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Foreword

As I write this foreword, I’ve just wrapped up practice, and I’m preparing for a weekend on the road to play for the Detroit Pistons, barely unpacking from the last trip. In between games and practice and plane flights and working with coaches and connecting with staff, at the end of the day, my job doesn’t end at the sound of a buzzer. When I leave work, I go back to my favorite job—being a dad to my three-year-old little girl. It’s a lot to manage, but I can’t imagine anything more important.

I’m on a journey to find out how great I can be, and what I’m finding is that with every new opportunity, there’s greater responsibility. My main responsibility on and off the court is to elevate my game as well as those around me. People are counting on me, and they should, because being a leader makes me who I am.

Greatness isn’t just going to happen. Greatness comes from preparation, and it starts with coming into awareness of what’s important to me and creating a plan of how I’m going to achieve that. Greatness means taking time to block out what everyone else wants for me and instead focus on who I want to be.

One of my favorite places to focus is sitting courtside with O.G. Dr. Corey Yeager. He’s technically a life coach and advisor, but to me, he’s more like an uncle. The thing I can count on when I take that seat beside Doc is he never wants anything from me but instead wants everything for me. I can ask him anything, and if he can help, he will. It never feels like he’s trying to analyze me or diagnose what he’s observed in me. He’s just an uncle who just so happens to have a psychological framework. My relationship with the doc over the last year has shown me that talking about mental wellness doesn’t have to be sterile. It can be a conversation. These conversations don’t have to be a big deal. They can happen anywhere you need them to happen.

That’s what you’re going to find in this book, How Am I Doing? It’s a selection of forty fluid conversations to better get to know who you are, what you want, and where you’re headed. As Dr. Yeager opens up about his life in the pages of this book, you have the opportunity to open up about your story, too. And let me tell you, I’ve never regretted a conversation with Doc. These questions are your shot to get to define your own path toward greatness, whatever that may be, and take ownership of who you’re becoming.

I’m known for my career in the NBA, but the thing you may not know is that becoming a great dad is equally as important to me. My daughter is my whole world, and I love her more than I can express. I know I need to become the best dad I can be because she’s counting on me. The work Doc and I do is just as much about my personal life as it is about my professional one. The two intersect, and he understands that pursuing happiness, intentionality, and excellence can’t be compartmentalized.

The interesting thing the Doc pointed out to me is that who I am in one space impacts who I am in another. One thing we have discussed is the importance of my basketball family as well as my family of origin. My family’s presence in the stands puts me in the right mental space, and I perform better knowing I have them on my team. It might just feel like a nice story at first, but bringing this into awareness actually reveals something deeper than that—the core to what makes me me, and what greatness might mean for me on and off the court. This kind of personal and professional awareness makes me a better person in all the spaces I move through.

In this book, the Doc talks a lot about awareness, and how awareness is the first step to unlocking who you are. Something we talk about at the Pistons is this idea of restoration—that the greatest version of our team already exists; we just have to find the blueprint to restore it back to its original form. Similarly, this book is about restoration of yourself. It’s not going to tell you how you need to change your life or give you a clear plan of what you need to do next. What it will give you is the awareness you need to take the next steps to restore yourself and step into the greatest version of you.

This is a journey of awareness and empowerment you won’t regret, and it all starts with one simple question: How are you doing?

Cade Cunningham

Detroit Pistons, NBA




Introduction

To me, therapy is conversation. And conversation—when there’s humor, openness, and curiosity—is like playing on a playground. We take turns. We tell stories. And neither of us knows what we’ll discover.

I came to psychotherapy after nearly two decades living my dream of playing pro football. I made it pretty far but didn’t get all the way to the NFL—which meant I was free to find a new field of play in therapy. It took a lot of work to get here, but at the end of the day, it doesn’t feel like work.

At therapy’s core, we’re talking. And I love talking. Just like with football, I don’t always have to have the right answer. It’s okay for me to stumble. It’s okay for you to stumble. Because sometimes we stumble into magic.

Four years ago, I transitioned from working as a therapist in the Minneapolis public schools—a role I still treasure—to providing sports-based therapy to professional athletes. My clients and office spaces have changed, but ultimately, I’m still just having conversations. These days my office is at the Pistons Performance Center (PPC), where the Detroit Pistons practice. I don’t wear a suit, and I don’t approach anyone from on high. I just show up and show them I’m present. The players know they can call me anytime day or night. And sometimes they do.

You’ll often hear me chatting with the players. “How you livin’? You good?” I say as a player approaches me on the bench. “Come holla at me over here.”

Or I’ll give them a simple, “How you doin’?”

This book puts that one simple question in your court. I break down the larger question, “How am I doing?” into forty smaller questions to help you answer that big one. Your number one goal as you read should be to cultivate a better sense of awareness—becoming curious of who you are and how you got where you are. Only then you can start intentionally making better choices for who you want to be.

Everyone has thoughts and feelings going on under the surface, underneath their awareness. In therapy we call this the subconscious. I like to describe consciousness as the front stage—this is where you see the actors performing. The subconscious is the backstage—all the costumes and scenery changes that you don’t see. I want you to tap into what’s going on backstage, in your subconscious.

You’ll also hear me talk about roots a lot. We are not going to stay on the surface here. We’re going to ask a lot of deep questions—questions inside of other questions—and we’ll keep going until we find answers.

We’re not seeking behavior modification in these pages. I practice narrative-solution focused therapy. That means I dig into a space and get content-laden stories. I think of narrative-solution focused therapy like this. Imagine you’re going to have a backyard party, but the yard is covered with dandelions. It looks like you don’t spend any time taking care of it. So, you mow. The lawn looks great, and you appear to have it all together. But four days later the dandelions are back. Why? Because you didn’t do anything to impact the root system.

In narrative therapy, we’re not going to mow. We’re going way underneath the surface. Our hands will be covered in dirt. We’re going to spend the whole afternoon out there pulling up the entire root system. If we can get to the root, we can better fix the issue for the long term. It’s a longer, messier, and more frustrating process.

Throughout this book you’ll be pulling up those dandelions. I’ll be asking you to recall specific moments, because your content-laden stories are the cornerstone to entering your world. So go ahead and get your notes app open or grab a journal, or maybe you want to walk and talk into your phone. Whatever feels most comfortable for you.

The therapeutic playground sounds like a fun place, but it has its raised voices, hurt feelings, and tears, just like a real playground. It’s not always a serene place. Sometimes you will have to fight for resolution. You’ll have to be open to the change and growth these battles usher in. My task as a therapist is to be present. That’s your task as a reader here too. Be present for yourself. Show up for these questions. Reflect on them. Bring your own thoughts and your own questions.

While I can’t be there to hold your story the way I would in person, I’m going to do my best to walk this journey with you. I’ll tell you about my struggles and my experience. I’ll ask you to stay engaged and work hard. I’ll give you prompts and activities to engage with on the page and in the mirror. This deep heart-work and the pages you write will be a vessel for your story. Who knows? Together we might stumble into magic.
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QUESTION 1

Who is the most important person in your life?

When you think of the most important person in your life, you might think of one of the people you’ve committed your life to. Maybe your spouse or a child or a longtime friend. You may think of a parent or grandparent who sacrificed so much to help you grow into who you are today. Or maybe you think of one of the loyal, hardworking people who depend on you at work.

But if a family member, friend, or colleague is the most important person in your life, and everything you do is for them, then where do you come in? Are you the second most important person? Third, fourth, fifth in line?

You may not realize it, but you are the most important person in your life. While you might think prioritizing yourself is selfish or arrogant, I hope to convince you it’s not. In fact, it’s essential to your well-being and foundational to every other question in this book. Facing up to challenges, becoming intentional with your day, making better decisions, improving relationships—you can’t tackle any of those goals until you recognize the position you’re here to play.

Even though I’m a generous guy and I’m happy to share what I have, I still recognize myself as the top dog in my world. And that means sometimes I have to be generous to myself, give myself the same time and attention and grace I give others. Before I can be a good brother, father, husband, friend, therapist, or coach to anyone, I have to be a good Corey for Corey. When it’s my turn to take the shot, I take it. When it’s my turn to step up to bat, I step up. When opportunities come to put myself first for my own well-being, I take responsibility for my own needs.

Here’s an example. When I’m starting to feel overwhelmed, I tell my wife, Carrie, that I’m taking a Corey day. That means I won’t be fielding any calls, even from her. I’ve learned to make this preemptive move before I become submerged and start making poor decisions. I won’t be able to take care of someone else who is overwhelmed when I’m in the same space myself.

This is what I mean by putting myself first. It doesn’t mean I don’t want to help others. Being of service to others is vital to me. As you’ll see in the pages ahead, it’s central to my identity. But I am aware of where I need to be mentally to be able to serve others. On days when the gas tank is on empty, I need to fill it up before I go anywhere or do anything. There are afternoons I literally sit in a chair in my living room and refuse to answer the door when people ring the doorbell. If they peer inside the house, they can even see me sitting there. That’s how comfortable I have become with putting myself first in this context.

I want to help you put yourself first too.

To be clear, this is not carte blanche to do whatever the heck you want. There will be situations when you’re not the priority, and it isn’t really about you. Putting someone else’s needs first can be the appropriate action in many situations. Staying up late to help your child with her homework, or giving up your seat on the subway to someone who needs it, doesn’t mean you’re not the most important person. Your role in these situations is to be the adult or to be the good citizen. The difference is you’re moving consciously, not reflexively. You’re moving with awareness.

As you move through this book, I will be gently prompting you to put yourself first. Along the way I want you to notice when and where you hesitate. Keep asking questions. I don’t expect things to change overnight here or anywhere else, but gaining more awareness of where you fall on your list of priorities is the very first step.




TELL YOUR STORY

So let me ask you again: Who is the most important person in your life? (I hope you answered “I am.”) How does embracing your role as the star in your own life make you feel?

When you’re getting overwhelmed, take a moment to pause and make a plan to protect yourself. Can you say no to an upcoming plan? Can you let the phone go to voicemail? What are some other ways you can put yourself and your needs first?

Keep a log in your calendar or notes app for the next few days. Make two columns. On one side, list the occasions when you put yourself first. On the other, list the moments when you hesitate. Notice examples of each throughout your day. At the end of the week, circle back. Consider imbalances and ask yourself, Where do I need to make a change?

Consider the last time you felt completely out of balance. Maybe you hit a wall and burned out over a busy schedule. Maybe you just woke up one day and thought, What’s the point of it all? Go back into that moment and write it down in your journal, as if you were telling a story. Who were you seeking to please? Was it you or someone else?




QUESTION 2

What are your wildest dreams?

When I began studying psychology, I started dreaming about a career that would connect my experience in pro sports with my newfound passion for therapy. Sports and therapy? Nah, those two don’t belong together. Bring the dream down, Corey. It doesn’t have to be so big. Now I’m in the NBA, which was a wild dream of mine. I didn’t even play basketball to get here! But I pursued a passion to become a therapist, got my doctorate, and it ultimately led to my dream job. It’s still wild, but my career is a testament to the fact that wild dreams are not out of your reach.

It’s important that we keep a wild dream outstretched in front of us. When we have the shape of our dreams, we’re able to intentionally organize and prioritize small, daily tasks. I set macro goals—Where do I need to be five years from now? And I set micro goals—What do I need to do today to move toward that goal? The macro and the micro need to line up. When they don’t, well, that’s when we feel offtrack.

What is one of your wildest dreams? And when I say wild, I don’t mean impossible. I can dream about running the fastest 100 meters ever, but that goes beyond wild and into the impossible. For me, wild was combining two unlikely fields into one career. Now for me to become the fastest man alive—looking at Usain Bolt in the rearview mirror—I’d have to get an upgraded set of lungs. But I knew a lot about both pro sports and psychology. What I didn’t know was how they might come together.

It may not always be obvious how to pursue a wild dream. Maybe you’re considering what you want out of life, and your desires seem as oppositional as being a Mets fan and a Yankees fan at the same time. It takes a real dreamer to consider how to bring those desires together, but it’s not impossible if you know what you’re doing. Keep following your passions—in the simple, daily pursuits and in the riskier, bigger moves—and see if that dream starts to become more of a reality. Being the fastest runner on earth? Impossible. Finding an unusual new path? A wild dream within reach.

Step into the playground. Wildest means there are no naysayers. Wildest means there’s no one pointing at the clock saying you don’t have enough time. Wildest means you dare to imagine what the future can possibly hold. Later you can bring the dream down to an achievable level. Later you set macro goals and micro goals. Later you can ask, How the hell could I ever achieve that?

Why not dream wildly? This is a space you get to author! You have to play with that space. You get to play with that space. Let your mind run rampant into the beauty of those wild dreams.




TELL YOUR STORY

Take out ten to fifteen index cards. Write a wild dream on each one. Preposterous dreams. Never-in-a-million-years dreams. Remember who you were before the age of twelve when people told you to stop pretending.

Look through your deck of wild dreams. Which one feels the best when you look at it? Post it somewhere you can see it in your house.

How can you take one of those big, broad dreams and make it specific to you? Through this book you’ll gain clarity on your values, your sense of humor, your sacred spaces, and your nonnegotiables. Keep looking back at this card, and get specific about how you can shape your dream.

Perhaps your dream is to open a coffeehouse. That’s a broad and wonderful dream, but it will be better if you infuse it with other elements that make you unique. Maybe you value making opportunities for low-income peers in your community, so you source your workers accordingly. Maybe you imagine the space is filled with the scent of pine, because that reminds you of holiday vacations visiting your grandmother. Maybe dogs in funny hats just make you laugh, and so you fill the walls with pictures of weird dogs you’ve seen around town. What’s important here is that you get specific about your dreams, and you make it specific to your passions, your sadness, your happiness, and your most lighthearted self. Don’t you want to chase after that?
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