Rookie goalie Jeremy Figler learnsthe indoor soccer
game with one of the best

g

Blast back-up goalieJeemy Figler warms up ataatpre. (Amanda Bowrosen/For City Paper)
Dante Barboy
Baltimore Blast's rookie goalie Jeremy Figler lesattme indoor soccer game with one of the best

The shot sneaksin at the near post, past the outstretched hand ddalttenore Blass Jeremy Figler, hitting
the back of the net and making a hard, metalliglsfter contact with the platform behind the gé#d.curses
and yells in frustration. It's only practice—theaBi are preparing for back-to-back games agaiedD#troit
Waza Flo and Harrisburg Heat in early January—adgkeF as the team's backup goalkeeper, will nesslfor
either game. But he takes the job very seriously.

After the goal, he walks out and talks to his ddéss, gesturing and giving directions on how toriowe
tactics and positioning for the next play.

Figler arrived in Baltimore last October to try auth the Blast having never played the indoor gaAfeer a
stint with a professional team in Sweden, he caene hoping a job with Baltimore's indoor soccenteegould
serve as a bridge to whatever comes next in Hiis/sting outdoor career.

"l didn't really have any expectations becauselhtihave any experience playing indoor whatsoesget ,just
tried to keep an open mind," says Figler after ficacat the Royal Farms Arena.

William Vanzela starting goalkeeper for the Blast, has mentorgkeFsince in the intricacies of arena soccer,
which is played on a much shorter and narrowerfield with a smaller goalkeeper area.




"William actually helped me out a lot during thgduts. He was standing behind the goal kind ofrgjuyne
directions. [At the] end of the day as long as ymake saves—that was the thing | maintained wherirgpio
the tryout. | was able to make saves, and nowbleaen able to learn the actual game after that/eFgays.

As a co-team captain who has won both Most ValuBRldger and Goalkeeper of the Year in previous@seas
Vanzela is an ideal teacher, but his incrediblg plao means Figler has even less of a chancewingl. Still,
Figler puts in the work.

"l see a guy that wants to get better and learniathe@ game,” Vanzela says of Figler. "l try as mas
possible to help [Figler] out. | know it's hardttansition between outdoor and indoor, especialhyafgoalie
because you gotta learn how the boards work, hevgaime works, and | try to give him all my expecethat
| have gained along the years."

Originally from Grand Island, New York, Figler stied playing soccer at a young age, but it wasrtit 1B that
he started playing at a more competitive levehijag a youth soccer club, Black Watch Premier.0a® he
began his college career at the University of Baffaut struggled with injuries and faced a lot ofrgpetition
for playing time. That experience shaped him akagep.

"It got me mentally prepared, physically prepaim@t even emotionally prepared,” he says. "[l]tset
standard."

After a coaching change at Buffalo between seasosfaced with the task of having to battle fapat with
more players set to come in on scholarship, Fdgeided to transfer to St. Bonaventure Universitier a
friend contacted him and informed him that theyeverneed of a goalkeeper and that he would bedsmalaa
scholarship if he attended.

"[The school] basically offered me the opporturigyplay every game," he says. "It wasn't sometkhgre |
was looking for that; it just kind of came up abhtiappened and it would've been silly for me totakée that
opportunity to play."

After graduating from college in 2014, Figler wageartain about whether he would pursue a profeakion
career. But after being invited to train with thewYork Cosmos, a club that plays in the North Aigzer
Soccer League—our country's second tier—for a femtims in early 2015, he knew he was capable. Follgw
his release from the Cosmos, Figler joined Bridg€sn Chicago, a program that trains players ahedales
exhibitions with European clubs, hoping to showdasé talent for professional contracts overseas.

Figler's performance led him to sign with a foudikiision club in Sweden called Savsjo FF, whersent
three months last year immersed in a different gantea completely different culture.

"The European style is more technical, even atetalivision. It gave me a different type of expeage
playing-wise and helped me grow in a lot of wayat thaybe | wouldn't have been able to had | stayée
U.S.," he says.

Living in Sweden exposed Figler to a different vadiyiving. "I met a lot of great people at the clllwas with
[who] took really great care of me. The people dhere were excellent and the culture shows thatway
they are hard-working [and] genuine. It was a gexgierience and it definitely allowed me to grovaas
person."

It was through a teammate in Sweden that he hdzrat éhe Blast.



"| felt indoor would be a beneficial thing to trpédallow me a chance to improve my game," he wiites
follow-up email. "l chose Baltimore because they laistorically a tremendous program, and if | wamg to
try and play indoor, | wanted to try and play foe toest club."

Because the coaches of the team choose to notaelbackup goalkeeper in the 15-player rostegdaones,
Figler is left off and not eligible to play. He eft warms up and helps Vanzela prepare before hameg If
his work schedule at the comedy club Magooby's Jukese allows, he says he will watch the games ftwen
stands dressed completely in civilian clothes, dileg into the crowd of fans.

Although he's the backup, Figler's mindset remtirssame: "I'm just eager to learn, and if thattgee to learn
in training or eager to learn on the bench, it nsake difference.”

Figler is adapting well to life in Baltimore. Hedqes a busy schedule, working shifts at Magoobyersédays
a week to make ends meet and spending the few tmatree does have between practice and his jtiteat

agym.

“I'm busy and I'm tired and | get worn out, butte end of the day I'm doing something that I'vesgis
wanted to do and I'm willing to do whatever it take make that possible," he says. "If it's workidghours in
a day, then I'll work 14 hours in a day, and Bt gght back up and do it the next day too, sgjutst about
keeping the dream | have alive."

Fairly soon, Figler has to decide where his cangétake him next. He currently has offers from &en and
Australia, and is planning on taking the deal thdtest for him on the field. Until then, all hidemtion is on
the Blast.

"Right now I'm just focused on being here, finighup the season the best way | can, and doing Mdaat to
help improve the team or help improve myself arehtkind of going from there," he says.

During a practice near the end of January, in tbgh¢ast Regional Recreation Center in the counsglid
thud echoes in the mostly empty, high-ceiling tiragrfacility as Figler puts his whole body in fravfta very
close-range shot, taking the impact on his chegirapeding the ball from flying into the net.

The Blast are playing an 8 vs. 8 scrimmage befaneeting to play the Syracuse Silver Knights, aeotthance
for Figler to demonstrate his talents and the megihe's made in front of the coaching staff.

Figler quickly gets to his feet, anticipating thexhshot. As one of his teammates plays the bak bahim,
Figler quickly takes one touch before clearingut of danger, showing composure under pressure.

He makes about three great saves before they pausevater break



