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“ANSWER BACK!”

I startle at the loud voice and tone of a woman nearby. I look around for
explanation. Is there some emergency? I’m bundled under coat and blankets
in a camp chair at a frigid spring morning soccer game, watching my fourth-
grade son play on a team with his school friends. The Illinois snow survives
in some shade, I can see my breath, and, as always, my hopes of the game
being cancelled due to weather have been let down.

I recognize the voice as that of a mom from my son’s team. What she says is
not a literal command, but an expression of some sort, a verbal response
and coaching directive to our kids’ team after the opposing team has scored
a goal. I presume by “answering back” she means our boys’ team would
score a goal in return. I’m only half confident about my assumption. I sit at
each of these games like Jane Goodall observing primates. Making mental
notes. Hypothesizing. Then thinking about how I’d rather be Jane Goodall.
Sometimes I check in with myself on what I know to be facts. They’re a park
district team, not a travel team. Fun is the goal. Olympic preparation is not.
No one dies if our team loses. The parents near me are not official coaches.
It’s completely normal for my kid to play in this drizzle/fog/ice/eighty-five-
degree sun/forty-five mile per hour wind gust. Sports are good for kids (how,
again? I Google it on my phone. Are fouls good or bad? I’ll look that up again
too.)

Sometimes a ball will roll to me and I’ll panic like I’m in middle school P.E.
class.

Here is what I know about sports, other than tennis, which I played for a
year in high school because the team did not make cuts: There is a lot of
running around, unless it’s golf. There are usually time-outs or pauses or



whatever you call them, and these are tempting times for me to check my
Instagram for something I understand better. Then halftime happens and
there is a change in the location of the goals. In other words, if my kid aimed
to the right, after halftime they will aim to the left. And vice versa. The whole
team works together on this. Usually. When our kids were little, sometimes
they were confused.

I sympathize. On one occasion, having gotten distracted at halftime at a
basketball game, when I “came to” I cheered for the rival team by accident. I
distractedly noticed a ball going in the basket where I’d been previously sort
of focused.

I’ve called a basket a goal. I’ve called a goal… “points.” Occasionally I have
missed seeing goals scored by my kids.

“Hey Emily, your kid just made a basket!”

“Oh, cool! I must have looked down for a…second,” I say, red-faced, looking
up from my phone.

“Go go go go go! That way! All right, come back!” Some dad yells. His voice is
hoarse.

Sometimes I have been obligated to volunteer in some way that supports a
team or the school. (Let it be known: “volunteer obligation” is a clear
oxymoron.) These duties comprise generally the opposite of my skill set.
They do not involve reading books or taking observational notes on the
torturous small talk strangers conduct just because we all have kids of
similar ages involved in the same activity. I have learned, because my kids
play sports, that I do not excel at smiling and collecting admission fees. Or



assembling “walking tacos”, a game-time food atrocity that consists of a
haphazardly ripped open tiny snack sack of Doritos topped with a spoonful
of greasy ground beef, a pinch of shredded cheese, and a dollop of
disastrously messy sour cream. Passed carefully to the customer with a fork.
Passing as a meal.

“Two minutes left! Stay aggressive!” Now the voice is another dad yelling to his
son. I like to give the benefit of the doubt when it comes to the helpfulness of
the vague parental advice from the sidelines. Perhaps the son didn’t know
the time at all, had no idea. Perhaps, despite his continued sweaty sprints
back and forth down the soccer field, the kid was not being aggressive, just
wasn’t giving it his all. Perhaps the son can actually hear the father from way
across the field, and over the din of all the other parents and coaches, all of
them yelling useful and novel information simultaneously.

These other parents and I don’t agree on stakes. I want to see my kids win
games. I like to see their smiles and pride when that works out. If it doesn’t,
and they’re sad, I’ll find a way to cheer them up. There is life outside of
whatever this is we’re watching. This is just exercise.

I don’t get veiny in the forehead about things being “unfair,” or require
expulsion from basketball games because I won’t back down about a
referee’s “blatant mistake.” I’m here because on some level I understand that
my kids need to learn to work with others toward a common goal. I’m here
because my kids expressed interest in whatever sport this is and how can
you tell your kid you won’t let them sign up for sports because they bore you?
In the canon of baseline decent parent behavior, that’s just not allowed. No
matter how much you might like to do that. No matter how much you think,
on the long drive to some game every weekend, or more likely several
games, “We could have just said no.”



Sometimes I get tired of trying to understand why this is so important and I
stare at trees or look at paintings of mascots and invent their backstories.
Sometimes my husband grumbles and whisper-coaches his criticism for
what he thinks our kids aren’t doing right on the field/court/rink/trail. “What
is she doing over there, what’s she thinking about? She’s not even paying
attention!”

“Huh? Where is she?” I ask, looking up from my phone. “Oh come on, you’re
too hard on her.”

Participation trophies are the worst, but I’m a participation cheerleader. I tell
my kids all the time how proud I am of them for showing up and trying, and
for knowing the rules far better than I do. I want to cheer when they’ve
gotten up early and layered on clothing to run at a frosty cross-country meet.
I’m proud of them for guarding against kids twice their size in basketball. I
love to see them hustle down the field after a soccer ball. Or rogue golf ball. I
love to watch that flip they can do at the end of a swim lap when they need to
reverse direction in the pool. (That thing is magical. I can’t even swim.)
While the results are irrelevant to me, the effort is glorious.

“Good job showing up today!” I yell from my cold or hot or damp spot on the
sidelines.
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