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CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1 — Five percent

There's a saying that coaches tell  each other, and it's annoying because
it's  true:  at  the  professional  level,  the  biomechanical  technique  of  two
players  standing  next  to  each  other  is  rarely  more  than  five  percent
different. Those five percent are not enough to explain the 6-2 6-2 score.
The other thing — the ninety-five percent thing — is not in the shot.

Imagine a player with four and a half points going into a tie-break. He has
practiced this  forehand two thousand times.  Racket  angle,  contact  point,
foot rhythm — everything is so stable that there is no need to think. Then
the  score  went  up  to  6-6.  And  that  familiar  swing  suddenly  became
shorter.  Not noticeably short,  not  the kind of  obvious failure.  It's  just  that
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the shoulders closed half a beat earlier, the wrists didn't fully release, and
the ball lost ten centimeters of depth - enough for the opponent to step in
and finish the point.

He doesn't forget technique. The technique was still there, intact, from the
previous  two  thousand  reps.  What  disappeared  was  access  to  that
technology.

What is pressure management, if not calmness

To put it  unflatteringly:  pressure management is the ability to keep one's
athletic  performance  and  tactical  accuracy  close  to  one's  best,  in
conditions where the body is deliberately not allowing it. It's not a pleasant
feeling. It is not the end of tremors. Many champions have shaky hands in
tie-breaks  and  still  won  —  because  they  separated  two  questions  from
each other: What am I feeling?, and What will I do next?.

It  is worth mentioning that the loss caused by pressure is not small.  The
training  records  on  which  this  book  is  based  place  the  figure  at  around
thirty  to  fifty  percent  performance.  That  number  needs  to  be  read
correctly:  it's  not  that  the  muscles  are  half  as  weak,  but  that  your  entire
margin  of  safety  disappears  at  once.  Depth  reduced.  Reduced  spin.
Footsteps are half  a  step slow.  The ability  to  endure a long ball  shrinks.
Those  four  things  combined,  on  a  twenty-three  meter  seven  court,  are
enough to turn a winning player into a player waiting to lose.

Pressure does not live in the shot

This is the main idea of the whole book, so I want to say it right from the
beginning:  pressure  is  almost  never  created  at  the  moment  you  make
contact  with  the  ball.  It  is  born  in  the  silence  —  the  fifteen,  twenty,
twenty-five seconds between points, when you have your back to the net,
when you go to  retrieve the ball,  when you stand at  baseline waiting for
your opponent to serve.
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Therefore, any advice like "relax when hitting the ball"  is useless. By the
time  the  racket  hits  the  ball,  the  shot  has  already  been  decided  two
seconds earlier. If in those two seconds your heart rate is at one hundred
and  seventy,  your  shoulders  are  up  to  your  ears,  and  the  only  thing  in
your mind is "don't fail" — then no technique will save you. The thing to do
is to intervene in the silence, not the shot.

And the  lucky  thing:  silence  is  the  only  thing  on  the  court  that  you  have
complete  control  over.  You  can't  control  the  opponent,  you  can't  control
the referee, you can't control the wind. But you control what you do twenty
seconds after a point ends. That is the whole territory of this book.

Three beliefs need to be left behind

The first belief: pressure is something that must be eliminated. Cannot be
eliminated. Your spirit nervous system is designed to react to situations of
consequence,  and  a  point  at  5-5  in  the  third  set  is  a  situation  of  real
consequence.  Trying to erase that  reaction only creates another layer of
frustration: you're both shaking and blaming yourself for shaking. The goal
is  not  to  take  the  pressure  off,  but  to  shorten  the  time  between  when  a
reaction occurs and when you regain control.

Second  belief:  good  people  don't  feel  pressure.  Opposite.  Long-time
competitors feel it more clearly, because they know exactly where a point
at 30-30 can go. What they have is not insensitivity, but a process. When
the process is strong enough, the feeling of fear is still  there but there is
no longer any decision-making power.

Third belief: Just practice a lot and you will automatically get used to it. It's
not  true,  and  this  is  where  many  fifteen-year  players  still  stand  still.
Normal  training  takes  place  in  conditions  where  there  are  no
consequences: if the ball goes into the net, you pick up another ball. The
match took place in conditions of consequence. Those two states mobilize
two different economic spirit configurations. To be good at the latter, you
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have to practice at the latter — and that's why there's a chapter on stress
simulation in training, and a seven-day curriculum at the back of the book.

Where was this book written?

It  begins  with  a  six-page,  handwritten  pressure  management  notebook,
with  a  table  comparing  the  two  spirit  meridians  and  a  negative  loop
diagram  drawn  with  arrows.  The  notebook  has  enough  ideas  but  not
enough  meat:  it  says  "activate  the  parasympathetic  system"  but  doesn't
say what you do with your hands for twenty seconds. This book takes that
skeleton  — four  pressure  layers,  two  spirit  meridian  systems,  four  tools,
four  biomechanical  connections  —  and  rewrites  it  into  a  seamless
argument,  in  a  human  voice,  with  concrete  examples  and  measurable
exercises.

The rest  of  the first  leg is about answering a seemingly simple question:
where exactly does pressure come from? Not from one source. It comes
from  four  sources  at  once,  and  those  four  sources  require  four  different
treatments — something most players can't tell the difference between, so
they take one medicine for four diseases.
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CHAPTER 2

Chapter 2 — Four layers of pressure on one field

"I'm under pressure" is an interventionally meaningless statement. It's like
saying  "I  have  pain".  Where  it  hurts,  what  kind  of  pain  it  hurts,  when  it
hurts  —  without  those  three  pieces  of  information,  there  is  no  cure.
Pressure in tennis is the same, and it comes from four overlapping layers.

Floor one: performance pressure

This is the easiest to recognize and also the most misunderstood layer. It
appears  when  you  need  to  play  well  to  achieve  a  specific  goal:  keep  a
spot  on  the  team,  protect  a  ranking,  not  lose  in  front  of  the  person  you
want  to  impress.  It  doesn't  require  any  special  score.  You  could  be  5-0
and still be in this tier.

The bad thing about  performance pressure is  that  it  shifts  attention from
the process to the results. When the goal is "to play well," what you keep
track  of  in  your  head  is  no  longer  ball  trajectory  or  foot  position,  but  an
imaginary  scoreboard  of  how you're  doing.  And  when  attention  is  pulled
inward  like  that,  it  leaves  the  ball  —  the  only  thing  that  needs  to  be
watched.  A shot  made by someone who is  evaluating himself  during the
shot will always be half a beat slower than a shot made by someone who
is looking at the ball.

The solution  is  not  "don't  care  about  the  results"  — no one can do that,
and  anyone  who  says  they  can  is  lying.  The  solution  is  to  replace  the
outcome goal with a process goal that is so specific that the brain is busy
with it. Not "win this game", but "serve the ball wide, follow the ball up, hit
the first shot into the middle of the court". Process goals have a valuable
characteristic: they are within your control, so they do not create pressure.
You can execute a true serve into the wide angle regardless of what your
opponent does.
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Second floor: competitive pressure

This floor comes from the other side of the grid. Not from the fact that your
opponent is stronger than you — but from the fact that you know they are
stronger than you, or from the fact that they are playing at a level to which
you have no answer. There is a specific pattern that is very common: you
lose five games in a row, not because you played worse than before, but
because  your  opponent  has  moved  up  a  level  and  you  cannot  find  the
corresponding level.

Competitive  pressure  has  an  easy-to-recognize  physiological  sign:  you
start  counting  points  before  they  finish.  "If  they  lose  this  game,  it's  2-5,
then  they  serve,  it's  2-6."  When that  calculation  line  appears,  you've  left
the present  and are playing a match in  the future — one you've already
lost.

With  this  layer,  the  most  effective  tool  is  not  the  breath  but  a  small,
specific, tactical decision that can be made immediately in the next point.
Not "must hit better", but "the serve comes, I'll hit it back to the backhand
and net play". A particular decision produces an action; a generic promise
creates an additional layer of self-evaluation.

Third floor: score pressure

This  is  the  layer  that  most  players  call  "pressure"  when  they  talk  about
tennis. It has exact addresses: 30-30, 0-30, break point, set point, match
point,  tie-break.  It  doesn't  depend  on  the  opponent  or  the  target  —  it
depends on whether this point changes the situation or not.

What's interesting is that at this level, the body's reaction is not the same
in  everyone,  and  it  is  not  necessarily  contraction.  Some  people  have:
short  swing,  heavy  legs,  safe  shot.  Some people  swing:  swing  too  long,
lose control, hit the net because of greed. Both are the same root — the
spirit  sympathetic nervous system turns on — but express themselves in
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opposite  directions.  Knowing  which  type  you  have  is  more  important
information  than  any  general  advice,  because  the  fixes  are  completely
opposite.

If you are the contraction type, the thing to say to yourself is "swing all the
way".  If  you're  the  sprung type,  the  phrase to  say  is  "slow down a  beat,
see  the  ball  more  clearly".  This  is  why  the  command  lines  in  chapter  5
must be written by you, not copied from a book.

Fourth floor: internal pressure

The  last  tier  has  nothing  to  do  with  tennis.  It  is  anger  after  a  referee's
decision.  It's  two  consecutive  missed  serves  and  the  accompanying
feeling of humiliation. It's the expectation of your family, your coach, and
the person who paid for you to practice. It's something that happened this
morning before you went on the field.

This floor is dangerous because it does not have the shape of competitive
pressure. It looks like "I'm angry". And the anger always finds an excuse
outside: bad pitch, soft ball,  biased referee. A player may miss ten shots
and believe the ball is the cause.

With  this  level,  no  breathing  technique  is  enough.  What  is  needed  is  a
ritual  of  discharge  —  a  bodily  action  with  a  clear  end  point.  Many
professional  tennis  players  use  the  racquet  stringing  action:  it  has  a
beginning,  an  end,  and  when  the  finger  leaves  the  string,  the  matter  is
physically  closed.  Not  magic.  It's  just  that  the  body  needs  a  punctuation
mark, and self-talk is not a punctuation mark.

Why must we distinguish four levels?

Because  each  level  requires  a  different  intervention,  and  intervention  at
the  wrong  level  is  not  only  ineffective  but  also  aggravating.  You  can't
handle competitive pressure by breathing deeply — it's not your heart rate
that  matters,  it's  your  lack  of  a  plan  for  the  next  point.  You  can't  handle
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internal pressure by telling yourself to "focus on the ball" — if the emotion
isn't released, it will return at a later point, stronger.

And  the  most  important  thing:  in  a  real  match,  these  four  floors  overlap
each other. A break point in the third set, in front of your coach, after a call
that  you  think  was  a  miscall  by  the  referee,  when  your  opponent  was
playing his best game — that's four floors at once. No one can remove all
four  in  twenty  seconds.  But  you  don't  need  to  remove  all  four.  You  just
need to  unplug  whichever  layer  is  controlling  your  body  at  that  moment,
and usually that's the lowest layer, the physiological layer — because it's
the only layer that has a switch.
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CHAPTER 3

Chapter 3 — The Loop, and Why You Can't Tell
Yourself to Calm Down

There is a moment that everyone knows: you stand at baseline, knowing
you need to calm down, and the more you know, the less calm you can
be. The words "calm down" come from the exact part that is losing control.
It's not your fault. That is the architecture of the spirit system.

Two systems, one switch

The spirit autonomic nervous system is divided into two branches, and on
the  field  they  are  two  completely  different  operating  modes.  The
sympathetic  branch  is  the  emergency  mode:  the  heart  is  fast,  the  blood
vessels in the limbs are constricted, the muscles are tense, the pupils are
dilated, and digestion stops. The parasympathetic branch is the recovery
mode:  heart  slows,  vessels  dilate,  muscles  soften,  breathing  slow  and
deep.

Both  are  useful.  The  problem  is  not  a  bad  sympathetic  branch.  The
sympathetic  branch is  what  gives  you reaction  speed during  a  fast  play,
and it is what makes you feel "in the game". The problem is that it doesn't
have automatic braking. Once turned on, it stays on until there is a strong
enough opposing signal. In normal life, that signal comes from the passing
of  danger.  On  the  field,  danger  does  not  pass  —  it  repeats  itself  every
twenty-five seconds, two hundred times a match.

The  chart  below  is  the  most  important  of  this  section,  as  it  turns  an
ambiguous state into four metrics you can check for yourself between two
points:

These four lines are not four separate issues. They are four symptoms of
the  same  condition,  and  they  appear  in  order:  heartbeat  first,  muscles
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second, vision second, stroke last. That means you can detect it early. If
you find yourself breathing through your upper chest in the third minute of
your  first  set,  you  have  twenty  minutes  before  the  stroke  shows
symptoms.

Loop

On  the  field,  the  parasympathetic  state  does  not  stand  still.  It  creates  a
loop,  and this  loop is  why a  match can slip  away so quickly  without  you
understanding why:

Read  that  loop  slowly.  Each  link  can  be  measured,  and  the  third
link—muscle  stiffness—is  the  only  link  you  can  directly  influence  for
twenty seconds. You can't influence the pressure (it's the result), you can't
influence  the  loss  (it  hasn't  happened  yet).  But  you  can  influence  the
tension in your shoulder muscles. That's the whole strategy: cut the loop
where it's weakest, not where it's strongest.

And  this  is  where  many  people  misunderstand  confidence.  They  think
confidence is the cause of good shots. In fact on the course, the order is
often the opposite: a good shot — or just a Exactly what I intended to do
shot, even if the ball goes out — creates a little bit of confidence, and that
little  bit  relaxes the muscle,  and the more the muscle relaxes,  the better
the next shot. The loop runs in both directions. Your job is to push it to the
other  side with  a physical  link,  because the psychological  link refuses to
listen to orders.

Why self-talk doesn't work

The spirit  pathway from the cortex to the amygdala is much thinner than
the  pathway  from the  amygdala  to  the  cortex.  In  other  words:  the  alarm
signal goes up faster than the reassurance signal goes down. That's why
a strange noise startles you for three hundredths of a second, but it takes
a few seconds for you to tell yourself "it must be a cat".
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On  the  field,  that  gap  is  the  distance  between  when  you  realize  you're
tense, and when you actually stop being tense. It cannot be shortened by
will. But there's a very effective detour: the signals the body sends go up
to  the  brain  also  run  on  the  fast  track.  Breathing,  posture,  and  gaze.
Those  three  things  are  three  physical  inputs  that  you  control  with  your
hands, and they speak the same language as the amygdala.

These three signals, ranked by speed of action:

Breath  — fastest,  because  it  acts  directly  on  the  spirit  vagus  nerve,  the
only  nerve  of  the  parasympathetic  system  that  passes  through  the  area
you consciously control. A long exhale is the strongest "safety" signal the
body has.

Posture  —  slightly  slower.  Raised  shoulders  and  lowered  chin  is  a
defensive  posture;  Shoulders  dropped  and  chest  open  is  a  defenseless
position.  You  can't  be  defensive  and  feel  safe  at  the  same time — your
body doesn't allow those two states to coexist.

Point of view — slowest but most durable. Tunnel vision is the strongest
parasympathetic signal, and it's also the easiest to reverse: simply actively
looking  out—seeing both  goal  lines,  seeing your  opponent's  feet,  seeing
the  space  behind  them—is  enough  to  force  the  visual  system  to  switch
modes. Eyes cannot see both narrowly and widely.

These three signals, plus one more — the ritual — are the four tools of the
sequel. But before going into each one, one thing needs to be made clear:
none of these tools are effective if you only use them in battle. They must
be  practiced  to  the  point  of  becoming  reflexive,  because  in  a  strong
parasympathetic state, the ability to learn new things is almost zero. You
don't  learn  how  to  breathe  at  break  point.  You  can  only  do  what  you've
done a thousand times.
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CHAPTER 4

Chapter 4 — Breath: the only switch you hold in
your hand

In  the  entire  spirit  autonomic  meridian  system,  there  is  only  one  spirit
meridian that your consciousness directly touches: the vagus nerve. And
there is only one way to touch it with your bare hands: exhale longer than
inhale. That's why breathing isn't just one relaxation technique in a list of
many — it's the only door.

Mechanism, as compact as possible

When you breathe slowly and deeply, pressure receptors in the chest and
neck arteries send signals to the vagus nerve. This nerve is the main spirit
parasympathetic  nerve,  running  from  the  brain  to  the  heart,  lungs  and
digestive  system.  When  it  is  activated,  heart  rate  decreases,  peripheral
vessels dilate, and muscle tone decreases.

The  numbers  to  remember:  heart  rate  can  drop  ten  to  fifteen  beats  per
minute  for  about  thirty  seconds.  For  someone  at  one  hundred  and  sixty
beats, that doesn't bring you back to rest — but it does get you from the
panic  zone  to  the  control  zone.  That's  exactly  what's  needed.  You  don't
need to calm down. You need to be calm enough to execute the shot you
have chosen.

And here is  the most  important  detail,  the one that  most  of  the literature
ignores:  The  rate  at  which  heart  rate  depends  on  the  length  of  the
expiratory  phase,  not  the  inspiratory  phase.  Inhalation  speeds  up  the
heart  (normal  respiratory  reflex).  Exhaling  slows  the  heart.  So  all  the
techniques below have the same principle: the exhalation phase must be
longer than or equal to the inhalation phase, and there must be a pause
after exhalation.
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Four-four-four-four: box breathing technique

This  is  the  standard  technique,  can  be  used  in  all  situations,  and  is  the
only technique I recommend practicing to the point where you don't have
to think.

Four phases, each phase four seconds. Breathe in through your nose for
four  seconds,  feeling  your  abdominal  cavity  expand  rather  than  your
upper  chest  rising.  Hold  your  breath  for  four  seconds,  keeping  it  soft  —
don't  hold  it  like  you're  diving.  Exhale  through  your  open  mouth  for  four
seconds, slowly and evenly, as if blowing out a candle two meters away.
Then pause for four seconds in an empty, effortless state.

Those four phases create a square — that's why the name. But its value
does not lie in geometry. The value lies in the final resting phase: it is the
phase  in  which  the  body  learns  that  there  is  "nothing  urgent".  In  the
parasympathetic  state,  the  body  always  wants  to  inhale  the  next  phase
immediately. Four seconds of doing nothing is a statement.

Specific  benefits  on  the  field:  parasympathetic  activation,  reduced  heart
rate,  reduced  shoulder  and  arm  muscle  tone,  and  —  notably  —
maintained  focus,  because  you're  still  counting.  Counting  is  a  cognitive
task,  and  a  simple  cognitive  task  is  the  best  way  to  take  the  place  of
negative thinking.

When to use: before important points (break points, set points), when you
feel  increased  pressure,  and  between  sets.  Three  to  five  cycles  are
enough  for  one  visit.  More  than  that  and  you're  procrastinating,  and
procrastination creates new pressure.

Four-seven-eight: when strong braking is needed

The  second  technique  uses  the  same  principle  but  prolongs  the
exhalation phase: inhale for four seconds, hold for seven seconds, exhale
for eight seconds, repeat four times. A total cycle of nineteen seconds —
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so it can't be used between two points in a game, but it's great for longer
breaks: changing courts, mid-set breaks, before a tie-break, after a point
where you just lost your cool.

The seven-second hold does something that four-four doesn't: it builds up
CO2 in the blood, and higher CO2 levels are a stronger parasympathetic
spirit signal. The eight-second exhalation phase that follows is the longest
of both techniques, so the heart rate-lowering effect is the strongest.

The trade-off: it's slow, and it's easy to cause mild stun if you do it wrong.
If  you feel  dizzy, the hold is too long for you — cut it  down to five or six
seconds. There is nothing sacred about the number seven. The important
number is the ratio: exhalation is twice as long as inhalation.

When  to  use:  when  the  pressure  is  very  high,  when  you've  just  gone
through a strong emotional point, and in between sets for recovery.

About twenty-five seconds

This is the practical part, and it needs to be written as a script because it
will be done without thinking.

Seconds  0  to  4.  End  point.  Turn  your  back  to  the  net.  This  is  the  most
important  and most  overlooked action — turning your  back is  a  physical
signal that the play is over. Inhale through your nose, four seconds, belly
expands.

Seconds 4 to 8. Hold, four seconds, shoulders down. Check: the shoulder
is touching the ear. If so, release it.

Seconds 8 to 12. Exhale through your mouth open for four seconds, and
relax your entire shoulder and racket arm. It feels like your arm is heavy.

Seconds  12  to  16.  Pause,  four  seconds,  do  nothing.  This  is  the  easiest
phase to skip and also the most important phase.
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Seconds  16  to  25.  Step  into  position.  Choose  a  specific  goal.  Another
four-four  cycle  if  needed.  Then  serve  the  ball  or  get  into  a  receiving
position.

This  entire  scenario  fits  into  exactly  twenty-five  seconds  — that's  all  the
time  you  have.  If  you  do  it  right,  you  won't  have  time  to  think  about  the
point you just lost. That's not a side effect. That's half the purpose.

Two common mistakes

Mistake number one: breathing with the upper chest. If your shoulders rise
when you inhale,  you are  breathing shallowly  and you are  activating the
very  sympathetic  system  you  want  to  turn  off.  Place  one  hand  on  your
lower  abdomen  while  exercising.  That  hand  must  move  in  front  of  the
shoulder.

Mistake  number  two:  turning  breathing  into  a  prayer  ritual.  There  are
players who breathe four-four-four before each serve to the point of losing
the rhythm of the game, and then a new pressure appears: the pressure
of breathing correctly. Breath is a tool, not a teaching. If you are in a fast
position and need to attack immediately, a long exhale is enough.

And one last note, about the shot and not the break: Exhale upon contact
with the ball. Many players hold their breath right at the moment the racket
hits the ball — the surest sign of muscle contraction. The sound of a good
hit  is  often accompanied by a short  exhale.  If  you hold back,  your wrists
will lock before the ball arrives.
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CHAPTER 5

Chapter 5 — Voice commands: what you say to
yourself

There's  one  thing  players  say  to  themselves  the  most  in  tennis,  and  it's
the  worst  thing  one  could  say:  "Don't  miss."  Those  four  words  contain
exactly  one  image  —  a  ball  snuggling  into  a  net  —  and  contain  no
instructions.

The brain cannot process negation

This  is  not  a  matter  of  philosophy,  but  of  mechanism.  To  understand  a
negative  command,  the  brain  must  do  two  things:  build  an  image  of  the
forbidden  behavior,  and  then  label  it  "no."  The  latter  takes  time  and
requires cognitive resources — two things that are precisely lacking when
you're at a break point. The first is immediate. The result: under pressure,
what's left in your mind is the image of the ball going into the net.

And  not  just  images.  The  body  tends  to  prepare  for  the  behavior  it  just
envisioned. If you visualize a short swing, your swing will become shorter
— not because you're afraid, but because you've just practiced it once in
your mind.

Three sentences, and why they work

The principle  of  substitution  is  simple:  each  negative  statement  must  be
replaced by a positive, specific, and externally observable instruction. The
three examples below are three good examples, and it's worth analyzing
why:

"Relax  your  wrists  and  swing  with  full  momentum"  —  instead  of  "don't
miss it". This sentence talks about two body parts and one action. It's not
about  results.  You  can  check  if  you  did  it  right  right  after  you  swing,  no
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matter where the ball goes.

"See clearly every seam of the ball"  — instead of  "focus on".  This is the
best of the three, because "concentration" is a state no one knows how to
create, while "seeing the seam" is an action the eyes can perform. It also
automatically creates concentration without requiring concentration.

"Feet  moves  flexibly,  kicks  strongly  from the  ground"  — instead  of  "why
are  my feet  so  heavy".  This  sentence interferes  with  the  third  link  of  the
loop in  chapter  3:  the  legs.  And it's  the  only  one of  the  three that  has  a
positive  side  effect  —  pedaling  hard  from  the  ground  increases  the
counterforce, and the stroke naturally deepens.

These three sentences have three properties  in  common,  and these are
the standards for you to write your sentences:

Sentences that should not be used

There  are  four  self-talk  statements  that  are  very  common  in  the  sports
psychology literature, and I want to say frankly that they are weak: "I can
do  it",  "I  am  well  prepared",  "I  will  focus  on  the  process",  "This  is  an
opportunity, not a threat".

They  are  not  wrong.  They  are  only  useless  in  the  moment  of  need,  for
three reasons. First, they talk about "me" — and "me" is exactly what's at
stake,  so  mentioning  it  increases  attention  to  the  self,  not  decreases  it.
Second, they don't specify any action — after saying "I can do it," you still
don't know what your hand should do. Third, they require you to believe. A
self-talk  is  only  effective  when  it  does  not  require  belief,  because  at  the
break point you have no belief to give.

The fourth sentence is an interesting exception, because it's not self-talk
— it's reframing, and that's the story of the next chapter. But it also shows
one  thing:  effective  sentences  are  often  about  the  meaning  of  the
situation, not about your capacity.
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Commands of instruction and commands of encouragement

There are two types, and they are used at two different times — confusing
the two is a common mistake.

Command instructions tells  the body what  to do:  "full  swing",  "light  feet",
"eyes on the ball". They are used during execution, just before and during
the shot. They take the place of analytical thinking, and that is their entire
value.

Commandments of  encouragement  tell  you that  this  is  important:  "this  is
the time", "I train for this". They are used during the break, not during the
stroke  —  because  they  take  up  the  cognitive  resources  that  the  stroke
requires.

A pragmatic rule: one command per situation, not one command per shot.
If you have seven lines for seven types of balls, you won't remember any
of  them  when  you  need  them.  Three  sentences  are  enough  for  an
amateur player: one for serving, one for hitting the ball in a back-and-forth
series, one for when you feel like you're about to collapse.

Where to put those sentences

There is a small detail in the seven-day curriculum at the end of the book:
write  three  command  sentences  on  paper  and  stick  them  on  the  racket
neck.  It  may  sound  childish,  but  it  solves  a  real  problem  —  you  can't
remember a sentence you haven't said out loud. When the line is on the
neck of the racket, you see it every time you change grips, and after a few
sessions it goes to the head without looking.

But there is one condition: that sentence must be written by you. Not the
best line in the book, not the coach's line. Your sentence, your mistake. If
your common mistake is to swing short because of fear, your sentence is
"swing  all  the  way".  If  your  mistake  is  swinging  too  long  because  of
excitement,  your sentence is "one beat slow".  Those two statements are
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opposites, and neither statement is true for both people.
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CHAPTER 6

Chapter 6 — The label: anxiety and excitement
share one body

Heart  beats  fast.  Pupils  dilated.  Wet  palms.  Nauseous  feeling  in  lower
abdomen.  That  is  the  description  of  anxiety.  Also  a  description  of
excitement. The body doesn't differentiate between these two states — it
just produces a response, and waits for you to label it.

One reaction, two stories

When you enter a meaningful match, your body secretes adrenaline and
cortisol,  your  heart  rate  increases,  blood  rushes  to  your  large  muscles,
and your senses are heightened. This is all  what physiology does. It  has
no  label.  Labels  come  from  the  cortex,  and  the  cortex  assigns  labels
based on the story you're telling about the situation.

If the story is "I'm about to be defeated and everyone will see," the label is
anxiety  —  and  anxiety  has  a  behavioral  consequence:  avoidance.  You
play safely.  You shorten your  swing.  You choose the shot  with  the least
risk, that is, the shot that is most likely to be attacked by your opponent.
Avoidance produces exactly the result you fear.

If  the  story  is  “my  body  is  refueling  for  something  difficult,”  the  label  is
ready  —  and  the  behavioral  consequence  is  move  forward.  Same
heartbeat. Same amount of adrenaline. Two different matches.

Why does this work, and why does it often fail?

It  works because it  doesn't  require you to change the feeling — which is
impossible  —  but  only  requires  you  to  change  the  way  you  name  the
feeling. It's a cognitive task, and cognitive tasks can be done, even under
pressure.  More  importantly:  it  doesn't  require  you  to  believe  right  away.
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You just say it, and your body starts gathering evidence.

It  often fails  for  a very specific  reason: people use it  to deny the truth.  If
you're losing 5-0 to an opponent who's one level better than you, and you
say to yourself "this is my moment," your body will reject it — because it's
wrong, and the body knows it's wrong. When your self-talk is rejected, you
lose the tool, and worse: you learn that the tool doesn't work for you.

The  correct  rule  is:  reframe  emotions,  not  reframe  scores.  You  are  not
allowed to lie about your scores. You are allowed to be honest about what
your body is responding to.

Correct sentence in situation 0-5: not "I will swim upstream", but "my body
is  preparing  for  something  difficult,  and  I  am  grateful  that  it  is  still
responding". The second sentence doesn't promise anything. Therefore it
is not rejected.

The stands chanted someone else's name

There is an oft-cited example, and it is worth repeating because it shows
how  far  reframing  can  go.  During  the  2019  Wimbledon  final,  when  the
stands  almost  chanted  his  opponent's  name  after  each  point,  Novak
Djokovic said that in his head he converted that sound into his name. It's
not that he didn't hear it. He heard it clearly — and changed the label.

What's  worth  learning  is  not  the  trick,  but  its  structure.  He  doesn't  try  to
block  out  the  noise  (impossible),  doesn't  try  to  convince  himself  that  the
audience  is  neutral  (wrong),  doesn't  try  to  get  angry  to  gain  motivation
(wasting  energy  and  not  sustainable).  He  kept  the  input  data  the  same
and changed the way it was read. That's the whole technique.

And  it  only  worked  because  he'd  done  it  hundreds  of  times  before,  in
games no one was watching. Reframing is a skill, not a spirit comment. It
needs to be practiced at low intensity first.
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Three reframing sentences work

I  kept  three  sentences,  each  for  a  different  situation.  They  make  no
promises, and that's why they survive the pressure.

When your  hands shake before a big  point:  "This  is  the price of  caring."
This verse acknowledges the tremor, assigns it a proper cause, and does
not demand that it disappear. It turns symptoms into evidence.

When your opponent is  stronger and you feel  small:  "I  don't  need to win
this match. I need to win the next point." Not a motivational sentence — a
narrowing  sentence.  The  smallness  comes  from  the  fact  that  you're
comparing  your  entire  career  to  their  entire  career.  Shrinking  the
comparison range is the only way out.

When  you  just  miss  an  easy  shot:  "This  point  has  already  been  paid."
Meaning: it took one point from you, and it can't take any more unless you
pay more yourself. This sentence closes the book, and it is the sentence I
use the most.

What not to do

Don't use reframing to erase emotion. "I'm not mad" when you are is a lie,
and it fails at the next point. Emotions are not erased by mislabeling; it just
gets buried, and it comes back bigger.

Don't  use  it  too  many  times  in  one  match.  If  you  have  to  reframe
seventeen times over two sets, the problem isn't the labels — the problem
is that you're playing a match you didn't plan for. Reframing is a bandage,
not a cast. If the injury recurs, you must review your playing style.
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CHAPTER 7

Chapter 7 — Five-second clip

The last five seconds before toss are the most wasted time in tennis. Most
players  use  it  to  think  about  points  first,  or  to  think  about  nothing.  Both
leave  a  blank  space  that  the  brain  fills  in  —  and  it  fills  it  with  the  most
familiar thing, usually fear.

What really happens when you visualize

When you imagine a movement, the brain's motor areas fire in much the
same  way  as  when  you  execute  the  movement  —  only  the  impulse
doesn't reach the muscles. That's why visualization works, and also why it
has its limits: it practices exactly what you visualize, nothing more.

That limitation is more important than the effect. If you visualize result —
the ball bouncing out of reach, the audience clapping — you're practicing
the  feeling  of  victory,  not  the  shot.  The  feeling  was  pleasant  but  did  not
translate into movement. If you visualize the process — the height of the
ball  over  the  net,  the  direction  of  spin,  the  drop,  and  the  feeling  of  your
wrist  letting  go  —  you  are  practicing  the  exact  sequence  of  movements
you will execute.

So the video must have three components, in the correct order: the path
of  the  ball,  the  point  of  drop,  and  the  physical  sensation  at  the  point  of
contact. Without the third ingredient, it's just wishful thinking.

Video for serve

Start  from  behind  your  shoulders,  like  watching  a  movie  from  your  own
eyes.  You see the ball  leave your  hand,  see it  go up.  Then you see the
trajectory: it crosses the net at a safe height — for most amateur players,
a safe height is about one and a half meters above the net, much higher
than  it  feels.  Then  you  see  it  stick  down,  topspin  pulls  it  into  the  field,
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bouncing out of your opponent's reach at the T-angle.

Then  add  the  third  ingredient:  feeling.  The  wrist  drops  at  the  top,  the
racket surface passes over the ball from the bottom up, the sound of the
ball  on  the  string.  Not  the  image  — the  feeling.  This  is  the  hardest  part
and also the decisive part.

The entire clip is about two real seconds long, although it contains a few
seconds of motion. The five seconds you have are enough to run it twice.

Footage for owl return of serve

Here there is a trap. Players often envision the perfect return of serve — a
ball that's close to the rim. But return of serve begins with another action:
the first  step. If  you visualize the path of the ball  without visualizing your
steps, your body will stay still and the shot will come late.

The correct clip for the return of serve shot only requires two things: your
split  step, and the contact point in front of the body. No need to imagine
where  the  ball  goes.  That  is  a  matter  of  tactical  decision,  not  of
visualization.

Tunnel and periphery

There is a point of confusion between the two visual states, and it is worth
clarifying  because  the  two  states  sound  similar  but  are  diametrically
opposed.

Tunnel  vision  due  to  fear  is  an  automatic  phenomenon:  under  strong
pressure,  the  field  of  vision  narrows,  you  see  only  the  ball  and  nothing
else.  That's  the parasympathetic  symptom, and it's  harmful  because you
lose the ability to read your opponent's position.

Narrow focus due to initiative is the act of choosing an anchor point — the
ball, or a point on the racket string — while keeping a wide field of view.
You look narrow but still see wide. This is the state of a good player, and it
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is something that takes practice.

The difference is: one is out of control, the other is control. And the way to
practice to get the second one is very specific: during practice, choose an
object at the edge of the field (a pole, a line) and hold it in your peripheral
awareness  while  your  eyes  stick  to  the  ball.  At  first  it  was  almost
impossible. After a few weeks it becomes the default, and then you'll see
your opponent move half a beat earlier — because you're actually seeing
them.

Measurable exercise

Visualization is a difficult skill to evaluate on your own, because it leaves
no trace. So a rough but objective measurement is needed.

Choose ten  serves  at  the  same target,  with  no  visualization.  Record  the
number of fruits in the target area. Take a minute. Then the twenty fruits
have  a  complete  visualization  of  the  three  ingredients  before  each  fruit.
Record.

Most players see an increase in their odds of getting on target from two to
four out of twenty the first time. That number is not large. But pay attention
to  something  else:  the  feeling  of  serve.  Visualized  shots  are  usually
executed  with  less  hesitation  — you step  up  to  the  serve  line  and do  it,
instead of standing there for another half a second.

That's what's being practiced. Not precision, but finality. And decisiveness
is the first thing that takes pressure away.

When not to visualize

There  is  one  situation  where  visualization  is  harmful:  when  you  are  in  a
strong negative loop.  If  you've just  lost  four  points  in  a  row and are in  a
heavy parasympathetic state, imagine not being able to run — your brain
will insert the image of failure into the middle of the video, and you've just
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practiced exactly what you were afraid of.

Recognition  is  simple:  if  the  video doesn't  run  smoothly  in  the  first  three
seconds,  stop.  Return  to  the  breath.  Visualization  is  a  tool  of  relative
stability, not of panic. Used in the wrong order, it is counterproductive.
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CHAPTER 8

Chapter 8 — Ritual: the anchor between two points

Rafael  Nadal  arranges  water  bottles  in  a  straight  row,  labels  facing  the
same  direction.  Novak  Djokovic  stuffed  the  ball  for  so  long  that  the
audience began to  whistle.  Outsiders  call  it  superstition.  But  superstition
cannot  keep  a  person  through  fourteen  Roland  Garros  championships.
There is another mechanism at work.

What does the ritual do?

A good ritual does three things, and all three are necessary.

It  limits  silence.  The  twenty-five  seconds  between  the  two  points  is  an
unstructured  void.  The  void  without  structure  is  filled  with  worry.  A
four-step  ritual  turns  the  void  into  a  series  of  things  to  do,  and  when
there's something to do, there's no more room for worry.

It  removes  the  decision.  Each  decision  consumes  cognitive  resources,
and under pressure, those resources are depleted. If you have to decide
each  serve,  you'll  have  fewer  resources  for  serve  itself.  Rituals  turn
decisions into defaults.

It  generates a start signal. After several hundred iterations, the final step
of  the  ritual  becomes  the  condition  for  the  competition  state.  The  body
learns that when you step on the service line after three dribbles, the next
thing to do is execute. This is a conditioned reflex in its simplest form, and
it is real.

Four steps

The  ritual  below  is  a  framework,  not  a  prayer.  Four  steps,  about  twenty
seconds total.

Step one:  disconnect  physically.  Point  just  ended.  Turn your  back to  the
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net.  Wipe  your  face  with  a  towel,  or  adjust  your  racket  strings,  or  any
action that has a clear start and end point. The goal is not to clean or tune
the strings — the goal is to give the body a punctuation. When the finger
leaves the racket string, the front point is closed.

This is the most overlooked step, and the most important for players who
tend to  carry  over  lost  points  to  later  points.  If  you're  the  type of  person
who stands still after losing a point and looks down at the court, this step
is the whole book for you.

Step two: reset your breathing. One to two four-four-four cycles, shoulders
down, and slight swing of the racket arm. The shaking motion has its own
purpose:  it  is  a  test.  If  your  arm  shake  feels  heavy  and  stiff,  you  know
you're  in  a  parasympathetic  state  and  need  another  cycle.  If  it  shakes
gently like it's nothing, you're ready.

Step  three:  decide  on  tactics.  One  goal,  specific,  without  hesitation.
"Deliver  spin  kick  to  T  corner."  "Serve  the  ball  to  the  body,  according  to
net  play."  Not  "good serve".  Once a decision has been made,  don't  look
back  —  even  if  you  see  your  opponent  change  positions.  Revisiting
decisions  in  the  last  three  seconds  is  the  most  common  cause  of  failed
serve break points.

Step  four:  activate  the  beat.  Step  on  the  line.  Dice  the  ball  the  exact
number  of  times  you  set  — three  times,  four  times,  five  times,  it's  up  to
you, but always the same number. Take a deep breath. Toss the ball.

Numbers  don't  matter.  The  fact  that  is  always  the  same  number  is
important. Exact repetition is what turns an action into a signal.

Why Nadal's ritual looks weird

Lining up water bottles does not help the ball enter the court. But it is an
act of complete control, in a situation with almost no control at all. That's
the whole value of it: in the midst of a match where everything depends on
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the opponent, the wind and luck, etiquette is the only part that belongs to
you.

And there is one notable side effect.  When the mind is preoccupied with
the small details of the present — the bottle label, the racquet strings, the
number of shots — it leaves no room for the big question "what if we lose
this match." Big questions need free space. Rituals take up all that space
with small things.

This  is  why  this  technique  is  sometimes  called  worshiping  the  process
instead of the result.  That name is a bit  abstract.  A more precise way to
call it: Process is the only thing that can take the place of fear, and it must
take that place proactively, every second, otherwise fear will come and fill
it.

When rituals become traps

There are two ways a good ritual turns into a new problem.

It  becomes  mandatory.  If  you  can't  serve  without  a  scarf,  or  if  your
opponent serves too quickly and you don't have time to complete all four
steps,  then  you  don't  have  protocol  —  you  have  a  condition.  The  ritual
must  withstand  being  cut  short.  Practice  it  in  three-step,  two-step,
one-step format, to see what your minimal version is.

It gets long. There are players who dribble the ball twelve times because
each time they don't feel ready. Then the ritual is no longer an anchor — it
is a way of delaying, and delaying increases the heart rate, which means
it creates exactly the state it is intended to counteract. A good ritual has a
fixed end point, independent of feeling.

And  a  note  about  Federer,  because  he  is  the  opposite  of  Nadal:  his
etiquette is almost invisible. He walked back, said a few words to himself,
visualized  the  ball,  then  walked  in.  Three  steps,  nothing  to  film.  This  is
important  because  it  shows  that  ritual  doesn't  have  to  be  beautiful  or
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strange.  It  only  needs  permanent.  A  series  of  three  small  actions,
repeated precisely, is more powerful than a dramatic series of ten actions
performed erratically.
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CHAPTER 9

Chapter 9 — Force against the ground

There's  an  experiment  you  can  do  right  now,  no  yard  required.  Stand
straight,  legs  together,  then  swing  your  arms  as  if  playing  a  forehand.
Then bend your knees ten centimeters, lower your center of gravity,  and
then swing again. The second blow was noticeably stronger, even though
the  arm  did  nothing  differently.  That  difference  does  not  come  from  the
hands. It comes from the ground.

Third law, tennis court version

You  step  on  the  ground,  the  ground  pushes  back  against  you  with  an
equal force. That force is called the ground reaction force. In tennis, it  is
the  source  of  nearly  all  the  power  in  every  shot  —  including  serve,
because you push from your feet to rebound. The arm does not generate
force. The arm is the end of a pipe, and if the other end of the pipe is not
in the ground, the arm has to do work that it was not designed to do.

The  condition  for  having  a  counterforce  is  very  simple:  the  right  leg  is
pedaling,  and  pedaling  requires  a  bent  knee.  A  straight  leg  cannot  kick.
That's the whole mechanics, and that's the whole point.

Fear makes you stand up

When afraid, the body's natural reflex is to shrink and stand up. This is an
ancient  defensive  posture:  shrinking  the  surface,  raising  your  eyes  to
observe,  ready to  run away.  It's  useful  when facing a beast.  It's  pathetic
when faced with a tennis ball.

And it  happens completely  automatically,  without  any decision from you.
You don't think "I will stand up straight"; The body does it in two hundred
milliseconds,  before  you  even  realize  it.  That's  why  you  can't  fix  it  by
telling  yourself  "get  on your  knees."  You have to  fix  it  by  Get  in  position
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before the ball arrives — before the reflex can turn on.

The  training  notes  on  which  this  book  is  based  place  the  loss  figure  at
about forty percent of the limb counterforce when the pressure increases.
That number is a training data, not a laboratory measurement, and should
be read as an indicator  of  magnitude,  not  a  constant.  But  its  direction is
correct: the loss of counter-chi is the greatest loss, and it occurs before all
other losses.

Four identifying signs

Heels  lift  early.  If  you  find  yourself  on  your  toes  as  soon  as  you  start
swinging,  you've  lost  your  support.  The heel  need not  be  on  the  ground
throughout the stroke, but it should be on the ground until the weight has
transferred to the front foot.

Legs straight  at  point  of  contact.  This  is  the clearest  sign and easiest  to
check  for  yourself  —  ask  someone  to  record  a  short  video.  If  at  the
moment the racket hits the ball your knees are almost fully extended, you
are hitting with your hands.

The  contact  point  is  at  the  back  of  the  body.  Direct  consequence  of
standing up: when the center of gravity is high, the ball approaches faster
than it feels, and you make contact late. The ball behind the hips cannot
be attacked, it can only be pushed.

Ball  sound.  This  is  a  sign  that  few  people  notice  but  is  very  reliable.  A
blow with counter-force creates a deep, thumping sound. A blow with the
hand  makes  a  thin,  sharp  clicking  sound.  If  you  hear  a  click  during  a
match, it's a signal to lose the streak.
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Get into position first, don't correct later

The most  effective intervention is  early  intervention,  and it  has a precise
address: the separation step.

When your opponent touches the ball, you jump up slightly and land with
your  front  feet.  That  moment  of  landing  is  your  only  chance  to  get  your
center of gravity at the right height, because you're using force to absorb
the  impact.  If  you  land  with  your  knees  almost  straight,  you  will  stay  up
throughout the play. If you land with your knees bent, you're loaded.

The correct  command for  this  moment  isn't  "kneel"  — it's  "ground."  One
word,  about  what  you  want  to  feel,  not  what  you  want  to  do.  When  you
feel your feet pressing down on the ground, your knees will bend on their
own.  When you command your  knees,  you usually  only  get  attention  on
your knees.

And  there  is  a  very  useful  feel  test  during  practice:  stand  at  baseline,
close your eyes, and feel how the weight is distributed between the heel
and the ball of the foot. If you find yourself leaning toward your toes, you
are  in  a  defensive  position.  If  the  weight  is  in  the  middle  of  your  foot,
you're ready to pedal.

Three ways to fix, according to three timelines

In  battle,  immediately:  breath.  A  four-four-four  cycle  doesn't  make  you
pedal  harder,  but  it  does  reduce  muscle  tone,  and  less  muscle  tension
means your knees are less locked. This is an indirect intervention but the
only one available for twenty-five seconds.

During  the  week,  there  is  a  system:  progressive  muscle  relaxation.  Lie
down,  tense  a  muscle  group  for  five  seconds,  then  relax  completely  for
twenty  seconds,  going  from  your  feet  up  to  your  face.  It  sounds  like  it
belongs in another book, but the purpose here is very specific: it teaches
you  to  recognize  the  feeling  of  low-level  "tension."  Most  players  don't
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know their shoulders are sticking out until someone touches them.

During the month, there were transfers: practicing under pressure. This is
the  most  important  milestone  and  the  subject  of  chapter  12,  because  a
correct  foot  strike  only  becomes  the  default  when  it  is  performed  in  a
sympathetic state. Practicing it  in a relaxed state only creates a skill  that
can be used in a relaxed state.

35



PRESSURE MANAGEMENT — PRESSURE PHYSIOLOGY AND THE ART OF KEEPING PACE

CHAPTER 10

Chapter 10 — The Kinetic Chain and Where It
Breaks

The  power  in  a  forehand  does  not  travel  in  a  straight  line  from  the
shoulders  to  the  racket.  It  follows  a  chain:  ground,  ankles,  knees,  hips,
torso,  shoulders,  elbows,  wrists,  racquet  strings.  This  chain  has  an
important  property  —  it  is  only  as  strong  as  its  weakest  link,  and  under
pressure, the weakest link is always the wrist.

Chain and whip principle

Think of a whip. Your hand holds the hilt, and the tip of the whip reaches
its  highest  speed  not  because  you  swing  harder,  but  because  each
segment  of  the  whip  is  a  little  slower  than  the  previous  one,  creating  a
wave that rushes toward the tip. The tip of the flagellum is the last part of
the chain, and it is the fastest part.

The arms in  tennis  work on the same principle.  The hips rotate first,  the
shoulders rotate back, the elbows open back, and finally the racket head
snaps  through.  Each  part  lags  behind  the  previous  part.  That  delay  —
people call it lag — is not a technique that needs to be created. It's what's
left when you don't intervene.

That is the most important sentence of this chapter. Lag is not generated;
it  is  left  alone.  And  under  pressure,  the  only  thing  the  body  does  is
intervene.

Contraction: lock

When  you  want  to  feel  secure,  your  body  does  something  that  makes
perfect sense in terms of survival: it tenses the opposing muscle group at
the same time. Flex and stretch together. The result is a locked joint — no
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movement, but very stable.

This phenomenon is called simultaneous muscle contraction, and it is the
direct enemy of the tennis swing. A locked wrist cannot lag. If the wrist is
not slack, the racket head will not bounce. And a shot that lacks rebound
must compensate with arm strength — which means you have to use your
deltoids  and  pectorals  to  produce  what  would  otherwise  come  from  the
hips.

The consequence is not just loss of power. It is a loss of safety margin. An
overhand shot  often goes flat,  because the racket  face doesn't  come up
fast  enough to create spin.  A flat  ball  must pass the net  at  a low height,
and  at  a  low  height  the  margin  of  error  is  narrow.  This  is  why  under
pressure you don't just hit weaker — you hit a much smaller box.

There's  another  way  of  expressing  the  same  idea,  and  it's  more  useful
when  you're  on  the  field:  topspin  isn't  an  attacking  technique,  it's  an
insurance policy. You buy back the margin of safety on the grid by paying
the  price  of  speed.  Under  pressure,  players  often  cancel  that  insurance
contract right when they need it the most.

Two breaks

Broken in the hip.  This is the break of  a tired or scared player.  The hips
don't rotate, so the shoulders have to rotate to compensate, and when the
shoulders  rotate  to  compensate,  the  entire  upper  body  works  with  a
smaller amplitude. Sign: after the shot, your chest is still facing the net. If
your  chest  has  never  turned  away  and  back,  your  hips  are  not  yet
involved.

Broken wrist. This is the break of a player who is having too much control.
The  wrist  locks  to  "firm",  and  the  stroke  becomes  stiff.  Sign:  finish  the
stroke with the wrist still at the same angle as the start. In a good topspin
forehand, the wrist passes through a distinct arc.
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These two breaks often appear together, and they create a self-reinforcing
loop:  the  hips  don't  rotate  so  the  shot  lacks  power,  lack  power  so  you
tighten  your  wrists  to  compensate,  tighten  your  wrists  so  the  shot  lacks
power.  After  three points,  you have a full  forehand and a belief  that  you
played poorly today.

Three tests

Handless test. Stand close to the net, toss the ball lightly and hit by only
rotating your hips, arms completely relaxed, holding the racket so loosely
that it almost falls. The ball will go slowly. But if the ball goes over the net
without you using your arm muscles, you have found the chain. If the ball
lands on the leg, your string is breaking somewhere above the hip.

The test  ends one-handed.  Play  a  forehand shot  and finish by releasing
the hand that isn't holding the racket, just holding it with the handle. If the
shot stays clean, you're not relying on either hand — the chain is working.
If the shot falls right away, you are pushing the ball with both hands, and
that is a sign of a shot with no lag.

Sound test. This is the simplest test and does not require anyone to film.
Hit  twenty  balls  in  a  relaxed  state,  listening  to  the  sound.  Then  put
pressure on yourself — set a small goal, or punish yourself for failure —
and hit  twenty more.  If  the sound of  the ball  changes from low to sharp,
you have found your breaking point under pressure. That's more valuable
information than any video analysis session.

Order of intervention

If you can only fix one thing, fix the hip. The hips are the link closest to the
source  of  power  in  the  upper  body,  and  when  the  hips  rotate,  the  wrist
tends  to  release itself  because it  is  no  longer  responsible  for  generating
force. This is why good coaches always talk about the hips when players
talk about the wrists.
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If you can fix two things, fix the hips and breathing. Exhaling at the point of
contact is a release signal sent at the right time, and it acts directly on the
wrist without you even thinking about the wrist.

And  if  you're  wondering  why  the  chapter  on  pressure  devotes  two
chapters to biomechanics: because pressure is not a psychological state
separate  from  the  body.  It's  a  very  specific  set  of  mechanical
changes—extended  knees,  locked  hips,  stiff  wrists—and  each  of  those
changes  has  its  own  way  of  intervention.  Saying  "I'm  under  pressure"
doesn't  tell  you what to do. Saying "my hips stopped rotating at the third
point of set two" does.

39



PRESSURE MANAGEMENT — PRESSURE PHYSIOLOGY AND THE ART OF KEEPING PACE

CHAPTER 11

Chapter 11 — Footwork and shot selection

There's a scene that's easy to spot on any tennis court: the ball is flying in,
and the players are standing still. Don't stand still and wait — stand as still
as  a  stake,  eyes  glued  to  the  ball,  racket  held  out  in  front  of  you  like  a
shield. It was walking under pressure, and it was the latest sign of a chain
of events that had begun before.

Stand still

Normally, a good player approaches the ball in a series of small steps: a
split  step,  two  diagonal  steps,  then  three  to  five  very  short  adjustment
steps  before  placing  the  pivot  foot.  That  series  of  small  steps  does  two
things  —  it  gets  the  body  into  the  right  distance,  and  it  keeps  the  leg
muscles in a state of contraction, that is, ready to pedal.

Under pressure, the chain disappears. Not because you've forgotten your
walking  technique,  but  because  small  steps  require  something  that
pressure  takes  away:  a  willingness  to  accept  constant  adjustments.  A
small step is an admission that you are not in the right place. Standing still
is  a  way  of  saying  that  you  are  in  the  right  place.  When  afraid,  people
prefer the second one.

The  consequence  is:  the  point  of  contact  is  late,  and  the  ball  arrives
behind the body. A ball behind the hip cannot be attacked — only pushed,
or cut, or defended. And when you defend in a play where your opponent
is attacking, you are playing to their odds, not yours.

Why small steps are also a psychological tool

This  is  the  part  that  is  rarely  talked  about.  Microstepping  isn't  just
technique — it's a rhythmic motor task. And a rhythmic movement task is
one of  the best  things to  take the place of  negative thinking.  When your
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feet are slightly hopping, you're not thinking about the score. Not because
you decided not to think, but because your feet took over.

This  explains  a  phenomenon  that  many  players  recognize  but  cannot
explain: the spots where they play best are often the spots where the ball
comes  fast  and  they  have  to  move  a  lot.  More  movement  leaves  less
room for worry. That's not a coincidence, and it can be used as a strategy:
in important spots, actively move more, not less. Standing and waiting is
an invitation to worry.

Direction of attention: out, not in

There's a big difference between "my feet have to step faster" and "look at
my opponent's hips". The first focuses attention on your body — and that's
where the pressure lives. The second sentence directs attention outward,
and that's where the information is.

Directing  attention  outward  has  two  benefits  at  the  same  time.
Technically,  it  gives  you  real  data:  where  the  opponent's  hips  open,  the
ball goes, if their shoulders turn sooner or later, the ball spins or stays flat.
Psychologically, it doesn't give you the space for self-evaluation. You can't
read your opponent's hips and wonder if you're playing well or poorly.

Three outward anchor points are available, in chronological order during a
shot:  the  opponent's  standing  position  as  they  take  stance,  their  racket
surface at contact, and the ball as it leaves the strings. Just three points. If
you're looking at your feet, you're looking in the wrong place.

Shot selection: the safety trap

This is where pressure causes the most damage and is least noticeable.
When scared, players choose the safest shot. But "safe" here means safe
for decision, not safe for score. The safest shot in terms of decision — a
high ball into the middle of the court, no spin, no depth — is the shot most
likely to kill.
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Here's  a  true  paradox:  the  shot  you choose out  of  fear  is  often  the  shot
you lose the fastest. It's not because it's broken — it  usually gets on the
field. But because it doesn't create any pressure on the opponent.

What is truly safe is the shot you dare to commit to. A ball deep into the
corner, hit with ten courage, has a slightly lower probability of going in but
a  much  higher  probability  of  winning  the  point.  The  difference  isn't
technical — it's that the committed shot has no decision lag. You've made
your choice before the ball arrives.

One rule for big points

Three conditions, and the shot must satisfy all three.

First:  it  must  be  an  exercise  that  has  been  practiced  at  least  a  hundred
times.  Not  a  new  idea  that  appeared  at  30-30.  The  big  score  is  not  the
place to be creative; that is the place to execute the old one.

Second: it must aim at a target, not at a force. "Hit hard" is not a target —
it  has  no  address.  "Deep  into  the  backhand  corner,  one  meter  from
baseline" is a target. If the target has an address, then you can evaluate it
after hitting it, and only when you can evaluate it can you learn.

Third:  it  must  keep  your  feet  moving  forward.  This  is  a  simple  and  very
effective test. If the shot you choose requires you to stand or retreat, it is a
defensive  shot.  If  it  asks  you to  step forward,  it's  an attack.  In  important
spots, choose a shot with a step forward. Not because it is a sure winner,
but  because  the  direction  of  the  footsteps  determines  the  direction  of
attention.

And if you remember just one sentence from this chapter, remember this
one: under pressure, your feet stay still while your head races. Keep your
feet moving, and the rest have a chance.
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CHAPTER 12

Chapter 12 — Practice under pressure, not
practice and hope

This is the most important chapter of the book, and also the one that few
people  want  to  hear.  It  says  that  the  majority  of  your  practice  time  is
training for a condition that you will never encounter in a match.

The problem of a normal workout session

In  a  typical  practice  session,  if  the  ball  goes  into  the  net,  you  pick  up
another ball.  No consequences. No one scores. Your heart  rate is in the
nineties, your breathing is even, your shoulders are relaxed. In that state,
you can make a beautiful forehand thirty times in a row.

Then you go into battle. Heart rate one hundred and seventy. Protruding
shoulders.  Buckle  hips.  And  that  beautiful  forehand  didn't  appear.  Not
because you lose the skill, but because the skill is encoded in a different
spirit configuration. You learned it in state A and need to use it in state B,
and there is no bridge between the two states.

The bridge must be built by practicing in state B. That is the entire content
of this chapter, and the three exercises below are three ways to build it.

Exercise one: simulate a match under pressure

This  is  a  center  drill,  and it  has one feature that  sets  it  apart  from every
other hitting drill: it starts from a score.

How to do it: play a match where each game starts at 5-0 or 40-0 in your
favor. The mission isn't to win — you're almost guaranteed to win from the
start.  The  task  is  Finish  the  match  without  performance  degradation.
That's  a  much  harder  task,  because  it  hits  the  player  right  where  he's
weak: the ability to close something that's almost done.
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While  playing,  record  three  numbers  for  each  game:  ball-in-court
percentage,  point-winning percentage with  your  shot,  and unforced error
percentage. Repeat ten times, recording all ten.

Expected  results,  and  here's  the  interesting  part:  the  first  time  around,
your performance will drop about twenty to thirty percent compared to the
start of the match. By the tenth time, the reduction is usually less than ten
percent. The difference between times one and times ten isn't engineering
— it's the bridge being built.

And to be clear: this exercise teaches the pressure of the person leading.
It  is  different  from  the  pressure  of  the  person  being  led.  If  you  want  to
practice both, run two versions — one from 5-0 in favor of you, one from
0-5 in favor of your opponent. These two states are not physiologically the
same: if you lead, you are afraid of losing, if you are led, you are afraid of
humiliation. Same heartbeat, two different stories, and your body needs to
know both.

Exercise two: serve with price

This  exercise  is  very  simple  and  very  uncomfortable.  You  must
successfully serve five second serves in a row into a narrow box — much
narrower than the actual service box. If  you fail  one, do twenty push-ups
and start again from the first one.

Why it works: it produces immediate and measurable consequences. After
three  failed  attempts  at  the  fourth,  you'll  find  yourself  changing  the  way
you  serve  —  not  to  get  in  the  box,  but  to  avoid  having  to  do  push-ups.
That's  the  state  you  need  to  recognize:  the  state  in  which  technical
decisions are distorted by consequences. Recognizing it in practice is the
only way to recognize it in battle.

A note about the ethics of this exercise: punishment should cost effort, not
dignity.  Push-ups  are  effort.  Punishments  that  cause  shame  in  front  of
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others  teach  nothing  —  they  only  teach  avoidance.  If  you  train  alone,
choose  a  neutral  physical  punishment.  If  you  are  a  coach,  never  use
social punishment.

Exercise three: match with offset pedals

How to do it: each game starts at 0-30 or 15-40 in favor of the opponent.
You must save the game. Play ten games like that, consecutively.

This drill attacks a specific skill that most players don't have: playing well
while  behind  in  a  short  game.  Most  players  have  two  modes  —  normal
mode and "already lost this game" mode. This exercise clears the second
mode by repeatedly starting from within it.

And it  creates  something  with  high  transfer  value:  you learn  that  0-30 is
not  a  status,  but  just  a  score.  The  difference  between  those  two
understandings may sound small, but it is the difference between a player
and someone waiting for the match to end.

Record board

All  three  exercises  require  a  sheet  of  paper,  and  the  sheet  must  have
exactly four columns. Dates and assignments. Triple-digit performance. A
short  column  of  notes  about  the  signs  your  body  recognizes.  And  a
column of what you did to get out.

The  last  column  is  the  most  important  column  and  the  one  that  is  left
blank the most.  After  ten sessions,  it  will  tell  you what actually works for
you — not what works in theory. Some people escape by breathing. Some
people escaped by walking slowly to the back of  the yard.  Some people
escape with a single command. You only know which ones are yours by
recording them and counting them.

45



PRESSURE MANAGEMENT — PRESSURE PHYSIOLOGY AND THE ART OF KEEPING PACE

Things that cannot be practiced

There  is  a  limit  to  be  frank:  no  exercise  can  simulate  a  real  final.  The
consequences in the episode are fake — you know you'll get home safely.
There is no way to create real results in one training session.

But there is one thing that can be transferred, and it is the only thing that
needs to be transferred: the ability to recognize a state and choose to act
within that state.  You don't  practice to stop being afraid.  You practice so
that when fear comes, your hands know what to do. It's a motor skill, and
motor skills require repetitions, not actual emotions.
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CHAPTER 13

Chapter 13 — Measuring the invisible

You  can't  manage  what  you  don't  measure.  But  “pressure”  is  not
measurable  — it  is  not  a  quantity.  What  is  measured is  four  surrogates,
and those four are enough for you to know where you are.

Four alternative indicators

Heart  rate.  This  is  the  easiest  index  to  measure  and  also  the  most
misused  index.  Don't  measure  your  resting  heart  rate  — it  says  nothing
about the pressure of competition. Measure three times: immediately after
the  point  ends,  at  the  change  of  courts,  and  at  the  first  minute  of  the
interval.  The interesting number is not the absolute number but recovery
speed: how much your heart rate drops in the first sixty seconds after the
point  ends.  Players  who  are  able  to  recover  quickly  between  points  are
more likely to retain technique in later points.

Breathing  rate.  No  equipment  required.  Just  count:  in  the  ten  seconds
after  the  score  ends,  how  many  times  do  you  breathe.  Normally  two  to
three.  Above  five  is  a  sign  of  strong  sympathy.  This  is  the  stat  I
recommend the most because it's free, instant, and doesn't require you to
take your eyes off the field.

Racket grip strength. Rate yourself from one to ten, each time you change
courts.  One  is  to  hold  so  loosely  that  the  racket  almost  misses.  Ten  is
white knuckle. Most players think they are holding at four and are actually
holding at seven. This index is important because it is the only index that
directly measures what destroys the shot — forearm tension.

Subjective  feeling.  A  number  between  one  and  five,  answering  the
question:  "How much control  am I  in  over  what's  happening?"  Not  "am I
happy or sad". Control, not emotions. This is the best predictor of the four,
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and it only takes two seconds to answer.

Diary, and how to write it correctly

A useful  pressure diary has four lines for each situation worth recording,
not for each point. Those four lines are:

Situation.  Not  "set  two".  It's  "5-5,  30-30,  serve,  headwind,  opponent  just
hit a winner at my feet".

Body  signs.  Specifically,  do  not  use  emotional  adjectives.  Not  "I'm
worried".  It's  "right  shoulder  protruding,  breathing  through  chest,  heavy
feeling in right forearm, heart rate estimated at about 165".

What  did  I  do?  An  action,  not  an  intention.  "Turn  your  back,  a  four-four
cycle, dribble the ball three times, deliver it to your body."

What happens next? Not just score results. It's either "serve in, returns to
mid-court, I hit a forehand into the net" or "serve in, I win the point with a
forehand deep into the corner".

After  twenty  lines,  you  will  see  a  pattern.  Not  the  model  you  think  you
have — the real  thing. Some people discovered that they only collapsed
on points where the opponent served first.  Someone discovered that the
problem wasn't the score but the weather. Someone discovered that every
one of their missed shots in the third set occurred after a play lasting more
than  fifteen  seconds—a  physical  problem  masquerading  as  a
psychological problem.

The third  pattern  is  the  scariest,  because it  means  you've  spent  months
practicing something that's not your problem.
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Biofeedback, used at a practical level

There  is  a  technique  worth  using  and  few  people  use:  use  an  exercise
session  to  find  your  "pressure  heart  rate".  Wear  a  chest  belt,  play  three
normal games, then play three consequence games. Record heart rate in
both conditions.

You will find a number. For many amateur players, it's around 155 to 170.
That number is important because it gives you a benchmark to recognize
early.  When  you  feel  your  heart  beating  at  that  level  during  a  real  fight,
you  know  you've  entered  the  zone  where  technique  will  decline  —  and
you have about twenty seconds to intervene before the blow manifests.

It is necessary to clearly state the limitations of wearable devices. Optical
devices accurately measure heart rate at rest, but make large errors when
heart  rate  changes rapidly  and when wrists  move — two conditions  that
are  just  as  true  when  you're  playing.  Don't  use  wrist  measurements  to
judge  your  workout  session.  Use  a  chest  belt  if  you  really  need  the
numbers, or just use your breathing rate and subjective feeling.

The trap of measuring

Measurement  may  become a  new source  of  pressure.  I've  seen  players
check  their  watches  after  each  point  and  worry  because  their  heart  rate
isn't  dropping fast  enough — and that  anxiety  itself  keeps the heart  rate
from dropping.

Principle:  measure  to  learn,  not  measure  to  grade.  The  diary  is  only
valuable if it is reread every two weeks and only to look for patterns. If you
are using it  to  evaluate yourself  after  each session,  close it.  A self-rated
tool added to a player's already self-rated is a surefire way to make things
worse.
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CHAPTER 14

Chapter 14 — Seven days

Seven  days  does  not  create  a  skill.  Seven  days  creates  a  habit,  and
habits  take  about  six  weeks  to  become  reflexive.  But  seven  days  is
enough for  you to  know which of  the four  tools  is  yours  — and knowing
that six weeks sooner is a big win.

Programme

One topic  per  day,  one  session,  about  forty-five  minutes.  No  need  for  a
separate yard for the first five days. Friday needs someone to play with.

Day one: write only, no editing

This is  the hardest  day for  people who have a habit  of  fixing everything.
The  task  is  to  record  four  signs  when  you  feel  tense  —  whether  your
shoulders  bulge,  whether  you're  breathing  from your  chest  or  belly,  how
tightly you're holding the racket, and your approximate heart rate. Do not
interfere. Don't breathe deeply. Don't tell yourself.

The  reason:  you  can't  interfere  with  a  sign  you  don't  recognize  before  it
becomes  a  behavior.  Most  players  only  know  they're  stressed  after
they've missed a shot — that is, after it's too late. Day by day we exist to
shorten that distance to a few seconds.

Secondary exercise: during the day, any three times, stop for five seconds
and  scan  four  points  — jaw,  shoulders,  hands,  feet.  Record  the  tension
level from one to five. This is an exercise you'll use for the rest of your life,
and it takes five seconds.
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Day two: breathing under load

Don't  practice breathing while sitting. Practice breathing when your heart
rate increases. How to do it: run or exercise until your heart rate is around
150,  then  stop  and  do  ten  cycles  of  four-four-four,  counting  how  much
your heart rate drops in two minutes.

That  number  is  your  parasympathetic  index.  It  improves  markedly  after
two  to  three  weeks,  and  it  improves  faster  than  any  other  index  in  this
book.  That's  why  day  two  ranks  second:  it's  the  investment  with  the
highest return.

Day three: speak out loud

Three  commands,  written  on  paper  and  stuck  on  the  racket  neck.  And
throughout  practice,  say  them  out  loud  before  each  shot.  Speak  loudly,
not silently. There are two reasons: speaking loudly forces you to exhale,
and speaking loudly turns a thought into an audible action.

There will be people on the field looking at you. That's part of the exercise
— you're practicing doing something a little weird in front of other people,
and that's the skill you need at break point.

Day four: change the label, don't change the truth

Three  situations,  self-created.  Set  yourself  up  to  be  0-5  in  a  practice
session, or set  yourself  a goal  so difficult  that you know you'll  fail.  Then,
as  soon  as  the  uncomfortable  feeling  arises,  say  the  reframing  phrase
chosen in chapter 6. Note whether your body reacts differently.

The  standard  for  success  on  day  four  is  modest:  it's  not  that  you  feel
better,  it's  that  you  recognize  that  feeling  faster  —  about  three  seconds
faster than on day one.
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Day five: fifty serves

Four steps, without skipping any steps, fifty times. This is the most boring
exercise  of  the  seven  days  and  also  the  one  that  produces  the  most
changes,  because  the  ritual  is  only  effective  when  it  is  performed  in  a
state  of  fatigue  and  boredom.  A  ritual  you  can  only  do  when  you're
comfortable is a useless ritual.

If  you  skip  a  step  on  the  thirty-seventh  ball,  don't  start  over  —  write  it
down. Where you skip a step is informative: it tells you which step you find
most meaningless. And the step you find most pointless is often the one
you need the most.

Day six: there are consequences

Exercise in chapter 12, full version: each game starts from 15-40 in favor
of the opponent, ten games, using all four tools, recording three numbers
for  each game. This is  the only day that  requires a partner,  and it's  also
the only day where you can measure the difference between day one and
day six.

Day seven: read again and choose one

Read the diary. Find a pattern. Then choose the right tool to bring into the
next match.

This is the part where most players get it wrong: they try to bring all four.
Four tools at the same time in one match are truly four reasons to blame
yourself.  One  tool,  use  it  for  three  months,  until  it  becomes  a  reflex  —
then  add  a  second  one.  That's  the  true  speed  of  learning  a  skill  under
pressure, and there's no faster way.

As for the "static state" part that many documents attach to the final date: I
don't  include  it  here  as  a  destination.  Sitting  still  for  twenty  minutes  and
visualizing a perfect game is a good exercise, but it is not the end state of
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the  journey,  and  it  is  not  a  condition  for  good  play.  The  goal  of  these
seven  days  is  not  an  empty  head.  The  goal  is  a  routine  mind  —  and
routine  is  loud,  busy,  and  works  much  better  than  the  stillness  of  a  real
match.
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CHAPTER 15

Chapter 15 — Nadal and Djokovic: two ways to
keep pace

Two  people,  same  generation,  same  opponent,  and  two  completely
opposite  strategies  to  solve  the  same problem.  Looking  at  them side  by
side is the quickest  way to understand that  there is no one right  formula
for pressure — there are only consistent formulas.

Nadal: narrow

Rafael Nadal won fourteen Roland Garros championships, a number that
many  believe  will  never  be  surpassed.  But  what's  worth  learning  is  not
numbers.  It  was  how  he  handled  the  time  between  points  in  those
fourteen tournaments.

Nadal's  strategy  is  narrow.  He's  not  talking  about  winning  the
championship. He didn't talk about the next set. He talked about the water
bottle, about the racket strings, about the ball in front of him. In the 2012
Roland Garros final, which lasted more than six hours and had to continue
into the next day, what was remarkable was not that he lasted that long,
but that he was still doing the same small things in the sixth hour as in the
first.

The mechanism behind  this  strategy  is  very  specific  and is  discussed in
chapter 8: a small action, with a beginning and an end, takes up the space
that  fear  needs  to  grow.  Nadal  doesn't  beat  pressure  by  being  stronger
than it. He made it physically untenable.

Something  worth  learning:  scope.  If  you're  in  a  situation  over  which  you
have no control — better opponent, large crowd, big tournament — scale
back until you find something you have complete control over. Then do it
correctly. Not to avoid. To have a fulcrum.
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What not to learn: specific behaviors. Lining up water bottles doesn't work
for you, because it's not your ritual. Copying form while ignoring function is
the surest way to turn a tool into a superstition.

Djokovic: extended

Novak Djokovic's strategy goes completely opposite. He doesn't shrink —
he absorbs.

In  the 2019 Wimbledon final,  he faced his  opponent's  two championship
points in the fifth set and won the longest tie-break in men's singles final
history.  The  stands  tilted  sharply  toward  the  other  side  of  the  net.  And
Djokovic  recalled that  when the crowd chanted his  opponent's  name,  he
converted the sound into his own name in his head.

This is not a good tip. Here's another philosophy about pressure: instead
of creating a space so pressure doesn't get in, open the door and change
the  nature  of  what  comes  in.  Hostile  energy,  when  not  resisted,  is  no
longer hostile energy — it is just energy.

Something worth learning: proactiveness. Nadal proactively creates a safe
zone; Djokovic actively takes up all the space, including the part that does
not  belong  to  him.  Both  are  actions,  not  reactions.  And  that's  the  only
thing the two have in common: neither of them waits for pressure to come
before handling it.

What  not  to  learn:  turning hostility  into  fuel  only  works when you have a
very  strong  foundation.  For  amateur  players,  trying  to  "use  anger"  often
ends  with  anger  using  you.  If  you  don't  have  a  routine  yet,  learn  Nadal
first.
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Which they both do, and it is the only thing necessary

Both  have  a  fixed  ritual,  performed  identically  at  every  score.  Not  the
same in form — same in consistency. Their ritual doesn't change whether
they're up 5-0 or down 0-5. That's the bottom line.

Because if your ritual changes according to the ratio, it's not a ritual — it's
a reaction, and the reaction is always determined by the situation. A ritual
is only valuable when it is the only constant in a match where everything
else is changing.

And  here's  the  last  thing,  more  important  than  anything  else  in  this
chapter: both of these guys lost big battles. Nadal lost the final, Djokovic
lost  the  final,  both  were  defeated  when  they  were  at  their  peak.  The
process  does  not  guarantee  victory.  It  only  guarantees  one  thing:  when
you lose, you lose because your opponent played better — not because
you left yourself behind.

That's  the  whole  goal  of  this  book,  and  it's  a  modest  enough  goal  to
actually achieve.
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CHAPTER 16

Chapter 16 — After the sound of the racket
stopped

There is an old photo that I kept in mind while writing this book. A little girl
stood in a plaid dress, holding a wooden racket almost as big as her body,
looking straight  into  the camera with  the serious expression of  someone
who has never known what pressure is.

That girl doesn't have a score yet. There are no rankings yet. No one was
sitting in the stands waiting for her to fail.  She was just holding a racket,
and that seemed to be enough.

This  entire  book  is  an  attempt  —  perhaps  a  vain  attempt  —  to  regain
some of that state. Not innocence. Innocence cannot be regained, and if it
can be regained it is not worth it: players who understand the pressure of
playing a brand of tennis are deeper than players who do not. But there's
one thing in that photo that still  works: the ability to hold a racket without
permission.

Silence is a place to live

Throughout  the  book,  I  talk  about  the  twenty-five  seconds  between  two
points as if it were a technique box—a place to do the four steps, a place
to breathe, a place to say the command. It is true in practice. But it is also
something else, and that something else is the reason the book exists.

A tennis match, measured in hours, consists of about three hours during
which  the  ball  is  in  flight  or  being  bounced,  and  about  fifteen  minutes
during which you are actually hitting the ball. The rest — the biggest part
— is silence. You stand there, breathe, walk, wipe your face, wait.

It's  where  you  live  most  of  your  playing  life.  And  most  players  think  of
silence as downtime — something to endure between shots. They use it
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to think about their recent score, or about their upcoming score, or about
whether they're playing well or poorly. In other words: they spend most of
their playing time elsewhere.

This book says the opposite: silence is not downtime. It is where pressure
is  created,  and  therefore  it  is  the  only  place  where  pressure  can  be
released.  You  can't  release  the  pressure  while  hitting  the  ball,  because
you're  busy hitting  the ball  at  that  time.  You remove it  in  silence,  or  you
don't remove it at all.

Transfer to the yard

There is a side benefit of learning to manage pressure that few people talk
about, and it has nothing to do with tennis.

A person who learns to recognize his tension in four seconds, and knows
a  specific  action  to  get  out  of  it,  has  that  skill  everywhere  else.  In  a
meeting where everyone is waiting for you to speak. In a phone call  you
don't want to receive. Faced with a decision that you've been postponing
for three weeks.

That is not a promise of  happiness. It's  a simple observation: this skill  is
built  by  repetition  in  an  environment  with  clear  consequences  and  quick
feedback.  The  tennis  court  is  one  of  the  best  environments  to  learn  it,
because  you  immediately  know  whether  you're  right  or  wrong,  and
because the cost of being wrong is just one point.

There  are  few  places  in  the  world  where  you  can  fail  so  many  times  at
such  a  low  price.  Two  hundred  points  in  one  match.  Each  point  is  one
trial,  one error, one restart in twenty seconds. It's a laboratory, and most
of us pass through it for thousands of hours without using it.
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The remaining one

If you read this far and can only take away one thing, I want it to be this:
pressure  is  not  proof  that  you  are  weak.  It  is  proof  that  you  are  doing
something  that  is  meaningful  to  you.  The  body  does  not  turn  on
emergency mode for unimportant things.

And so the question is not how to stop feeling pressured. The question is:
when  it  comes—and  it  will  come,  at  the  crucial  point,  just  as  it  always
comes—do you have a process to get through it in twenty-five seconds, or
do you have nothing.

Twenty-five  seconds.  Four  steps.  A  command  word.  A  specific  goal.
That's all this book really suggests you bring to the field.

The rest  — the shot,  the ball,  the score,  the crowd — was there before,
and will  be there later. You don't need to add anything to them. You just
need to be present.
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CHAPTER 17

Appendix — Terminology

Terms  used  in  the  book,  arranged  in  order  of  appearance.  The
explanation  is  kept  short  and  prioritizes  on-field  usage  over  academic
definitions.
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