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Patty persevered. Patty pursued her dream. And so Patty plays water polo, just as she has for practically her whole life.
Patricia Cardenas grew up in a lower-middle-class household in Commerce, Calif. with her older brothers Ivan, 25, and Jose, 32, and parents, Josefina and Alfredo, who came to California from Guadalajara, Mexico, in the 1970s. Cardenas got her start at Commerce Aquatics when she was three years old, following Ivan into the fold.

“I couldn’t even hold the ball because it was huge, so I just played around with it,” Cardenas said. “I didn’t know what it was, but I decided to play water polo.”

And 19 years later, the 22-year-old from Commerce has developed into one of the best water polo players in the world.
“I’ve actually been asked to play for Mexico,” Cardenas said. “I’m an American, and I’m also Mexican, but I was born here and it’s my responsibility to play for the USA. I’ve been given all these opportunities.”
Opportunities like coming to USC.
“That was her dream school, because of the environment at the school, the academics, the reputation the school has,” Commerce Aquatics coach Gabriel Martinez said. “We ask the girls when they’re very young, ‘If you had the option of any school you could attend, where would you go?’ Patty said USC at a very young age. That was her school as far as I can remember.”

It wasn’t enough that Cardenas won four consecutive California Interscholastic Federation Division III championships at Bell Gardens, garnered first-team All-America honors three times, and received CIF Co-MVP mention as a junior and senior, leading her team to a 117-3 mark from 1999-2002. 
It wasn’t enough that Cardenas and Commerce Aquatics won the Junior Olympics from 1997 to 1999 and the Junior Nationals from 1996 to 1998.
 It wasn’t enough that Cardenas played for the U.S. Junior National Team from 1999 to 2000, winning the 2000 Pan-American Games championship, and the U.S. Youth National Team from 1997 to 1998, winning the 1998 Nor-Am championship.
Cardenas wasn’t certified by the NCAA Clearinghouse.

“It just motivated her to get what she needed to get done, done,” Martinez said. “She’s self-motivated and self-disciplined.”

Cardenas attended Golden West College in Huntington Beach for two years before coming to USC last spring. Among her accolades, she was named the All-Southern California Co-MVP in 2003, and the California Community College MVP and Community College Southern California MVP in 2002, when she helped Golden West to the 2002 State Championship.
“I went the long route and it was hard, but it was worth it,” Cardenas said.
Just as her path to USC wasn’t perfect, it was also providence for Cardenas to get on the U.S. National Team, despite being part of the pipeline programs for much of her youth.
She was selected after three intensive rounds at last summer’s open tryouts.

 “Her goal besides going to USC was to play in the Olympics, so she knew she had to get back on the national team,” Martinez said. “The national team doesn’t look at community-college athletes as much as girls playing at major NCAA schools.”
Cardenas was inspired by two-time Olympian Brenda Villa, who began her career at Commerce Aquatics and played for Stanford.

“I’ve followed in her footsteps as much as possible,” Cardenas said. 
Sometimes Cardenas has been in Villa’s wake, literally. The duo played together on the Junior National 20U team, when Cardenas, six years Villa’s junior, was 14. 
“Because we don’t have big numbers, we have to move up our better younger players to play with older girls in big tournaments,” Martinez said. “Other teams had full rosters of 20-year-olds, our roster had girls 14, 17.”

Cardenas and Villa reunited on the U.S. National Team, which won the FINA World Championship in Melbourne, Australia, over the host team, 6-5.
“I see her as an equal,” Villa said. “We see the game the same way.”

Along with the pride of playing for Team USA, Cardenas loves USC. 

“I wish I had more time to spend here,” Cardenas said. “I love the team and coaches. I’ve learned so much and I’ve only been here two seasons. Of course I’m going to miss it.”

Cardenas has 15 goals for USC, having led the Women of Troy in their overtime loss to the then-No. 2 and currently top-ranked Cardinal with a hat trick, and matching that effort against No. 4 California a week later.

“I’m proud of her, and I always cheer for her,” Villa said, “but I always cheer for Stanford, so maybe I don’t want her to beat Stanford.

Back home, both Villa and Cardenas are lauded not only for their efforts in the water but also in the community.
“Brenda was like a super role model. She’s done so many things for the community, and Patty’s the same way,” said Alex Lopez, 23, Cardenas’ best friend and former teammate on Commerce Aquatics, Bell Gardens, the U.S. Junior National Team, and USC. 
A leader since her youth, Cardenas’ chops earned her the nicknames Patty-Got-Skills, Shorty—Cardenas is listed at 5-foot-7, but she’s more like 5-foot-5, in a sport where height is a valuable trait—and Palex, coined by Martinez, a mix of Patty and Alex. 

“I was scared when I first walked out onto the pool deck (at Commerce Aquatics), but she was the first person to approach me and ask me to pass with her,” Lopez said, remembering that fateful day when she was 10. And they’ve been friends ever since. 

Cardenas has returned to Commerce Aquatics on many occasions, whether to work out or coach.
“We have an army of little girls who look up to Patty,” Martinez said. “She comes back and gets in the water with them, working out with them, giving them tips. That means so much to those girls. Sometimes we get to go to Patty’s games, and anytime Patty scores or has an assist, there’s a little cheering squad in the back.”
With any club program, there can be a lot going on all at once.
“If I get stuck with three teams at three locations, I know I can call Patty and if she’s not busy, she’ll be there,” Martinez said.
Cardenas also provides a positive example of what hard work can accomplish. Whereas Villa was Cardenas’ role model, she is now a role model herself.
“She’s the best role model I could have for my program,” Martinez said.

Cardenas is modest about, though comfortable with her position as someone for girls to idolize.
“I want to help my community, maybe be a counselor or coach,” said Cardenas, a sociology major. “I’ve always wanted to make my parents proud.”

Her parents always encouraged her to pursue her goals, both academically and athletically. In fact, Alfredo Cardenas played soccer just below the professional level in Mexico.

“Her dad was a phenomenal soccer player, and Ivan was very athletic, and so is Patty because of that,” Martinez said. “With the genes and talent and athleticism, things came easy for her. She would be successful in any sport she played.”

But when Cardenas was a freshman in high school, Alfredo Cardenas suffered a stroke and an aneurysm, and was in a coma for two weeks. 

Cardenas said her father is still recovering.

“He has had to go through a lot of therapy to regain his skills,” Cardenas said. “It makes you realize, ‘I want to spend as much time with my family as possible.’”

Cardenas balanced family with school and water polo, including her commitment to the U.S. Youth and Junior National Teams and Commerce Aquatics, which meant sacrifices.
“She had to sacrifice going to things other people take for granted. She missed her prom for the 20U nationals,” Martinez said. “She didn’t consider that a big sacrifice and she did it without thinking twice. She said, ‘This is more important for me.’”
Cardenas hasn’t let anything get between her and her aspirations. 
And so in July, Cardenas will join the U.S. National Team once again at the Pan-American Games in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, setting out to accomplish her next goal—making the Olympics.
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