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The team’s sports psychologist told us, the effects of visualization are most powerful if you incorporate every sense. So, there I was on the bleachers before the game began: sweat smell, grass smell, mud smell, stretched leather hugging my feet, baggy polyester clinging to my damp skin. Every muscle tensed. When I closed my eyes, I could hear the sound of heavy breathing (mine) and directions being shouted from all sides (my teammates, my coaches).

The psychologist also mentioned that our vantage point was important, so I sat as close as I could to the center of the field and up high where I could see everything—even beyond the field, into the tall and sparse Swedish forests that bordered the stadium. Our home field in the small, central town of Karlskoga housed a collection of narrow, wooden benches and could accommodate about a hundred people. When there were more spectators at our games, they leaned against the half-made wooden fence that functioned as a barrier between the crowd and the players. From the top of the stands, I looked down on the still-empty field, all grass and mud and divots from the rainy spring. I got to work and watched myself in third person, just like in a dream.

Most days, I practiced visualizing in the shower. I visualized before going to bed, while eating cereal, while walking to the grocery store. It didn’t take very long, and eventually, it didn’t take much effort. Cue crowd noise. There might be light rain, slick grass. The wind was either hot or cold, depending on the forecast. I felt one foot planting in soft ground, while the other struck the ball with the laces of my cleat. I could hear the sound of the ball rolling down the net of the goal, tick tick tick against the strings, and landing on damp grass with a thud.

Of course, the task of visualization requires preparing for what you don’t know, what you can’t know, and what might happen. The game of soccer is fast-moving, organic, and unpredictable. There are no timeouts, and set plays only happen after fouls or corner kicks. Any number of combinations, passes, movements, and patterns might manifest while playing, and your job is to be ready even for what you can’t possibly imagine.

Before each game, I watched this other Georgia in my mind as she broke through lines, ran down the wing, and shot the ball. I started again, projecting onto the green expanse of the field. This time, she backed toward the left sideline, received a pass, dribbled forward, and crossed the ball near the face of the goal, where a teammate stood to tap it in. This Georgia was full of confidence, happy, celebrating. Over and over, I tried to imagine her into a triumphant future.

The psychologist said it was important to go back and correct yourself if you happened to picture a missed shot, an injury, or a mistake of any kind. The image you conjure should be perfect, he said, just as you would dream it to be.
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I still have dreams about soccer. Some nights, I dream that I am playing on the national team, or on a men’s professional team with Lionel Messi. Sometimes, I agree to go overseas again. I dream I have reentered the arc of my career. I revisit its origins on youth travel teams and in college in Minnesota. I am back in Australia for my first gig abroad. I dream I have moved on to play in Sweden, then to South Korea, Lithuania, or Norway. I dream I’m between contracts in Seattle, training alone on empty high school fields. I sometimes dream I’ve finally made it. I have dreams in which I am scoring beautiful goals.

In other dreams, I have forgotten something essential back at home: I put my cleats in the wrong bag; I got the time wrong, the field wrong, everything wrong. Most often, I have a dream in which I am trying to sprint across a field but I’ve lost the ability entirely. My legs feel leaden and stiff. My knees don’t drive up with any amount of strength. I am trying my hardest, but it just won’t work.

And sometimes my dreams about soccer are interrupted altogether. I wake up with a start, sweating, exhilarated, disoriented. Isn’t this the worst feeling? Longing and curiosity color my morning, leak into the afternoon. I want to know how it ends.
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At my mother’s house for the holidays, I sift through old diaries filled with notes I took when I was playing overseas. I find a DVD hidden in a messy box of old movies and video games in the attic of my childhood home. The plastic case has a sticker that reads: Lincoln 1, Westview 0. It is a recording of my high school State Championship game. I slip the disc into my old laptop and play it from the beginning. It takes me a moment to locate myself on the field. There—on the right wing.

On the screen, I look so small, quiet, like a stranger. Alienation is a close partner to observation. During my professional career, I thought of myself as confident and loud, a player who had a commanding presence on the field. I yelled at myself, at the referee, at my teammates. I fell with dramatic gestures, celebrated with aplomb, and marked my failures in any practice or game with complete devastation. But in this video, I’m still young, undeveloped as a player and a person. I am hugging the sidelines. This other Georgia doesn’t gesture much with her hands. She doesn’t demand the ball, doesn’t take control of the game.

As I watch, I’m filled with a mysterious shame; the person in the video is me, but I don’t feel like I can be held responsible for her decisions, for her style of play, or for the result of her efforts. So much has changed since then. I watch as she collides with a defender and falls to the turf. She gets up, but not quickly enough. She has lost the ball. I turn the video off before even five minutes have passed.

My own relationship to who I was feels tenuous. Is this true for everyone? I find I have no real memory of myself as a young player. I try to piece together a story of the day from the film, but my imagination fails me. I have so many questions for her. I ask them across time and get no reply: What did you eat for breakfast? Who is your best friend? Do you feel loved? How much sleep are you getting? I would like to know what she wore to school, if she drove or took the bus that day, if she was nervous or just excited about the game that evening. And I’d like to know what sort of plans she has for her future.

I try to extract individual scenes from an incomplete and flickering catalog of thousands of practices, games, and fields from my youth: I remember car rides and sunburns and slick rubber turf; putting my legs in the air so my mom could peel the stuck socks off of my rain-slicked calves; reaching a hand inside to pull them right side out and laying the socks on the heating vent until they hardened into stiff shells. I remember my dad playing the Who’s “Won’t Get Fooled Again” on the drive to a game; we’d wait for the final drum solo and then turn it up so loud my ears hurt. Once, I bit through my tongue playing goalie at recess, and I remember someone put a flower next to my arm as I bent into the nurse’s sink, bleeding. By the time I turned around, they were gone.

If we are lucky, when we are young, we get to feel the full sense of our own potential. We are all possibility. Nothing has happened to us yet, so anything might. The people we knew back then are special to us because they will always remind us of a time before our life happened. I’m not in touch with most of the teammates I grew up playing with; I haven’t talked to anyone from my high school team in more than ten years. But still, my memories of life’s big events circle around soccer. The sport was my witness. I try not to stray too far from it, so I can remain in touch with all the versions of myself that it conjures.
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