh, jeez!” she said, rocked back to reality. “I gotta get up. Game starts in less than two hours.” She needed an hour to get to the field. Her parents had already left for work.

			“I have to give you breakfast. Let’s hustle.”

			Her parents worked long hours running their bodega in Washington Heights, in northern Manhattan. Although she was only going into 7th grade, Teresa was responsible for taking care of her little brother and sister, often giving them breakfast and dinner and babysitting most nights.

			Like she often did, Teresa’s mother left their breakfast in the refrigerator. Teresa microwaved the scrambled eggs and American cheese and poured three cups of orange juice.

			Teresa fed Rosa Maria with her right hand and ate with her left. Eduardo devoured everything in front of him. Within 10 minutes, Teresa was stuffing her backpack with diapers, water bottles, sliced banana in a plastic container and granola bars and they were out the door.

			They hurried to the subway from their apartment on 123rd Street, off Broadway. As Teresa pushed Rosa Maria’s old, wobbly stroller, she took out her cell phone and saw nine text messages.

			Five from Bunny …

			Three from Bee Girl … and

			One from Coach.

			“Oh my God,” were the only words Teresa could utter as she scrolled down, reading. She had stopped pushing the stroller. They stood on Broadway, near the subway, as Teresa stared at her phone. She took a deep breath and shook her head.

			“Why’d you stop?” Eduardo asked.

			She didn’t answer and just stared at the text from Coach Stevie:

			I have some wonderful news and some other news too… my wife had a baby last night,,, came a little early. We’re SOOOO HAPPY!!! but i’m really sorry, i can’t coach team today.

			What? Teresa thought, as she kept reading.

			really REALLY SORRY!!!! HOPE U UNDERSTAND — U R captain — today U lead the team!! tell everyone to play hard & be sure to mark REENA – and i know you’ll win!!! GO CITYCATS!!!

			Teresa was so stunned she couldn’t believe it. The subway ride was a blur. Thoughts raced through her mind: Wow! Coach Stevie had a baby. Coolest thing ever! But did it have to be last night?

			They were about to play the best team in New York City with the best player. The Coach’s only instruction was to mark Reena. The summer league championship was on the line.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: 
The Big Game

			“Ok, ok, ok, listen up everyone, listen, come on … Coach said I should …” Teresa shouted to Bunny, Bee Girl, Bianca, Louisa, Samantha and the rest of her teammates, as she held up her hands. She had just arrived at the field.

			But no one was listening. They all knew about Coach, were happy for him, but were getting ready for the game of their lives.

			Bunny (aka Bunny Rabbit, perhaps the fastest Citycat), Bianca and Samantha were kicking the ball back and forth, playing keep away from Louisa. Nicola, Patrice, Isabella and Eve were seeing how high they could blast the ball in the air. And Lucy, Betty, Bee Girl, Paulina and the rest were having a contest to see who could juggle the ball on their thigh the longest.

			The referee blew the whistle and waved the players onto the field. The team huddled and put their hands in the middle.

			“Citycats, Citycats, Gohhhhh Citycats!!!” they all shouted.

			“Bee Girl, please watch my brother and sister,” Teresa said as she walked onto the field, pointing to Rosa Maria and Eduardo, sitting on the grass eating bananas. Bee Girl got her nickname after she got stung by a bunch of bees at practice one day. She was one of Teresa’s best buds. She had sprained her ankle and couldn’t play. “If she poops, change her diaper, ok?” Teresa said, giving her a friendly thumbs up.

			The U13 summer league championship game was underway. They would play two 35-minute halves. The Harlem Hipsters had their star, Reena, and the Citycats knew this all too well. Reena was bigger and stronger than all the other kids. Her school team had beaten Teresa’s school last season. Reena played midfielder-center-striker, with the speed of Rose Lavelle, the power shot of Trinity Rodman and the strength of a runaway freight train. You didn’t want to get in her way.

			Teresa had memorized Coach’s advice like a mantra: Stop Reena and you’ll win the game.

			“I got her,” she yelled, as Reena dribbled upfield. The Hipsters were spread wide to give Reena plenty of space to operate. The Hipsters played a 4-4-2, four defenders behind four midfielders led by Reena, and two forward wingers. The Citycats played a 3-4-3, hoping they could control the ball with their front seven.

			But here came Reena, knees pumping high trying to dribble past Teresa. Bunny doubled her up so Reena chipped the ball wide left to a teammate at midfield. The Hipster wing then blasted the ball far down the left side and Reena and two other Hipsters took flight. But Samantha got to the ball first and smacked it upfield, to no one in particular, but at least out of danger.

			There was a lot of back and forth. The clock ticked past 12:00, then past the 15, 20 and 25 minute marks in the first half. The Citycats were doing the opposite of what Coach would have wanted. Instead of controlling the ball with short passes, their passes were long and wild and they were exhausted from chasing the Hipsters.

			And that’s when Teresa saw something that had nothing to do with the soccer game – something truly terrifying. Little Rosa Maria, who had recently turned one and a half, wearing only a long t-shirt, diaper and no pants or shoes, had waddled away from Eduardo and Bee Girl, who were playing catch with a soccer ball, not aware Rosa Maria was down the field, all by herself, heading, ever so wobbly, for the busy street where cars were speeding by.

			“Eduardo, Bee Girl!!” Teresa screamed from across the field. “Hey!! Hey!! Eduardo!!! Bee Girl!!!!”

			They didn’t hear her. She had no choice. She took off after her sister and caught Rosa Maria at the edge of the field.

			“Rosa Maria, what are you doing?” Teresa said as she scooped her up, did a 180 and started running as fast as she could towards Eduardo and Bee Girl. She glanced at the ref, who somehow didn’t see what was going on, because the action was on the far side of the field.

			Teresa ran up the sideline and plopped Rosa Maria in Bee Girl’s arms. “Please watch her, ok?” she said sternly as she gave Bee Girl and Eduardo a serious look. Then she raced back onto the field, relieved but exhausted. She bent over to catch her breath, but only for about three seconds …

			Nicole stole a pass, dribbled up, dodged a defender, then saw Teresa all alone. She sent it wide to her, just shy of midfield. Teresa, now refocused, saw she had space and a chance. She took off. A Hipster midfielder came at her, so she faked left and dribbled right and now had more open room, with Citycats on her wings.

			Clock ticked past 30:00 …

			Reena was charging from behind, but Teresa was flying. She tapped it ahead to Louisa, who two touched it right back to a sprinting Teresa. She dodged one more defender, juked another and then dribbled into the penalty area. They had numbers. Samantha was on her left, Bunny on her right. Only one defender and the goalkeeper were there. Teresa faked left, then passed right to Bunny. She had an opening. The keeper was out of position. But at the last second, Reena slid from behind and knocked the ball away.

			

			“Ohhh!” Teresa screamed in frustration, because she thought they had one. The clock ticked past 31:00.

			The ball went to a Hipster defender, who quickly slid a pass to a midfielder, who shot it ahead to an already racing Reena. It was now her turn to make a run. Reena barrelled forward, across midfield. Teresa and her teammates were racing to get back. Louisa charged Reena and slowed her down. A second Citycat was closing in. And then Teresa managed to catch up and come at her from the side.

			“Steal the ball,” someone in the crowd yelled.

			But Reena did what every opponent dreads. She jammed on the breaks, and Teresa flew right past her and fell down, and now Reena was in dangerous territory. The three Citycat defenders—Isabella, Nicola and Patrice—were in position, but five Hipsters bore down on the box. Goalkeeper Bianca steeled herself. Teresa was back on her feet, but she was too late. Reena flew into the penalty box and smashed the ball as hard as she could. It was a whistler. Bianca dove right, but missed the ball. It was hit too hard. It curved and caught the net. Goal!

			Teresa couldn’t even watch the celebration. She had lost Reena. A few minutes later the referee blew her whistle twice, signaling the end of the half, with the Citycats down 1-0. As they lay on the grass guzzling water, Teresa was still upset. She told her teammates to tighten their defense and maintain possession with short passes. But once the second half started, too often her teammates panicked and passed the ball wildly. The Hipsters got too many chances. Bianca made a great save, then cleared it downfield, but right onto the foot of a Hipster midfielder, who passed to Reena. Teresa was on her, but Reena nutmegged her, then led a charge. She made a beautiful pass to a winger who sliced it past Bianca for a goal.

			

			A few minutes later, a bad pass by Isabella deep in her own end led to another Hipster goal.

			When the whistle blew, with a final score 3-0, Teresa wiped the sweat off her face with her jersey and sank to her knees on the field. She sat there for a few minutes, not sure if the exhaustion or disappointment was keeping her down. Coach was right: If you don’t stop Reena, you can’t win the game.

			Teresa knew she had blown it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3: 
Babies do rule the world

			After a few minutes, Teresa realized the best way to deal with her disappointment was for the team to visit Coach Stevie. They could congratulate him about the baby and start planning about the school season coming up.

			Revenge against Reena’s team would be a hot topic.

			Coach Stevie had taught her just about everything she knew about soccer. And she felt really close to him. When her parents worked last Thanksgiving, Teresa took Rosa Maria and Eduardo to his home for dinner. She really loved Coach.

			A half hour later, Teresa was pushing Rosa Maria’s stroller down Amsterdam Avenue, with Eduardo by her side, followed by Bunny, Bee Girl, Samantha and the entire Citycat team, all still wearing their dirty, sweaty uniforms. A bouquet of flowers rested on top of the stroller, which the team had chipped in to buy.

			They marched up four flights of stairs, with Teresa, Bunny and Bee Girl carrying Rosa Maria in her stroller.

			Coach opened the door. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a week, with hair zig zagging up, down and sideways and with huge bags under his eyes. “We just got home from the hospital,” he said in a raspy voice, but still able to smile. He smacked knuckles with Teresa and her teammates as they marched into his apartment.

			“We brought you these,” Teresa blurted out, smiling, as she handed Coach the flowers.

			“Thank you,” he said, smiling back, “they’re beautiful. So how’d you do?”

			There was a moment of silence. No one wanted to give him the bad news.

			“Well … ” Bunny began.

			“We lost Coach. We lost 3-0. They just uhm …” Teresa said, her voice trailing off, feeling they – she – had disappointed Coach. “I lost Reena. I did.”

			“Hey, that’s ok,” Coach said, seeing Teresa was upset. “You did your best.”

			Teresa was staring at the floor. “Yeah, but we lost the championship. We should have won it,” she said, shaking her head, getting more upset the more she talked about it.

			“I’m not a good coach,” Teresa said softly, but loud enough for everyone to hear, shaking her head.

			“Hey, you did the best you could. It’s not easy being a player-coach,” he said.

			“Yeah, we lost as a team. Wasn’t your fault,” Bunny said, nudging her good friend playfully.

			“Yeah, I let three stupid balls get by me. I should have blocked them,” Bianca said, shrugging.

			“Ok,” Teresa agreed. “We all blew it. We’ll make up for it during the school season. We’re gonna clobber Reena’s team. I know we’ll win.”

			“That’s the spirit I like to see,” Coach Stevie said. “You’ll get another chance soon. Hey listen, you want some water or something?”

			“Nah, it’s cool Coach. We just came to see you and the baby,” Teresa explained.

			

			“Yeah, I know you want to see Lilly, but Jennifer is feeding her now and she’s just a newborn, so she can’t be exposed to germs from other people. So we’ll have to wait a few days. But there is something important I need to tell the team.”

			Coach’s face suddenly got a lot more serious. He looked up at all the players standing in front of him, then glanced at Teresa. It instantly gave her a bad feeling.

			“My wife and I have decided it’s best if I stop teaching at school for a while and take care of the baby.” He nodded at the team – Bunny, Bee Girl, Bianca and the rest, and then looked right at Teresa, because he knew this would hit her hardest. He was closest to her, and he was the one who had gotten her involved in soccer a few years back, when he visited her parents and asked if she could play on the soccer team because, he said, Teresa “has great potential.”

			“Yeah, so, I won’t be teaching or coaching this fall. I’m really sorry.”

			Teresa was trying to digest what Coach had just said. She was confused. Did Coach just say he wasn’t coaching anymore? Is that what he said?

			Teresa looked at Coach, then at her teammates. “Maybe you could just bring your baby to all the games and practices, we could take turns looking after her,” she suggested. “I take care of my brother and sister all the time.”

			“Yeah, Coach. We could all help you,” Bunny said, enthusiastically.

			“Well,” Coach continued, “we’ll be moving upstate, so I won’t be around.”

			Teresa looked at her teammates, then back at Coach. “Wow … jeez,” she said, unsure what to say. “What do we do? We had all these plans for the team. I mean, now, we don’t even have a coach.”

			“I know, Teresa, I know,” he said sympathetically. “But everything will be OK. I spoke to Principal Higgins. She knows she needs to find the team a new coach. A really good one.”

			

			“Yeah, but you’re the best coach ever,” Teresa insisted. “No one can replace you.”

			Coach Stevie smiled. “Thanks Teresa.” He patted her on the shoulder. “There’s another great coach out there. I promise you.”

			Teresa was really upset. She hated this news. Just then Eduardo started tugging on her shirt to get her attention. She realized her little brother and sister needed her. She bent down.

			“You hungry, bro?” Teresa asked quietly.

			“Yeah, I’m hungry … and thirsty,” he said, as Rosa Maria started whining and squirming in the stroller.

			“Ok, well … uhm, I guess I gotta go,” she said, looking at Coach, nodding in disappointment, not sure what to do or say. “I’ve got to take care of my brother and sister. I guess I’ll see you around.”

			She couldn’t hide her sadness. She forced a half smile, then looked away.

			“Ok,” he said, seeing her disappointment. “Listen, Teresa, you can always call me.”

			She looked at Coach and nodded.

			“Yeah, ok,” she said, her half smile gone.

			He held out his fist and she tapped it. Then he moved in and gave her a Coaches’ hug.

			She hugged him back. She wanted to cry, but didn’t.

			“Good luck being a dad,” she said, a bare crack of a fake smile appearing. She wondered whether she’d ever see him again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4: 
A wise father speaks

			Teresa was so physically and emotionally exhausted from the day that after putting Rosa Maria and Eduardo to sleep, she fell fast asleep on the couch.

			“Teresa sweetheart, how are you? Did you win the game?” her father asked as he sat on the couch next to her and gently stroked her hair. “You didn’t text us.”

			She blinked groggily as she woke up.

			“Good morning darling,” her mother said, smiling, “except it’s not morning. It’s 11 o’clock at night.”

			“Hi,” Teresa whispered, as she squinted into the light. “You’re not going to believe what happened today.” She sighed and shook her head. “It was … it was like a double bad whammy or something. I had to coach and play – and we lost. Can you believe it?”

			She paused and looked up at her parents. “And now the real whammy. Coach had a baby and he’s leaving. That’s it. He’s no longer our coach.” She shook her head sadly.

			“So now we don’t have a coach.”

			“But this is all good news,” her father insisted gently, patting Teresa on the arm. “He has a baby, which is wonderful, and you’ll get an excellent new coach. And now you have extra motivation for the school season, because you lost.”

			“How do you know we’ll get a new coach who is good? Coach Stevie was the best coach ever.”

			“Because a baby is a blessing, and good things will come from it,” he said, smiling. “I know that’s true, because my mother taught me that. When I came here from México all by myself, I didn’t know what would happen. But being in America has been a blessing – see what happened?” He motioned to his wife, then he kissed Teresa’s cheek.

			He was still smiling. Teresa was not.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5: 
Not that coach …

			As seventh grade dawned at Morningside Heights Middle School, the one and only thought on Teresa’s mind was: Who would be their new coach and could this coach lead them to the promised land?

			On the first day of school, she arrived early and dribbled her soccer ball through the hallway to the principal’s office and knocked on the door.

			Principal Higgins opened the door. “Hi Teresa, how are you? How was your summer?”

			“It was ok,” she responded.

			“Glad to hear that, but I don’t think you came here to talk about summer, am I right?” Principal Higgins asked, eying the ball at Teresa’s feet.

			“Well, yeah,” Teresa said, picking up her ball. “Uhm, I wanted to find out who our new coach will be.”

			“You’re going to have to be patient,” the principal said. “Go to the gym after school and you’ll find out. You’ll be happy with my decision, I promise.”

			Teresa couldn’t concentrate in class the entire day. She zoned out all that talk about Emily Dickinson’s poetry and how they were going to dig deep into the anti-slavery movement leading up to the Civil War. Her only written notes for the day was a diagrammed 2-3-5 super attack offense she had been thinking about—where the main objective was for one of the two defenders to smash the ball forward as far as they could and have the five—yes five—forwards chase down the ball and overwhelm an outgunned defense and score.

			She explained the 2-3-5 to Bunny and Bee Girl at lunch and then said, “Bee Girl, all you need to do is get your ankle all better and then the three of us will totally slam every team.”

			

			“We better have a decent coach,” Bunny said, shaking her head, “or else.”

			When the bell rang at three, Teresa and her friends practically ran to the gym to meet the new coach. “It better be someone as nice as Coach,” Samantha said, “or I’m quitting.”

			They entered the gym and Teresa could not believe who was standing in front of them. Of all the teachers in the school.

			“Hello girls, nice to see all of you,” were the first words out of Coach Bella’s mouth. That’s right – Coach Bella – everyone knew who she was.

			She taught health, the stupidest subject this side of Mars, Teresa was certain of that, and she also coached basketball – boy’s basketball.

			And this is exactly what Teresa was thinking: She knows nothing about soccer. And how did Teresa know this? Because one day in the lunchroom last year, Coach Bella saw Teresa juggling her soccer ball with her foot and she came over and asked her one silly, little question: “Teresa, can you show me how to kick a soccer ball? As a kid, I never learned.”

			Teresa loved it when older people asked her questions about something she knew a lot about.

			“With the side of your foot, not your toe,” she explained, then she demonstrated with a soft tap to Bunny.

			And then Coach Bella tried it – Teresa will never, ever forget this, because it was about the funniest thing she had ever seen: Coach Bella did kick the soccer ball, but she accidentally kicked it way too hard and with her toe—and sent it flying sideways onto Alice Biddle’s lunch tray. Splat, crash, tomato sauce all over Alice Biddle. Alice was crying and everyone else laughed so hard for a second – and then shut up … except Coach Bella, who apologized … and apologized, while turning red like an apple … and that was what Coach Bella knew about soccer. Nothing!

			“Ok, gather around girls,” Coach Bella said, as she began her first day as the new soccer coach for the Morningside Heights Middle School team. “I’ve been asked to take over for Coach Stevie, who we all know was a great coach.”

			Teresa, still not believing, nodded, because she knew that for sure.

			“Today is our first day together, so we won’t be playing much soccer,” Coach Bella explained. “We’re going to talk for a while, then do lots of conditioning. Why don’t you all come a little closer to the blackboard.”

			Oh brother, Teresa thought to herself. She sure as heck didn’t want to move closer to the blackboard, she wanted to play soccer. She folded her arms on her chest and moved about six inches in.
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Aronson’s wonderfully engaging series is about much more than a girl’s love of
soccer. It’s about compassion and friendship, on and off the field. You'll have as much
Jfun reading as you do playing the game.”

—Shep Messing, former U.S. Olympic soccer player





