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			Chapter One: 
Opportunity knocks

			The simple fact was, Teresa Rodriguez could not stay off the field.

			The sweet smell of grass, the soft turf under her hard cleats. All those memories, of her zig zagging across the field, dribbling and dodging defenders, blasting a winning goal, going bonkers with teammates, celebrating yet another Tornado victory.

			Jeez, Teresa thought to herself - playing soccer on this field, behind her school - was the best thing ever. Ever!

			And now it was done, finished, the end of the terrific Tornado team. Teresa was walking on the field now, her hands full, a large trophy of a girl kicking a soccer ball in one hand and her diploma and a soccer ball in the other.

			Just a few minutes before, Teresa had graduated from middle school and was named the school’s girl athlete of the year.

			And then she did what she felt she had to do: sneak out of the auditorium where graduation was taking place and run to the field.

			She’d hug and kiss her mom later. She’d clown around with Bee Girl, Bunny, Bianca and the rest of her teammates at the pizza party later that night. But now …

			She placed her diploma and trophy on the field and set the ball in front of her, on the grass. The goal, with the chipped white paint and ripped net, was down at the other end. Then Teresa, under the hot June sun and wearing her fancy dress and sneakers, began dribbling, picking up speed, fast, then faster, weaving past one imaginary opponent after another. She dribbled right, then did a 360-Maradona spinner around a defender, then Teresa nutmegged another, before lofting the ball over the head of yet a third charging defender, and then it was just Teresa and the phantom goalkeeper, one on one, with the game, of course, on the line. Teresa went right and drew her leg back, the keeper lunged. Teresa never intended on striking to that spot, knew the fake would cause the goalie to commit. Teresa then smacked the ball left, a clean, sharp liner, cutting through the air, across the grass, into open space, into the net that Teresa loved seeing snap back, a snap and a wrinkle that gave Teresa the greatest thrill in her young life. Yessss! She raised her arms triumphantly, smiling at victory. Then she swiped her sweaty face with her dress. A moment later, she heard a voice.

			“Hey Teresa! Teresa!” someone yelled from across the field, yanking Teresa out of her soccer trance, out of her make-believe world. She shielded her eyes and looked into the sun. She saw Coach Bella hurrying towards her.

			“Nice shot,” Coach said, smiling, Teresa unaware Coach had watched her entire final run on her favorite field.

			“How long were you watching?” a slightly embarrassed Teresa asked.

			“Long enough,” Coach said, her smile widening, as she patted Teresa on the back. “I loved the 360.”

			They both laughed.

			“Teresa, I’m so proud of you. Look at that huge trophy, Oh my God!” Coach said, as she picked up the trophy and diploma off the grass. “You’re amazing. I knew you’d be down here. You mom’s looking all over for you.”

			“Yeah, I know,” Teresa said, shrugging, half smiling. “I just uhm … I needed to come down here … you know.” She had retrieved her soccer ball from the goal and was holding it with two hands.

			“How come you’re not smiling? Look at this trophy, your diploma.” She shook her head in wonder at her star player, the player she respected so much that she had asked her to help coach the team as an eighth grader, so Teresa could play and coach at the same time.

			“Thanks Coach. Yeah … well.” She looked downfield. “I guess I’m … I’m a little sad. I can’t play on this field any more. I can’t play with my friends anymore. That really hurts.”

			Coach put her arm around Teresa. “I know it’s sad. But you’re growing up. Next year, you’ll be in high school, playing on a new team. You’ll make new friends, and I know you’ll do great.’’

			“Thanks … but I just know I’m gonna miss my friends,” Teresa said again, shrugging.

			“I know, that’s why I needed to talk to you,” Coach said. “There’s something new.”

			“New? What?” Teresa said, tilting her head in a question mark.

			“I just heard about this new summer league. I printed out this email,” Coach said, removing a piece of paper from her pocket and handing it to Teresa.

			“What is it?” Teresa asked.

			“I’m not sure. But it’s worth checking out.”

			Teresa was staring at the paper, reading, her mind beginning to spin and rumble.

			“But just so you know, the deadline for a team signing up and submitting a roster is tonight.”

			Teresa kept reading, her mind shifting, shifting into high gear as her eyes widened.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: 
Really?

			Teresa loved the hugs from her mother, who started to cry and said, “Teresa, your pa would be so proud of you.” She looked at Teresa’s big trophy, then her diploma, and shook her head with a huge smile and happy tears trickling down. All her teachers and classmates congratulated her … but all Teresa wanted to do was get home, get to her computer and check out this thing Coach Bella had just told her about.

			“Yeah, thanks,” Teresa said more than a few times.

			“You ok?” Bee Girl asked, because she knew Teresa so well that she knew when something was on her mind.

			“Yeah, yeah, good. See you tonight, right?”

			“Oh yeah. Maybe Louis will be there.” She wiggled her eyebrows mischievously at Teresa.

			“Ha ha,” Teresa said, rolling her eyes, because she didn’t like to be teased about Louis, plus she had something else on her mind.

			* * *

			Teresa told her mom she was starving. It worked. Within a half hour she was home, with a cupcake in one hand and her laptop propped open. She was reading about this new league, the NYC High School Elite Summer League.

			She loved the fact that the word Elite was part of the title. She felt the Tornadoes were always elite, even though they didn’t win the championship.

			Teresa knew the team signup deadline. Now, she was looking for two other important facts: How much would it cost and who was eligible to play?

			A fee waiver was allowed, Teresa saw, so that was good, because Teresa knew she and her friends didn’t have the $300 needed to sign up their team. And then … she kept scrolling, looking for player eligibility.

			Teresa had only one thing on her mind: Could Gabby play with the Tornadoes?

			There it was, in small print near the end:

			This is a league for students from the five boroughs of New York City, for rising 9th graders through rising 12th graders. Players must live in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island or Manhattan. All players must have competed on a school team this past year. A team may include players from one or more boroughs.

			That’s it - the words Teresa was looking for. She read it a second time, then a third time, just to make sure: A team may include players from one or more boroughs. Now, all Teresa had to do was explain this whole thing to her teammates, get them on board - and then convince Gabby to come from Brooklyn everyday … for practice … and for games - for the entire summer.

			“Teresa, what’s wrong?” her mother asked, as she still had not eaten her chocolate cupcake, staring at her computer, checking the details.

			“I’m good ma, just reading something,” she shot back.

			“Wasn’t that your friend Louis who got boy student athlete of the year?” her mom asked, changing the subject too quickly. “He really cheered a lot when your name was called.”

			Teresa took a big bite of her cupcake to hide her blushing face and to avoid having to answer her mom.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3: 
One more chance

			After thinking about it, she sent only one text message to all her Tornado teammates - teammates she had been certain, as of an hour ago, she’d never play with again:

			graduation pizza at Rocco’s at 7 be on time got IMPORTANT stuff to discuss 😎😎😎

			Bee Girl shot back:

			what’s up dude face????? love that trophy!!!!!!!!⚽⚽⚽

			Teresa ignored her and intentionally arrived at the pizza party a little late, because she wanted to make sure everyone was there when she arrived.

			Bee Girl, Bunny, Bianca, Samantha and the rest of the Tornadoes were already clowning around, having a soda drinking contest, and Louis was already stuffing his face.

			“Get everyone together,” Teresa said to Bee, Bunny and Bianca, her best friends on the team, as she walked into the pizzeria filled with noisy, celebrating middle-school graduates, her laptop in hand.

			“For what?” Bunny asked, soda dripping down her chin.

			“Meeting. Now - it’s important.”

			Teresa grabbed the one empty table in the corner. Louis glided over, a piece of mushroom pizza in one hand, his well-worn basketball in the other.

			“Hi Teresa,” Louis said, a smile the size of New York City on his face. “Would you like some pizza?” He held out the slice.

			Teresa looked at him, smiled, and said, “Louis, not now. We have important stuff to talk about.”

			The Tornadoes playfully shoved him aside and gathered around Teresa.

			“Who wants one more chance?” Teresa said, as she looked at her friends, teammates and soulmates, not smiling, looking too serious for a pizza party.

			“What are you talking about?” Bianca asked, glancing at her friends.

			Teresa opened her computer and went right to the homepage for the Elite Summer League.

			“What’s that?” Samantha asked, squinting.

			“We can all play together this summer. All we have to do …” - she glanced at her watch - “... is submit an application by midnight.”

			“What?” Bee Girl shot out, as she munched on a slice of pepperoni pizza.

			They all huddled around the computer, Teresa explained and they read …

			Five Tornadoes were out - either they had summer plans or were too young to play because they were not rising ninth graders. This left them with nine players. The question was, could they convince Gabby to play and could they find an 11th player to join them? It was 7:37 - they had four hours and 23 minutes.

			They grabbed pizza and hit the subway.

			The text to Gabby was short and sweet.

			Coming over - NOW …... ALL OF US! ⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽

		

	
		
			Chapter 4: 
Do or die in Brooklyn

			Normally, Teresa’s mom worked late at their family store, and Teresa took care of the little ones, Eduardo and Rosa Maria.

			

			But not tonight. Not on a night when Teresa’s mom knew her new middle-school graduate had something big on her mind and needed the night off. Her mom agreed to close her store early, so that she could take care of her children.

			So Teresa and the Tornadoes were on the subway, flying underground to visit Gabby. Teresa hadn’t visited her best friend Gabby, who used to be called Gabriela, in a long time. This was the best friend who once lived with her because Gabby had no other place to live, because she had come to America with her younger brother, Jorge, all the way from Guatemala, with no parents. This was the best friend who Teresa knew was about the best rising-ninth-grade soccer player in all of New York City.

			“We’re just gonna have to tell her that we need her on the team,” Bee Girl said, as the girls huddled in the crowded subway car, as it barreled towards Brooklyn.

			When they arrived outside Gabby’s house, they decided to ring the bell and then hide in the bushes. Once Gabby opened the door, they would all jump out and scream Goal!!!

			Except Gabby’s foster mom answered the door and when they all screamed Goal!!! she jumped and almost fell into the bushes.

			“Oh, man, I’m so sorry,” Teresa said immediately, reaching out to grab her arm. “We wanted to surprise Gabby. We’re so sorry.”

			The foster mom, Mary, smiled. “That’s ok. You brought quite a group with you, didn’t you?” she said, straightening up. “Come on in.” She held the door open. “Gabby, you’ve got some lively visitors.”

			A moment later Gabby came out of her room.

			“Oh my God, it’s the whole team,” Gabby said, whose English now was just about as good as anyone’s. The team gently mobbed Gabby. “It’s great to see everyone. How come you’re here?”

			Gabby saw Teresa opening her laptop and sitting down in a chair.

			

			“We need to show you something,” Bunny said, as the group slid over towards Teresa.

			They showed Gabby the Elite Summer League website and explained the whole thing and then held their breath as Gabby took it all in.

			She scratched her head. “So, you’re not mad at me because we beat the Tornadoes in the championship game?” She had to ask that question, to get it off her chest, because her Brooklyn school team had denied Teresa and the Tornadoes their dream of a city championship. That was last fall, a lifetime ago in a kid’s world. The Tornadoes loved Gabby, because when she was known as Gabriela and they all went to the same school in Manhattan, she had played on their team. That was two years ago, before she moved to Brooklyn.

			“No, Gabby, we - the Tornadoes - could never be mad at you,” Teresa said. “You’re like my sister - and you know, once a Tornado, always a Tornado.”

			During that 7th-grade season, Gabby and Jorge lived with Teresa’s family. Then later they moved to Brooklyn to live with their new foster parents.

			“This sounds amazing, but I don’t know,” Gabby said, shaking her head. “I need to ask my foster mom.” Then she leaned in and whispered. “She’s very strict. She doesn’t like it when I take the subway by myself.”

			“Can I call you tomorrow and let you know?”

			“Tomorrow?” Teresa said, her eyes widening about as far as was humanly possible. She took a worried look at her watch.

			It was 8:45. “Gabby, we have three hours and 15 minutes to submit our application - by midnight tonight. And we also need one more player in addition to you.”

			Gabby took a deep breath, shaking her head, thinking. Then she took another deep breath.

			“I’m not sure,” she said, shaking her head again. “I’m just not sure. I’m gonna need at least a few minutes.”

			

			She went into the kitchen and returned with a pitcher of water, paper cups and a large bag of potato chips.

			“I’ll be back,” she said, nodding, but definitely not smiling.

			As the Tornadoes snacked, Teresa sweated and watched the time tick past 9:00, then past 9:15, then 9:30 … as if she was watching the game clock tick down and the Tornadoes were struggling to tie it up, with only minutes to go in the game.

			Teresa closed her eyes and clenched her teeth. She wanted so badly to play with Gabby again, to play with all of her Tornado teammates again - to see if they, finally, could really do some damage on the field and, somehow, win the whole darn thing. Yeah, that’s what Teresa wanted - to win a championship with all her best friends and raise her arms on the field and jump up and down with delirious joy, because they finally had won.

			“Teresa, you ok?” Bunny said, as the whole team looked at her, because her eyes were shut tight and she seemed to be crying, or praying, or doing something weird.

			“Yeah, yeah, just uhm … just wishing,” she said.

			A moment later Gabby walked in, a serious look on her face. She took a deep breath, then looked down and shook her head.

			“Well,” she said solemnly.

			Teresa shook her head and muttered, “Jeez, why can’t you …”

			“Why can’t I what?” Gabby interrupted. “Why can’t we start practicing tonight?”

			Teresa and the Tornadoes looked at her, not sure what she meant.

			“What do you mean?” Teresa asked.

			“I mean, why don’t we start practicing tonight? There’s a small park two blocks away.”

			“You’re in?” Teresa said, a hesitant smile ready to explode on her face.

			“Oh yeah, I’m in,” Gabby said, raising her arms and doing a little shimmy in her living room. “And so are my teammates from Brooklyn - Hildy and Angie. We needed extra players, right? They’re really good players and my mom says if we ride the subway to Manhattan together everyday, there’s no problem.”

			The screaming, jumping and carrying on in the living room was as if the Tornadoes had just scored the winning goal in the city championship.

			After they all calmed down, Teresa, Bee Girl, Bunny and Gabby went into a separate room for some quiet time, so they could complete the online application. Then Angie and Hildy came over to meet everyone. Gabby’s foster mom fed them all enough spaghetti for a small army.

			Teresa and all her teammates agreed to send the exact same text home:

			Be home late ---- GOT SOCCER PRACTICE TONIGHT ⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽!!!!!

			And then it was Bee Girl’s idea for all of them to turn off their phones once the texts were sent. This way, when their parents texted back, forbidding them from practicing in Brooklyn until midnight, they could honestly say: Hey mom, hey dad, sorry, we didn’t get the message until it was too late.

			From 10:30 until midnight, they kicked the ball back and forth in a small field near Gabby’s house. They only had two balls, so they split into two groups of six, four passers playing keep away from two defenders.

			When Teresa passed the ball between her legs to Samantha, Gabby dove in the grass and gravel, knocking the ball away but slid on her knees.

			“Ouch!” she screamed, as she lay on the ground with a bloody knee. Everyone rushed over. Teresa bent down and used the tail of her shirt to wipe the blood and dirt off Gabby’s leg.

			“Thanks Teresa, I think I’m ok,” Gabby said, as Teresa and Bunny helped her up.

			“You sure?” Teresa asked, looking at her friend, concerned.

			“Yeah,” Gabby said, as she flexed her leg at the knee to make sure. “The important thing is, I stole the ball.” She smiled, ran over to the ball and passed it to Sadie.

			They all started roaring as they ran after the ball in a full-team free for all. They made so much noise that lights started flicking on in nearby apartments. Then they heard the loud blip-blip siren and saw the flashing lights of the police car.

			A moment later: “Hey, what are you kids doing?” a police officer yelled, as he approached. “All the neighbors are complaining.”

			The kids froze, as two officers walked up the path.

			“We didn’t do anything officer,” Teresa said, worried, because she knew all about what police do to people of color. And almost everyone on the Tornadoes had brown or black skin.

			“Well what you did is make a racket,” the second officer said, as she motioned to the buildings near the park. “People are trying to go to sleep. And aren’t your parents worried you’re not home?”

			No one wanted to answer that question.

			“Playing soccer at midnight, that’s some crazy thing,” she added. “Time to go home, girls, ok?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5: 
The real world

			Playing soccer in Brooklyn at midnight with Gabby and the Tornadoes was Teresa’s fantasy, the best dream possible coming true.

			She woke up the next morning to her real world. Her mother was at work at the family’s bodega. She left a note for Teresa:

			Please, please, please, don’t ever do that again, Teresa. I almost called the police - again. But Bunny’s mom told me she got the same text message. You have a 10 pm curfew from now on, unless you have to be home earlier to take care of your sister and brother. Remember, you have to take care of Rosa Maria and Eduardo almost everyday. You have a lot of responsibility! And your dad is angry with you. You missed his call last night at 9. What were you thinking? I love you, mom

			Teresa felt like an avalanche of bad stuff had fallen on her head. Her mother was mad at her, she had to figure out how to juggle soccer practice while taking care of her brother and sister … and now her dad was pissed, too.
Her father was deported to Mexico when Teresa was in 7th grade. It was the worst thing that ever happened to Teresa. They WhatsApped usually every Wednesday night. The call she missed was when she was going to tell him all about graduation and her big award.

			She pressed the call button on her phone at the exact same moment Eduardo said, “Teresa, I’m hungry.”

			Two seconds later, Rosa Maria, now roaming all over the apartment on her own at the age of three, opened the refrigerator. Somehow the milk carton fell out and tipped over. Within seconds, there was a milk puddle all over the floor.

			Rosa Maria was already crying by the time Teresa started leaving her dad a message: “Dad, I’m so sorry I missed our call. I love you very much. I have so much to tell you. I can’t believe it. I will call you tonight. Mom is mad at me again. I love you.”

			She clicked off her phone and saw her brother and sister standing in front of her. Rosa Maria’s legs were dripping with milk and she was still crying.

			“Oh boy,” Teresa said.

			“She made a mess,” said Eduardo, now six, who loved to rat out his younger sister.

			“I see. Well, we can clean it up. That’s ok, Rosa Maria,” Teresa said. She smiled at her baby sister, picked her up and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

			Over the next two hours, Teresa performed the big juggle that she was so used to: She sponged up the mess, gave Rosa Maria a bath, then gave them oatmeal and banana for breakfast, while texting back and forth with Gabby, Bee Girl and Bunny, her three assistant coaches, who would help lead the Tornadoes to their first championship.

			By noon, she received an email from the Elite League. Their team was accepted, they would play eight games over four weeks and then the top two teams in each of the four divisions would advance to the playoffs. She sent a text to the entire team:

			we only have to win 11 straight games against girls who are much older than us to win the championship EASY AS PIE!!!! ⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽⚽

			“I’m still hungry, Teresa,” Eduardo said, standing in front of her as she held her phone. “Mommy says you are glued to your phone.”

			Ten minutes later, Teresa was rushing down the sidewalk, pushing Rosa Maria’s stroller as Eduardo, a bagel in one hand, half ran to keep up. They got to the field on time.

			Bianca’s brother Tomas, 12, had come to practice to watch Eduardo and Rosa Maria.

			“Ok, our first game is tomorrow against the Bronx Bombers. Don’t ask me any questions, because I don’t know a thing about them,” Teresa told her teammates, as they all stood on the field behind their old middle-grade school. “All I know is, they’ll be older than us, and probably bigger and stronger, so we’re just gonna have to run them into the ground. Let’s go.”

			She was about to start running, but she stopped herself. “One more thing,” Teresa said. “The games will be 80 minutes long, instead of 70, with two 40-minute halves, because we are now playing by high school rules. We’re lucky the games are not 90 minutes long, the varsity length. But because some younger kids are allowed to play, like us, they did a compromise.”

			“So, we better start running,” Gabby said.

			“Yeah, that’s right, we better start running,” Teresa said.

			Teresa and Gabby, followed by Bunny, Bee Girl, Bianca and the rest of the team, took off. They ran five fast laps, took a quick water break and then began the passing drills the Tornadoes had done for years, breaking into three groups of four - two-touch passes followed by the passer cutting through to the other side ... over and over again, receiving, two-touch passing, then cutting.

			“The faster we pass and cut, the more tired those Bronx Bombers are going to get,” Teresa said, as sweat dripped down her face.

			They ran more laps, then they lined up the balls about 15 yards out and bombarded Bianca with shots, three seconds between each shot, from all angles.

			Everytime she stopped a shot, the team yelled out “Way to go Bianca!”

			Then they ran fartleks up and down the field, just like they did in 7th grade, picking up those chalk lines, running so hard for so long that half the team felt like they were going to puke right then and there on the field.

			“Water time,” Teresa gasped, as she and her teammates bent over to catch their breath before reaching for their bottles.

			“We’re playing tomorrow on the field near Yankee Stadium, so maybe the ghost of Babe Ruth will watch us thump the Bombers,” Bee Girl said.

			“Well, somebody will watch us thump the Bombers, because that’s what we’re going to do,” Sadie said.

			And then the “Thump the Bombers” chant started, as the Tornadoes did jumping jacks for their final exercise.

			Thump the Bombers!

			Thump the Bombers!

			Thump the Bombers!

			

			That night, as Teresa performed The Big Juggle, she gave Rosa Maria and Eduardo a bath while texting back and forth with her team.

			The team was trying to use the word thump in as many different ways as possible.

			Bee Girl: thump them under the ground!!!!!!

			Bunny: thump them into the ground!!!

			Bianca: thump them into the goal!!!

			Gabby: thump them off the field!!!

			Thump them off the planet and good night!!! Teresa finally texted, because she was exhausted.

			The team would wear their school Tornado uniforms because they didn’t have money to buy new uniforms. Teresa’s blue and white jersey was grass stained and slightly torn, but she didn’t care. She put on her shirt and shorts, and then her shin guards, socks, and cleats, got into bed, held her dirty, grass-stained ball on her belly and tried to dream of victory, but fell fast asleep before any dream entered the picture.

			This was an hour before she was supposed to call her dad. She was that focused. She missed yet another call with her pa.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6: 
Bombs away!

			Thump.

			The sound of the foot hitting the ball.

			Thump when you pass. Thump when you score.

			The problem was, the thumping that went on during game #1 of the Tornadoes’ Elite Summer League season involved the thumping of the Tornadoes right into the bright green turf on the fine field next to Yankee Stadium.

			The Bronx Bombers were bigger, stronger and in most cases faster than this much younger Tornado team. For example:

			Teresa, Bee Girl and Gabby played give and go near midfield, looking for a crack in the Bomber’s D. Teresa to Bee, over to Gabby, then back to a cutting Teresa as she crossed midfield. As two Bombers ran at her, Teresa tried what she had done many times before. She ran right at her opponents, trying to dribble and finesse her way through the crack between the two Bombers.

			But the Bombers were too tough.

			Teresa ran into a human brick wall. The two Bombers knocked her down like a bowling ball knocking over a pin and stole the ball. A Bomber fed a cutting forward, who dribbled downfield, then let loose with a long centering pass towards the penalty box.

			The Tornadoes were in trouble.

			The Bomber forwards outmuscled the Tornado defenders, gaining control. Bianca blocked the first shot, but the ball bounded free. Samantha and a Bomber went for the rebound, but the Bomber got there first and lined the ball sharp and sweet, into the goal.

			Easy. 1-0 Bombers, and the clock ticked at only 5:38.

			The Bombers got their second and third goals by headers because the Bombers had two 5-foot 10-inch girls who towered over any Tornado on the field.

			By the 15:00 mark, down 3-0, both of Teresa’s knees were bleeding, as was one of her elbows.

			

			“Let’s go Tornadoes!” she screamed as she clapped her hands together, but it didn’t do much good.

			Their passing game was destroyed because they were out run and out muscled on the field.

			Call it a thumping disaster. That’s what a 5-0 smackdown is.

			* * *

			“Hi pa,” Teresa said later, when she finally connected with him, as Rosa Maria and Eduardo ate cold ravioli. Teresa was too tired and too upset to heat it up.

			Her father saw a sad face with downturned eyes.

			“What’s wrong sweetheart? Mama told me you had all this good news for me.”

			Teresa just shook her head. She was usually very positive, with a bright outlook even when things were tough.

			But that thumping …

			“We lost dad. We got killed.”

			Her dad nodded. He was a former soccer player, he knew the ups and downs of the game.

			“What happened?” he asked, moving closer to his phone, where Teresa could see his concerned face more clearly.

			Teresa shook her head. She told him about the new Elite Summer League, that Gabby was playing on the Tornadoes, but then said, “They kept knocking us down and stealing the ball. Like we were nothing.” She shook her head.

			“The ref didn’t call any yellow cards. None.”

			She kept shaking her head. “Not one. They really killed us. Made us look like … like we couldn’t play at all. Like we were out of our league.”

			Her dad rubbed his chin, thinking.

			“Were you faster than they were?”

			“I don’t know. They kept pushing us out of the way or knocking us down, so we never got to find out.”

			“Hmm … Well, ok, I have an idea.”

			

			They talked for a while, back and forth about what happened, and about the strengths and weaknesses of the Tornadoes.

			“And we have two new players from Gabby’s team, Hildy and Angie. They have strong right legs. They can smack the ball.”

			They talked some more and Teresa took a few notes in her phone.

			Teresa always loved talking to her dad, especially when it was about soccer. It made the 2,500 miles separating them seem a lot less, like her dad was WhatsApping from just around the block. Teresa had stopped thinking about when he would be home, because after he was deported, forced to leave home to return to Mexico almost two years ago, she thought there had been promises and hope. But it became promises broken … and hope unfulfilled.

			Be patient, Teresa, it will be ok. I will return home.

			That’s what Teresa was told, over and over.

			But now, after all this time, that’s not what had happened.

			So she stopped asking.

			All Teresa knew was that her father lived in Mexico City, a world away from New York City, and she wasn’t even certain he would recognize her the next time he saw her, whenever that would be.

			“I love you dad. I really love you,” she said, as she smiled at him through her phone.

			The call with her dad had calmed Teresa down. By talking through the details of their defeat, by analyzing why the Tornadoes lost, she could see things more clearly. Her anger and frustration had lessened, a path forward appeared. She glanced at her notes from the call, which included a plan for the next game.

			She was so wrapped up in all that soccer talk she never told her dad about graduation or about the huge trophy she had won. It was time to reverse the thump.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7: 
Can speed conquer all?

			The Tornadoes had one practice before their second game. It was Teresa’s job to get the message across, a game plan much different than what the Tornadoes had been doing for the past two years.

			As Rosa Maria and Eduardo ate potato chips on the sidelines, the team ran 10 laps to start practice. Then they sat down and Teresa explained what they had to do.

			It was new, it was different and it was challenging. But they had no choice, because the second game was against the Staten Island Stallions, a high school playoff team the year before.

			“We’re playing a 4-2-4, with more dribbling than passing,” Teresa announced.

			“What, more dribbling than passing?” Bianca shot out. “Coach Bella wouldn’t like that.”

			“Well, Coach is not coaching now - and we have no choice,” Teresa said, with Gabby, Bee Girl and Bunny nodding in agreement, because she had already explained the plan to them. “Gabby and I will be in the middle as rovers.”

			Every player took turns dribbling upfield against two, sometimes three defenders, practicing outrunning the defenders.

			“We’re going to need to run past these teams,” Teresa said. “We can’t go through them. They’re too big and strong. We have to go around them.”

			Bee Girl, Bunny, Hildy and Sadie would be the four forwards. The four defenders would be Caroline, Samantha, Jessica and Isabella. As usual, Bianca would be in goal. Angie was the only sub.

			That night, Teresa received a text from her mother.

			Hello sweetheart --- Your uniform was washed. Mole and chicken are in the fridge for dinner. Make sure you bathe your brother and sister. Good luck tomorrow. I love you - mom

			Teresa bathed Rosa Maria and Eduardo, read them The Very Hungry Caterpillar (again and again), and then put them to sleep. Then she slipped on her uniform, grabbed her ball and got into bed … and thought about what she needed to do to help her team win a game in this Elite Summer League against a much bigger and stronger team. She closed her eyes ...

			Teresa dribbled upfield and outran four Staten Island Stallions. One by one, they fell to the ground exhausted as they tried to keep up. Then Teresa dribbled right at and then around two more Stallions. The Stallions bumped into each other and fell in a twisted heap. Teresa now had a breakaway. Just the goalkeeper to beat. Teresa charged forward into the 18, dribbled right, faked a shot, juked left, eyed the empty net and …

			She jolted awake, her adrenalin and thoughts pumping her upright.

			Oh gosh, Teresa thought, why did the dream have to end? She shook her head back to reality and took a deep breath.

			“You were making noises,” said Eduardo, who was standing there, staring at his big sister.

			Teresa smiled. “Yeah, I bet I was.”

			* * *

			For most of the Tornadoes, it was their first time on the Staten Island ferry as they traveled to the game from Manhattan.

			They began passing around a ball on deck and it took about two minutes for a ball to pop in the air, off Bee Girl’s head, off Bunny’s knee and off Bianca’s foot, and off a passenger’s shoulder … right into the water.

			The dozen Tornadoes cracked up and took flight below deck about as quickly as the angry passenger said, “Can you believe those wild girls?”

			They made it to the field in one piece and saw the same thing they saw the other day: Opponents who were stronger and taller.

			“Remember, just follow the plan,” Teresa reminded them.

			Gabby smacked knuckles with Teresa and took a deep breath.

			“We got this, sister,” Gabby said. “My speed dial is on.”

			The Stallions played ping-pong in their own end for about a minute, then a midfielder yelled “Let’s go!” and that’s what they did … or at least tried to do. A defender slanted the ball to a midfielder cutting across the middle, who then two-touched it to a second midfielder about 10 yards up, who then smacked it long down the sideline. Teresa and Gabby gave chase.
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The beauty of friendship, family and the
desire to win are front and center as Teresa
and her teammates make one last run,
§ working together to survive and thrive and
win that elusive first championship.

PETER ARONSON

Aronson’s trilogy is a great read. Teresa’s story is one my friends and I who grew up
in NYC can identify with. Soccer was our main love growing up, but life was always
about much more than just soccer. The characters in the book remind me of my
teammates in high school, college and the Sunday Mexican leagues. I can’t wait for

the books to be published, so I can share them with my friends.”
— Yaliz Campos, South Bronx United, Soccer Program Manager






