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Everything that happens is either endurable or not.


If it’s endurable, then endure it. Stop complaining.


MARCUS AURELIUS









PREFACE


On a muggy Thursday evening in September 1993, Rodney Flowers suffered a catastrophic spinal injury while playing JV football for the Pirates of Lumberton, North Carolina. In the blink of an eye, the 15-year-old aspiring pro baller went from star athlete to paraplegic. Doctors told him he would probably never walk again, but today, nearly three decades later, Rodney is not only walking but a successful resilience trainer, author, public speaker, and podcaster—and he credits his mind, above all, for having gotten him from where he was to where he is.


I was nearly done writing this book, with only a short preface left to nail down, when I received an unexpected invitation to be a guest on Rodney’s Game Changer Mentality podcast. It was also a timely invitation, for the not-quite-finished book I set aside to chat with Rodney was all about comebacks, particularly in the realm of sports, a topic Rodney knows a thing or two about.


Game Changer was more than just an opportunity for me to speak to an expert about a top-of-mind topic. It served also as a helpful reminder that the highest purpose of sport is not to determine winners and losers but rather to train the mind for success—a success that goes well beyond sport. After all, though Rodney did regain the ability to walk, his days as an athlete were over the moment his neck snapped on the gridiron on that fateful late-summer night. Yet it is the athlete inside him that has brought him so far. The same determined mindset that ensured Rodney, rather than any of his teammates, made the flying tackle on the South View Tigers’ kick returner that landed him in a wheelchair was what got him out of that wheelchair eventually. “I developed the attitude that whatever it [took] to regain my strength and ability would be exactly what I would dig down and give to the challenge ahead,” he writes in his memoir, Get Up!


I am hardly alone in believing that the psychology of success in athletics is also the psychology of success in life writ large. Increasingly, psychologists and brain scientists are focusing their research on sport out of a recognition that it has much to teach us about the human mind and behavior. In a 2016 essay titled “Is Sport the Brain’s Biggest Challenge?” Vincent Walsh of the Institute of Cognitive Neuroscience at University College London asked, “What makes the best the best? There is an opportunity here to treat . . . elite athletes as case studies from which we can make useful generalizations, much as we have for over a century with neuropsychological single-patient case studies. By studying the abnormal (the elite), we may learn about the population.”


The timing of my interview with Rodney was apposite in another way. We spoke at the height of both the COVID-19 pandemic in the US and the social unrest that followed the murder of George Floyd, an unarmed Black man, by a Minneapolis police officer. Eight out of 10 Americans had recently said they believed the country was “out of control” in a nationwide survey. An entire society—indeed, almost the entire world—had been knocked down by the year 2020, and would need to make a comeback of one kind or another.


When I started working on The Comeback Quotient in the later part of 2018, I couldn’t have imagined what was around the corner. As it turned out, I was affected personally by both of the aforementioned crises, being the husband of an African American woman and coming home from the 2020 Atlanta Marathon infected with virus du jour, which knocked me flat for an entire month. Yet despite the suffering I shared with so many, I couldn’t help feeling that, in a small way, these events justified the huge investment of time and energy I’d made in the book while also bringing clarity to the project. In particular, the coronavirus–George Floyd double whammy underscored my belief that setbacks are inescapable in life, hence that all of us need to possess the ability to pull off a comeback.


Some people will come back from 2020 more successfully than others, and a special few will not only survive but thrive, ultimately emerging better than ever, and in so doing they will achieve something that amazes those around them. The most important revelation I had in writing this book was the discovery that, beneath superficial differences in their individual stories, the special few who prove themselves capable of achieving amazing comebacks are all doing the same thing, going through the same process to get up (to borrow Rodney’s phrase) and get moving again, better than before. And although I made this discovery within the athletic realm, it applies elsewhere. Most of the remarkable men and women featured in these pages are athletes, but in many cases the defeats and challenges they came back from occurred outside the sporting context, and their comebacks themselves transcend sport.


My greatest hopes for this book are (1) that it is read by athletes and nonathletes alike and (2) that every reader is able to apply the inspiration and learning they glean from it to their own life, whether it be in a sport, a relationship, a job, a health crisis, or any other circumstance where a comeback is called for. If you happen to be an athlete, the stories I share here will have a special resonance. And if you aren’t, then I encourage you to read The Comeback Quotient as one long metaphor (life as marathon, if you will), the same way businesspeople read Sun Tzu’s The Art of War or Machiavelli’s The Prince. Life really is a kind of marathon, and the secret to coming back from defeats and challenges is the same both on the racecourse and off—a secret you will soon know as fully as any champion.
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THE ULTRAREALISTS


Reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away.


PHILIP K. DICK


I BECAME A FAN of Joan Benoit in a single instant—approximately 12:34 p.m. on April 18, 1983—when she strode past my roadside viewing position in Framingham, Massachusetts, on her way to winning the Boston Marathon in 2:22:43, a world-best time for women. Eleven years old at the time, I had come to Boston with my family to watch my father race, having never heard of Joan prior to that day. But when she flashed by me far ahead of all the other women in the race and behind only 120 of the nearly 6,000 men, I had a new hero. In movement, posture, and bearing, Joan radiated a fearless determination, her compact frame slanted forward at an aggressive angle, chin lifted in warriorlike confidence, eyes focused up the road predatorially, searching for runners to humble. I followed her exploits closely from that day forward.


Joan’s next big race was the (first-ever) US Olympic Trials Women’s Marathon, scheduled to take place on May 12, 1984, in Olympia, Washington. Having established herself as the greatest woman marathoner on the planet with her performance in Boston, she was favored to not only sail through the trials but to win gold in Los Angeles in August. But on March 16, Joan felt a sudden twinge in her right knee during a 20-mile training run near her home in Freeport, Maine. Within minutes, the pain had become so intense that her normally crisp stride degenerated into a ragged slog. Never before had she bailed out of a workout, so she wasn’t sure whether or when to stop, but in the end the decision was made for her. At 17 miles, the leg stopped working altogether.


The timing of the injury couldn’t have been worse. With the trials less than two months away, Joan could ill afford a major interruption to her preparations. Rest and cortisone injections brought only temporary relief, and on April 25, again unable to run, she flew to Portland, Oregon, to consult renowned orthopedic surgeon Stan James, who prescribed anti-inflammatory medication and more rest. Five days later, Joan started a test run with high hopes and finished it in tears, having survived just three miles. James then advised surgery, a last resort that Joan, who felt certain that something in her knee was restricting its natural movement, leapt at.


Seventeen days before the Olympic trials, James removed from Joan’s knee a mass of fibrous material that, true to her intuition, was impeding the joint’s normal operation. Putting prudence before fear of losing fitness, Joan dutifully waited 72 hours before testing the results of the procedure with a gentle pool run, which produced no pain. This was followed by a pain-free stationary bike ride the next day and a pain-free outdoor run the day after that. Not a moment too soon, Joan had renewed confidence and even a bit of momentum. But then, on the 3rd of May, just eight days before the trials, she got a little carried away on her final long run and strained her left hamstring, leaving her with no choice but to take yet another day off.


Joan arrived in Olympia having no clue what her body was capable of. Yet although Olympic qualification would require only a top-three finish, she still craved outright victory, in pursuit of which she seized the lead at 12 miles, hoping to demoralize her opponents and avoid a sprint finish, which had never been her specialty and was even less so now, given the touch-and-go state of her ailing hammy. In the middle third of the race, Joan stretched her lead out to 400 yards. Things were looking good, and when, at 17 miles, she spotted her anxious coach, Bob Sevene, on the curb, she assured him, “Sev, I’m all right.”


Except she wasn’t. At 20 miles, all those missed days of training came back to haunt her. Joan’s legs turned to concrete, her pace slowing abruptly from 5:40 to 6:00 per mile. Then her hamstring, relatively quiet until that point, started screaming at her, and she slowed down even more. Smelling blood, Joan’s closest chasers began to close the gap. Running on sheer will, Joan locked her mind on a single thought—If they catch me, I’m dead—and gutted out the final miles to win the trials by 37 seconds. Three months later, at the Los Angeles Olympics, a fully fit and healthy Joan Benoit became history’s first female Olympic Marathon gold medalist.


Every sports fan loves a comeback. Muhammad Ali’s breathtaking eighth-round knockout of a previously invincible George Foreman in 1974, restoring a heavyweight title stripped from him eight years earlier for Muhammad’s defiance of a Vietnam War draft order. Monica Seles’s gutsy victory at the 1996 Australian Open, three years after a horrific on-court knife attack that left her nursing psychic wounds far deeper than the gash in her right shoulder. Thirty-nine-year-old Tom Brady’s surgical dismantling of the Atlanta Falcons’ defense in the late stages of Super Bowl LI, delivering his New England Patriots almost single-handedly from a hopeless-seeming 28–3 deficit to overtime victory. Such feats appeal to a deeply human craving for proof that anything is possible—that it ain’t over till it’s over.


By the time Joan won gold, I was a runner myself, having become one exactly one day after I watched her streak past me in Framingham. A comeback means even more to a fellow athlete than it does to a mere fan. A fan looks at, say, Bethany Hamilton’s improbable win at the 2016 NSSA National Championship two years after the young surfer’s entire left arm was bitten off by a tiger shark and thinks, Wow, that’s amazing! I looked at Joan Benoit’s comeback from an 11th-hour breakdown to winning the 1984 US Olympic Trials Marathon and thought, Wow, I want to be like that!


While fans are content to be entertained and inspired by great comebacks, athletes want to emulate them, to borrow whatever special quality it is that enables a rare few to conquer when defeat seems certain. After all, a great comeback is nothing more than an extreme version of what we athletes try to do every day, which is to succeed where success doesn’t come easily. That’s the thing about sports: They’re hard. The ancient Greek word for athletic competition is agon, which is the root of the English word agony. That’s no accident. Training for and completing a marathon, for example, is agonizing, even if your goal isn’t to win an Olympic gold medal and even if you don’t injure your knee eight weeks before the big race.


Because sports are hard, it takes more than physical ability to succeed in them. Mental fitness is also required. While physical fitness enables an athlete to do hard things, mental fitness enables an athlete to deal with hard things, and no athlete realizes his or her full potential without both.


But what exactly is mental fitness? I define it as the ability to make the best of a bad situation—and in sports it’s almost always a bad situation to some degree. The agony that athletes experience when training hard and competing is really a best-case scenario, or the worst that happens on a good day. And good days are somewhat rare. Most days, athletes are dealing with something beyond just garden-variety suffering, whether it’s injury, illness, aging, overtraining, menstruation, the wrong diet, a bad workout, a bad performance, burnout, stagnating fitness, life stress, time pressure, weather, living in the wrong damn place for the lifestyle you’ve chosen—the list goes on.


Some athletes deal with this stuff better than others. Some time ago, I asked my Twitter followers—most of whom participate in endurance sports—to self-rate their mental fitness. Among the poll’s 371 respondents, 13 percent confessed that their mind was “a major limiter,” 28 percent rated their mental game as “average at best,” 48 percent selected the “good, not great” option, and the remaining 11 percent claimed to have “Eliud Kipchoge level” mental fitness (a reference to Kenya’s legendary marathon world-record smasher, renowned for his psychological fortitude). If my Twitter followers are representative of the broader athlete population, then nearly 90 percent of us are aware that the contents of our head are more of a liability than an asset, and given the well-known tendency of people to overestimate their aptitudes (83 percent of drivers rate themselves as more careful than average, for example), it’s safe to say that just about every athlete other than Eliud Kipchoge himself could stand to improve in this area.


Most athletes have a pretty good idea how to improve their physical ability. It’s a simple matter of following proven best practices in training. But very few have a clear understanding of how to improve their mental fitness. Some hire sports psychologists. Still others read books on the topic or practice visualization or journaling or use some other mental training tool suggested by a coach or peer or internet influencer. Still others just keep grinding along, hoping it happens on its own. Which way is best? And why does it matter?


Before we answer these questions, let’s take a moment to consider why the path to physical improvement is so much better understood. Beginning in the early 2000s, exercise scientists began to rigorously study the training practices of elite athletes, particularly endurance athletes, eventually discovering striking consistencies across sport disciplines and geographical regions. Among these shared patterns is the 80/20 ratio of intensity distribution, where 80 percent of weekly training time is spent at low intensity and 20 percent at moderate to high intensity. Such consistencies are taken as evidence that, through generations of trial and error, elite endurance athletes have hit upon the training methods that are most effective in developing aerobic fitness in humans. Subsequent studies involving amateur athletes have determined that the same methods work equally well for mere mortals.


It stands to reason that what’s true for physical ability is true for mental fitness, as well. If some ways of dealing with bad situations work better than others, and if one way works best, it seems likely that those athletes who deal with bad situations most successfully do so by means of the same, superior method—the psychological equivalent of the 80/20 rule, if you will.


Suppose it were your job to identify this method, if indeed it does exist. The obvious approach would be to replicate the process exercise scientists used to identify best practices on the physical side. Step one would be to collect a number of notable examples of athletes making the very best of the very worst situations. Step two would be to look for common themes among them. There’s certainly no shortage of material to work with. Sports lore is rife with famous comebacks—stories of athletes overcoming tremendous challenges to achieve great things. Is there a thread that ties together all achievements of this sort? To find out, you must do more than just review the tape, so to speak. On their surface, these events reveal little about the underlying how. An athlete falls, gets back up, and wins. Resilience! Well, sure, I suppose. But to draw any kind of usable lesson from such examples, you need to dig beneath the surface and look at what was going on inside the athlete’s head. Mental fitness is exercised within the mind, after all.


Sounds like a lot of work, doesn’t it? Lucky for you, I’ve already done it. Ever since Joan Benoit achieved that gritty win in Olympia, I’ve been fascinated by comebacks. Later, when I became a professional endurance sports writer, I enjoyed numerous opportunities to talk to the athletes behind other great comebacks, get inside their heads, and learn more about how they had experienced them from the inside.


These interactions alone did not yield any great epiphanies, however. It’s often difficult to perceive a feature that is ubiquitous in one group unless you’ve got another group to compare it against. For me, that group has been the recreational endurance athletes I’ve coached since 2001. Two decades of working with everyday athletes in the morning and writing about exceptional athletes in the afternoon, as it were, has taught me that, in most respects, the two groups are similar. Both are passionate, tough, and intelligent. But there is a key difference between them.


Simply put, athletes who fail to make the best of a bad situation turn away from reality, whereas athletes capable of achieving great comebacks face reality squarely. I know what you might be thinking: Huh? And believe me, I get it. Of all the possible psychological discrepancies between everyday and exceptional athletes I might have noticed, this isn’t the one I expected, either. But, having noticed it, I can’t unnotice it.


When athletes with less than Kipchoge-level mental fitness find themselves in a bad situation, all too often they fail to accept it as real; or, having accepted it, they fail to embrace that new reality; or, having embraced it, they fail to do what’s necessary to address it. In fact, failure to make the best of a bad situation never happens for any other reason. Every time an athlete I work with fails to make the best of a bad situation, I can trace the cause back to one of these three steps not taken.


Athletes capable of achieving great comebacks are different. Some of them work with sports psychologists, and some don’t. Some read books on mental fitness, and some don’t. Some practice techniques like visualization and journaling, and some don’t. But every one of them faces reality in bad situations. This three-step process of accepting, embracing, and addressing reality is the sine qua non of great athletic comebacks—the one thing that athletes with the highest level of mental fitness do to overcome major challenges. For the rest of us, gaining mental fitness entails nothing more and nothing less than getting better at this process by following the example set by these “ultrarealists.”


ULTRAREALISTS IN ACTION


The idea that the essence of mental fitness is a certain orientation toward reality may be new, but there is plenty to back it up. A brief look at three notable athletic comebacks offers a clearer picture of what it means to be an ultrarealist, which we’ll build on later.


Comeback #1: Geoffrey Kamworor


The 2016 World Half Marathon Championships in Cardiff, Wales, were hotly anticipated by running fans as a grudge match between British legend Mo Farah and Kenyan upstart Geoffrey Kamworor. It wasn’t just the credentials of the two men that generated so much excitement for the showdown (though they certainly were a major factor, Mo having amassed five world championship titles and two Olympic gold medals at 5000 and 10,000 meters, while Geoffrey came into the race as its defending champion and a two-time world champion in cross country). It was also the public smack talk Geoffrey had engaged in before the race, the 23-year-old Kenyan going so far as to guarantee Sir Mo’s defeat in one interview. Such bravado was especially brazen given the fact that Geoffrey had never beaten Mo in head-to-head competition, not to mention the fact that the World Half Marathon Championships were taking place on Mo’s home turf.


The weather on race morning was of the sort that Brits like Mo are accustomed to and most African runners are not: chilly, wet, and blustery. This may explain why, when the starting pistol sounded, Geoffrey’s left foot slipped out from under him and he sprawled face-first onto the slick tarmac, where he lay for seven long and terrifying seconds as the 16,000 amateur runners behind him began to trample him underfoot and Mo sped away with the other contenders.


As chance would have it, one of the runners in Geoffrey’s immediate vicinity at the moment of this absurdly awful start was Oliver Williams, a 30-year-old Welshman who was attempting to set a new Guinness World Record for the fastest half-marathon ever run in a Superman costume. To aid the ratifying process, Oliver wore (in addition to a red cape and an “S” on his chest) a head-mounted GoPro that captured the newly risen Geoffrey as he elbowed his way past the ersatz Man of Steel and slalomed between slower runners in reckless pursuit of the race leaders.


Within three minutes he caught them, having blitzed the first kilometer at 4:00-mile pace. The effort took its toll, however. Normally an aggressive frontrunner, the oxygen-starved challenger to Mo Farah’s supremacy tucked in behind him for the next several miles, gathering his strength instead of setting the pace. A slow attrition ensued, struggling runners falling off one by one. Mo lost contact just shy of the halfway mark, and by 11 miles the race was down to two men: Geoffrey’s countryman Bedan Karoki and, incredibly, Geoffrey himself, who surged away to a 26-second victory.


Comeback #2: Mirinda Carfrae


In October 2014, Mirinda Carfrae arrived on the Big Island of Hawaii as the odds-on favorite to win the pro women’s division of the Ironman® World Championship, and for good reason. The 33-year-old Australian had smashed the event record in claiming the previous year’s title and had shown no sign of regressing since then, winning the ultracompetitive Challenge Roth triathlon in July with one of the fastest women’s iron-distance times in history. In a prerace interview with espnW.com, Mirinda conceded that anything less than victory would be a disappointment.


Imagine how she must have felt, then, to find herself in eighth place at the bike-run transition, more than 14 minutes behind race leader Daniela Ryf of Switzerland. No athlete had ever overcome such a large deficit to win in Kona, a fact that the reigning champion was well aware of, saying afterward, “I didn’t believe I was going to win. I had to let go of that hope. So I figured I’d try to put together the very best race that I could and change my goal from winning to getting in the top five.”


In pursuit of this more modest ambition, Mirinda blasted out of the bike-run transition at 6:30 per mile, exceeding her own course-record pace. Despite the aggressive tempo, she managed to pass only two other women in the first half of the marathon. But then, at 14 miles, Mirinda scored a three-for-one, overtaking a trio of competitors in the span of seconds and sliding into third place. Just like that, plan A was back on the table.


Conscious of the need to tamp down her rising excitement, the pint-size Aussie concentrated on making smart decisions, such as slowing down just enough to get the fluid and calories she required at aid stations instead of barreling through to save seconds. Her reward was another victim, Britain’s Rachel Joyce, who ceded second place to Mirinda at 20 miles. By now Daniela Ryf was visible ahead, and the final outcome a fait accompli. Mirinda grabbed the lead at 23 miles and went on to consummate the greatest come-from-behind victory in the 36-year history of the Ironman World Championship.


Comeback #3: Joan Benoit


As you know already, Joan Benoit suffered a significant knee injury during a training run in March 1984, yet went on to win the US Olympic Trials Women’s Marathon just eight weeks later. Subsequent events would demonstrate that Joan’s miracle in Olympia was no fluke. In 1991, she returned from two pregnancies and a three-year hiatus from elite competition to complete the Boston Marathon in 2:26:42, the fastest marathon run by an American woman that year. Seventeen years later, at age 50, Joan qualified for and competed in the US Olympic Trials Marathon, setting an age-group world record with her finish time of 2:49:09. Joan Benoit Samuelson (as she is now known) is living proof that great athletic comebacks aren’t so much a matter of stars aligning as they are something that certain people are able to do, regardless of how the heavens behave.


ANATOMY OF A COMEBACK


The comebacks I’ve just described were enthusiastically celebrated by sports fans and journalists. Oliver Williams’s video of Geoffrey Kamworor’s mad dash through the masses in Wales elicited gushing expressions of awe (“Wow!” “Impressive!”) from many viewers. New York Times reporter Peter Alfano described Joan Benoit as “better on one leg than the other 237 qualifiers were on two” in his write-up of the ’84 trials marathon. And Ironman World Championship announcer Mike Reilly pronounced Mirinda Carfrae’s performance “simply unbelievable!” as she crossed the finish line in 2014.


What’s missing from these reactions is any substantive discussion about or understanding of why these comebacks are so remarkable. In Alfanso’s praise there is a hint that he regarded Joan’s comeback as a display of astonishing physical ability. She was so good at running, he suggests, that she was able to win the trials marathon despite her disastrous lead-up to it. Similarly, we may infer, Geoffrey’s comeback was seen as proof that he was so good at running that he was able to win despite falling down and Mirinda so good at running that she was able to win despite getting off her bike more than 14 minutes behind Daniela Ryf.


Unquestionably, these athletes could not have pulled off their respective comebacks without supreme physical ability. But remember, physical ability merely allows an athlete to do hard things, whereas mental fitness is required to deal with hard things, and Geoffrey, Joan, and Mirinda all had to deal with some very hard things to win their races. Each did so by facing reality in circumstances where most of us would turn away from it.


When a situation turns bad, the first opportunity an athlete is presented with is the opportunity to accept or not accept the reality of it, and it’s an opportunity you don’t want to miss. Acceptance is absolutely essential to making the best of the situation. Why? Because to accept a bad situation is to perceive it in a way that preserves your ability to make choices. But acceptance isn’t always easy. Failure to accept reality, on the other hand, is quite a bit easier. It happens in two ways. The first is panic, where a bad turn of events is perceived as so unacceptable that instinct takes over and the athlete acts reflexively, allowing the situation to control them instead of making free choices on how to deal with it. A somewhat milder version of panic is catastrophizing, where an athlete perceives a bad situation as worse than it actually is or decides it’s all over before it really is. The second way of failing to accept reality is the exact opposite of panic/catastrophizing: denial, where an athlete minimizes a bad situation or pretends it doesn’t even exist.


We’ve all heard the expression, “When life gives you lemons, make lemonade.” This homespun wisdom is really just another way of saying, “When you find yourself in a bad situation, acknowledge it and make the best of it.” Accepting reality means recognizing that life has given you lemons—nothing more, nothing less—and not wasting time and energy on wishing it hadn’t.


Many athletes in Geoffrey Kamworor’s place would have panicked, either curling into a ball with their arms covering their head or scrambling to safety at the side of the road. Others would have catastrophized the situation by continuing the race but without hope, viewing it as lost before it really was. Geoffrey did neither of these things. Almost as if he’d had advance warning about what was going to happen and had steeled himself for it, he accepted the reality exactly as it was: a seven-second delay compounded by a few bumps and bruises and a couple of hundred human obstacles he needed to get around to erase the deficit.


An injury such as the one Joan Benoit suffered eight weeks before the Olympic trials is no easier to accept. A lot of athletes slip into a fear-driven denial state in these situations. Terrified of throwing away their hard-earned fitness, they pretend the injury doesn’t exist and try to train through it, with predictable consequences. Joan, too, was terrified of losing fitness, but she did not allow her fear to cloud her judgment or make the decisions for her. Acknowledging the severity of her injury, she bailed out of runs when necessary, took more than 15 days off from running in the final two months before the trials, and came up with a plan B of trying to qualify for the Olympics on the track if she couldn’t run the marathon, which helped reduce the temptation to take foolish risks.


Mirinda Carfrae did something analogous when she got off the bike at the Ironman World Championship and learned that she was nearly a quarter of an hour behind Daniela Ryf. Calculating that she would have to complete the marathon in an unheard-of 2:47 to overtake Ryf before the finish line, she acknowledged to herself that she had virtually no chance of winning. But instead of giving up (the panic/catastrophizing response) or lying to herself and attempting to run a 2:47 marathon (the denial response), she accepted the math and immediately moved on to step two in the process of making the best of a bad situation, which entails embracing reality by committing to making the lemons you’ve been given into lemonade, so to speak.


Not every athlete who accepts the reality of a bad situation takes this next step. Acceptance of an unwanted reality often leads to demoralization or apathy—a “What’s the point?” attitude. When a situation turns bad, it is natural to wish that what is happening were not happening. Too often, though, we get stuck in this state of mind, thereby sealing off any possibility of making the best of the situation, whereas ultrarealists quickly pivot from wishing things were different to resolving to make them different, even if their original goal is out of reach.


It so happens that I experienced something akin to Geoffrey Kamworor’s Cardiff mishap at the start of the 1987 New England High School Cross Country Championships, hitting the deck mere steps into my race. I wasn’t on the ground long, losing maybe three or four seconds to the rest of the field, but I never recovered mentally from the incident. Running rattled the rest of the way, I finished 66th in a race where I should have cracked the top 25. In short, I failed to embrace the situation—unlike Geoffrey, who, in a much bigger race with a lot more at stake, was able to quickly pivot from wishing he hadn’t fallen to forgetting that he’d fallen.


The mindset that enables ultrarealists to embrace bad situations was well described by Joan Benoit in her 1987 autobiography Running Tide. “My philosophy of running is, I don’t dwell on it, I do it,” she wrote. Sounds easy enough, but this mindset was severely tested by her knee injury, with Joan coming close to packing her bags and flying home to Maine not once but twice during her period of limbo in Oregon. I think it’s safe to say that many athletes in her shoes would have gone ahead and packed, but Joan’s ability to treat her hard luck as a challenge rather than as a disappointment was just enough to stop her each time.


Mirinda Carfrae showed the same ability in Kona when she adjusted her goal from winning to cracking the top five. The fact that she did end up winning is beside the point. What matters is that she ran the best race she was capable of on a tough day by embracing her situation and spontaneously coming up with as much midrace enthusiasm for a top-five finish as she’d previously had to win—a salvaging of morale that, again safe to say, few athletes in comparable positions could pull off.


Returning to our lemons-to-lemonade metaphor, the third step in the process of making the best of a bad situation entails actually making lemonade from the lemons you’ve been given. Getting through the prior steps does not, after all, guarantee that something drinkable will be produced. Athletes who get this far are frequently derailed by failures of effort and failures of judgment—two more ways of turning away from reality.


At a press conference held after the 2016 World Half Marathon Championship, Geoffrey Kamworor told reporters, “It was really tough after that fall to catch up, but I fought hard.” I smile every time I read this banal description of what must have been an absolute sufferfest for the young Kenyan. Physical ability was only one reason it was possible for him to win despite his fall, even after he’d committed to the effort. The other was Geoffrey’s willingness to endure exquisite misery in the process. Other athletes for whom a similar comeback was also just barely possible and who both accepted and embraced this reality might very well have given up during the process only because the suffering required was too great—or, put another way, because what was actually possible felt impossible.


Science has demonstrated that some athletes have a higher tolerance for pain and suffering than others do, and that those who have a higher tolerance are more accepting of these sensations. It’s not that they feel them less; rather, they avoid compounding their pain and suffering by wishing they weren’t happening, a rejection of reality that adds a layer of emotional unpleasantness to the raw physical sensations. The same willingness to face reality that allows certain athletes to accept a negative turn of events also helps them bear what must be borne to address the bad situation.


FLOWCHART OF FACING REALITY


This flowchart summarizes the three steps involved in making the best of a bad situation and the specific ways in which choosing to either face or turn away from your present reality affects the outcome.
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Joan Benoit described this feature of ultrarealism perfectly in her memoir, writing, “People ask how I can run with pain or keep working toward a goal that seems hopelessly distant. If I want to run a marathon faster than I’ve run in the past, I have to cope with the discomfort that sometimes accompanies long-distance running. I know the end result will be worth the effort.” Her matter-of-fact willingness to face reality, as much as her talent, is what permitted Joan to run better on one leg than her competition did on two legs in Olympia.


Addressing a bad situation is not all about tolerance for pain and suffering, however. Judgment plays a role as well. Bad situations are problems, and not every problem can be solved by brute force. Identifying the right solution to a problem often requires an athlete to let the bad situation they’re in talk to them, to be receptive to their present reality’s textures and contours and willing to improvise in response to what they receive. This is what Mirinda Carfrae did during the run leg of that Ironman World Championship. Where another athlete who accepted and embraced her situation might have addressed it by sheer effort, Mirinda addressed it through smart decisions on pacing, nutrition, and emotional self-regulation. In other words, she picked the real solution rather than the simple one.


By now, it should be clear that the process of making the best of a bad situation is all about facing reality, and that every possible way of failing to make the best of a bad situation is a matter of turning away from reality. So, are you ready to get real?


GETTING REAL


Ultrarealists like Geoffrey Kamworor, Joan Benoit, and Mirinda Carfrae have something many of us don’t—an extraordinary readiness to face reality—and if you want to fulfill your own potential, you want that too. But can you really have it? What if this special “comeback quotient” is innate rather than acquired?


I’ll level with you: I think it is innate—to a degree. Certain genes are known, for example, to predispose a person toward anxiety, and if you’re unfortunate enough to have inherited these genes, you may never be as cool under fire as the ultrarealists. This is no cause for despair, however. After all, we know that physical ability is also partly innate, and that no amount of training can make an athlete with average talent as fit as an athlete with elite talent who trains equally. Yet we also know that any one of us can get a hell of a lot fitter by following proven best practices in training over an extended period of time. The same is true of mental fitness.


I’ve seen it happen over and over again in my work with athletes. The coaching process is all about helping athletes deal with the various bad situations that are the very fabric of sport—everything from fitness plateaus to pre-competition anxiety. Some of these situations, such as loss of motivation, are entirely psychological in nature, while others, such as injury, have both physical and psychological components. Ever since I hit upon the idea that facing reality is how mental fitness operates, I have been highly intentional about coaxing athletes toward accepting, embracing, and addressing reality in the bad situations they encounter. And what I’ve found is that not only does this approach solve immediate problems, but over time it also leads to general gains in mental fitness.


A good example is Evan, a runner I coached a few years ago when he was in the midst of a middle-age comeback that followed a 20-year hiatus from competitive running. Like most of the athletes I work with, Evan came to me with a problem, which in his case was a tendency to push too hard in workouts and races that had left him literally unable to walk for an entire week after his most recent race.


Despite his awareness that he needed to stop forcing things, Evan didn’t think he could learn to back off on his own, and I soon saw why. Time after time, he started the runs I planned for him with every intention of not pushing too hard and ended up doing so anyway, by—to be frank—bullshitting himself. On one occasion, I pointed out to Evan that he had once again drifted into zone 3 (moderate intensity) during a long run that was supposed to have been done entirely in zone 2 (low intensity). His defense was that the lapse had occurred on a downhill section of the route he’d chosen, and he figured that running downhill in zone 3 was less stressful than running either uphill or on flat ground in zone 3, and thus, he contended, he hadn’t really defied the spirit of the workout.


“Zone 3 is zone 3, Evan,” I said. “And you know it.”


This is just one example of the many small ways in which I wouldn’t let Evan get away with not facing reality. And although each instance alone didn’t accomplish much, their cumulative effect was significant. After several weeks of working together, Evan began to hear my voice in his head during runs, calling bullshit on him right when he was about to commit another lapse, and as a result he became more compliant in respecting his zones. Within a few more weeks, he no longer needed this crutch—it was his own voice he heard steering his self-deceptive instincts back to reality.


The process didn’t stop there. Facing reality is more than just something you do or fail to do in a given moment; it’s also a mindset. You might start off practicing it only for the sake of solving one specific problem, but through this practice you gradually shift your entire orientation toward reality, becoming readier to accept, embrace, and address reality when facing other problems. This is what happened with Evan.


By training himself to quickly catch these moments of self-deception, Evan became more honest with himself generally. This evolution, in turn, led him to discover a deep well of anger and self-loathing that he had carried inside since a difficult childhood and was the cause of his tendency to use running as a form of self-punishment. It didn’t happen overnight, but over time Evan got to the point where he could accept this part of himself without letting it run the show—or sabotage his running.


About a year after I stopped working with Evan, he emailed me to share the news that he had just run the best race of his life and to thank me for the role he felt I’d played in making it possible. “During the race,” he wrote, “the standard self-doubt stuff came up, and my normal response, in a race of this length, is to push harder and start putting my pacing as the number-one priority for my conscious brain. This time, instead of doing that, I felt a connection to a different part of myself. The only way I can really describe it is confidence, but not arrogant confidence. It felt more like a confident me holding space for all my insecurities to come and be heard but also reassured that everything is under control.”


This sense of control is the essence of what it feels like to be an ultra realist. When you’ve cultivated the ability to fully accept, embrace, and address any situation, you are no longer dependent on external circumstances. While you still want things to go your way, it no longer really matters if they do or don’t. In either case, you know you’ll be able to make the best of the situation. You’re in control of the only thing you truly can control, which is your mind, and it feels like freedom.


THE ROAD AHEAD


The approach I use to help athletes like Evan make the best of bad situations is based on reality therapy, which you will learn more about in the next chapter. One of the things I like about this approach is its rootedness in the normal problem-solving experience that athletes are already constantly engaged in. It eschews diagnosis of conditions or hang-ups. There are no particular mental exercises prescribed. You don’t even need to think of it as a way to build mental fitness. Instead, you can just think of it as a way to make the best of the next bad situation you find yourself in, and the next, and the next. And you don’t need a coach to practice it. All that’s required is that you enter into each new challenge with the conscious intention of accepting, embracing, and addressing reality and with an understanding of precisely what it means to do these things. It couldn’t be simpler.


As Thelonious Monk said, though, “Simple ain’t easy.” The instincts that cause us to turn away from reality in bad situations are powerful and not easily tamed. I will do my best in the pages ahead to equip you with tools that will help you handle each new challenge a little better than the last one. In the next chapter, I’ll make the case that ultrarealism is the true essence of mental fitness, with support from ancient philosophy, cutting-edge science, and much in between. I’ll then guide you through the three steps involved in making the best of a bad situation—accepting reality, embracing reality, and addressing reality—with further examples of how ultrarealists do each of these things. In Chapters 6 through 8, we’ll explore the most common types of bad situation that athletes experience—the bad break, the rude awakening, and self-sabotage—and identify the strategies and methods that ultrarealists use to come back from each. The concluding chapter looks at what happens when comebacks fail, and in so doing reveals what ultrarealism is really for, which is not guaranteeing success but making your athletic and life journeys richer and more meaningful than they would otherwise be, win or lose.


Be prepared. Even with the tools and inspiration of the ultrarealists at your disposal, the road ahead will include many missteps. Time and again you will fail to make the best of a bad situation, either by not accepting an unwanted reality, or by not embracing a reality you’ve accepted, or by not addressing a reality you’ve accepted and embraced. Your next opportunity to do better will come soon, though, and if you “keep showing up” (to borrow a phrase made popular by American runner and ultrarealist Desiree Linden after she won the Boston Marathon in her seventh attempt), your hard work will be richly rewarded. Whether or not you ever become a full-fledged ultrarealist capable of pulling off legendary comebacks, each step forward in this journey will make you a calmer, stronger, and more self-trusting individual who makes better choices and achieves more satisfying outcomes in sport and in life. How do I know this? Because I’m on the same road myself.
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