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			Chapter 1: 
Training to be a champion

			Teresa Rodriguez stood on a street corner in the middle of Times Square, sweat trickling down her face, waiting for the light to turn. It was a hot summer morning, and Teresa and her teammates stood alongside dozens of tourists and New Yorkers waiting to cross the street.

			Except this was not a typical street crossing: Teresa and her Citycat teammates all had soccer balls resting at their feet.

			The moment the light turned green, the Citycats charged forward, dribbling around, through and past throngs of pedestrians, crossing the wide street trying to beat the oncoming cars speeding around town. Balls flew all over as players chased after them.

			“You kids are nuts!” screamed one man, who was almost knocked over.

			“Get out of my way!” screamed a lady, carrying a briefcase, who shoved Teresa out of the way.

			

			“Sorry ma’am,” Teresa responded, as she zig zagged her way out of the jam.

			Teresa was leading the Citycats through their first morning of extreme, urban training in the middle of New York City, all wearing matching bright red headbands, orange shorts and black t-shirts with Citycats written in white letters across the front. They dribbled their balls over the curb, up the sidewalk, past the pretzel guy, the jugglers and a person wearing a Spider-Man costume, dodging pedestrians, continuing up Broadway, balls ricocheting all over, the girls yelling, screaming and laughing on this steamy summer day.

			“Oh My God, that car almost hit me!” screeched Bee Girl, one of Teresa’s good friends and teammates.

			Teresa came up with this extreme training for the NYC Citycats, her summer league soccer team - dribbling the streets of New York City for three miles, 60 blocks, three days a week - to make sure they would be in great shape and win the summer league championship … because it was a necessary stepping stone to winning the NYC middle school championship in the fall.

			Just a week earlier, Teresa had finished seventh grade. She would be entering eighth grade in September.

			Teresa, the captain and leader extraordinaire, told her teammates and best friends on the subway ride downtown from Morningside Heights, in upper Manhattan where they all lived: “We lost two championship games last year - summer league and school league. We are not doing that again.”

			She chose Times Square, the busiest place in the city, and maybe one of the busiest places in the world, to start.

			“This will be great practice for dribbling, dodging all those cars and people,” she explained, smiling, giving her friends an enthusiastic double thumbs up, not thinking for a second about the obvious danger.

			“You el loco,” said Gabby, playfully rolling her eyes at her new sister and best friend.

			

			When Teresa lost the middle school championship last season, she was really upset. She decided she needed a plan. She began keeping a journal, to get her thoughts down, to push her through a difficult time. She knew the only way out was victory. She wrote:

			I’m going to run and practice until my legs fall off, if that’s what it takes!!!!!!! I’m going to run and run and practice and practice until we score enough goals to beat EVERY single team we play against. It’s that simple. We have to win the summer league and school championships!!!!!!! NOTHING LESS!!!!!!!! WE HAVE TO WIN!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

			The 20 exclamation points at the end stood for the 20 games the Citycats and the Tornadoes, Teresa’s middle school team, needed to win to conquer the summer league and also win the middle school city championship.

			Teresa was mostly an ultra-responsible 13-year-old girl. She was a good student and a great, helpful big sister, looking after her little brother and sister, Eduardo and Rosa Maria, big time, because her mom had to work and her dad was not around. But when it came to soccer, it had become a different story. She always loved soccer, but after the losses last season … Well, she was taking her love for the game to a different, more dangerous level.

			Her teammates went along for the ride, not thinking it through - because they loved Teresa and, kids being kids, they would do almost anything to have fun.

			They continued dribbling north from Times Square, dodging strollers, dogs, cars and trucks rolling through the streets.

			They approached 59th Street, just across from Central Park. It’s one of the busiest intersections in NYC. The green light turned yellow. The Citycats saw a line of cars waiting to charge. They decided to make a run for it, trying to beat the light - and the cars, buses and trucks ready to gas it.

			

			“Oh jeez!” Teresa yelled, as she saw the vehicles raring to go, then screamed, “Faster!” The cars roared as the light flicked red and the horns started honking at the 10 girls, in matching soccer outfits, running and dribbling their balls across the wide street, trying to avoid the oncoming traffic - a dozen or so vehicles coming right at them.

			Teresa saw the traffic, but she never saw the bicyclist. Not sure if he ever saw her, but it didn’t matter. They collided. The bike smashed into Teresa and knocked her over, like a bowling ball knocking over a pin, smashing her right side and leg into the street. Her teammates saw this and stopped, balls rolling through the street, cars stopping, honking - Teresa laying on her side in the middle of the street, groaning. The bicyclist was also lying on the pavement, near his bike, the tires still spinning.

			A cop sitting in his car at the corner saw the whole thing. He called an ambulance and then rushed over to Teresa, who looked worse off than the cyclist.

			“Are you ok?” he asked, putting a hand gently on her shoulder.

			“Yeah, it hurts a lot,” she cried, grimacing in pain.

			“Teresa!” screamed Gabby, bending down to console her friend. She looked at her bloody leg and shook her head.

			“An ambulance is coming,” the officer said. “I’m not sure what you girls were doing, but it was pretty stupid. You could have been killed.”

			It turned out the cyclist was fine, but Teresa wasn’t.

			* * *

			“You’re an awfully lucky young lady,” the doctor told Teresa as she lay on a bed in the hospital emergency room, her mother and her teammates by her side. “Nothing is broken, but you’ve got a bruised leg and I gave you nine stitches in your knee.”

			Teresa and everyone else looked at her purplish, swollen thigh and the bandage covering her knee. Gabby was holding her hand.

			

			“Doctor, when can I start playing soccer again?” asked Teresa, who had only one thing on her mind. “Summer league starts in two weeks.”

			Her mother shook her head. “Iy yi yi, my crazy daughter,” she scolded, shaking her head while still caressing Teresa.

			“You’ll be able to play in a few weeks. But you’re very lucky,” the doctor repeated, to make his point stick.

			Just then, the police officer entered the room and looked at Teresa’s mother. “Ms. Rodriguez, may I speak with you, please?” The officer had a very serious look on his face.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: 
The Punishment

			Two days later, the police required a meeting at Teresa’s school to make sure she and her teammates got the message.

			“Teresa, we all know you love soccer - God, we all know that. But you can’t put yourself and your teammates in danger again, got it?” Principal Higgins scolded, with the entire team sitting on the floor, listening silently. Teresa nodded, she knew she had messed up.

			Coach Bella stepped forward. “I’ve discussed this incident with Principal Higgins. We’re relieved Teresa was not seriously hurt, but there will be two punishments. For the next two weeks, the team can practice for summer league, but without soccer balls. This means all you get to do is run and exercise. And Teresa, you need to learn now to be a more responsible leader. You’re now the coach of the summer league team. I’m not coaching.”

			“What?” Teresa shot out, shaking her head, glancing wide eyed at her teammates, having a nasty flashback to last summer, when Coach Stevie quit before the championship game because his wife had a baby. “You’re the coach, I’m not the coach.”

			“Well, since you were leading the team through the dangerous streets of New York, we thought you should be the actual coach and learn some responsibility,” Coach Bella explained, not smiling, no nonsense. “We’re giving you the opportunity to show us and your teammates that you can be a mature eighth grader. And when you can play again - you’ll play and coach.”

			An angry Teresa shook her head. “I can’t do both. We won’t win.” She shot a glance at Gabby, Bee, Bunny …

			“You’ll have to figure it out,” Coach Bella explained, nodding. She handed Teresa a few soccer books. “Read these, and you’ll learn what to do.”

			The police captain said, “That all sounds like a wonderful plan. Teresa, you put your team and yourself in great danger.”

			Teresa wanted to roll her eyes, but she didn’t.

			In a separate meeting earlier with Teresa’s mother, Principal Higgins and Coach Bella had explained this plan simply: “Teresa’s a great kid, with great leadership potential. We think the best way for her to learn a lesson is to be forced to lead - responsibly. She’ll hate the plan, but it’s too bad. She’s got to learn.” Teresa’s mom went along with it.

			Teresa took the books, but was not happy, not smiling, shaking her head.

			“And Teresa, please listen to me,” Coach instructed, with Teresa’s mom and the police captain listening. “We know you really want to play soccer and we know your teammates really want you to play. But if you do stupid things and get hurt again, you won’t be able to play. So you need to take it easy, ok?”

			Teresa hated to admit she screwed up. She hated it. She mumbled something that may have resembled yeah … But she was thinking: What a crappy start to the summer. A banged up leg. And Coach Bella, the principal, the police lecturing me … blah, blah, blah … and forcing me to coach - again!

			

			The meeting ended. Teresa’s mother went back to work at the family’s bodega uptown.

			Her teammates patted her on the back, but with all those imposing adults there, they were too afraid to say anything.

			The group split up, leaving Teresa and Gabby, who now were, truly, almost like sisters, on their own.

			They walked up Broadway, an unhappy Teresa limping in a walking cast, as they bought Gatorades and talked. They sat down on a bench in Riverside Park and looked at the books Coach had given Teresa.

			“You have to help me by being my co-coach, ok?” Teresa asked.

			“Ok, I’ll help you,” Gabby said with a thick Spanish accent, whose English was much improved since coming to America last year with her younger brother, Jorge.

			About six months ago, Teresa begged her mother to allow Gabriela, who everyone now called Gabby, and Jorge to live with them, so they wouldn’t have to live in a horrible childrens’ shelter any more. Gabby and Jorge had somehow traveled to America from Guatemala by walking and hiding on a train and a bus, without parents. They had no one. Teresa’s family became their new family.

			They began reading the soccer books provided by Coach Bella. Within a few minutes, Teresa had calmed down. She did a pretend yawn and rolled her eyes. Gabby laughed.

			“How do you say no interesting …” Gabby said, looking at Teresa.

			“Boring,” Teresa laughed. “Bo-ring.”

			“Yes, very bo-ring,” Gabby repeated, with a giggle.

			They put down the books and picked up their phones.

			Teresa Googled Rapinoe training. Gabby Googled Morgan training. They both watched for a few minutes, then exchanged phones and watched what the other had found. Then they Googled U.S. Women’s National Team and watched how the whole team trained. They saw what they all did - tons and tons of conditioning. They came up with their own plan for the Citycats. “But we’ll have to do it without soccer balls,” Teresa said.

			An hour before their first practice, Teresa texted the team:

			coach said we can’t use soccer ⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽ … didn’t say anything about basketballs 🏀🏀🏀, baseballs ⚾⚾⚾, footballs 🏈🏈🏈====== whatever you got 🏀🏀🏀⚾⚾⚾⚾🏈🏈🏈🏈🎾🎾🎾🎾bring them all!!!!!!!!!!

			The next morning, Teresa wore a whistle as they gathered on the field at Morningside Heights Middle School.

			“How we gonna play soccer with a football?” Bunny asked, as she threw her brother’s football onto the field. “I mean …”

			The ball bounced in crazy directions, all over, not in a straight line like a round ball.

			“Good point,” Teresa said, still wearing the walking cast, as they all laughed. “How about if we use only round balls.”

			Four basketballs, four baseballs, three softballs, two tennis balls and a volleyball were tossed onto the field.

			Then Samantha ran up to the basketball and tried to boot it as far as she could. She almost broke her foot.

			“That’s heavy,” she shouted, playfully falling to the ground.

			“Ok, ok, ok, listen guys, we kinda have a plan for practice,” Teresa announced. “Gabby is the assistant coach. And we decided no more fartleks!”

			“Really?” shouted Bianca. “Oh my God! I love you!!!”

			“What’s a fartlek?” asked Sadie, who along with Caroline and Jessica were the new eighth graders on the team. Mandy, Roberta and Yolanda were the new seventh graders to join. None of the new players had a clue.

			“Well, let’s put it this way: Our new coaches just saved your lives,” Bunny explained. “Fartleks were like running until you die. I’m not kidding.”

			“I can’t believe I’m gonna do this,” Jessica said, because a year ago she had said she wouldn’t play because of all the running.

			Teresa and Gabby glanced at each other, but didn’t say anything.

			Bunny tossed another tennis ball onto the field. “I had to take this away from my dog,” she announced.

			“Here’s another softball,” Bianca said, tossing it onto the field. “I stole it from my brother.”

			Teresa limped up and down the field setting up orange cones.

			Within a minute they were taking turns running through the cones, striking whatever ball they could get their foot on. Bunny kicked a softball. Isabella a basketball. Gabby, the most skilled, blasted a tennis ball across the field.

			The six new players on the team struggled.

			Mandy pushed a basketball all over the place.

			Caroline tripped over a baseball, not a good sign.

			On and on it went, around, through and sometimes over the cones …

			“Way to go everybody!” Teresa yelled, acting as encouraging as Coach Bella, who always said positive things no matter how bad it was.

			After 20 minutes, she blew the whistle. “Drink some water, then Gabby takes over.”

			After the break, Gabby shouted, “OK, everyone follow me.” Gabby then began running and the Citycats were about to do some training that they had never done before. Teresa and Gabby didn’t tell the team that this workout would replace fartleks - and that it was harder - much harder.

			As everyone ran after Gabby across the field, Teresa checked her phone. Bee Girl had not come to practice and not texted. Teresa wondered if something was wrong, because Bee loved to text so much that she practically texted in her sleep.

			Gabby led them to the stairs on the bleachers and up they went. Before they knew what had happened, the team was running up and down the 15 stairs - up down, up down, panting, sweating, up down, up down, about to faint in the heat …

			“Come on!” yelled an exhausted Bunny. “This isn’t funny. This is worse than fartleks.”

			“We lost last year,” Gabby reminded the team.

			After five sets of up and down the bleacher stairs, Gabby jogged to midfield, where she stopped and then put her hands in the air and started jumping.

			“Fifty jumping jacks,” Gabby announced.

			The team began jumping. They were exhausted, but they kept going.

			“Oh my God!” Samantha shouted, panting, but still leaping up and down.

			When that was done, Gabby jogged to the goal line at the end of the field and the team followed, slowly.

			“Now we hop,” she said.

			She began hopping the length of the field, a foot or two at a time.

			“Really?” Bianca said, looking at her friends and throwing Teresa a nasty, but playful, look.

			“Keep going everyone,” Teresa yelled. “You’re all doing great. This is how we beat every team.”

			Despite lots of groans, the team hopped their way down the field.

			One of the new seventh graders, a tall, skinny girl, tripped over her own feet and fell down.

			“That’s ok Roberta. Just get up and keep going,” Teresa encouraged.

			They all finished that segment, but they weren’t done. “Ok, follow me,” Gabby then said, and she took off. She ran across the field, up a hill and across another field, with the team following, barely, falling behind, now wondering if Teresa and Gabby were worse than Coach Bella.

			Gabby led them to a playground.

			“Now everyone, in the sandbox and run, like this.”

			

			Gabby jumped in the sandbox and started running in place, as fast as she could.

			Of course, as everyone knows, it’s hard to run in sand, even slowly.

			So half the players slipped and fell.

			“Move legs, run!” Gabby shouted. “Keep running!”

			They ran and ran and complained and complained and fell in the sand until …

			“Ok, follow me,” Gabby announced, as she took off towards Teresa at midfield.

			Except for Gabby, the team ran so slowly they might have been able to walk faster. Practically everyone but Gabby collapsed onto the field when they were done. Teresa was waiting in the middle of the field, feeling a little guilty that she couldn’t run, too.

			“Congratulations everyone, you just completed the first 15 Minutes of Pain,” Teresa announced. “If we do this every practice, we won’t get tired in the second half of a game.”

			“I thought you were our friend,” Bunny said, not smiling, still panting.

			Teresa laughed. “I’m your friend - and your coach,” Teresa said, with a smile and a nod. “And we’re gonna win the summer league and the school championship - because we’ll be in better shape than any other team.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3: 
The problem: 
boys or soccer?

			After practice, Teresa and Gabby went home to Teresa’s apartment. Jorge was there taking care of little Eduardo, now five, and Rosa Maria, now a toddler. Teresa’s mom worked long hours running the family’s store. Teresa was in charge of her brother and sister much of the time, and Gabby and Jorge were helping out since they moved in.

			Teresa boiled water for mac’n cheese and Gabby sliced avocados.

			As the water boiled, Teresa turned on her phone.

			“Oh my God!” Teresa exclaimed, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it.” It was a message from Bunny:

			can you believe bee girl missed practice for this??????!!!!!!! 💋💋💋💋💑💑💑😏😏😎😎

			A photo was attached - a photo of Bee Girl eating ice cream with Ricky Hermano. Bee Girl had posted the selfie on Instagram.

			Teresa stared at the photo. The more she stared, the more she …

			“Hey - Teresa!” Gabby yelled. “The water!”

			“Jeez!” Teresa yelped, as she rushed to lower the flame as the water boiled over.

			“Look at this,” she said to Gabby, handing her the phone. Gabby looked, then giggled, and put her hand to her mouth, blushing.

			“She likes Ricky Hermano - oooohhhh.” She giggled some more.

			“She missed practice! She’s running extra!” Teresa announced angrily, shaking her head, in disbelief her friend skipped practice because of a boy.

			After lunch, Teresa sent the following text to Bee Girl and included the ENTIRE TEAM on the text.

			

			yo yo yo miss kissy face huggy face bee bee bee girl, u doing extra == I MEAN EXTRA!!! EXTRA!!! — RUNNING at next ⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽ practice 😼😼😁😁 Ricky ain’t invited — ps hope you enjoyed the ICE CREAM!!!! 😼😼😁😁😸😸👌👌 pppsss i still love u, but you were a bad girl!!

			After lunch, Teresa did her exercises, with Gabby supervising. The doctor said she couldn’t run or anything like that, but he didn’t say she couldn’t do push-ups, sit-ups or lift weights.

			“OK, 20 push-ups, then 30 sit-ups,” Gabby announced from the couch. Teresa grunted through them, then picked up her 5-pound barbell and did 20 curls with each arm, then laid down, held it with two hands and lifted it over her head another 20 times. Then she did everything a second time as Gabby kept track in a notebook. Rosa Maria and Eduardo sat on the floor watching. “She’s funny,” Eduardo said as his sister curled weights.

			“Now, one more set,” Gabby instructed after two sets.

			“My pleasure,” Teresa responded, never one to back down from pushing herself.

			As Teresa worked out, she imagined Mallory Swanson sweating in the gym, running, jumping and lifting, showing off her crazy abs.

			“I got this, I got this,” Teresa said, as she struggled through her last set of weights. “Gabby, you and I are gonna kill it once I get back on the field.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4: 
Teresa’s pa … and Bee Girl

			The next day, Teresa was thinking about when she could start practicing again. The doctor told her to hold off running for two weeks. Teresa decided a week was enough. She wouldn’t tell her mom, which meant she’d have to wear the same stinky t-shirt and shorts for a bunch of practices. Not a big deal, she thought.

			But what was a big deal was Bee Girl. Bee was pissed at Teresa because of that nasty text. And Teresa was pissed at Bee because of you know what. They were really good friends … but what happens when really good friends get pissed at each other … and they’re 13-years old? It usually gets worse before it gets better.

			Except something unexpected happened to Teresa. Something she didn’t think about beforehand, something that just kind of, well …

			Rosa Maria and Eduardo were watching TV. Jorge and Gabby had gone out. Teresa sat down to write in her journal. It had started as a soccer journal, a few days after her team lost the middle school championship last year. She thought keeping a journal would help her focus, help her keep track of her goal of winning the championship. But now the journal had become much more - because Teresa had a lot on her mind.

			Before writing, she decided to flick back through the pages and read some old passages to herself. She happened to open the page from Christmas Day, which made her hesitate for a second, because she recalled that was one of her saddest days:

			I never had a Christmas without my pa before ….. never ever EVER!!!! I feel like there’s a hole in my heart, it hurts and feels empty. I miss my pa so much, he would always give me and Eduardo and Rosa Maria the biggest kisses on Christmas and make us Mexican hot chocolate. The hugs and kisses and hot chocolate felt EXTRA SPECIAL. He never says when he’s coming home. It has to be soon, this new year for sure. I know it. My ma won’t tell me, but I know it. He has to come home - SOON!!!!!

			Now it was six months later and her father still wasn’t home. The government had forced him to return to Mexico because he wasn’t American. Teresa hated thinking about that, hated it. Made her so angry. Thinking about her father being forced to leave home always set Teresa back, left her paralyzed, mind and body, unable to think or do anything.

			After a few moments she snapped out of it. Her mind wandered, drifted to Bee Girl and their fight … she sifted through her thoughts - a rolling, emotional jumble. She thought of her dad, what he would say: So many bad things happen in the world, Teresa, don’t let stupid things get you so upset. Don’t be petty, because the only thing pettiness will get you is a bad headache and a hole in your heart. And who needs those things, right? She knew better.

			Within five minutes, Teresa had packed Rose Maria into the stroller and was walking north on Broadway, with Eduardo by her side. Teresa had already texted Bee Girl.

			i’m coming over, don’t try to stop me, stay there ====== WE NEED TO TALK!!!!!!!!!!

			Bee Girl had texted back.

			maybe — REALLY PISSED AT YOU!!!! RRRRRRR!!!!
🦁🦁🦁🦁

			Teresa laughed. She knew that whenever Bee Girl used a lot of RRRRRRRs and that lion emoji to pretend she was growling, she was mad - but not that mad.

			“I don’t want to be mad at you anymore,” Teresa blurted out, as soon as Bee Girl opened her front door.

			

			“You shouldn’t have sent that stupid text message,” Bee Girl said angrily, not inviting them in.

			“Well … you shouldn’t have ditched practice lover girl,” responded Teresa, tilting her head for effect.

			“Yeah, but …”

			“Listen, you’re a dorkas, but you’re one of my best friends.”

			“What’s a dorkas?” Bee Girl asked, half smiling now, moving aside so they could enter her apartment.

			Teresa wheeled the stroller in alongside Eduardo.

			“It’s like a dork, just much worse,” Teresa said, fighting a smile.

			“Hmm,” Bee Girl grunted. “If I come to practice today - if - how much extra running do I have to do?”

			Teresa smiled broadly. “Oh, let’s say an extra 10 miles.” Her smile grew so wide her teeth almost popped out of her mouth.

			At practice that afternoon, the entire team agreed to do extra running with Bee Girl. Instead of five trips up and down the bleacher stairs, Gabby led the entire team on 10 thigh-busting, lung-stinging runs up and down. Bee Girl thought she was going to faint, but she got even when Teresa agreed to do four sets of 20 push-ups.

			“My arms are killing me,” Teresa yelled when she was done.

			She and Bee Girl smacked knuckles five times on each hand. They didn’t need to do or say anything else.

			Teresa had the team practice only with basketballs. If they weren‘t allowed to use soccer balls, she reasoned, they should use heavy balls to make their legs stronger.

			The players formed triangles and ran up and down the field one-touching and two-touching the big balls back and forth to each other. They dribbled the basketballs, slowly, through cones. They practiced their one-touch and two-touch passes until their ankles ached.

			“As Coach Bella always says, short and sweet passes are always the best. Because if we have the ball - possession, possession, possession - the other team can’t score.”

			

			Teresa felt good talking about Coach, because she loved her, even though Coach was punishing her by making her be the coach.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5: 
Teresa speaks to her pa

			Teresa hung out virtually with her father twice a week, Sunday and Wednesday nights. This was their special time together, nothing got in the way. Not school work during the school year, not TV, texting or friends during the summer. At 9 pm on those nights, Teresa had to be ready. She always put on her Tornadoes soccer jersey and shorts, white socks and cleats. When he placed the WhatsApp call, she was always ready and in the same spot. She propped her cell phone up on the table in their small living room and had her soccer ball in hand - so her dad always saw the same thing.

			“I will return to America soon,” her pa wrote to Teresa in his goodbye note, before he returned to Mexico the year before. Teresa believed her dad at the time, was certain it was true, but now knew it wasn’t. During the calls, she often turned her back on the phone and pretended that her dad was there, in the room with her during their talks.

			“I can’t see you Teresa, where’d you go?” her father would then say, a little frustrated, as she moved out of frame.

			Teresa didn’t explain that she had done this intentionally, so she could imagine her father chatting in person with her in the living room; if there was not going to be a pat on the back, or a hug or a look into his eyes, the least she could do was pretend and imagine.

			“Are you sure Teresa, it hasn’t been that long,” her dad said, when she told him she was about to start playing again. “What if you get knocked down during a game? Can I see the bruise?”

			Teresa really liked it now when her dad asked her lots of questions, showed he really cared, pushed them closer, and she needed that with him thousands of miles away. But she was still a soccer addict who wasn’t taking any chances.

			Before the call, she took a little bit of her mother’s makeup, the color of skin, and rubbed it over her bruise and healing wound, so it didn’t look so bad.

			“There dad,” Teresa said, as she flashed her phone, quickly, in front of her leg. “See, almost all better. And I can do this, see …”

			Teresa jumped five times in the air … and then she jogged in place, pumping her knees high.

			“No problema,” she said. “But please don’t tell ma. She always worries.”

			Teresa intentionally did all this stuff fast and jumpy, so her father couldn’t really see too, too much.

			“Hmm,” her father said, squinting into the phone.

			“Dad, remember we talked about you teaching me another move. I’m ready,” Teresa said, intentionally changing the subject, as she faced the phone, holding her soccer ball on top of her head.

			“Yeah, ok Teresa, I have been thinking about that. Ok, so watch me.”

			He adjusted his phone so Teresa saw his feet and his soccer ball. He dribbled with his right foot forward … and then …

			“This is a between the legs move …”

			… he quickly shoveled the ball left, between his legs and then resumed dribbling with his left foot.

			“To do this move right, you need to do it when you are dribbling forward fast and then - boom - between the legs and shift direction. Try it.”

			Teresa dribbled a few steps and then tried to shoot it between her legs … but she got tangled up and fell on her butt.

			

			Gabby, watching from the side, covered her mouth to stop from laughing.

			“Oops,” Teresa said, as she laughed at herself. “Let me try again.”

			“You’ve got to do it slowly at first, very slowly,” he reminded her.

			She fell on her butt again, and then the third time did it so slowly the ball hardly rolled. She glanced at Gabby, who gave her a playful thumbs up.

			Teresa practiced for a while with her dad … and made sure her mouth never drifted to the question that was always on her mind: Dad, when are you coming home? She knew better than to ask that question.

			“Dad, our first summer league game is in about a week. I can’t wait.”

			“Teresa, are you sure you’re well enough to play? What about the stitches you received?”

			“Dad, there’s no way I’m going to miss that game. I’ll be fine. And I’m going to try out the new move. I’ve already got the last move down so well I could do it in my sleep - backwards.” Teresa was talking about the 360-Maradona twister, a move Teresa had done successfully during her seventh-grade season. She was now moving up in the world.

			A moment later Teresa’s mom walked into the apartment, home from work.

			“Ok you two, time for Teresa and Gabby to go to sleep so that I can talk with pa a bit,” she said, as she put her bag down.

			Teresa hated this time of the call. She hated saying goodnight to her dad. And she hated that her mother and father started speaking in Spanish to each other - because they always spoke Spanish when they had serious stuff to talk about - serious stuff about Teresa’s dad living in Mexico. And maybe about him never returning to America. Teresa wasn’t sure, but it sure felt like that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6: 
Teresa’s twin sister

			Teresa remembered feeling sadder than sad when her pa was forced to go to Mexico, like her life had been ripped apart and she had no idea how to fix it. But when Gabby and Jorge came to their school and eventually moved in, her life changed. With Jorge, she gained another little brother who was a great soccer player. With Gabby, she gained a new best friend and the twin sister she always wanted - and also a great teammate. They did almost everything together - and loved to laugh doing it.

			When they cooked pancakes, they would stand together in front of the frying pan and count backwards from 30, taking turns flipping the pancakes in the air and cooking them until they were golden brown.

			When they shopped, one would push the cart and the other would calculate on their phone to the penny how much they had left to spend from the $10 or $20 Teresa’s mom had given them.

			And Jorge was now a big fan of the girls’ team. He played on the team the year before, because there was no boys’ team at the school, but now he was too old to play with the girls.

			At night, Gabby and Teresa would sing Spanish lullabies to Eduardo and Rosa Maria.

			Half the nights, the five of them fell fast asleep in beds pushed together in the apartment’s one bedroom, where Jorge, Eduardo and Rosa Maria slept. Normally, Teresa and Gabby slept on thin mattresses on the living room floor, often holding hands as they slept. Teresa’s mom slept on the couch.
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Now the Tornado’s captain, Teresa
must juggle team leadership, family
responsibility and valuable friendships
while striving to lead on and off the
field and win her first championship.

PETER ARONSON

“The Teresa Rodriguez Trilogy hits close to home! T/Jtm/es' Ar 'nson for not only R

on immigration, hard

demonstrating so much passion for soccer, but giving ins
working parents & the big sisters that give it all for their siblings. Not everyday do
we read about these kinds of events. So read about Teresa Rodriguez, you will be
inspired & probably cry a little!”

—Karla K. Ruiz-Hernandez, South Bronx United, Soccer Coach/Mentor





