High school soccer: Sisters supply Marian punch

Veldmans develop bond on turf for state-bound Knights, State Finals
MISHAWAKA -- There's no crying in soccer. At least not on the Marian High School girls team. 

A couple months ago, before the leaves even thought about changing colors, let alone falling, Denise Veldman was a confused freshman trying to figure where she fit in the Marian program.

Coach D.J. Charmat had coached Denise in her younger years. Good defender. Good athlete.

"Denise started as a swing player (between varsity and junior varsity)," Charmat said. "She had yet to prove herself as a varsity player."

During the adjustment period to high school, Denise was also trying out new positions. She went from defense, to midfield, to joining her sister, junior Gabby, at forward.

Charmat vividly recalls a pivotal time in Denise's development.

"One of the games early in the season, Denise didn't play at all in the second half," Charmat said. "I looked over at her and saw tears in her eyes. I told her, 'Put those tears away. This is what you need to do if you want to get on the field.'"

Tough love. No room for weeping on the sidelines.

"Initially, Denise was hesitant about being aggressive going after the ball," Charmat said. "She had to get over that."

"I got really frustrated," Denise said of those early games. "I thought they were going to reflect how my whole season was going to go. (Charmat) told me I had to do something about it, so I did."

The intensity picked up along with Denise's playing time. She became a fixture alongside her sister, the Northern Indiana Conference's most valuable player. Denise scored the winning goal in overtime in Marian's 2-1 semistate victory over West Lafayette last week. Gabby had the other goal.

The Veldmans will lead the 18-2-1 Knights against 20-0-2 Clarksville Providence Saturday at 10:30 a.m. in the championship game of the Class 1-A state tournament.

Gabby said, at Denise's fork in the road this season, her younger sister didn't come to her for advice. She already knew what Gabby would say.

"She knew I'd tell her, 'You've gotta toughen up,'" Gabby said. "'Nothing's going to be handed to you.'"

Nobody has handed Gabby anything through this amazing season. She has scored 34 goals as Marian, one of the largest schools in Class 1-A, in the first year of the class format for soccer, has lived up to expectations. 

"It's not just me," Gabby said. "I don't dribble through the other team and score a goal. We're a team. I just get the chance to finish off the scoring play."

"She's a playmaker," Charmat said of Gabby. "She's talented. She has all the skills a forward needs. She's aggressive, technically sound and a great athlete."

Since Denise settled into her position near her sister, it has been a bonus for the team. She can get away with things no one else can.

"I always feel the pressure that I have to live up to what (Gabby's) doing," Denise said. "There's pressure all the time. She pushes me a lot.

"But, during a game, I can yell at her about something that some of the others on the team probably couldn't. She knows how I mean it. The other players say, 'You're the only one who could get away with doing it.'"

Always nice to have a pipeline on the pitch.

"Having someone who lives in the same house is an advantage for both of them," Charmat said.

The coach is quick to mention his team is far from a two-person operation. Seven seniors, including captains Maddy LaDue, Tracy Scott and Lauren Garatoni, have made it possible for three freshman starters and a standout like Gabby to fit into a cohesive unit.

"I've seen teams with problems before," Charmat said. "This team has that special commitment. That's made the season a success."

So has not having to face St. Joseph's or Penn -- the teams that have beaten the Knights -- during the tournament. The move to a class format has been a definite plus.

"We'd have a great year, but St. Joe was always a show-stopper," Charmat said. "We felt we could do well in the tournament."
