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Chapter 1 Digging Deep



“Be not afraid of growing slowly, be afraid of standing still.”

—Ancient Chinese proverb



By the time Wyndham Clark stood in the 18th fairway at Los Angeles Country Club, the light over the city of angels was low, and I had worked my way around to the green to try to best get a glimpse of my client trying to close out the 2023 U.S. Open. It was a Sunday evening, the final round. The galleries were huge and boisterous. Rory McIlroy had just gotten to the clubhouse at 9 under par. Wyndham stood at 10 under, a par from his first major championship.

Our path to this point was both methodical and remarkably fast. Wyndham and I first met only six months earlier, in December 2022. By that time, I had spent more than a quarter century working on the PGA Tour and with golfers from around the world on their mental approach. Wyndham was initially skeptical that working with a coach to help him control his thoughts would help him actually win tournaments. “You guys all say the same things,” he told me when we first met. “Nothing works.” He was saying the same things to his team—his caddie, his agent—even though those closest to him believed what I had to offer could help him unlock his potential, which was enormous.

That’s not an atypical reaction, and it could be the same for people picking up this book: How could talking with someone—or reading about how to control our thoughts and emotions—produce better golf shots, lower scores, and better results? Is it psychobabble? Even with all my experience on tour—and all the success my clients have had, more than 25 majors and 120 PGA Tour victories—I run into those doubts all the time.

Wyndham’s reluctance eventually waned. In February 2023, we met at a Starbucks near his home in Scottsdale, Arizona. Shortly thereafter, we started meeting by Zoom every week. We put in place some of the tools I’ll outline in this book, tools that can help a struggling golfer on the PGA Tour but could also help anyone on any course in any circumstance—playing for a club championship or a weekly Nassau with buddies.

Over the ensuing weeks, Wyndham started to feel better about himself, and his golf improved. This wasn’t a straight line, and you’ll discover in the coming pages that the journey to better golf—just like the road to a better life—is almost never linear. In March, he was within a shot of the lead entering the final round of a tournament in the Dominican Republic, but he played the back nine of the final round 1 over par to fall into a tie for sixth. That kind of slip used to eat him up. We needed to figure out how to push him forward, and to help him believe good things were going to happen in his future.

“If we had a crystal ball in our lives—which we don’t—you’d know why this loss is important,” I told him. “We’ve got to use this setback as a positive, because you don’t know what’s going to happen the next day. What we do know: You’re better than this and will win soon.”

Just more than a month later, he beat a terrific field to win the Wells Fargo Championship, his first PGA Tour win! My reaction that day (and his): This stuff works.

Now, it’s important to note very early in this long discussion: Self-improvement—be it in golf or in life—isn’t always going to be on a smooth, upward trajectory. In fact, it’s most often not. Our highest highs can be followed by some pretty low lows. Wyndham Clark took a long time to begin examining his life, and my belief is he was rewarded for doing so. But for any of us, this is a process.

Golfers don’t reach the top and then stay there forever. Our own golf games can go through extraordinary ups and downs. Any golf fan knows that Wyndham’s 2025 season was rocky, marred by inconsistent play on the course and some unflattering incidents off it. At the PGA Championship, he hurled his driver in anger following an errant tee shot, snapping off the head and nearly hitting a volunteer. At the U.S. Open, he took his frustrations out on a locker in the Oakmont Country Club clubhouse. Mastering our mental game in golf or reaching a state of growth and self-improvement in life isn’t always a permanent condition. It takes more work over more years, and there are frequently hills and valleys.

But back in 2023, with the U.S. Open just more than a month away, Wyndham and I began talking more profoundly and thoroughly about everything that makes him who he is. We began digging deep.



One of my favorite quotes—a quote that gets to the heart of my work—is from Socrates: “The unexamined life is not worth living.”

There are plenty of great athletes and successful executives who go about their professional and personal lives without the kind of introspection Socrates refers to. For the most part, the people who avoid introspection aren’t going to stick with me once we start our work—or come to me at all in the first place—because they come to understand, quite quickly, that our journey involves self-examination. Very deep self-examination.

That doesn’t start with, “Well, on the first hole I drove it in the left rough and made bogey, and on the third I nailed my tee shot to the center of the green but three-putted.” We all have conversations like this, where they describe their shots as if I were their caddie. Sometimes it’s after a round. Sometimes it’s at a party. I can feel my eyelids getting heavy. Can’t you?

Rather, the people who come to me—whether they’re golfers, businesspeople, or athletes from any sport—arrive first with a curiosity about themselves and what might help make them better performers. Second, they come with a commitment to grow.

Combine that curiosity with commitment, and what they’re showing is a willingness to dig deep. My nickname on the PGA Tour used to be “Stealth,” because I worked quietly around the edges of tournaments with a wide array of clients, some of whom were comfortable being associated with me in public, many of whom preferred our relationship to be private. Either is fine. Discretion—particularly twenty-five years ago, when fewer people publicly addressed their mental health—is part of the job.

A newer nickname, though, cuts closer to what I do. In recent years, one of the physical therapists who works with players and is part of the tour’s traveling circus began referring to me as “Backhoe.” The reason: I dig deep. Every one of us has a past that’s worth mining. When I begin talking with a client, we work to excavate all the material that’s under the surface, history that can prevent anyone from becoming their best as a golfer or being their best selves. We might not know what we’ll find. It might not be pretty. It could be scary. But people don’t come to me or stay with me unless they know—consciously or not—they want to dig deep.

There’s a quote from Brian D. Mahan, an expert in releasing stress and trauma from the body, that appeals to me and relates to what I do: “You can go to the gym, drink your water and take your vitamins, but if you don’t deal with the crap going on in your own heart and head, you’re still going to be unhealthy.”

It’s so true, and it touches not just on golf, but on any pursuit at work or at home. So many athletes and businesspeople think, “If I go, ‘Check, check, check, check,’ and cross off a bunch of small items, I’m accomplishing what I need to, and I’ll be fine.” But if they don’t look at how their father criticized their results if they made a bogey, or made them wash the kitchen floor if they played a lousy round—true stories I know from the tour—then what’s the point? Where are we going? What are we getting out of it?

Here’s something I encounter all the time—not on the PGA Tour, but among regular folks I know. So many people play golf—even somewhat regularly, like maybe a few times a week—but don’t put in time to practice and work on their games. And then so many of those same people get angry when they don’t improve. They’re frustrated. They’re slamming clubs. They’re storming from the 18th green to the parking lot because their 85 from last Saturday didn’t magically turn into a 78 a week later.

Isn’t that wild? Complain, complain, complain, but don’t work on improving? If you have a vegetable garden because you like being in the soil, but you don’t know anything about what you’re doing, should you complain and get frustrated when your tomatoes die or your lettuce doesn’t grow? No. You read about how to best tend to them, work at putting best practices in place, water and fertilize them properly. It takes effort.

So does golf. I always say to these people, “If you don’t want to get better at this game, but you still want to play, that’s great. Go have fun. Go hit it around and do your thing. Be unconscious or conscious about it. That’s your choice.”

But if you really want to improve, it takes work. It takes curiosity. It takes a commitment to getting better not only at the mechanics of the swing. It takes knowing yourself. It takes digging deep.

I’ve worked with players who have both lived as well as played their sport. I’ve worked with players who took their talent for granted until they ran into an injury, then discovered what hard work was really like. The commitment to getting better, though, can apply to almost anything. What are you curious about yourself—on or off the course? Maybe you want to be a better communicator. Maybe you want to do a better job separating your professional life from your personal life. Maybe you want to be able to appreciate experiences more acutely without allowing stress and troubles to get in the way. There’s almost no limit to what we can explore. Wyndham has continued to learn how to balance and focus his emotions. Seeking higher degrees of mental health and resilience is a lifelong journey for everyone. Remember progress is not always in a straight line.

To begin this process of self-examination—of digging deep—I always start by asking clients to send me two lists. The first: ten things you’re great at mentally, both on and off the golf course. The second list: ten things you need to improve. The framing is important. It’s positive. These aren’t ten things at which you’re bad. They’re ten elements that need work. This process can spark a curiosity about what you do well and what you need to work on, and that can lead to clarity about what needs to get better and how to get there.

The lists can be all over the place. “I need to work on course management. I could be better at letting go of a bad shot. Instead of seeing the trouble to the left, I need to focus on hitting my target.” Stuff we all deal with when we play golf—and stuff so many of us deal with in our professional or personal lives: “I have to balance my responsibilities better. I have to improve on letting go of a poor decision or a bad day. I need to concentrate on the positive outcome I’m pursuing rather than obsessing over the things that went wrong. I need to be better at leaving work at the office so I can be present with my family.” It’s not terribly hard to come up with lists of your own. Try it.

Thus begins the examination of your golf game. Or your life. Or both. This process involves a high level of self-awareness, of being truthful with yourself. That’s who it’s most important to start being truthful with. Not your playing partners. Not your friends. Not your coworkers. Not even your spouse. Yourself. When you start being truthful with yourself then you can do that with others. What do I really need to work on? What am I really holding back? What am I numbing out with three drinks a night? What do I not want to feel or learn about myself? Is there something from my past—a troubled relationship with a parent, abusive behavior from an old coach—that is still holding me back years later?

There is a vulnerability that’s required in all of this. Take Justin Thomas, who I began working with in early 2023 and who has talked publicly about our work. A two-time major winner who reached the No. 1 ranking in the world, Justin struggled with his game later that year. He didn’t win a tournament. He didn’t make the PGA Tour’s playoffs. He missed the cut at three of the four major championships and finished tied for 65th in the other. He felt lost.

But through all this, Justin was committed to growing. Behind the scenes, he was working extremely hard on his mental game. Privately, he showed curiosity about what led to his slide and wanted to put in the effort to fix it. Publicly, he showed vulnerability.

“It’s what Julie kept hammering into me: ‘It’s going to end. You’re not going to always continue to play so bad,’ ” he told NBC early in 2024. “… You know, we’re men, and we’re just supposed to push things away, and if you actually have or express feelings, you’re soft. And sure, to an extent, I definitely think there’s some stuff that you can toughen up and handle. But there’s others that, over a handful of years, if you just push stuff down and you haven’t really gotten it out and talked about it, then it can wear on you so much more than you think.”

That’s pretty raw. Justin is clearly curious about how his life experiences relate to his golf game. He’s committed to growing through being vulnerable and self-aware. So he’s willing to mine whatever needs to be mined to get where he wants to go. Pull up the backhoe, and start digging.

Why is vulnerability important in digging deep? Because only if we’re vulnerable—only if we’re open to taking responsibility for our actions—can we honestly assess ourselves. Just as Justin says in assessing what men—particularly male athletes—have been taught, talking openly about feelings can take a measure of courage. Brené Brown, an academic and author who has spent decades exploring the human condition, says: “Vulnerability is defined as uncertainty, risk and emotional exposure. Can you name one act of courage that you’ve ever been involved in or that you ever witnessed that did not involve uncertainty, risk and emotional exposure? And it’s a loaded question, because I know the answer is ‘no’ because I’ve asked it thousands and thousands of times.”

In professional golf—indeed, in all sorts of professions—the idea of becoming vulnerable with the goal of digging deep can be met with resistance. I once had representatives for a prominent player approach me and say, “In ten words, tell us why we should hire you.” My response was even more economical: “Because my clients and I dig deep,” I told them. A couple of days later, they came back and said about their client, “He’s never going to do that.” That’s fine. He should hire strictly a performance coach, someone who deals with execution of the golf shot rather than the whole person. I’m not knocking those people. They just do different work from me.

Say a performance coach finds that you’re a procrastinator. They might give you ten tools to deal with procrastination. This could sound cheesy or far-fetched, but what if there was a reason way back in your past that caused procrastination that had a deeper meaning or a greater consequence, and you never look at that? I do think those ten tools could turn into Band-Aids. Not always. But more often than not. And when you’re digging deep, you’re not covering up issues with Band-Aids. You’re doing the surgery that can be more painful, but has a better chance of healing the wound.

Traditionally, sports psychology has taken a cognitive approach. Lots of performance coaches help people become less scared of challenges by turning them into opportunities. They help change anxiety into excitement. They use language to help frame emotions in a more positive light. It’s a rational approach that helps reshape sports—and the skills that go into them—in ways that make them more approachable, more manageable, and less intimidating. It’s effective, and I don’t want to criticize it. Indeed, my work takes advantage of all the above, and it’s an important step in getting a golfer—or a basketball player, or an executive—to transform from someone who’s put off by challenges into someone who owns them.

But I would argue that all of the work you put into reframing how you see obstacles and adversity is influenced and colored by what you bring to every situation from your past. That could be your relationship with your parents and your siblings. It’s how you view yourself, your own sense of self-worth. It includes your insecurities, what you overcompensate for, what you’re confident about, and what you might be ashamed of down deep. Unless you bring the entirety of who you are—your emotional foundation and all the experiences through the years—using the language and the intellectual approach to help change how you view challenges will only be partially effective. It’s part of the process. But my approach is that if the process ends there, we haven’t put in all the work. In order to accomplish greatness—and then sustain it—we need a more complete, holistic approach.

In psychology, we talk about someone being defended. A defended person often has built up such a wall around them that they don’t even realize they’re putting up a wall. There is an absence of self-awareness. They take no responsibility for their behavior. Frequently as practitioners in the mental health field, if we come across somebody who’s very defended, we often consider not taking the case because we know we might not get very far unless they are willing to dig deep.

This is important because defended characters can come up when we look into our past to try to figure out the cause for present-day behavior or tendencies. I see this all the time on the PGA Tour. One player I have worked with felt enormous pressure to perform from his father. (Well, actually that’s lots of players I have worked with, but let’s just use this one example.) When the player hit an errant shot, the father would yell and put his head in his hands. If the player bogeyed, the dad would throw a tantrum. It was completely stressing the player out.

Because it’s important to treat the whole person—not just the golfer, but the whole person—we decided I should talk to the father. Here, though, was a perfect example of a defended person. He took no responsibility for anything he created—unless it was positive. If his son was bothered by his father’s behavior, the son wasn’t tough enough. If his son couldn’t perform with his father on site, it was because the kid was weak.

The effects on the player’s performance were enormous. But here’s what’s important: The player had to be vulnerable enough to admit that his father’s behavior was strangling him. That vulnerability led to the courage to tell his father, “I can’t handle you at my tournaments. This is important to me. I have to put up some boundaries, and until I work through this, I need to draw a line: Please stay away from the tournaments.”

There is risk, uncertainty, and emotional exposure in this approach. What’s also true: Digging deep here helped the player realize that he needed to understand what was triggering him and have the courage to act on it. As important as taking responsibility for your own actions, choices, and behavior is understanding what you’re not responsible for. (In this case, his father’s reactions.) This doesn’t have to be finger-pointing, but rather surfacing the true reasons behind struggles or negative emotions.

Any fundamental change requires making decisions. It requires taking responsibility for what one creates in their own life. Why am I working so much? Well, that’s my decision. Why do I not exercise more? Why do I not take care of myself? Why do I drink too much? Why can’t I stay in a relationship?

The only person who’s going to be able to answer any or all of those questions is yourself. And the way to answer is to take responsibility. Take responsibility for the mistakes, but also take responsibility for creating successes and wins and being the best version of yourself. It can’t just be about the mistakes and the flaws. It has to be about your successes too. Having a positive mindset is a choice. Taking responsibility is a choice.

That’s for a professional athlete. That’s for a 2 handicap who really wants to push herself to the next level. That’s for a 20 handicap who wants to chop shots off his index. That’s for the executive who wants to better project herself at meetings. Any and all have to be honest about how they talk and treat themselves. They have to frankly assess whether they’re rushing to the first tee, whether they’re looking at their phones when they arrive there, whether they’re curious about the best ways to get better and stay committed to their own growth.



When Wyndham Clark was in that 18th fairway at Los Angeles Country Club, I knifed through the crowd and made my way greenside with the rest of his team—his brother and sister, his agent, his girlfriend, and some other friends. The week had played out perfectly. Wyndham’s golf was brilliant. His mind was strong. He wanted me there for his warm-up sessions on the range and for his practice rounds. We talked about everything—everything except golf.

And before each round, we would walk from the range to the first tee. Just before he went under the ropes, I’d ask him, “Now, what are your goals?” Setting goals—for a round, for a season, for whatever challenge we face—is an important part of drawing out your best performance, and we’ll get into specifics later in the book. In the final round, Wyndham was paired with Rickie Fowler, a longtime fan favorite, in the last group of the day. Like Wyndham, Rickie was looking for his first major championship. Unlike Wyndham, Rickie had been in the spotlight for years. He had won The Players Championship, the PGA Tour’s flagship tournament. In 2014, he finished in the top five of all four majors. He had twelve top-ten finishes in majors. Wyndham had only played in six majors, and never finished higher than 75th. By no fault of Wyndham’s, the crowd was going to be on Rickie’s side.

So one of Wyndham’s goals on that Sunday: Whenever he heard “Go, Rickie!” or “Come on, Rickie!,” he simply deflected it and said to himself, “I got this,” and remembered his own goals. It was a way for him to take the crowd’s energy for his opponent and channel it into his own game. It was a way for him to stay focused not on what Rickie was doing, but on what he needed to do.

“It was great walking by, hearing a lot of people chant for Rickie’s name because it fueled the fire underneath me that I could do it,” Wyndham said after the round. “My mental coach, Julie, told me… ‘Every time you hear someone chant, “Rickie,” think of your goals and get cocky and go show them who you are.’ I did that. It was like a hundred-plus times today, I reminded myself of my goals.”

From the 18th fairway, he just needed two more good shots to make the par that would win him the U.S. Open. The first was an 8-iron approach from the middle of the fairway. We had a perfect view. We knew the iron shot was on target. But from our angle, we couldn’t tell whether it would reach the pin. When it settled at the front of the green, maybe 50 feet short, the energy palpably rose. Our entire group—which included my husband and, for the first time at a major in one of these situations, my two adult children—kind of squeezed and huddled together. An incredible mix of tension and excitement enveloped us.

When Wyndham finally nestled that long putt near the hole and had just a couple of feet left to win a major championship, we knew. I felt so much joy for Wyndham and thought about our quick journey, from a phone call in December to a meeting in February to a breakthrough first victory on the PGA Tour—to this. At that moment, I looked across the green at John Ellis, his caddie. John had encouraged Wyndham to talk to me in the first place. John had been there for the peaks and valleys, for the moments of rage and the sense of unrealized potential. I watched as his entire torso contorted, his shoulders raised up and down with joy and relief. I could see years of stress melting off of him.

When the final putt hit the bottom of the cup, Wyndham and John embraced, and all the experiences from the past melted into that hug. I waited in line on the green behind what seemed an endless array of people who wanted to congratulate the new champion. Finally, officials were going to take Wyndham to the scoring tent; he had to sign his scorecard for the victory to be official. Before he strode off, I said, “Wyndham. Wyndham!” He turned around. We hugged. And he just started bawling. A little while later, when I walked into the post-tournament party, the crowd started chanting, “MVP! MVP!” The group tried to get me to drink champagne from the massive U.S. Open trophy. I couldn’t lift it, and it spilled all over me. What an amazing moment in my career.

We can all do some version of what Wyndham Clark did in that final round of the U.S. Open. Sustaining that state of being is another challenge. But at any point in our lives, we can all set goals, put them into action, and positively affect how we play and how we live. I have watched this work with dozens of players—stars who have won the most prestigious tournaments in golf, lesser-known characters who simply wanted to improve, college golfers looking to find their way, and everyone in between. This book should provide some lessons that you can put into play on the course and off of it. But start with the most important one: If you really, really want to get better, you have to figure out what makes you tick—consciously and unconsciously. You must take that Socrates quote to heart, because an examined life is absolutely worth living. Get out the backhoe, and let’s dig. Deep.






Chapter 2 My Story



“Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate.”

—Carl Jung



“Dysfunctional” is kind of a popular word. People throw it around pretty casually these days. My work environment is dysfunctional. My family life is dysfunctional. My relationships are dysfunctional. We say it about all sorts of situations. It’s overused, to be honest.

I grew up in a dysfunctional environment. It was dysfunctional in complicated ways.

My mother extolled the virtues of holistic medicine; she was actually a trained naturopathic doctor. She would say things that she was convinced were healthy but were not conventional wisdom. Don’t stand in front of the microwave. Definitely don’t warm anything up in it that’s wrapped in plastic. Actually, just get rid of the microwave altogether. She believed that electromagnetic waves from cell phones could damage your brain. She sold a small metal button that would stick on a phone to make it “safer.”

“This is good science,” she would often say. To support her cause, she would leave out magazines that listed small studies from Sweden that supported her point of view. She told us never to cook with canola oil, because once it was heated, it contained toxins that were carcinogenic. (That later turned out to be true.) She used a special microscope to look at your blood and see things she believed modern medicine couldn’t identify. Molds, parasites, viruses—everyone’s blood told a story, and my mom had herbs and vitamins to fix every malady. She had small brown bottles with tops that screwed off and would precisely measure the exact amount of liquid that would eventually cure me—or anyone else she was trying to help. I wasn’t sure if she knew something I didn’t, something the medical world had neglected to consider. I was also sure she was a bit off. She would make me take a tablespoon of cod liver oil instead of the Froot Loops my childhood friends had for breakfast. She was convinced these series of facts were essential to one’s health.

My mother was—and I don’t say this lightly—also mentally unstable. She was diagnosed with clinical depression. She would numb those feelings by drinking three martinis at night. That excessive drinking would lead to flirting with my boyfriends. She would stay out late partying, and I would have to check to see whether she returned home after a long night. It was difficult to square her beliefs in holistic health with her obvious sabotaging of her mental and physical health through alcohol abuse. My childhood felt emotionally and physically unstable. In so many ways, I had to raise myself. I received very little guidance, and basically grew up as a street kid who had to scuffle along to stay fed and dry.

My father was only part of my life for six years. He was a trained social worker. My parents, older brother, and I lived in suburban Detroit. My parents had a volatile relationship. My dad was initially diagnosed as clinically depressed as well. He was repeatedly institutionalized after several attempts to kill himself. Eventually, he was diagnosed with schizophrenia. He lived with demons that he couldn’t shake. He underwent shock therapy. He was prescribed medications. None of it worked.

On Halloween night when I was six years old, after one last release from an institution, my father went to my bedroom and finally succeeded in taking his own life.

Obviously, this was devastating. But one of the hardest parts about my father’s absence was being left with my mother as a solo parent and guardian. Following my father’s death, many different men paraded in and out of our lives. I so hoped one of them would stick, and I’d have a role model. I dreamed that having two parents would finally make me feel safe and that everything would be okay. My mother finally married one of these men. I tried to embrace him and my new stepbrothers and stepsisters, desperate to find a new, stable family. It was hardly smooth, but it was better than being alone with her.

That marriage eventually collapsed. When it did, my mother packed up our Volvo station wagon and did the hippie thing—moving me and my older brother from Michigan to San Francisco.

As a young girl, this move changed my world in so many ways. I tried to adjust to my new school and friends. Our blue shingled house in Northern California was enveloped by a canopy of redwood trees that smelled so different from the oaks and maples I had known in the Midwest. There were no more cold nights, no piles of snow, just cool mornings and warm days, then unrelenting weeks of rain. The kids felt different, the school buses looked different, and I actually started to like my new life.

I also started to believe that my mother had somehow done something good for me, that the move would help. We could start over, and being in northern California in the ’70s could even be exactly what the doctor ordered. I was never sure of her motivation, whether it was for me or for herself. But it didn’t matter. I started to live my new life. I just couldn’t shake the nightmares.

I started having nightmares when I was ten years old—before we moved out west. I would dream that redwood trees were falling on my house. There were no redwoods in suburban Detroit. I’d never seen one. To her great credit, my mother started me in therapy when we were living in Michigan. Back then, a young girl talking to a therapist wasn’t typical—or so I thought. But this doctor—I’ll never forget, Dr. Zamorsky—not only started to help me with my nightmares. He taught me how to go somewhere else in my mind.

Even now, teaching a kid this kind of skill might not be recommended. Somehow, Dr. Zamorsky felt like I could handle it. He would encourage me to talk in detail about my nightmares. He would have me listen to meditations. He taught me to visualize positive things happening and encouraged me to learn about myself. In different situations—whether things got scary at home, or if I had to concentrate on the spelling bee at school—he taught me how to put my mind in the most serene place so I learned how to be aware of what I was feeling, feel what I was feeling, and shift to a healthier place of self-awareness. I didn’t know it then, but I was learning to dig deep.

Dr. Zamorsky was totally different from my mother; an adult who was stable and a trained professional whose beliefs and teachings were rooted in his academic background. He was calm and measured in how he spoke to me and a wise, influential guide who cared for me. He listened patiently and helped me to explore topics I could never talk about with my mother. I finally had a healthy parental figure I could trust. I could start to see how my mom was a single mother who was just doing the best she could in difficult circumstances. But I realized I had to learn how to save myself. Dr. Zamorsky helped me to feel safer and look at the world as a place in which I could learn, thrive, and find my way. He made what felt impossible somehow seem possible.

My work is about my clients’ journeys, and this book hopefully helps apply those experiences to the journeys we all undertake. It’s written and designed to transfer some of these lessons I’ve learned and studied to all of you. I tell my story because I think it’s important to know that my work and the subsequent guidance I provide in this book are rooted in something very real and very deep for me. I know how much digging deep into my own life experience has contributed to my career choice—the lessons provided here aren’t just learned from a book or a class. They are lived.

As I mentioned earlier, my mother drank a lot. She also used drugs. After we attended dinner with her friends, she often was unable to drive. One night in Santa Cruz, I had to drive us down a dark winding mountain road, and had to sit on propped-up jackets just to see the road. I didn’t yet have my driver’s license. I knew it was not normal, but it was my normal. I always had to read the situation, identify when she was too inebriated to drive, then take responsibility for her safety and mine, finding another way down that winding dirt road in her Toyota Celica. This was my personal journey and the deck of cards I was dealt. Because of this, I not only learned how to grow from obstacles and adversity. I learned how to turn them into courage.

As my early years became a little more manageable, I was able to attend school and adjust to my new life. When we first arrived in the Bay Area, my mother enrolled me in public school. I transferred to the elite Marin Country Day School for eighth grade, and then enrolled in the Urban School, a private high school in San Francisco. My grandmother paid the tuition, because my mother’s addictions made it impossible to bring in a regular income. I continued my work with a new therapist who helped to reinforce the lessons of trusting myself, and learning to be resilient to the many challenges my mother would create. I learned to understand my situation and live my life, keenly listening for ways to find safety and to understand any possible threats to my world. In those days, if a child lost a parent at a young age, they could receive social security checks. I found out later in my life that my mother forged my signature and stole these checks—money intended for me. My mother also kept money that my father had left for me before he took his life and used it to pay our living expenses.

I always felt during these times that I was different, that no one had the troubles I did. I often felt embarrassed about my home life and didn’t want friends to come over. My best girlfriend, Jennifer, remembers to this day that when she would come over to my house I wasn’t allowed to play or hang out until I had cleaned the toilets and done the dishes. My friend was shocked. She lived in a world where she had daily chores, but there was an adult to help. With my mother so often sleeping off a bout of drinking, I was the caretaker in my own home.

I had to be constantly vigilant growing up, always the adult in the room. If I lapsed, if I let down my guard, bad things could and did happen. I learned to simultaneously be a daughter and a mother to my mother. The roles were blurred, and it was difficult. But those were years of paying attention to small details, of learning to anticipate people’s moods, learning to almost read people’s minds. (When my own kids were in high school, they would comment about how I could read minds—which isn’t great when you’re trying to get away with normal high school stuff.) I had learned to be razor-sharp and hyper-aware of my surroundings, studying how external reality was a mirror of our internal reality—a topic I became fascinated with later in life. I became interested in applying my experiences to a career. I became interested in helping people and connecting them to their inner world. I wanted to help those committed to living a life of self-awareness and digging deep.

I’m sure these experiences—both the mundane and the traumatic—had a profound impact on not only who I am, but what I do. Because my upbringing was rooted in chaos, I can empathize with people who have had similar childhoods. I wanted to learn how their pasts might be affecting their futures. I learned resilience in order to survive, and I can help others learn to leverage their own skills.

After I completed my master’s degree, I met my future husband. We moved to New York City, and I began a counseling practice. I announced to everyone I knew that I had begun to work in the psychology field. Referrals started trickling in. I came to love the work. It was liberating to help others see things inside themselves rather than always being in my own head. I’ve always been a good listener, but now I was being paid for it. I discovered New York and loved the energy and intensity of so many people I met.

After a year of my counseling practice, I started to attract high-profile clients. My husband would always be shocked. “You know he’s currently starring on Broadway!” But I never really cared about my clients’ fame. Emotions are emotions. People are people. There was no limit to who would walk through my door—actors and actresses, singers, authors—even a few professional athletes. People were comfortable talking with me. It didn’t matter if they were famous or at the top of their field. The work and conversations about life, grief, pain, and growth fascinated me. It’s clear to me now that this interest could all be traced back to my own sessions with Dr. Zamorsky and the therapists who followed him.

We eventually left New York with our little toddler and moved to the suburbs outside Washington, D.C. A couple of years later, I pursued my doctorate. I became very interested in sports and decided to choose a path that merged the ideas of healing, hard work, and challenging oneself as a path to success. At the time, there were zero graduate programs in sports psychology. It wasn’t a widely known or accepted field.

I took courses that had anything to do with goal-setting, or learning about anxiety. I focused my studies on mental strategies related to competition and performance. I learned clinical techniques and studied research on performance. I learned to trust my intuition. I had an instinct for seeing into the world of people’s thoughts and emotions. I recognized patterns that were holding them back, and I loved working with people to attain their lifelong dreams.

Gabor Maté, a well-known psychoanalyst, has written beautiful things about trauma. He speaks of understanding one’s own relationship to trauma and managing the impact on us. The bind of the trauma loses its hold on a person when we start to identify the hurt and the memories and forge a different relationship to those events. We can learn to create our own identity and self-worth through making a new connection to our past and not being controlled by how we reacted to events long ago. It isn’t the trauma that persists, but our relationship with that trauma that can continue to bind us if we don’t take the opportunity to examine our past.

A year into my doctorate program, an old college friend introduced me to a PGA Tour player who was having a challenging time in his marriage. He was seeking counseling. The couple began flying to Washington to talk with me. I didn’t know that much about golf, but I was convinced I could learn as much as I needed to know to apply to this couple’s counseling. The player liked how I worked with them as a couple. Their relationship improved. And guess what: He started playing better golf.

A year later, the player invited me out to a tournament, a regular tour stop in the Midwest. He realized that if he liked how we talked through the issues with his marriage, he might respond well to how we could talk through on-course issues as well. This was 1998. I had no familiarity with any of the rhythms and routines of professional golfers, of a tournament, of any of it. We went for a practice round. I met a few more players. And that weekend… 

… He won.

My client’s tournament victory didn’t necessarily happen because he and I had been talking. It wasn’t because we had worked to fix his marriage. Remember: This isn’t a straight-line, linear process. This was a fluke. He had the talent. He had the game. He had won before—even a major championship in his past. He would win again. The player, though, believed there was a relationship between our chats and his performance. This guy believed in the work. He wanted to keep going, so I committed to work with him for a year.

I found a way to use my survival skills and intuition to create something positive, rather than avoid something negative. I could help others to live their dreams and excel in their lives. I was hooked. I started to delve into the players’ performances, the ways they were feeling, the issues they dealt with. I watched sporting events. I became fascinated with coaches and their methods. I learned about athletes’ motivations, their goals, their habits, their personalities. I couldn’t get enough. I read books on tennis, archery, fencing—whatever I could find. I was obsessed with learning how athletes discovered an edge and what made them succeed. I had found my passion and was committed to helping others.

Through all that, I came to believe something I still believe today: We’re all dealing with the same issues. That includes professional athletes or businesspeople working in Silicon Valley or on Wall Street. That includes restaurant owners and recording artists. We need to see these challenges as opportunities. My clients are men and women who work so freaking hard at their profession—at their craft—but can become so sad or frustrated when they’re between the ropes or on the court or the field. Their self-belief can go down or their confidence can dip—if they even had confidence in the first place. Maybe they’re haunted by negative thoughts. Maybe they’re not mentally tough enough. That’s no different from how any of us might feel in a profession we have thrust ourselves into. Their earlier trauma—big or little, major or minor—could be buried and reflected in their sport or their career. I loved finding the shovel and digging it out.
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