My journey all started a year ago when I received a letter on February 9, 2004 from Washington Sate Youth Soccer Association (WSYSA) saying, “Congratulations! You have been selected, and invited into the Initial Player Pool for the Washington State Soccer Association’s Olympic Development Program (ODP).”
Honestly when I read the letter I had no idea what it was. I was so confused because I got this letter congratulating me on something I had no idea existed. I showed my parents the letter and they got all excited. I asked what I had just received because I had no idea what it was, and obviously from their reactions it was very important. They then proceeded to tell me that over the course of league play a group of scouts had been viewing all the games in order to identify the “best players in Washington State.” Based on input from that scouting staff as well as recommendations from club coaches, their ODP Coaching Staff had selected me to participate in the initial pool. This initial pool would form the basis for the U-14 Girls Olympic Development team for the 2004 ODP season. 
I then asked what ODP was. I read on in my letter and came to find out that ODP identifies and develops the outstanding youth soccer players in the state and presents them to the Regional Olympic Development Program. Regional ODP players, in turn, become candidates for the National Youth Teams.

When I finally knew what I had received I was so excited that I was speechless! All the hard work and extra time I had been investing was finally paying off! I had been picking up extra training sessions and going four days a week during the summer, and one on one training in the fall. It was all finally paying off!
The Beginning…
March-April
On March 28th I had my first five hour training session with the initial player’s pool. Going into my first session I was so nervous it was scary. I was very grateful to have three other players from my club team (Crossfire- Jenkins) going with me. It honestly was very overwhelming to walk out there on the field for the first time knowing only three people out of forty or fifty girls from all over Washington State. Plus four coaches I had never met or known about. It was a very scary time for me. Yet, I gave all my worries over to God. I knew if God wanted me to be on this team he would put me on it!
We all got checked in and warmed up but the day had yet begun. For it being my first day I tried to play within my ability… not trying to do crazy stuff but at the same time trying to stand out. I basically did whatever the coaches told me to do. If they told me to jump, I jumped, if they told me to run, I ran, so on and so forth. As the day went on I got more comfortable and started to be a little more risky. 
From this day out we had five hour training sessions every weekend up until April 18th when the first cut from sixty some girls down to thirty-six was to be made. As training sessions passed I got more and more comfortable. I started to meet new people, make new friends, and even get some really great compliments from the coaches. I started to get less and less nervous every session and it became easier as the days passed. On April 18th I got my first phone call. Greg, our coach, called all the girls Sunday night to tell us if we had made the cut or if we hadn’t. I honestly was so nervous that night because I wanted this so badly that I could hardly sit still, let alone keep my focus. I got my phone call around seven o’clock that night, and when I answered I just thought to myself, “God has everything under control.” In that split second a great sigh of relief went throughout my body when I heard Greg say that they wanted to keep me in the player’s pool! I immediately accepted and when I got off the phone I practically died with excitement. My first goal for ODP had been accomplished! 

We had our first training session, after the first cut, on May 2nd.  I was very excited for our training session because I was eager to see who made the cut. We then had one more session on May 8th before the coach split the pool up into two different teams. One would go play in a ‘friendly’ in Boise, Idaho on May 15th-16th ; and the other would go to BC for a ‘friendly’ on May 22nd-23rd before they made the final cut down to the team of eighteen. Neither team was more special than the other, they were both equal. I went to the Boise friendly and we played three games: Oregon A, which we beat 2-1; Oregon B, which we beat 2-0; and Idaho, which we beat 2-0. On the bus ride back our coach said he would be calling everybody Monday night to tell them if they had made the team. When I got home Sunday night I was so eager to get my phone call, but at the same time I was a little nervous because I didn’t want him to say, “I’m sorry but I have to release you from this team.” 

On Monday night I prepared myself for the worst. I thought out what I was going to say if I was released and if I made it, so I was as mentally prepared as could be. I had just gotten home from soccer practice Monday night when the phone rang. I quickly darted to the phone and my brother said, “It’s for you.” I stood there for a second catching my breath, and then I answered the phone with a friendly hello. He said, “Hi, this is Greg Lambert from ODP.” I then said a weak “Hi” back. After that he asked me if it was a bad time to talk. Scared, I said, “No.” He replied saying, “I would like to offer you a spot on the team of eighteen. Is this something you would like to do?” I quickly replied saying, “Absolutely!” When I got off the phone I couldn’t believe it… I had just made Washington State’s ODP team! I honestly was in awe… another goal had just been achieved!
A few days later coach called me up and asked if I could go to BC with the other group of girls as a sub because they were short defenders. I excitedly accepted his offer. I then went to BC with the other group of eighteen girls that were still trying to make the team. We played three games… the BC year older girls, which we lost to 3-0; Oregon, which we won 1-0; and BC our age, which we lost 3-0. After we came back coach made the rest of his calls to these girls, making the final team of eighteen. 
Nike Friendship Cup

May
After the team was finalized we had our first tournament together on May 28th- 31st; the Friendship Cup in Portland, Oregon. When we got down there we played a total of three games. Our first game was against North California. We came out fighting and early in the match, we took control of the game and started to press. Some good saves by the Cal North keeper kept them in the match. At the twenty minute mark, one of Cal North’s shots found the back of our net and we went into half-time trailing 1-0. We came out second half and started similar to the first by really pressing the Cal defense. Cal North countered with two more goals and the game looked a little out of reach, but we found the goal as we cleaned up a loose ball and brought some energy to the game with a large chunk of the half remaining. We pressed all half and the Cal goalkeeper had to make some nice saves. Cal tacked one on at the end of the match. This 4-1 loss felt a little disappointing to everyone because we felt we outplayed them, but simple mistakes allowed Cal to capitalize while we couldn’t finish our opportunities. It was a good lesson that hopefully we wouldn’t repeat. 
We played our next game against BC. We had played them a total of three times losing to them every time, so this was a big game for us! Looking sharp and controlling much of the game and ball, we were finally rewarded about halfway through the first half as we netted a nice goal. Just a couple minutes later, BC’s first shot of the half brought them even. But we countered as we brought the score to 2-1 entering half-time. This game a second half let down wasn’t going to happen as our defense shut down BC and we tallied our third goal of the game as we drilled a shot under the crossbar from eighteen yards out, clinching our win of 3-1. With a loss and a win now, we realized that if we won our next game against Arizona we would secure the championship due to a couple of ties by Cal North. As we entered the game the atmosphere was sharp and crisp. Strong early pressure from us broke Arizona early and we took the lead 2-0. But yet again, Arizona’s first shot of the match brought the score to 2-1. Not seemingly worried, we countered back one more goal before giving up a questionable free kick which Arizona converted. With seconds to go before half, we dribbled past their goalkeeper and fired a ball into the side netting which resulted in a noticeable deflation of the Arizona squad. Shutting them down in the second half, we clinched our victory with another two goals bringing the final score to 6-2. With a record of 2-1-0 we took the trophy - our first victory as a team!
After the tournament coach gave us three weeks to rest up before our mini camp in preparation for Regional camp. Our mini camp was June 19th-20th. We did several things to get the team ready… one of those being, a fitness test that the Regional camp would require. After our two day mini camp we were ready for Regional camp which was June 28th- July 3rd, but if you made holdovers you stayed through July 7th. 
ODP Regional Camp

June-July
I left Monday not really expecting to make the Regional team or anything. My goal was to just have fun and play the best soccer I could. My parents drove me down and dropped me off at the University of Idaho, which was where we were to stay for our camp. We had an orientation meeting that night where we found out what our schedule was and how the whole camp was going to work. The basic flow of the day was a game in the morning, some sort of meeting in the afternoon, an invitational game in the mid-afternoon (if you were invited), and then training in the early evening. But you couldn’t participate in the evening training if you were in the invitational game. The games kicked off the next day with us having our first game against Cal North.
We came out very strong, creating numerous chances to score and put a ton of pressure on Cal North. Despite a half dozen solid opportunities including a couple of 2v1s and at least one ball resting on the six box waiting for us to finish, we couldn’t find the net. At half it was 0-0. A more evenly played 2nd half started. About five minutes into the second half, a couple of uncontested crosses put Cal up 2-0. We pressed back and again created opportunities. Finally with about ten minuets remaining, we earned and finished a penalty kick bringing the score to 2-1. The game then ended with a 2-1 loss. Later that day the list for the invitational game was posted. I was so eager to find out if I had been selected! Once the list finally got posted, my number was on it! I then had ten minutes to get ready before we were supposed to be out on the field. When I got out there and was warming up I was really nervous because I didn’t want to screw up in front of the Regional coaches, which were all lined up on the side line in a row with their clip boards taking notes. When the game got under way I played fine and my team ended up winning 1-0. We had training that night but I couldn’t participate because I was in the invitational game earlier. 
On Wednesday we played against Hawaii. Despite an extremely sluggish start our defense stood solid and a midfield battle began. Most of the game was played in the Hawaii half of the field, but few chances were created. Hawaii got a PK mid-way and slotted it in the corner. Late in the second half, we came back and headed a ball past the Hawaii goalkeeper bringing the score even, 1-1. Then just five minutes later we took a pass, muscled our way past the Hawaii defense and gave a clinical finish, breaking the tie. With ten minutes remaining in the match, we earned and completed a penalty kick bringing the score to 3-1, and the game ended with that. Later that afternoon the invitational list was posted. Surprisingly enough, I was on it again! Excitedly I quickly got ready and headed to the field. This time I wasn’t as nervous because I had done it the previous day and it wasn’t new to me. When the whistle blew we were off. The game ended in a 1-1 tie. We then finished the day off with training that evening, which again I could not participate in.
Thursday we started off with an early game against Cal South. A great game began with us dominating most of the first half play and our goalkeeper having to do little work. We felt very confident going into the second half at 0-0. Cal South came out strong and immediately put us under pressure. Our defense held and we evened the match out. About ten minutes in, just like Cal North, we gave up two goals in the span of three minutes to put us down 2-0. Cal South spent much of the end of the half defending and finally with less than five minutes left, our persistence paid off as we scored a quality goal off a cross. But it was a little late to mount a comeback. Final score was 2-1. Our day continued while we all waited for the invitational list to be posted. It finally got posted and I wasn’t selected this day. Yet I still went and cheered on players from my team that had been picked! Following the invitational we ran off to training, which I got to participate in this time. When training ended we made our way back to our dorms.
 Friday we had our last game against Arizona. We didn’t know what to expect coming into this match, Arizona had been playing all their opponents pretty strong, and we were expecting a good game. From the opening whistle we were on the attack, and never let up! Two goals in the first half gave us a comfortable lead into half. The second half was a repeat of the first, more attacking and scoring. The final was 6-0 us and it was a nice ending to the week! The list for the invitational got posted an hour and a half later. Unfortunately I was not on it. I was cool about it because I had already been in two so I wasn’t too worried about it. We all went and cheered our teammates on. To end all the soccer for the week, the camp put on a humongous 7v7 tournament for fun. Well, my team, Fulham, didn’t really do all that well. We were…. ummm… bad! It was for fun though, so it was all good. When the tournament ended we had the rest of the day off.
Saturday had arrived. It was our last day of camp, and was the day the regional pool of thirty-six girls was to be selected. When we were all up and ready, we eagerly waited until ten o’clock when we made our way to the announcement hall. I didn’t really have my hopes up or anything because it was a very slight chance I’d make it. Anyways, I had already accomplished my goal for this week. It was to have fun and play the best soccer I could. I had a blast this whole week and I played extremely well. It had been a great experience for me! But that doesn’t mean I didn’t want to make it because I did, I very badly wanted to! When we got there we took our seats and patiently waited. I honestly was all nerves, my legs were shaking and so many different thoughts were going through my head at one time. When the staff stood up, the room became silent. They then started to list off peoples names. They just kept going and my name wasn’t coming up, I started to get a very sick feeling in my stomach as they continued to call out people. I slowly sank in my seat as they went on. With three names remaining I heard my name called out! I sat there for a second in shock and then a smile rapidly spread across my face as I stood up and took my place on stage with the others. Wow, I couldn’t believe it! I honestly didn’t think I was good enough. I guess I proved myself wrong! Four Washington players got selected for holdovers and I was one of them! When I got back to my room I called my parents to tell them the great news! As the day continued everybody packed up and left except for the thirty-six girls that had been selected. I was honestly so excited to be one of the thirty-six, but at the same time I was really nervous because I didn’t know what to expect. Later that evening we had a meeting about all the rules and our schedule for the next few days.

On Sunday, my first day of holdovers, we didn’t have anything going on except for training that evening because the 89’ girls, which we were going to play over the next four days, were just getting in. Until our training we got to know each other and I quickly made friends with three new girls. Our training had arrived and about half way through our training it started to pour down rain. Our coaches made us stop to get under cover until the rain stopped. I thought to myself, “Why are we getting under cover? It always rains in Washington and we still play.” I thought it was hilarious that they made us stop just because it was raining. When the rain stopped we jumped right back on the field and finished our session. We ended around nine pm and I quickly made my way back to our dorms so I could get right to bed. I wanted to have enough energy for tomorrow when our games began. 
Monday arrived and we had our first game. They split the pool in half for the week to make two teams, instead of having to play thirty-six people in one game. My team warmed up that morning to play Washington ‘89. It was kind of odd because I knew their coach and some of the players because I’m from Washington too. When we were all warmed up and got our line up (I got to start) the game began. From the beginning I knew it was going to be a hard and physical game. When the whistle blew Washington took control and put us under some intense pressure, but we fought through it and gained possession. We created numerous chances to score but couldn’t finish. With us having possession most of the half Washington hardly sniffed our net. We went into half with zeros across the board. Coming out of half with a lot of intensity our defense stood strong until an unfortunate mistake put Washington ‘89 ahead 1-0. The game continued with both teams battling and having an even amount of possession. With fifteen minutes left in the half we couldn’t hold and Washington finished their opportunity. Creating numerous chances to score we still couldn’t put the ball on frame. Washington came out on top in the end with a score of 2-0. After our game we had the rest of the day off until our training session that evening. It ended around nine pm and I literally made a bee line to my bed.
Tuesday morning we had a late game against South Cal ‘89. When we got out there we had a light warm up and coach gave us the line up. I got to start again. Going into this game we all knew it was going to be the most physical game ever. The match began and we came out of the gates strong taking possession early in the first half. We created millions of chances to score but could never connect. Cal really wasn’t a threat to us in the first half, but because we didn’t finish our chances when needed, we went into half with zeroes. Cal came out of half strong and caught us on our heels. Due to our lack of preparation Cal snuck two away. We gathered our game together and fought back but we were unlucky when they slipped their third away. We never gave up but when they put their fourth in the back of the net the game was out of reach for us. Cal South took the victory that day with a score of 4-0. After our defeat, we took the afternoon off before we had our last training session that evening. 
Wednesday we had our last game against BC ‘89. We came out focused and fighting. We took possession of the ball early and created numerous chances to score. We continued to press and were finally rewarded as we drilled one into the back of the net. We went into half feeling pretty good about ourselves as we were up 1-0. BC came out of half fighting hard and put us under pressure. We held strong and countered back but couldn’t find the net. BC took advantage and slotted a ball through to finish, bringing the score 1-1. The game stayed even for a period of about fifteen minutes, both teams creating chances but not finding the net. With minutes remaining we took possession and attacked. We crossed the ball in and connected on the other end bringing the score to 2-1. The game continued and the clock ticked until the last second. We stood our ground and took our victory of 2-1. What a way to end our day with a tough win. That night we just hung out and made the last of our time together because the next day we were going to find out who had made the team.
After a long ten days of regional camp the day we had all been waiting for had arrived! That morning we were to find out who had made the Region IV ODP team. The hour had arrived and we all made our way to the announcement hall. We patiently waited for our coaches to arrive to give us the news. I sat there so nervous that all I could hear was my heart pounding. Then coach entered the room. I took a deep breath and said to myself, “God has everything under control. I know He will put me on this team if He wants me to be. He has a plan for everything, and if this isn’t my time to peak I know he has a better plan.”  Coach then stood up, said a few words and jumped right into what we really wanted to hear. Coach began to call out people’s names, one after another, after another, after another. As there were only a few people left, I began to lose hope and my shoulders dropped. Then in that split second I heard my name called out. My head popped up and a smile spread across my face. I looked at our coach for a second in awe. I then jumped up out of my seat and took my place with the others. When coach was finished and we were dismissed, I frantically got my phone out and called my family. I couldn’t believe it; I had just made the Region IV ODP soccer team! What an accomplishment for me…. God must have a great plan in store for me. Only two of the four players from Washington made the cut. Later that day my mom came, picked me up, and we drove all the way home.
 I had a great experience the whole ten days I was there! I had the time of my life out there! I wouldn’t trade it for the world! With only limited weeks at home I turned right around for National Camp held at Middlesex Preparatory School in Concord, Massachusetts, from August 9th-15th. Unfortunately it was just a camp, and we weren’t competing to get on the Under-14 National Team. They didn’t have a National team for our age, not until next year so it was just a camp. 
ODP National Camp
August
All the west coast players flew out on the 8th of August to make sure we made it in. After I got to Cincinnati, Ohio, my plane got delayed. Then it got canceled so they scheduled me on a different plane which also got canceled. So after spending five hours in the Cincinnati, Ohio airport I finally got on a plane. When I arrived, it was around midnight. So, nobody’s awake, I have no idea what’s going on tomorrow, when I’m supposed to get up, etc. The lady just dropped me off at the door and left. So I was a bit frazzled because I had absolutely no information what so ever of what I was doing. I entered our dormitory and found my room no problem. Unfortunately our dorm was made like in the 70’s; it was so old and scary looking. The lock on my door didn’t work. I started to freak out a bit but I knew that wouldn’t help me any, so I just sat down and took a deep breath. To calm my nerves I memorized Psalm 16:8, “I know the Lord is always with me. I will not be shaken, for He is right beside me.” A bit scared I hit the sack hoping I’d wake up the next day alive. 

Thankfully, I woke up the next day alive! Monday we had most of the day off to get used to the campus. We had a late afternoon meeting to discuss our schedule. The basic day consisted of training in the morning, a presentation in the afternoon, and some sort of games in the evening; like 5v5 or 8v8 games consisting of three thirty minute quarters. We had a training session on Monday consisting of physical fitness tests for an hour and a half. You can say that night I slept pretty darn well! 
Tuesday was when the camp really began. That morning the coaches mixed all the regions up putting all of us on different teams with people from all over the US. When this happened, I thought to myself, “Oh boy, this is going to be a long week for me.” You see, I’m a really shy person and I’m absolutely terrible at remembering people’s names. We had training that morning with our teams on ACL prevention and self training instep series. In the afternoon Dr. Deb Getty (Sports Psychologist) spoke to us about “Icebreakers”. Basically it was about breaking the ice of nervousness. Following our session, the games kicked off at 3:30 and ended around 5:30. My team played a 6v6 game with goalkeepers. After all the games finished, Dr. Getty spoke to us again about goal setting.
Wednesday was similar but our training was over defending skills. I did really well on this, considering that’s what I play! We finished our session with a round robin tournament against the other teams on our field. Dr. Getty spoke to us again after lunch about mental skills training. In the afternoon we played 8v8 games with goalkeepers. When our games ended around 5:30pm we watched the first half of the USA Olympic game. Afterwards two Under-19 National team players, Mary Frances and Caroline Walden, spoke to us about their experiences. When they finished speaking, the head National team coach made an announcement that Friday was to be skit night. Every region was to come up with some sort of skit and the regions would then compete Friday night. 
Thursday was a lot lighter day in general. We had our usual training session in the morning. This time our session was on the final pass and serving. We had that afternoon off before we hit the fields for our 11v11 game at 3:30. We played until six and then we had the rest of the night off to rest, hang out, eat, practice our skit, etc. 
Friday was back to normal. We had training over crossing and finishing in the morning. Around mid afternoon we had a video analysis. We had technical competitions instead of games. We had three different stations that we rotated through: serving and receiving, soccer tennis, and tech ladders. It was so much fun and I met so many new people from this. In fact my partner through the whole thing was a girl from New York. After our competitions we all eagerly made our way over to the announcement hall for skit night. It was honestly hilarious! They set it up like American Idol and each region took their turn onstage. Region III ended up winning but we came in second. 

Saturday had arrived and it was our last full day of National Camp. This time we didn’t have any training sessions, it was games galore! We started out with 11v11 games in the morning, playing two forty minute halves. We then watched the first half of the USA Olympic game against Brazil. Following, we had individual meetings with our coaches to go over our evaluations before we were back out on the field. We ended our day with a 5v5 tournament. We concluded around six and then had the rest of the night to pack. Sunday I flew out very early and made it in safely that evening with no plane trouble. After my week started out on a horrible note, it only got better for me and my trip ended on a high note! It wasn’t the best experience I’ve had but it was a great learning opportunity for me, and I knew walking away from this trip I’d learned so much for the better! 
After my wild adventure at National Camp I eagerly waited at home for coach to send out the letters to players that were invited to attend the Thanksgiving Inter-Regional Event, November 20th-27th, in Boca, Florida. During my wait I got listed on the “Girls to Watch List” on the web site TopDrawerSoccer. On September 23, 2004, I received a letter in the mail from US Youth Soccer Region IV saying, “Congratulations! We are excited that you have been selected to travel with the Region IV team to Boca Raton, Florida for the US Youth Soccer Thanksgiving Inter-Regional.” I was so excited when I received that letter I was speechless! I then had to make a very tough decision. My family and I had been planning to go on a mission trip to Chile with our church that same week. I talked to my parents about it many times and I prayed about it regularly. I felt that God had laid it on my heart to go to Boca, so I did!  
ODP Inter-Regional Event: Boca
November
Prior to this trip I increased my amount of training during the week.  I started picking up extra training sessions with other teams, again going four days a week instead of two. I also picked up some one-on-one training throughout the week making it five days a week. About five weeks out from my trip we found a Region IV ODP pre-event fitness program online that they suggested all the players to do. For a four week span up until I left I was going five days a week with multiple practices. Some days I’d have one practice and others I’d have practice and one on one training after. I continued to work as hard as I could up until I left so I was as mentally and physically prepared for my trip as possible. Before I left, the web site TopDrawerSoccer asked me to journal my experience for them. 
The day finally came when I was to fly out! I left for my trip very excited and pumped. I felt very special being the only ’90 girl going from Washington State. Although a few days earlier, I was very nervous! I felt okay, but I was concerned of how I would feel when I got down there. I was really concerned of how I was going to play. All I wanted was to go, have a blast, and play to the best of my ability. Also, I was really concerned about the temperature change. I was afraid of leaving forty degree weather going to eighty degrees and humid, and it being so hot that I couldn’t perform. My confidence at the time was all over the place. I had times when it was extremely high and times when it was low. I didn’t know what I was supposed to feel like… excited, nervous, determined, etc. At the time I was scared and nervous. Scared??? Yes, scared. All I wanted was to have a phenomenal time in Florida. I felt, at the time, if I went and played poorly I was going to be letting a lot of people down, and I didn’t want to do that. I felt a lot of pressure and I wanted to make every one happy. 

My trainer told me differently. He said, “Beth, you won’t be letting anyone down. You’re one of seventy-two girls of your age in the US getting this chance. The coaches have already decided that they have confidence in you, just by picking you. What you have achieved to this point can never be taken away from you. You really shouldn’t worry about letting anyone down. Try to remember it’s a chance few get in life, so have fun and the rest will take care of itself.” After I got that all settled I was pumped and ready to kick butt!
Friday night I eagerly waited for Saturday to arrive so I could leave! I was a bit nervous that night because I didn’t know what to expect…. everything was so unknown to me. That night I got a call on my phone from some number I didn’t recognize. I answered it and surprisingly enough it was Preston Zimmerman! Preston is an Under-17 National ODP soccer player from my club Crossfire. He called to wish me good luck and told me not to be nervous. He is a very nice and inspiring person! My trip just got 100% better after that call! I really appreciated it! I flew out Saturday morning and got into Boca, Florida no problem! 
Sunday was when the fun began! We had a quick team meeting that morning before we headed to the field for training at eight o’clock. When we were all warmed up we jumped right into a drill. We had two garbage cans; one on each end with a circle of cones around each (no mans land). You scored by hitting the can. When we finished with the drill they gave us a water break, and then split us into two groups; pennies and no-pennies.  I was on the penny team.  We then took one of the cans and a partner. We had one partner on one side of the can about 10 yards away from the can.  We had to chip the ball over the can to our partner who was to head it and hit the can without it bouncing- 5 points if you get it in the can and 1 if you hit it. I never hit the can, but my chips were really good. Coach complimented me on them several times.  We then switched with the other group and went 2v2 against the goal.  I started in offense, and I thought I did fairly well. Then when we switched I did fine on defense considering that’s what I play.  We all got a water break afterwards and then we jumped into a scrimmage played like half court basketball.  I thought I did really well, just as the first one.  Following our session we had a quick lunch break then we were back on the field for our second session. When we got to the field we warmed up very quickly. Coach then pulled us aside and started explaining to us how we should execute defensive and offensive corners. For the rest of our session we practiced our corner kicks. 

After we had dinner we left for the stadium where we were going to watch the U20 Boys National team play Mexico.  That game was really aggressive!  There were many fouls, and many cards; 4 red and 5-6 yellow.  Mexico scored first but we followed, tying it up 1-1. The game battled back and forth but we came out on top with a score of 2-1. The coolest thing was that I got to see Preston Zimmerman play!  He is honestly a great player! When the game ended we drove back to our hotel and hit the sack.

Monday was a light day for us. All we had going on was one training session in the morning. I had a very similar feeling as yesterday on how practice went. We started out with this game were there were 4 goals, and you scored by either dribbling thru the goal or passing it to one of your players.  I thought I did really well.  I scored a few times and had some assists.  My passes were to feet, and I made a few runs.  The only bad thing was I was fairly exhausted.  The sun and the time change were hitting me hard.  We then moved on to a half field scrimmage.  I thought I did well at this too.  I made some runs, I played balls to feet, and I had some really good defensive headers. We then finished with a cool down. We had the rest of the day off until our team meeting that night. Coach talked about our game tomorrow… against Region I. I was really nervous because I really want to start! Its one of my goals too!
Tuesday came and our first game was at hand! I was really nervous on the car ride to the game, but I just thought of my goals I wanted to achieve, and by the time we got to the field I was fine. When we got out there we had 30 minutes to warm up.  It was quite funny because I wasn’t really nervous.  I just stayed focused on my goal; do my best, if I mess up just forget about it and push on. Going into our game we knew that this was probably going to be our easiest, yet we didn’t back down. Even though it was the first game we’ve played as a unit, we pulled it together, and really played like a team! We came out fired up and ready to take care of business! Taking possession of the match early we created numerous chances to score but couldn’t put any on frame. With our defense having little action we continued to press! Never giving up, we were rewarded late into the first half putting the score at 1-0. Leading into half with a score of 1-0 we were pretty confident. Region I came out of half very strong and put us under some intense pressure! We battled through it and held the score at 1-0. Gaining possession back, we continued to press. With the huge chunk of the half left we created numerous of chances but couldn’t finish. The game ended with a 1-0 victory. I got to start and play the full game!  I started out a little rusty; had a few bad touches, and misjudged a few times.  But I cleaned it up and I had some really good plays: balls to feet, good defensive headers, solid tackles, and my communication was outstanding.  I have been working on stepping out of my comfort zone and taking charge. After the game coach told me, “good stuff,” and all I needed to work on was knowing when to push up the defense and when to drop off. 
After our first victory we watched our 89’s play before we went back to the hotel. My spirits were so high, I thought I found a newfound confidence level I had never experienced before. I really felt like I belonged on this team playing with these girls. It was an amazing feeling! We hung out for the rest of the night before lights out.

Wednesday all we had going on was training in the morning and a team meeting in the evening. The training session was really good.  I did all right, but not my best. It was really humid but we had a cloud cover so it wasn’t scorching hot. We started out with a drill focused on making runs.  There was a box and you had four people in the middle (two blues and two reds) and two people on opposite sides (one blue and one red) of the box.  When your team got the ball you tried to make runs and keep possession… switching the ball from side to side of the box.  My legs felt like weights were on them…  I seriously couldn’t move them. We then moved on to a half field scrimmage.  I did okay.  I had some good plays, but then I had some times where I froze up. Then we played a half field scrimmage with 2 balls.  Talk about hectic and crazy – but fun!  My team won 16-15.  We then finished with some crossing and finishing. After our training session we had mandatory down time in our rooms for 2 ½ hours before we had our team meeting that evening. 
Thursday we had our second game against Region II. When we got out there and warmed up coach gave us the starting line up. I was not starting. My team came out of the gates running and didn’t stop! We took possession from the get go and immediately put Region II under pressure. We totally dominated the first half! We finished a chance late into the half putting the score at 1-0 into halftime. Coach didn’t make any changes at half so I was still on the bench. We came out of half fired up and ready to go! Taking possession again we continued our attack on Region II’s defense. Battling back and fourth we put another one away to clinch our win of 2-0! I never got put into the game and it was really depressing not being played at all.  It was the first time I had never played in a game. It was a feeling I had never felt before.  I felt like, I don’t know… it’s hard to explain, I didn’t know if I had done something wrong in the game earlier.  I kind of felt like I was an awful player or something.  It’s hard to explain, but it was heart breaking! 
We then had three hours to spare before we went to dinner that night so I called my training coach. He answered and I said “Hi”….. then silence. He asked how it went. I told him I didn’t start. He said, “That’s okay you played, right?” Me- Silence….. “ummm no.” Then for about a 30sec. timeframe he was at a loss of words. We basically didn’t know what to say because we both thought it would never happen. It’s hard to describe how I felt but honestly it was very disturbing. So many thoughts were going through my mind all at one time just wondering why! He then suggested that I go talk to my coach about it. So I did. I left the room and walked down the hall to my coach’s room. Coach answered the door and I asked her why I didn’t get to play today.  I asked if I had done something wrong in our first game that they were not happy with and that is why I was benched.  Coach said NO.  She said they were trying new combinations, seeing if different people could work together, and if they could play the full 90 minutes.  She told me I would get playing time tomorrow, so I thanked her and went back to my room. After my conversation with my coach I felt so relieved! 

That night we had a really nice dinner at the hotel we were staying at instead of the cafeteria because it was Thanksgiving Day. It was a lot of fun, but at the same time it was really lonely to not be having Thanksgiving with my family.  My teammates were the closest thing I had.  We had a speaker while we ate.  He spoke about his time in Athens with the US Women’s National team, and it was quite interesting.  

Friday was our last full day and our last game! Probably one of my hardest too.  I thought Region III was going to be our hardest opponent, due to their quick forwards, strong midfield, and solid defense.  The fact that they play just like us; keep the ball and pass it around instead of playing long balls….  it should be a good game. Plus they had won both of their games just like us. Who’s better? I was really excited for today because I was not only ready to play, but I was anxious to hear the lineup.  While we drove to the field for the last time…. my adrenaline was rushing, and I was so anxious to kick some butt!  When we got to the field we got our boots on and warmed up for the game of our lives.  Coach then gave us the line up and I was starting! 
When the whistle blew we were off to the races.  Both teams were equally matched and the possession of the ball was equal.  Both created chances to score, but couldn’t finish. Going into half both teams had given their all and the score stood at zeros! The second half was about to start, no changes were made, and it would come down to which team wanted it more! The second half was underway and we caught them on their heels. Taking advantage we slotted one away to take the lead 1-0.  The game went on and both teams battled hard. Both defenses stood strong and it came down to a midfield battle! The clock ticked until the last second with both teams giving their all! Yet Region IV came out on top with a record of 3-0-0.  So now you could officially say Region IV 90’s were the best in the Nation!
How did I play?  I thought this game was my best all week.  I felt very strong and confident.  I stayed tight with my mark and shut her down.  I thought my game was very sharp.  I won all the balls in the air that came to me, taking a couple in the side of the head.  My tackles were clean and hard when needed. At half time my coach said I was doing really well with following my mark as she checked and staying tight and not backing down.  She also said I was doing really well getting the ‘D’ up and holding the line, and if the ball got taken from us before the fifty we held instead of dropping off.  She told me after the game that I did really well and my game improved as the week went on.  I was really happy; in fact I was speechless and smiling! I was in fact extremely happy because our team not only won all of our games, but we never got scored on! Which I think is very good for a defender!
Saturday we all flew home after a great week of soccer! Over all, I think my trip was an awesome experience! I played well, I learned new things, strengthened friendships, conquered new obstacles, and had a blast! I wouldn’t trade it for the world!

When I got home I sent in my journal and on Tuesday December 21st it got posted on not only TopDrawerSoccer but WSYSA and CrossfireSoccer. I then rested up for a few weeks before I left for my next adventure- guest playing for an Alabama team called Mountain Brook Angels in the Disney Showcase December 30th-January 2nd. 
Disney Soccer Showcase

December
I left really excited! I had never played in this big of a tournament before… I’ve always just played in our local ones. Plus I had nothing to lose! I flew out on Wednesday the 29th with my dad and after our plane was delayed a few hours we finally made it into Florida around midnight. December 30th was my first game with this team. I met all the girls that morning and got to know them a bit. We had a team meeting where I met the coaches before we left for the field. Coach explained to me how they played, what system they used (flat back four), etc. In our meeting I also found out that this team has a huge rivalry with the team we were about to play. When our meeting finished we drove to the fields to get warmed up to play our first game against Countryside Lighting Elite (FL). While we warmed up coach gave us the line up; I didn’t expect to start because I was a guest player, and I was right. When the game got under way Countryside took possession and put our defense under some intense pressure! Only seconds into the game our defense had a missed clear leading to an opportunity for Countryside to finish. When the game started up again Countryside immediately stole the ball back and caught us on our heels putting their second away. Only ten minutes into the game we were down by two. All the players on the bench and I then started to move around and keep warm just incase we got subbed in. Coach then pulled me aside and said. “Get ready; you’re going in for central defense.” Very excited, I got my body moving and coach subbed me in on the next opportunity. I started out a little hesitant but once I got settled in I was solid! When we finally got our heads in the game we gained possession and put up a fight. The game went into halftime 2-0. Coming out of half we countered back and created chances but we couldn’t connect. Following our struggle, Countryside put another in the back of our net. With the game looking out of our reach we still proceeded to fight. As the game continued we got an indirect kick just outside Countryside’s box. When we got the ball set and ready to go, coach told me to take it. A little surprised, I immediately ran up and got set. When the whistle blew, my player ran up and touched the ball. Then I proceeded to follow, and bent the ball around the wall slotting it into the bottom right corner of the goal! A little in shock that I actually scored, our team immediately rejoiced! With about fifteen minutes left in the game we continued to press but with an unfortunate counter by Countryside they fired a nice shot finishing the game with a 4-1 score.
I thought for my first game with them I did extremely well! One time Countryside’s forward got the ball and carried it all the way down into our corner. It was on my side so I stood her up and we were facing each other. We stood there for a split second then she meg’ed me. I immediately turned and got a hold of the ball, shielding her off. When she bit on my right shoulder I did a push pull move totally faking her out, and leaving her in the dust as I countered up the field. Plus I had scored our only goal of the game and I played all but ten minutes. So I thought I held my ground pretty well! 
For the rest of the night until our team meeting I got to know these girls even better. Honestly this team - these girls - were so nice to me. I felt like I had been on this team forever! My experience was honestly starting out great! After our meeting that night we hit the sack early for our next game.
Friday the 31st we played Sereno 90 White (AZ). We had a team meeting that morning before we headed to the fields for our big game. Going into our game we all knew this was going to be a hard game. We started out far better than the previous day taking possession and pressing. The game countered back and forth, both teams creating chances. We finally finished an opportunity off a rebound bringing the score to 1-0 going into half. Coming out of half fired up we continued to press and create chances to score. We were rewarded late into the half off a header goal from a free kick 40-45 yards out. With that goal we clinched our victory of 2-0. I got to start and play the full game. Plus I had an assist to our second goal! These girls really made me feel welcome and part of their team! We finished our day off with a team meeting that night and then hit the sack for our big day.
Saturday the 1st day of 2005 we had our third game. Waking up that morning my focus was all about our game. If we won our game and Countryside lost theirs we would have a chance to move on to the semis. We had a team meeting that morning before we hit the fields to play FC Greater Boston Bolts. While we were warming up coach told me he wanted to try me at midfield. A little nervous, considering I really hadn’t played that before, I accepted. When the game started we were off to the races. We took possession early and created numerous chances to score but couldn’t finish. The Bolts opened the scoring mid-way through the first half taking the lead 1-0. With an unfortunate injury in the defense coach moved me back to help out. Half came and we were still down by a goal. Catching our second wind after half-time, we came on to create solid scoring chances and very well could have won the game. We did put a nice one away finishing the game with a draw. Unfortunately we didn’t advance but I would have to say that was the best four days I’ve ever had! 
I can’t stress it enough how great this group of girls were! I’m truly thankful to have experienced this tournament with them and I couldn’t have chosen a better team! I’m truly glad for my first experience of guest playing for a team out of state that it was this team. I had the time of my life and I hope some day I’ll see these girls again!
Finishing 2004 out with an awesome experience at the Disney Showcase I came back to Washington for a few weeks before I headed back to Cocoa Beach, Florida for Super Y Nationals January 21st-23rd. On October 25th I had received a letter saying, “Congratulations on your selection to the Super Y-League National ODP Camp in the GU-14 age group where you will represent the Northwest division. You have been selected by the National Scouting Staff of the Super Y-League as one of the top youth soccer players in the United States based off your performance with Washington Crossfire.” 

Super Y-League National ODP Camp

January
On January 20th I flew back to Florida for my third time in three months. We arrived safely into Cocoa Beach and all we had that night was a meeting going over the schedule for the week. The basic day consisted of three soccer games and a meeting in the evening. The last day everybody had one game and then the Select Game. If you were selected for the Select Game you couldn’t play in your region’s game because the staff wanted everybody rested up. 
Friday was our first official day of camp. We had a light training session in the morning to get to know each other, and get a feel for how each individual plays. After our session the games kicked off. We played a total of three games- one at 1:30 against New England, one at 4:30 against Mid Atlantic, and one at 7:30 against South Atlantic. Our team had a good first day coming away with one win and two ties. I on the other hand didn’t have all that great of a day. I only got like 15-20 minutes of playing time each game, and playing defense you really can’t do all that much in that short amount of playing time. It was really frustrating but after our third game coach switched my position and put me at right back instead of central. 
Saturday our games continued. We played at 10:30 against Pacific, 12:45 against Metro, and 6:00 against Heartland. Our streak continued with one win and two ties. This was a better day for me. After my performance the previous day in right back, I got to start and play almost every minute of each game in right back. I thought I did extremely well. I was getting forward, making runs, crossing balls in, balls to feet, taking people on, and I even scored a header goal off a corner kick to tie our last game up. Something funny, during our second game I was marking this girl from New York, who just happened to be my partner at National Camp! Overall, this was a better day…. I just had to prove to coach that I deserved to start, and play more than ten or twenty minutes. 
Sunday was our last day of camp and our final game. That morning everybody met in the announcement hall to find out who was selected for the Select Game. When everybody had arrived the staff announced the players. I and four others got selected. We then went straight to our last game but the five of us weren’t allowed to participate. After our loss against Midwest the Select game kicked off. I got to start and play all but ten minutes of the game at right back. I felt I really held my own out there and created chances for our team to score. At half our coach for the game said he really liked how the right side of the defense was getting forward into the attack. He continued to say he wanted the left side to copy the right and get forward more. When I heard this I was extremely happy and going back into the game I continued to get forward and attack. After the game the staff announced that they would post the National Team selections on the web the following Tuesday. With that, camp ended and we all flew home. 

On Tuesday, January 25th, the list was posted. I eagerly checked the site to see who made it. When I logged on and found the list I scrolled all the way down to the bottom to read: Elizabeth Wright – defender - Washington Crossfire - Northwest. I was so excited that I had not only made the team but achieved another goal.
A New Chapter Begins…

March

On February 10th, 2005, I received a letter from Washington Sate Youth Soccer Association saying, “Congratulations! You have been selected, and invited into the Initial Player Pool for the Washington State Youth Soccer Association’s Olympic Development Program.” If you have not yet noticed, I have just made a full circle. My year may have ended, but a new chapter is just beginning! My next stop, before ODP starts back up again in April, is Las Vegas. I’m going to be guest playing for an Ohio team called Ohio Elite in the Las Vegas College Showcase, March 18th-20th. Hopefully it will be another great experience for me. 
My hope for this article is that people will read it, and through my experiences be encouraged. I hope that younger athletes will read this piece and get a glimpse of the hard and difficult road, which I’m just now beginning, you have to take to become great. Don’t be discouraged by the difficulty this road possesses because behind all the troubles you will go through, you will experience the most wonderful things you could ever imagine! 

Looking back on my past year I’m just amazed at what has happened! I am 14 years old, and have experienced many things that I would never have imagined could happen. I’ve made new friends from all over the US…. Hawaii, New Mexico, New York, Alabama, California, etc. I have traveled all over and played in many different locations. Yet, none of these things would have happened to me if I had been too afraid to try. Last March I could have blown the whole ODP thing off and never would have gotten to experience all that I have. One thing that I have learned about myself over my past year is- I can achieve my goals I set for myself with hard work, supportive friends and family, and my faith. As long as you try, set goals for yourself, and believe; almost anything is possible! 

I want to end my piece with this: the road to greatness is very difficult and there are many obstacles one player has to overcome. Along your journey you will come across people that try to put you down. Make sure you stay close to the ones that love you, support you, and believe in you. You will succeed at times and you will fail. But stay focused on your goals, hold your head high, and never stop working hard! Go out every day and prove those who doubt you wrong, and make those who love and support you proud! Make sure you stay disciplined and don’t let your head get too big. Remember that every day may be your last. So never stop working hard and having fun. Then when the battle is over and the dust has settled you can say without hesitation that you gave everything you had to give……
