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To my mother, who gave me a football for Christmas, and my father, who called me Sue-belle





INTRODUCTION

Sometimes curiosity comes quietly as a question—a faint sense of wondering that refuses to go away. When I began my triathlon journey in 2013, my only question was, Can I finish? A year later it became, Can I be faster? And a year after that, Can I qualify for Team USA?

Those questions took me from dead last at local triathlons to sixth in the world at the ITU World Triathlon Age-Group Championships in Rotterdam in 2017—losing 200 pounds along the way. I wrote about that four-year journey in my first book, The Athlete Inside.

After 2019, personal bests became harder to obtain as I ran out of low-hanging fruit in my pursuit of speed. A new question began to form: What would happen if I began training with Olympic-level coaches?

I wasn’t chasing a podium. Results were nice, but I was more interested in the process. In my profession, I had spent decades helping community leaders develop cultures and systems to support high performance. Now I wanted to understand the machinery of excellence in sports—how highly elite athletes think, train, recover, communicate, and make decisions. I was also curious about mental strength. I wondered whether there was a level of mental strength far beyond what I knew to exist, and I wanted to see if I could live into it. So I went all in.

Over a five-year period, I trained with world-class coaches and sought to incorporate Olympic behaviors and mindsets into my daily life. I learned about the meticulous nature of high-performance sports, both in daily habits and mental strength, and it pulled me in.

I enjoyed preparing my body for high performance—the challenge of giving it sound nutrition, proper care, and sufficient recovery. I also discovered the high of pushing my body to the edge of my abilities. I found that I could dig deeper than I imagined and felt real satisfaction when I nailed two hugely challenging workouts each day.

Perhaps the greatest high was standing at the start line at world championships knowing that I was physically and mentally ready to compete and then executing a great race. Receiving the gold medal on behalf of my country wasn’t bad either!

I would come to learn that given my limited experience as an athlete, I lacked maturity, common sense, and wisdom in ways I didn’t yet recognize—and in ways that would later carry real consequences. Eventually, I crossed a line I didn’t fully see until I was already on the other side of it.

As I look back on my experience, I’m fascinated at how reasonable every step felt as I pushed onward into overtraining syndrome (OTS)—a condition caused by a prolonged imbalance between stress and recovery that quietly erodes performance and overall health. It was easy to normalize fatigue, explain away the warning signs, and keep going. Even when I finally realized I was on an unhealthy path, it was incredibly difficult to stop.

Across the Line is more than a triathlon story. You don’t have to be an athlete to recognize what happens when the pursuit of elite performance meets the edge of human limits. Elite systems exist everywhere—business, academia, leadership, parenting, creative arts, medicine. Wherever there are rankings, benchmarks, and top-performance narratives, there are also unspoken rules about toughness, sacrifice, and what it means to be serious. These systems reward discipline and resilience. They reward people who don’t quit when things get uncomfortable. They don’t often reward discernment.

In sports, we talk openly about pushing limits. The path to excellence at anything is going to entail grit, hustle, and a willingness to pay your dues. My own career was no different. I often used phrases like no excuses, whatever it takes, find a way. The underlying message is the same: If you’re tired, try harder; if it hurts, that’s proof you’re committed; if you slow down, someone else will pass you. Most of the time, this works—until it doesn’t.

Many sports books are victory laps, and my first book, The Athlete Inside, is one of them—a celebration of my personal transformation and discovery of triathlon. Across the Line is not a victory lap, although there are plenty of victories along the way. It is effectively a case study that explores how the same qualities that carry us upward—commitment, hard work, meticulousness, perseverance—can also pull us downward.

In sharing my experiences, I hope to illuminate the daily habits and mindsets of elite athletes and the practices of their coaches. I also hope to expose the line between healthy and unhealthy training—a line that is far less obvious than we assume—and show how crossing it can lead to a variety of health issues including burnout, injury, Relative Energy Deficiency in Sport (RED-S), and OTS.

Coaching plays a central role in my own story, and that’s not accidental. Every coach I’ve had the opportunity to work with is skilled, thoughtful, and deeply invested in athlete success. Observing how they coached and reflecting on how I responded helped me to recognize the many factors that inform whether an athlete thrives or falters, and how elite coaching often addresses those factors holistically.

I am grateful that the coaches I trained with took the time to review Across the Line for the purpose of accuracy. I owe special thanks to Darren “Daz” Smith for encouraging me to write about our complex journey into overtraining in the hope that others will learn from our experiences.

My daughter-in-law recently asked me, “Do you regret pursuing elite performance given that it led to overtraining syndrome?” The question caught me off guard. It would be reasonable to have regrets. After all, I lost almost two years of training and competing. While I find myself grieving that loss from time to time, my primary emotion is gratitude.

The road that led me into OTS gave me the chance to discover how deep I could dig—something few people know about themselves. It taught me life lessons that most people never have a chance to learn. It allowed me to reprioritize my values, rediscover a love of sport, pair joy with my quest for excellence, and establish a healthy balance between performance and the other parts of my life.

What follows is not a guide to unlocking performance. Instead, it is an invitation to consider your own ambition and values, and the routes you choose in pursuit of what matters most to you. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find questions for personal reflection. I hope my story helps you learn more about yourself, find the pathways to your dreams, and gain the discernment required to make those pathways healthy. I also hope this book opens a lively discussion about the process of coaching, the coach-athlete relationship, and what it means to be “all in.”

Oh, and I am over 70 years old! I’m not the most likely candidate to write a book about elite performance and pushing human limits in sports. Some may assume that concepts related to high performance are intended for young athletes aspiring to the Olympic Games or professional sports. Others may assume that the concepts I introduce only apply to older athletes. I disagree—the drive to excel has no age limit. The quest for excellence is timeless.





CURIOSITY


The important thing is not to stop questioning. Curiosity has its own reason for existing.

—Albert Einstein







1 A Door Opens

2020

My heart stuttered. Bobby McGee responded to my email! As a Team USA Women’s Olympic Triathlon Coach, Bobby provided guidance on run form and mental performance to Olympians like 2016 gold medalist Gwen Jorgensen and others.

“Hi, Sue, You are an inspiration to so many in a number of communities! Happy to be of service…”

I stared at the screen, mouth open. He’d said yes—he’d agreed to coach me. Not only that, but he had agreed to mentor my triathlon coach at the same time. For a long minute I just sat there, rereading the email, trying to believe it was real. I was nearly 70 years old—Bobby coached Olympians. How did I end up here?

I reread his email. The legendary Bobby McGee said I was an inspiration. Wow.

He must have heard about my story of losing 200 pounds, discovering I loved sports for the first time at age 60, and then progressing from dead last at local triathlons to sixth in the world (and first American) at the 2017 ITU World Triathlon Age-Group Championships in Rotterdam. My first book, The Athlete Inside, had come out a few months earlier, and several popular magazines had picked up on the story.

The media attention felt strange. From my perspective, I wasn’t special—I’d simply chosen to eat healthy and move more, and as one might expect, I lost weight and gained fitness. The real story, I realized, wasn’t about weight loss at all. My journey was proof that any of us can choose a new direction. That Bobby, the legendary running coach, referred to me as “inspiring” was mind-boggling.

I called my coach, Brant Bahler. “Bobby said yes!” I exclaimed into my phone. “I can’t believe it!”

Brant was the perfect coach for me. I had been working with him for eight years. Not only did he write effective training plans, he had also taught me everything I needed to know to commit to my training, execute workouts well, and make good decisions on the fly.

In the early years, Brant taught me how to rotate while swimming, how to unclip from my bike pedals, how to find my abdominal muscles and engage them when I ran. Mentally, he helped me see myself as an athlete—correcting me when I’d call myself a pseudo-athlete or wannabe. In later years, he traveled with me to Cozumel for my first world championship, repaired my bike after the airline damaged it, shouted to me during the sweltering run, “DRINK!” and posed with me after the race with an American flag draped across our shoulders.

Over the years, our coach-athlete relationship turned into a friendship. I knew his wife, kids, and parents. He knew my husband. And now we were starting yet another adventure together, working with an Olympic coach, Bobby McGee!

“What’s the plan?” Brant asked.

“Bobby wants to meet with both of us,” I replied. It would be a Zoom meeting—not just because Bobby lived in Colorado while Brant and I lived in Indiana, but because the world was in the middle of a shutdown during the summer of 2020 as a result of the COVID pandemic. It had been weeks since I had seen Brant face-to-face. I missed the wind he pushed into my sails when we trained together.

My thoughts drifted to how the pandemic had led me to Bobby and this moment. When the world shut down and races started being cancelled, many athletes stopped training, but Brant and I decided to keep going. As Brant said, “Whenever the pandemic ends and races start happening again, we’ll be ready.” At that point in time, we had no idea how expansive or deadly the pandemic would become or how long it would last.

So I ran on the treadmill in my basement, rode my bike on a trainer, and swam in a nearby lake with my husband trailing behind in a kayak. As the summer progressed, my local races were cancelled one by one, and then in mid-July, USA Triathlon cancelled the 2020 USAT Age-Group National Championships. For me, it was the sign of what was to come.

I told Brant, “Let’s change focus. Let’s assume all the rest of my 2020 races will be cancelled, including worlds in Bermuda. Let’s begin training for the 2021 season now.” Brant liked the idea. I added, “We have two opportunities now that we’ve never had before: an extra five months of training, plus the money that I would have spent on travel and lodging for worlds.”

Brant listened as I outlined my thoughts. “What if we focused on my run for the next five months?” That made sense. Running was the weakest of my three sports. At national and world championships, I was often one of the top three in the swim and bike, but far below average in the run.

I continued, “What if I hired a run specialist to coach my run and mentor you—while you coach the rest of my triathlon?” It seemed like a win for everyone. Not only would I benefit from working with a top-tier run coach, but Brant would be able to observe and learn too. And maybe Brant’s other athletes would benefit as he incorporated any lessons learned into their training.

“I’m thinking about Bobby McGee,” I shared. I knew a lot of young coaches would give anything to have a chance to be mentored by Bobby. He not only helped Gwen Jorgensen develop her run leading into the 2016 Rio Olympics, he had coached several other Olympians and world record holders. One of those was Josia Thugwane of South Africa, who won the marathon at the 1996 Atlanta Olympics—the first time that South Africa competed under a post-apartheid flag. I thought Brant would be excited by the opportunity to learn from the best. “What do you think?” I asked.

Brant liked the idea, which led me to admire him even more. A high-ego coach would have felt threatened. Brant wanted to learn.



As Brant and I waited for Bobby to join our first Zoom chat, I felt excited but intimidated. How do you talk to a legend? I thought about what it must be like to be a legend. I imagined Bobby would want to be valued for who he was, not for what he had accomplished or who he had trained. I vowed to treat Bobby like a normal person—which in reality, he was. But I have to admit, when I saw Bobby, I fought an urge to giggle like a schoolgirl.

Bobby sat in a small home office that almost looked like a garden shed. A photo of Steve Prefontaine was hanging on the wall and a pair of running shoes sat prominently on his bookshelf. Wearing a baseball cap, he appeared to be in his late fifties or early sixties, tall with strong yet kind features.

As soon as he spoke, I immediately felt at ease. He spoke with confidence and humility—a rare combination of traits. His whole vibe seemed to convey, “I know a lot, but given how much there is to know, I know little.” I suspect his soft South African accent only affirmed the safety I immediately felt.

Bobby discussed the logistics of our relationship. He would write run workouts and email them to Brant and me weekly. Brant would be present for my hard runs outside. All three of us would have a weekly Zoom where we would chat about how things were going. I looked forward to learning from Bobby and Brant.

A few days later after dinner, I found an email from Bobby in my inbox with my first week of run workouts. My heart jumped—but then the excitement gave way to imposter syndrome. Who am I to work with Bobby McGee? I am not a pro. I am slow, old in years, and young in experience.

In self-defense, I reminded myself of the positive things I did bring to the table. I was curious. I was a problem-solver. I worked hard and relentlessly. I was coachable—willing to do what my coach asked before having proof that it worked. I hoped these qualities would make me pleasurable to coach—even if I was as slow as molasses.

As I began doing Bobby’s run workouts three days a week, I quickly discovered just how young I was in athlete years. I didn’t just lack knowledge. I lacked the experience required for the knowledge to make sense. For example, the first time Bobby asked me to do intervals at best controlled effort (BCE), I focused on the word “best” and sprinted each interval—gasping for air during the recoveries and slowing down later in the set of intervals.

Bobby kept trying to explain BCE to me, but I just couldn’t understand. How could I do my best on each interval if I didn’t sprint? The word “controlled” was key, but I didn’t know how to tell whether my running was controlled. I now know that if you run too fast for too long, your form falls apart. But when I first started working with Bobby, I had no sense of what it even felt like to run with good form.

Brant had tried to teach me, but as someone who had been obese and unable to run for decades, I would need a few more years before the lightbulb turned on and I thought, Oh! This is what good form feels like.

I became so frustrated with my inability to understand BCE that Bobby finally told me we were taking that word out of our vocabulary—which led to one of our first “mental performance” lessons. Bobby felt the confusion about BCE was adding mental stress to my workouts. He wanted my mind to be stress-free as I trained. “Stress uses energy,” he explained. “We need to conserve that energy for running.”

Some of my workouts were designed to be on a track where Bobby assigned 200-, 400-, or 800-meter intervals with exact times to hit. The only problem was that the tracks were closed because of COVID. Bobby had me purchase a measuring wheel so I could mark those distances on the road.

The road where I lived was hilly, so I drove to a flat neighborhood nearby with my measuring wheel and a can of spray paint and marked various distances on the road. I used gray paint so the residents would be less likely to complain that I vandalized their neighborhood. Later, it occurred to me that a large parking lot near my house remained empty all day due to the pandemic, so I created an entire 400-meter oval track—with the lanes outlined in duct tape! I loved the challenge of hitting Bobby’s targets—and ran in sunshine and pouring rain. For key workouts, Brant met me at the track and filmed so Bobby could see how the hard workouts were impacting me physically.

Before each workout, Bobby explained the adaptation the workout was designed to obtain. Sometimes his explanations went over my head. When that happened, I wrote down a keyword and googled it later. I came to understand that every second in every workout had a purpose. I wanted to do whatever I could to get that adaptation.

When a run interval felt hard and my body was screaming at me to stop, this mantra often floated into my head: Get the adaptation. It gave the discomfort purpose and made it more tolerable. Or if I were slower than anticipated, I reminded myself that the purpose of the workout was not to be fast—it was to get the adaptation. And I’d keep going.

Bobby taught me other ways to mentally deal with hard workouts. At the start of workouts, he advised me to use mood words to keep my mind light when I was fresh: Ready. Capable. Strong. Able. Excited. Prepared. Happy. Fit. Quick. Light. Fast. Balanced. Nimble. Calm. Psyched. But later in the run, when I noticed my form deteriorating, Bobby told me to shift to form cues to run with efficiency.

Bobby also suggested that I not use the word “pain” since that word often triggers negative emotion. He preferred “sensation,” which did not resonate with me. Instead, I began using the word “discomfort” in place of pain, removing the emotional attachment.

I laughed when Bobby suggested that I dance with discomfort. He told me to expect discomfort, greet it, and then dance with it! So when an effort became difficult, I would find myself talking to it in my head: Oh, there you are—I’ve been expecting you! Would you like to dance? How about a waltz? I’ll lead. I liked saying, I’ll lead, because that meant I was the one in control.

I put these tools in my mental toolbox and was pleased when they started to float to the surface without me having to summon them.

Maybe the most challenging aspect of training with Bobby was learning how to run by feel—a skill that Brant had also tried to teach me. Having spent so many decades inactive and obese, I struggled to connect the sensations I felt in my body with different training intensities. But it was also more than that. I had been running with a power meter on my shoe basically since I started running. I never learned to judge my effort based on how my body felt—I just looked at my Garmin watch and let the data dictate the workout. I enjoyed the precision of the data and celebrating when I hit my watt targets.

Bobby explained that while he liked to look at data after training or a race to calibrate one’s perceived effort, he preferred that athletes not monitor data while they were running. He said an athlete’s capacity for effort changes daily as a result of mood, sleep, nutrition, and, most importantly, gains in fitness due to training. Consequently, targeting a power number based on a run test from a few weeks ago doesn’t make sense.

Even so, I was hugely resistant. Wisely, Bobby dropped the discussion—just as he had let go of BCE—in the interest of keeping my brain calm, figuring that I would catch on to training by feel as I matured as an athlete—which was exactly what happened.

Bobby did insist that my easy runs be easy. Sometimes he assigned hilly hikes instead of runs to make sure I didn’t push too hard. During those long runs, Bobby told me to run with tape over my Garmin to keep my mind free of data-generated emotion and instead, to run by feel—to experience the joy of running.

That was not easy for me. I usually felt satisfaction when I completed a run workout, but experiencing joy during a run? That was a foreign concept. But one day, I was doing a long run from my house to the grocery store and back—about seven miles. Remembering how I used to not be able to run at all when I was morbidly obese, it felt miraculous to be able to run from place to place. I felt like a little kid again, immersed in a bubble of happiness.

Over the months that followed, I came to appreciate the meticulousness and precision of Bobby’s coaching, and I welcomed the opportunities for learning. At the same time, Brant was my rock, the coach who would always be there for me. Or so I thought.

We had just finished a Zoom with Bobby in mid-December. Brant and I stayed on the call a little longer, like we always did, to discuss Bobby’s comments. The first thing Brant said after Bobby left the Zoom was, “This is hard. I think it’s time for me to move in a different direction.”

I was shocked. But in a way, I understood. What had started out as an adventure fueled by discovery had evolved into familiarity. I found myself craving fresh perspectives, seeking out new lessons and ideas.

Deep in my heart, I knew Brant was doing the right thing. I wanted him to be happy. I told him I appreciated his courage to end a relationship that wasn’t working as it once had. I agreed that after almost eight years, it was “just time.” I ended the conversation saying, “It’s been real,” and hung up. I felt numb.

I called Bobby and asked if he had seen Brant’s departure coming. I wondered if he had sensed that Brant was ready for a new chapter. Bobby told me he was shocked too.



Later, as I reflected on my years with Brant while chatting with my husband, I remembered one of our first communications. I had missed a few workouts due to work pressures and sent Brant an email. I asked him not to give up on me. He replied, “I will never give up on you.” I imagined our parting was as difficult for Brant as it was for me. After all, we had sent texts to each other almost every day for eight years and met weekly for coached sessions. Not having Brant be part of my life was going to be rough.

With Brant gone, I reminded myself that when one door closes, another door opens. As I thought about hiring a new coach, I found myself wondering what it would be like to work with an Olympic-level triathlon coach. How much more could I learn? How much deeper could I dig? How much better could I execute?

I talked with several highly qualified candidates whom Bobby recommended—all outstanding. But Jim Vance stood out to me.

Jim had pioneered the use of data to inform decision-making in sports—just as I had done in the field of education. As I read his books, Triathlon 2.0 and Run with Power, I felt like we were kindred spirits. Maybe that’s because he was a teacher before becoming a triathlon coach. And Jim already had experience working with Bobby, who served as a run consultant for one of Jim’s athletes, Olympian Ben Kanute. Jim seemed like a perfect fit. When I asked Jim if he would coach me, he said yes!

With Jim Vance as my new triathlon coach, I crossed an invisible line—stepping into the world of Olympic-level triathlon training. I couldn’t believe it. The woman who discovered her inner athlete at age 60 was now being coached by world-class coaches—Jim Vance and Bobby McGee. Unbelievable.

I didn’t know what would come next. The same curiosity that got me across the start line of my first triathlon was pulling me into a new adventure.



Reflection


	What are you curious about?

	Reflect on a time when you discovered new opportunities in chaos or loss.

	What words might make pain more manageable for you? Sensation? Suffering? Discomfort? Something else?

	To what degree do you understand the purpose of each workout (or task assigned by a teacher, employer, or parent)? Why does knowing the purpose of a task make it easier to accomplish?








2 Stepping Up

2021

The 2021 season seemed full of promise, with the potential to be one of my best seasons ever. Jim Vance and Bobby McGee had agreed to train me like an Olympian even though I was nearly 70 years old. As I saw it, elite-level dedication, commitment, and discipline had nothing to do with age, a sentiment they shared. I couldn’t help but wonder how my daily habits and mental mindsets would change over the coming months as I prepared for the World Triathlon Age-Group Championships in Bermuda. With great excitement and a touch of trepidation, I logged on for my first coaching session with Jim.

Jim sat in his home office with white walls, a fan overhead, and lots of sunshine. I imagined the bright reflection coming from the Pacific Ocean not far from his home in San Diego. With a blondish buzz cut and a ready smile, Jim reminded me of a California surfer. His slow and purposeful speech gave my overthinking brain time to process his words and gestures—something I greatly appreciated.

Right away, I could tell Jim’s approach to coaching was relational—a natural fit for me. Jim always began our Zooms with the type of chitchat that business workers might do during a coffee break. He told me about his two young sons, Alden and Alistair. I wondered if Alistair was named after Alistair Brownlee, the British triathlete and gold medalist at the 2012 and 2016 Olympics. We discovered that we both enjoyed family RV vacations, and I began sending Jim my favorite campfire recipes. It was an easy relationship that I quickly grew to value.

Knowing that Jim was a data geek, I assumed that he might prioritize the training data over people and feelings. Having been overweight for so many years, I had experienced unfair stereotypes as people would assume I was undisciplined, lazy, unmotivated, even depressed. While I certainly did not want to label others, sometimes I caught myself subconsciously making assumptions about people due to their appearance or occupation. In Jim’s case, the data geek stereotype was all wrong. He explained that training data is a useful tool, but relationships matter most in coaching. I couldn’t have agreed more.

In my own work with helping leaders develop high-performance cultures in the field of education, I had discovered relationships as key. I was finding the same thing to be true in my triathlon journey.

After working with Brant—my first and only coach—I knew I would have to step up as I began working with world-class coaches. But I didn’t realize how many aspects of my life would be impacted. I would need to adjust to remote coaching, train more hours, be humble and teachable, become more independent, deal with discomfort, improve my technique, focus on recovery, and maybe most important, build my confidence.

The first shift was transitioning to remote coaching. Given the miles between us, Jim would not be able to observe my training on a weekly basis. That meant he couldn’t assess my technique in person or readily gauge my fatigue during hard sessions and training blocks.

As a work-around, I asked my husband to film me as I trained and then sent the video to Jim for analysis and feedback. While not the same as having a coach on hand to provide real-time feedback, it was adequate.

My husband, Brian, is not an athlete, but he is fastidious about maintaining our house and property. He always has some sort of project going—fixing this, improving that, or chopping wood to keep us toasty in winter. Lucky for me, he enjoys supporting my triathlon journey, and his support has been key to my athletic development. In addition to recording videos of me when I’m working on technique, he carries all of my gear at races and keeps me calm and on time during race week and on race morning. He’s incredibly understanding when it comes to working our lives around triathlon. It’s easy to see why my friends refer to him as “Saint Brian.”

With the logistics of remote coaching defined, Jim and Bobby sent my first week of workouts. I had no idea what to expect. I wondered how my request to be trained like an Olympian might shape the work they assigned me.

When I opened Jim’s email and saw the workouts he assigned, I froze. Two sessions a day—and sometimes three! I’d often asked Brant for double workouts, but he rarely agreed to it, thinking it would be too much for me. Could I really handle the two-a-days Jim and Bobby prescribed? I almost called Jim right then, but I knew Olympians trained several times a day, so I resolved to dig in and do the work.

In addition to more workouts, the volume and intensity of my training stepped up. My weekly distance in the pool doubled, and while my run and bike distances were about the same as I’d done in the past, the intensity was significantly higher. To my surprise, my total distance in a fast, hard track workout often exceeded that of my long run! There were so many intervals in some sessions that I put pennies on the edge of the track and kicked them off one by one as the workout progressed to keep count. And during my long rides, Jim had me race up every little hill I passed, pushing as many watts as possible.

Both my training program and our weekly Zoom calls provided valuable opportunities for learning. In his book Triathlon 2.0 Jim explains the challenge athletes face: “The higher the goals, the more fit the competition is. You have to either be exceptionally fitter than the rest or execute extremely well.” I noted that he used the word “or,” but my intention was to do both—be more fit and execute better than the competition. I hoped this would make up for my lack of natural ability, especially in the run.

I came to recognize that every workout Jim assigned addressed three goals: physical stimulus (high or low), technical skill, and mental focus. During our weekly calls, we would talk about how I addressed each of those goals over the previous week of workouts and how I planned to incorporate them in the coming week.

Sometimes the descriptions in Jim’s workouts did not include a lot of detail, which was tricky because I was used to being told exactly what to do. For example, Brant might assign a workout set as: “10 × 100m freestyle @ 1:55 per 100m pace with a 10-second rest.” But Jim only stated: “10 × 100m fast.” I had no idea what fast meant or how much rest to take. When I asked Jim if he would put more detail into my workouts, he explained, “I’m giving you space to grow.” In essence, he was saying, “You’ve done this type of workout. You don’t need it to be spoon-fed—you know what to do.” His belief in my ability to make decisions gave me a new level of confidence. I was maturing as an athlete. Having space to grow also allowed me to learn through trial and error, a great teaching strategy. Jim and I would then talk about the choices I made, extracting lessons learned.



In the spring of 2021, I asked Bobby if he would be open to doing some in-person sessions to work on technique. When he agreed, I booked my flight to Boulder, Colorado, and located a cheap hotel to conserve funds. We would be training at the community center near his home.

I always assumed Olympic coaches earned millions—like NFL or NBA coaches—and expected Bobby to arrive in a luxury sedan or maybe a flashy sports car. Instead, he pulled up in a small hatchback that had clearly logged a lot of miles. The back of his car was crowded with plastic bins filled with athletic gear. I suspected that Bobby kept his fee low so Olympic hopefuls with little income could afford his services, and my respect and fondness for him grew even more.

Training with Bobby was wonderful—and also terrifying. As we walked from the parking lot to the soccer field with the snow-capped Rocky Mountains as a backdrop, I had to force my legs to move forward. As soon as Bobby saw me do anything physical, I was sure he would wonder why on earth he’d agreed to coach me. I commanded myself to step up: If you want to improve, you have to do this.

As we walked, Bobby mentioned that he had jokingly named one of the soccer fields “Jorgensen Field” because that’s where he and Gwen Jorgensen trained whenever she flew in to work with him in preparation for the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio. He’d named the other field after Flora Duffy—the incredible triathlete from Bermuda who worked with Bobby particularly in the lead-up to winning gold in the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. Gwen Jorgensen? Flora Duffy? I suddenly felt very small.

Bobby stopped and told me to position my ponytail higher and pull it through the opening in the back of my run cap. That would keep me cooler. Somehow this simple instruction made everything okay. It was like he was communicating, I am meeting you where you are. It doesn’t matter to me if you are Gwen or Flora or a 70-year-old woman who doesn’t know how to wear her ponytail. I will help you improve.

As we approached Jorgensen Field, Bobby told me another athlete wanted to join us. “Is that okay?” he asked. His question was so considerate. I wasn’t sure I wanted someone else watching me make a fool out of myself in front of Bobby, but I said yes.

When the athlete showed up, I recognized him right away as Jason West. I was starstruck. I followed Jason on social media. He was a professional triathlete with an amazing trajectory, known as one of the top runners in triathlon. How was this going to work?

Bobby instructed us to stand on the edge of the field. As I stood side by side with Jason waiting for Bobby to tell us what to do, my mind spiraled. What are you doing here? You don’t know how to run. They are going to roll their eyes when they see you run. But then I grasped for the mantra of the day: Step up!

Bobby told us to do one of his dynamic mobility drills across the width of the soccer field. Jason flew ahead of me. Bobby handled it perfectly. First, he followed Jason across the field telling him how to perfect the drill and then he circled back to instruct me. Once we reached the other side of the field, he had us do another drill in the opposite direction.

There was only one problem—I had virtually no rest as Bobby started the next drill as soon as I finished the previous one. Not yet acclimated to the Boulder altitude, I found myself gasping for breath—which I tried to hide.

I greatly appreciated that Bobby never told me what I was doing wrong. Not once. Instead, he’d say, “Good!” and point out the things I had done well. Then he’d say, “Now, let’s try…” and provide suggestions for improvement. I found myself full of energy and hope and eager to work.

Jason also helped build my confidence. Each time I finished a drill he would tell me, “Good job!” Sometimes Bobby asked Jason to demonstrate a drill for me. Jason not only demonstrated, he shared his own tips. For example, when we worked on the groin side shuffles, Jason suggested that I take three shuffles before sinking into the stretch instead of two. To this day, every time I do that drill, I think of Jason.

There came a point in the workout when Bobby asked me to demonstrate for Jason. Evidently, Bobby liked the way I twisted in one of the drills and wanted Jason to see it. I’m sure Bobby was trying to build my confidence—or maybe make a joke, since I was old enough to have done the twist at dances in my teenage years. Whatever the reason, I shyly demonstrated, and my entire being soared. Ever since, I’ve taken a small amount of credit for each of Jason’s wins and his top-10 world ranking. After all, I taught him how to twist!

Jason left to do a run after we finished the drills. Bobby told me to run across the field toward him. This was the moment I feared—the moment when Bobby would see me run. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so nervous. Pushing my pride aside, I returned to my mantra: Step up. I ran toward Bobby, trying to look like a runner. Next, Bobby had me run past him as he watched from the side. As he had done with the drills, each time I ran, Bobby said, “Good!” and pointed out what I did well before saying, “Now let’s try.…” I soaked in every word he said.

At the end of our time together, Bobby positioned himself on the turf and filmed me running toward him and then past him. A few days later, I received an email with photos of me running. Bobby had drawn lines along my body with various angles measured. During our next Zoom, he explained what those angles meant, made slight adjustments to my strength workout, and emphasized the importance of doing his dynamic mobility drills prior to each run workout.



Two weeks after training in Boulder with Bobby, I raced in a local sprint triathlon. This was my first race in two years because of COVID. It was also my first race with Jim Vance as my coach, and I wanted to show him how well I could execute a race. I was nervous as heck!

Having not raced in so long, I couldn’t remember how it felt to run 5K off the bike, so I couldn’t fully visualize the run or how I would execute my race. I would be winging it—not something I liked to do.

My race fell on the same day as the Yokohama World Triathlon Series in Japan, where Ben Kanute was attempting to qualify for the US Olympic triathlon team. The pressure was high and although Jim couldn’t travel to Yokohama with Ben due to COVID restrictions, he was immersed in coaching him from afar. Even though it was my race week too, I didn’t want to bother Jim. Ben’s race was too important. It was kind of like I was Ben’s teammate in that we shared the same coach. I figured being self-sufficient when Ben was trying to qualify for the Olympics was one small way I could support the team. So, I tried not to bother Jim that week, even though I had plenty of questions—and my nerves were frayed.

Two days before my race, Bobby reached out to say that he realized we hadn’t talked about using a run-walk strategy for the run segment of the race. He firmly believed that run-walk would make me faster than a straight run because taking short walk breaks would enable me to run significantly faster—offsetting time spent walking. He gave me the option of doing a straight run or a run-walk.

What?! His email sent me into a complete tizzy. Like Jim, Bobby had athletes competing in Yokohama, trying to secure a spot on the US Olympic triathlon team—Morgan Pearson, Kevin McDowell, and Matthew McElroy. Although Bobby had not traveled to Japan, I assumed he was crazy busy helping his Olympic hopefuls prepare for their race. I didn’t want to interfere, so I didn’t reach out to Bobby. Instead, I stayed up all night fretting over which option to choose.

I trusted Bobby’s opinion that run-walk was faster, but I didn’t know how to do it. How much faster should I run in order to compensate for the walking? I didn’t know. Also, I didn’t want to do something new for the first time during a race. I decided to stick with a straight run.

The morning of my race, I received an email from Bobby:


Hi, Sue. You are a whole, new freed-up YOU! You are conscious, curious, & crazy good. Just go out there & dance the dance & as the rhythm reaches a crescendo, become quiet in the eye of the storm & marvel at who you are & what you can do. Be the race, be the need—want what is wanted & find your speed, your walls to punch through. You cannot fail; just see the doors, knock on them… & charge through when they open. Good luck. Bobby



I thrive on final notes from coaches. There’s always something from the note that floats into my head later when things get tough as I’m racing. Sometimes it’s a technique or mental cue, but often it’s just the sense that my coach is with me on the course—I’m not alone.

Race morning went smoothly with Brian there to keep me on schedule. My swim felt strong, my transitions seemed quick (in fact, the race results would reveal that I had the fastest T1 of all age groups), and my bike segment felt solid. Evidently, training twice a day was paying off.

I did not carry my usual water bottle with a wrist strap on the run, as Bobby thought the extra weight in my right hand might throw off my biomechanics—making my run less efficient and possibly risking injury. At the first aid station, I grabbed a cup of water and squeezed the top of it together to make a pour spout as Bobby had instructed me to do. But within two steps, I spilled the entire glass!

At the turnaround, I saw a woman who appeared to be about my age a little bit behind me. I knew I had a good swim and I was sure no one in my age group had passed me on the bike, so I figured I was in first place with this woman in close second. I remembered my earlier talks with Bobby about racing from the front. Instead of focusing on the woman behind me, I pictured the finish line and raced to beat her to it. I imagined we were two kids racing to see who could get to the tree first.

The last half mile of rolling hills was brutal. Thankfully, my mental toolbox was up to the task. At first it was a simple acknowledgment: It’s just discomfort. It doesn’t matter. Then I started waltzing down the road with discomfort. From there, my body became a simple machine made out of bones and muscles. My job was to keep the parts moving. But on that day, the most helpful tool came from Bobby’s race-morning email. I pictured a line of doors in front of me as I ran down the road, charging through each of them one by one. I sensed Bobby on the course with me, sharing the burden.

I ran up the last steep hill, turned left into the finish chute, and then ran under the finish line arch











Reflection


	To what degree are your interactions with your coach or employer relational? How might a relational connection contribute to performance?

	What mental tools do you use when things get uncomfortable?

	Why is it important to own your mistakes?

	Consider what might be different if you were to work with an Olympic-level coach. Does this difference appeal to you?
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