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	Price Inside the White Lines

An Inspirational Short Story of Passion and Perseverance 
 
The field was barren, void of any visible activity. Covered by a glaze of frost, it was perfectly paired with the crisp still air. The grass stood tall and green proving its durability even against Mother Nature’s stubbornness, a stubbornness to do anything other than what she has done since the beginning of time. The blades glistened in the early morning sunlight creating a slightly diffracted green hue. As he stood silent, the allure of green gave him a sense that fall was not yet over. Not being a fan of cold weather, any lingering sign of his favorite season was a pleasant treat. He knew winter’s breath was fast approaching.  There was, however, still time for some fall frolicking. 
 
He peered across the vast green landscape and admired its athletic manicure. Not a soul was in sight. The sense that came over him was serene yet lonely. He wanted to take advantage of this rarity, an empty soccer field in northern Virginia. Thoughts of running upon the beautiful virginal grass blades appealed to him. The thought of claiming the lush beauty prior to hoards of other soccer players furthered his intrigue. Touching a ball, running around, and watching the ball go into the back of the net without loud parents screaming idiotic statements and chants was only a dream. He smiled at the fact that he could actually live out that dream today if he wanted to. Upon second thought, he declined the strong urge to take the field.  He decided, instead, to conserve energy for the upcoming matches of the day. 
 
The parking lot was also completely empty and only sporadic debris tumbled through a fight with the wind. Mother Nature is a multi-tasker he thought. Even concrete also glistened from the overnight frost. 
 
“How far would I slide?” he thought with a mischievous smile. He continued his thought.  “There’s no risk for embarrassment, no one to witness an ill-advised test.” How far, he wondered, even in his cleats?  What if he could get a speedy start?
 
The showcase field and its grandstand were empty. The bleachers were slowly waking from cold sleep, also shedding frost in the morning sun. At soccer tournaments even steel structures sweat. Throughout the day that sweaty metal would be banged under both enthusiastic as well as frustrated feet in response to the games played at the base of its structure.
 
Not too far from the showcase field was the check-in tent.  The tent was always a gathering place for the tournament’s participants, spectators, and volunteers and was not for the faint of heart.  The registration and check-in process alone could drive any patient person to the brink of rage. The questions themselves could be rather stupid.  Even when no question was supposed to be stupid, stupid they were nonetheless. Some of the pointless comments and complaints uttered in the tent made him wonder how the United States developed into a powerful nation. Tent volunteers always had battle stories and sometimes even battle wounds. Larger tournaments included police officers.  That’s intensity!
 
On this new day it was truly too damn early.  He was tired. He yawned. It was more than just an involuntary reflex, it was now a compulsion.  Although pumped with adrenaline for the upcoming games, his brain still triggered those excessive yawns.  Maybe he was punishing his lungs with cold air!  Or maybe the punishment was to his feet which ached even before a single match was played. 
 
He stood at the soccer complex twenty one miles from his home. It didn’t seem like a great distance if it wasn’t for the vast change in culture from the inner city to the complete outer burbs.  Rather than being surrounded by housing complexes and projects he was now amongst large estate properties, farmland and lots of undeveloped space. It was out of place for him to see so much undeveloped land and so much space allocated to just one home. The scenery was perfect for a soccer complex yet foreign to a city dweller. 
 
His journey to the fields started early that morning when many bar hoppers were staggering home to bed. The long walk to the soccer complex, yes all 21 miles, followed a well thought out strategy and map page ripped from a Rand McNally book. At a time when technology was not yet at everyone’s finger tips, not even the E-Trade infant, he relied on paper. He had no GPS device, no smart phone, merely street signs and hopefully an accurate color map. He knew it would be a long and tiring walk.  However the alternative was not acceptable.  He wanted to play.  He had to play.
 
His upbringing was unlike his teammates. His family was not of a strong socioeconomic status. His parents did not have the means or time to shuttle him to and from soccer tournaments. He didn’t have money for bus rides away from the capitol beltway. The one thing he did have though was a passion for the game. He was committed to any opportunity to play. At times he committed himself to play without a plan of action to get himself there. Passionate, yet sometimes ill-founded, he always managed to work the logistics out.  
 
His teammates were suburbanites from northern Virginia and Maryland and from families of high net worth.  Being from the ghetto, he was not accustomed to so much money.  All the wealth was quite intimidating and forced him to develop a reserved side to his demeanor. There were countless occasions when the team would dine at a rather pricy restaurant for a post game celebration.  The average dish would cost $15 to $20. Back in the early 1990’s those were high prices.   A $3 Big Mac extra value meal from McDonalds was his only weekly treat.   At these high dollar restaurants he watched as glutinous quantities of food were ingested. Savoring the beauty and exquisitely prepared cuisine was overlooked by the well-to-do. In fact, it seemed as though they the could have whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted it. And they wanted it often.  At these dinners he would sit sheepishly with his free glass of water, embarrassed he didn’t have the money to partake.  Did they think he was stuck up because he wasn’t ordering filet mignon?  Poverty was a bitch to hide.  He tried to disappear into thin air but wanted to remain ever present.  Although he felt completely out of place, he attended the dinners as part of the team.  He was, in fact, still part of the team. 
 
On the pitch he was the team’s striker, the go-to scorer. His job and responsibility on the field was simple; put the ball into the back of the net. It was an art and he was Salvador Dali.  He was an expert with creativity and unpredictability. The team rallied around him during match play, much like handing the artist his paint and brush before he made his majestic statement of brilliance.  He was feared by opposing teams, adored by fans and admired by team.
 
His suburban club coach discovered him at a pick-up soccer game in downtown Washington DC. Only fourteen years old he dominated grown men every Sunday morning on the grass of the National Mall. He was revered by the weekly strangers as they applauded his skill and passion. Many men of the opposition took the challenge of trying to stop him from scoring at will but failed miserably. His speed, skill and creativity with the ball usually made the crowd erupt in cheers. Sometimes the occasional muffled chuckle was heard as an opposing player attempted and failed to steal the ball or stop him from scoring. He schooled the best of them in front of the Capitol.  
 
One day the suburban club coach happened to be playing with a few of his co-workers when he saw the striker.  After witnessing the artistry and even falling victim to his skill directly, the coach approached him with the opportunity to play for his team. The coach was surprised to learn he was available and more than gracious to receive the opportunity. When he accepted the position from this new club, he had no idea the price he would pay to play.  
 
His thoughts returned to the frosted tournament field and to his cold feet. His warm breath clouded the surrounding air slightly obscuring his vision. His back was weighted by the full backpack he carried containing soccer gear and food for the day. He was an expert packer, learning from the best; his father. Being the son of a military man he learned to maximize any small container with necessities. His father preached to always be prepared and that any scenario should have the proper response. “Always expect both the worse and the best, never be unprepared”, his father reinforced constantly. Today was just another moment in his life where practical attitude worked. 
 
Living in the ghetto of southeast Washington D.C. required expert wisdom which was the key to survival. Many times he avoided hidden danger around corners, deep in the recesses of abandon buildings and down dark alleyways because of pure instinct and because he was always. This intuition was not inherent at birth but rather a refined training from constant attention to his father’s advice. 
 
Regardless of his packing skills, the container he chose to meticulously place his items was failing.  His bag was falling apart. Over four hours of hoisting the load on the twenty one mile trip, the trusty old backpack with its widening hole at the bottom was finally disintegrating.  So much for tensile strength.  His teammates sported nice Adidas team bags; he was the only one without one. He couldn’t afford one.  He did what he had always done and what was typical of most of his life, make do with what he had. He overcame obstacles as a result of his stubbornness to never give up. Today, however, he was losing the battle to an expanding hole.  Earlier in the week he modified the old backpack removing interior pockets and creating more storage space.  It was innovative but foolish. The now unbalanced load was taking dead aim on the bottom of the pack. 
 
Ignoring the fact that his bag may not survive the day, he peered at his watch to check the time. It was 7:35 a.m. and five hours post departure from his home.  He stood awaiting his teammates which were expected at 8:30 a.m.  He did not have transportation to the tournament.  The Metrobus and Metrorail, the life blood of his inner city youth, did not travel this far. Without a second thought he packed his gear, ate some breakfast and started his journey on foot to the tournament. He actually left a little earlier to avoid questions from his teammates. Again, he was avoiding the embarrassment that comes with being poor.  He arrived early without much anxiety. 
 
He was a master of hiding the fact that he felt out of place for being poor. He never complained about the extra effort needed to be part of the team.  Not a word was said because he walked to every practice, collected cans for recycling to pay team fees or packing his own food while others dined in front of him. He was not bitter, nor angry or even jealous. It was life and just another obstacle to overcome. He just simply wanted to play!
 
During the mid-to-late 1980’s there weren’t many soccer programs, training academies or competitive teams available for inner-city youth. When it came to urban sports, football and basketball were the dominate options. Typically inner city kids were young African Americans and these two sports were heavily recommended and common for African American kids to watch on television. At one point he, not unlike many other young black kids, began to believe that if you were born black than you born with the innate ability to either catch a football or possessed a sick crossover on the basketball court. Little black boys weren’t supposed to do anything else but focus on basketball or football; it was the only way out of the ghetto. 
 
He was once told by a local Boys & Girls Club coach, “The only chance you have to get out of the ghetto is become the next Michael Jordan or Barry Sanders, so pick up a ball and put down those damn science books!” 
 
Perplexed with this statement from his newly acquired mentor, he pondered it for a moment. “What if I don’t like either of these sports and want to play something different?” he asked this oh-so wise coach.  Unfortunately, the coach’s only answer was to cut him from the football team that very same day. Apparently the Coach didn’t believe he had the passion to succeed and didn’t see the next Deion Sanders standing amongst the ghetto youth.  So much for the opportunity to play regardless of the skill as proclaimed by the B&G Club.  The Coach was hopeful his blackness could ride on the back of one of the young ones.  It just wouldn’t be this boy.  
 
On the walk home from the club, over two miles away, he saw some guys kicking a ball in a field that was more dirt than grass. It was a strange sight, one he had never seen before. He knew of kickball from elementary school, but this was different. These men were kicking the ball into some sort of box with a big net and the ball had odd shapes and colors. This definitely was not football or basketball. The men appeared to enjoy themselves immensely and the game appeared fast and fun something the young boy wanted. His eyebrow rose as he realized the men kicking the ball were dark like him.  They were black too. 
 
“What is the strange game and why are they laughing so much?” he wondered.  Wide-eyed and curious, he wandered over to a small patch of grass where the men were playing. He plopped down at the edge of what grass was left and watched with a scientific eye. He admired how they passed the ball to each other, used their heads, bounced the ball off their chest and ran faster than any football player he had ever seen. He was mesmerized by the excitement and effort to get a little ball into the box with a net. He was amazed by the collective work of all the players.  It wasn’t just one person but everyone was involved.  On that day he was introduced to the beautiful game of soccer. His passion for the sport was born as was his desire to become a student of the game. 
 
Now seven years later he again stood at the grass’s edge, a young expert of putting the ball in the box with a net, still yearning more from the game. His learning life’s lessons from the game had shaped him into a very mature young man. Over the years he realized the sport was one of international flavor. People around the world loved it and made it an integral part of their culture. He watched games televised from all over the world, reading about players from far away countries, and even once watched the English National Team in action at RFK stadium. He realized that he was a true minority playing in and loving the sport. Not only was a he American, which made him a soccer newbie, he was also African American, a rarity in this country. 
Out of curiosity he kept a log of how many other African Americans he saw during games.  It would prove to be a very small number. He always wondered why.  Was it because most black youth were pressured to participate in traditional, stereotypical sports? Was this pressure due to many Black men having success in Basketball and Football? Was it because soccer was expensive? Or was it because there weren’t soccer programs in the inner city? Whatever the reason, he knew it was a challenge to fit into world of soccer and more of a challenge in the U.S. 
 
He faced many different people with misguided perceptions, criticisms and stereotypes throughout his life. He silently recalled the many additional challenges that soccer brought over the years. One coach did not select him for his league all-star roster because he thought African Americans weren’t smart enough to be successful. Although in the week long tryout he out performed every other player on the field, including the coach’s son, he was still not selected. The following season another all-star coach selected him on the team only because he believed that Black players were fast and he needed speed. During the season he only played defense and was told to chase down opposing strikers and prevent scoring opportunities. He was not good enough to play striker for the all-star team because he hadn’t been on the team long enough to truly understand the game. So he did just that, chase and chase for over a year. Whenever he had the opportunity to score, the coach would yell at him to pass the ball to another player. Although in training he was a prolific scorer and very technically solid, he could not shake that coach’s perception of an “ideal” striker. Without fancy cleats, new gear or political parents, he didn’t progress and didn’t enjoy the game the way it was meant to be loved.  Later that year, he walked away from the game. 
 
Every Sunday morning he boarded the #34 bus in Congress Heights and headed down to the National Mall for pick-up soccer. Although he was no longer playing club soccer, he still just wanted to play.  Desire never dies, it may go to sleep from time to time, but it truly never dies.  
 
He arrived to friendly faces and Jamaican accents saying “Lil BB mon”!   He loved it, it was pure, it was fun and it was soccer again. The group of men from all backgrounds gathered just to play. The men were from all parts of the world including Jamaica, Trinidad & Tobago, the Middle East, Africa, South America and the United States. He learned more about soccer on those Sundays than he did from any prior politically driven coach. In between and after the matches he would learn about the men and their cultures, their languages and listen to their wisdom about both the game and life itself. He was finally in a good developmental environment where both his skills and maturity grew exponentially. 
 
A year later, after his current coach encouraged his return to club soccer, he now stood in the cold wet grass awaiting his team. He was ready to kick off the Virginia State Cup tournament and return to an environment where others had previously attempted to steal his passion.  Over the year away he realized that the beauty of soccer is not in a wallet, not in a nice Adidas bag or even built into a first place trophy. The beauty of the sport is the pure passion you drink from the game itself. It’s found in the touch of the ball on your bare feet in your front yard mimicking a skill you saw on television.  The joy is in the wind against your face through a tough, long and tiring run.  It’s that last minute after 89 of them when that ball goes into the back of the box with the net.  It’s the exhilaration you feel from the cheers of strangers you just met during pick up match in the middle of the most powerful place in the U.S. and you just scored off a bicycle kick. And the true beauty is found when a player and his cleats step onto the field.  There is no difference between man or woman, rich or poor, white or black, or young or old. The beauty is in the game itself, even if you pay a price outside the white lines.  
 
On that morning, at 8:30 a.m., he re-entered the pitch, price paid, passion in-tact, game on.   
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