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(His ability) to guard stronger bigs helped us.
He put them in check. (He) became a better

defender and helped us win more games.”
Tyrone Shelley, SWC Men’s Basketball Head Coach

Source: SWC Athletics

By his senior year in 2014 he was known
around Central Falls, Rl as the “"basketball
guy.” He tried out for a community college
team, but that did not go as planned. He was
no longer “the basketball guy.” Four years
ago he moved to Chula Vista with his aunt,
looking for a fresh start.

Tyrone Shelley, then the assistant SWC
basketball coach, met Soares during try outs
prior to the 2021-22 season. Shelley said he
was impressed with his game, but it needed
refinement. Soares did not make the Jaguars.

“I didn’t think it was right or fair to Blessid,”
Shelley said. “I (saw) him in the summer and
told him | might be getting the (head coach)
job and to try out (again).”

Shelley did become head coach, but Soares
declined the invitation to try out, choosing
instead to focus on his education and music.
Shelley called again in 2023, but Soares told
him he was considering enlisting in the Navy.

"l was conflicted,” Soares said. “I still
loved basketball and | wanted to play at
the collegiate level. Coach Shelley was giving
me an opportunity and | felt like | would do
my younger self an injustice if | didn't at
least try it out.”

Shelley got his man the third time. Heading
into the summer workouts Soares was the
oldest player on the team, a fact his younger
teammates did not let him forget. One day
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teenage freshman Jayden Barnett strode into
the gym loud and proud about his birthday.

“It's my birthday too!” Soares told him.

The moment sparked the beginning of a
lasting friendship.

Even as Soares won over teammates, the
season was not easy. He played out of posi-
tion when he played at all. Soares expressed
doubts, but Shelley encouraged him to stay.
Soares finished the season with the 14-14 team.

Over the summer, Shelley said he saw signifi-
cant growth from Soares.

"We played together in a men's league
in Chula Vista and he was a lot better,”
Shelley said. “He was dominating open gyms
averaging 40 (points per game). | told him
‘you evolved and got to the point | need you
to be, now come back for your sophomore
year and be better.”

As the season got underway the Jaguars
were struggling with a 3-4 record. Shelley
wanted a change at center and challenged
Soadres to move into a new role.

"“Putting him at (center) opened up every-
thing for us,” Shelley said. “(His ability) to
guard stronger bigs helped us. He put them
in check. (He) became a better defender and
helped us win more games.”

SWC kept winning through December and
January and Soares became the team leader.
After a rough first half in a game against

Source: SWC Athletics

Miramar, Soares publicly owned his poor play.

“If I'm not playing well or the team is not
playing well, I'm going to attribute that to me,”
he said. “I let the guys know that I'm going to
do better. | expect them to do the same thing.”

Community college student-athletes can
face a grind, especially at low-income South-
western College where most athletes also
work. Soares maintained a grueling schedule.
Six days a week in the gym, 18 units and work-
ing nights as a caregiver in Pacific Beach.

“l worked from 11 p.m. to 7 a.m.,” he said.
“l would get off work, go to class, then go
to practice. It was a little tough if we lost a
game because I'd have to work (a shift) on
an L (a loss).”

In February Soares suffered a broken nose
and fractured cheekbone in practice and
was sidelined for the last five games of the
regular season. Shelley made him player-
coach to keep him involved.

Guard Ayden Lockett said teammates
loved having Soares in the role and he was
great for morale.

"l appreciated him showing up when he
didn’t have to,” Lockett said.

SWC finished the season 19-9, qualifying
for the SoCal Regionals. Soares was cleared
to play in the first-round matchup against
Santa Monica College as long as he wore a
protective face mask.

“l wanted to do as much as | could to help
our team win,” he said. “l wanted everyone to
be locked in. We didn’t have any experience
in the playoffs. We didn't know how things
would go, how tough it was going to be.”

Soadres was a masked marvel in a 90-70 win.

“It was great to see him back,” Shelley said.
“l knew he was going to have a terrific game.”

A showdown with Fullerton proved to be the
grand finale.

A much bigger Fullerton squad dominat-
ed the game until Southwestern mounted a
furious fourth quarter comeback. Down 11 with
four minutes left, Soares fouled out. Walking
to the bench, he took off his protective face
mask, swinging it in frustration.

“l didn't know | had the fourth foul,” he said.
“I blame myself for fouling out. It was frustrat-
ing because we were right there. Not being
able to finish out the game was heartbreaking.”

From the bench he cheered his onrush-
ing teammates until the final buzzer of a
70-67 loss.

“It was sad it ended like that, but (the
season) was a great experience,” he said.

Soares said he is happy he was able
to play college basketballl.

“If you have a dream as a kid and have
the opportunity to chase it, you should go
for it he said. “I'm happy | did. It will stick
with me forever.”
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