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      Praise for
 ON THE LINE


      “In her memoir, ON THE LINE, Serena shares with us her evolution from a girl to a woman to a world champion. From the first

         time I met her, when she was very young, to watching her capture the U.S. Open, Serena has always amazed me with her ability

         on the court, her curiosity away from it, and her overall love for life.”

      


      —Billie Jean King


      “Ascending from nowhere to the top of the world, she has run an exciting zigzag course transforming darkest days into bright

         victories on her way to the International Tennis Hall of Fame.”

      


      —Bud Collins


      “On the court, Serena is the most challenging opponent I’ve come up against, and off the court, she is a loving sister and

         a true friend. Serena has been a role model for me and an inspiration.”

      


      —Venus Williams


   

      This book is dedicated to my daddy. Your vision 
and undying dedication made everything I do possible. I love you.
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      “When you fail, you fail alone.”


      —Sign posted on a public tennis court by
 Richard Williams to inspire his young daughters


   

      PROLOGUE


      September 3, 2008


      Arthur Ashe Stadium. U.S. Open. Head-to-head against Venus. Under the lights in front of a packed house. I hate that it’s

         just the quarterfinals, but it’s always a battle when we meet. Last time we played was in the Wimbledon final just a couple

         months back. Venus got the better of that one, but I came out strong. First two or three games, I was dominant. Fearless.

         That’s how you have to play it on grass. You have to go for those winners early, but then I started thinking too much and

         the match got away. That happens sometimes, especially against a tough player like my Big Sis.

      


      That’s what I have to keep reminding myself going into this one: how good Venus is. How strong I’ll have to be to counter.

         How carefully I’ll have to defend. All week long, since I first saw the draw, I had this quarterfinal matchup with V in my

         head. She’s the best player on the tour—with a huge serve. When she’s on her game, no one can touch her. Well… except for

         me.

      


      We’ve gone back and forth in these matches. In the beginning, V beat up on me pretty good. Then I beat her up in the finals

         of four straight majors. Now we’re back and forth again. We’ve played against each other so many times, we know each other’s

         games so well, there aren’t too many surprises. Venus tends to strategize a lot more than I do before a match, so I know she’ll

         mix things up; she’ll go another way with her shots; she’ll work a new set of angles; she’ll show me something different on

         her serve, some new disguise. I tend to react more than V, so I plan to be ready for whatever she throws at me.

      


      Warming up, I’m thinking she’ll have to completely reinvent her game if she hopes to win. I’ve been playing so well. All year

         long. Solid. Consistent. No, I haven’t won a major, but I’ve come close, and I’ve won a bunch of tournaments along the way.

         I even won a gold medal in women’s doubles with Venus at the Beijing Olympics. And I’ve been healthy. This is key. This appearance

         at the Open is the first time I’ve played all four majors in back-to-back years, so I’m happy with my fitness and my energy

         and my focus. It spills over into my game, because the more I play, the better I play. Venus knows that about me, too. She

         knows she has to bring… something. And I know that she knows. And she knows that I know. Like I said, there are no surprises.

      


      My plan is to start fast, maybe catch Venus before she’s locked in. A lot of times, even top players fumble through the first

         few games of a match. I’m guilty of it, too. It’s like we’re sizing up our opponents, afraid to make a mistake, so we play

         tight until things loosen up. These early games are a little like a boxing match: two fighters circling in the ring, each

         waiting for the other to make the first move. It’s a tentative dance, but my thing is to pounce. Doesn’t always work out that

         you get that chance, because sometimes the game doesn’t give you what you need, but that’s the idea.

      


      We’ll start on my serve. That’s huge. A big serve like mine can set me up for the whole match. Already I’m thinking, Okay, Serena, here’s your edge. But then I step to the line and I don’t get the ball quite where I want it on the toss, and I end up hitting my first serve

         into the net. It lets out a little of the air from my game plan. Not a lot, but some. I try not to place too much weight on

         the first point of a match, or the first serve, because it’s not like they’re worth any more than any of the other shots you’ll

         need to make to get the win. You take that first point, you’ve still got to grab a hundred more. Some players, they’re just

         the opposite. They want to get on the board first and start playing with a lead, but I don’t worry about that. I don’t even

         worry about the first game—unless, of course, I’m serving. Then I’m all over it. Then I can’t let the other girl break.

      


      Venus takes my second serve deep to the notch at the baseline, forcing me to short-hop the ball on my return. It’s a shot

         I’ve been working on in practice with my dad—and I guess Venus has been working on it, too. It’s a difficult shot to defend

         because it’s right at your feet, with pace, and you’re a little off balance coming out of your serve. There’s not much I can

         do but wrist the ball back over the net, where Venus is waiting. Luckily, she tries to do too much with it and goes for a

         sideline winner to my forehand side, missing wide.

      


      I take a deep breath. Doesn’t matter to me if I beat my opponent or if she beats herself. As long as she’s beat. Even if it’s

         my sister. I love her dearly (she’s my best friend!), but that gets tossed while we’re playing. For now she’s just like any

         other girl on the other side of the net, trying to keep me from what I want. She feels the same way. We tell each other we

         can be sisters later.

      


      Venus gets the point right back. I basically give it to her, on an unforced error off her return, right into the net, so I

         take another deep breath to settle. I think, Come on, Serena. You can’t be giving it away like that on a nothing shot.


      At 15-all, I’m caught flat in the middle of a long rally. Venus powers a low return that looks to me like it will catch the

         net, so I don’t move toward it the way I should, and I end up paying. Actually, I don’t move toward it at all. You only get

         a split second to move toward a shot, and here I let that split second pass, so Venus’s ball falls softly to the court, just

         out of reach. I want to smack myself on the head with my racquet—that’s how disappointed I am in my own effort. I know better

         than to give up on a point before it’s done.

      


      One of the great things about tennis is it doesn’t give you any time to dwell on your mistakes. Spend too much time on one

         and you’ll make another. And another. There’s always a next point to occupy your full attention, so I set that mental error

         aside and step to the line. Now it’s V’s turn to give it back with a mental error of her own—a long return that knots the

         game at 30–30. Next, she gets the ball where she wants it but tries to be too fine and sends it wide to the same sideline

         where she’d missed that previous shot, putting me up 40–30.

      


      Here I take an extra beat before serving… then, a rifle shot, nearly on the T, curling away from V’s forehand. My first ace.

         Glad to get that out of the way, along with this first game, but once again there’s no time to dwell on it because there’s

         no changeover. We change sides, but that’s it. I try not to make eye contact with V as we pass. I have this mean, steely look

         when I play, so I’ll just stare down my opponent if our eyes happen to meet. No big thing. But with V, I worry I’ll smile

         or break out laughing, so it’s better not to look and maybe cut the tension. Better to let it build and tighten and try to

         use it to my advantage.

      


      Usually, I don’t think about this. In fact, during the first game of the match I make a special point of crossing on the opposite

         side of the court, as far away from my opponent as possible. I’ve never seen anyone else do this, but it’s become a ritual

         for me. My thinking is, What’s the point of crossing in front of the umpire if there’s no changeover? I’d rather steer clear,

         unless I feel like I need a sip of water or some type of equipment change, so that’s the way I play it here.

      


      Venus opens with her first serve, and I manage only a short return, which she crushes for her first winner. I can barely get

         my racquet on her next serve, and as she goes up 30–0 I think, Dang, V, you keep serving like this, I’m in trouble.


      At some point during Venus’s first service game I reach up and notice that one of my earrings has fallen off. (Hardly a fashion

         emergency, but worth noting, don’t you think?) Working with my Nike designers, I’d put together a dynamite outfit for this

         tournament—a fun red dress, topped by a wide red bandana and highlighted by these giant hoop-inside-a-hoop-inside-a-hoop earrings.

         I love the look, but of course that’s no edge when I’m up against my sister, who loves her look, too. I glance across the

         net and see she really does look great, in one of her own designs. Black. Stunning. I think, Okay, so that’s a push, V. All even on style points.


      I reach up and touch my left ear, where those giant hoops had been. Nothing. But I leave the other earring in place, and as

         I turn momentarily from the net I take time to laugh to myself and think, Better be careful, Serena. These earrings are heavy! Don’t want to list to one side!


      I turn back to the game, and it starts to feel to me like neither one of us wants to stamp this first set. It’s early, but

         we’re just trading miscues. I take the next point, when Venus sits back on my return and hits it long. I take the next point,

         too—on a double fault. I’m happy to have it, but I can see V is frustrated, and when she gets frustrated she usually follows

         with an extra effort—and that’s just what happens here. Another monster serve that I’m fortunate to reach, but that’s about

         it.

      


      Now Venus is up 40–30, but she double-faults on the next point to put us at deuce.


      Deuce. It’s such a compelling point of pause in a close game. When I’m receiving, I always think it puts me in a good position

         to break; one mistake and my opponent will be backed to the wall. And yet when I’m serving, it feels to me like I’m in control.

         We’re on different sides of the same stalemate, but it means different things depending on your perspective, and here my perspective

         is that Venus is struggling. It’s early, I know. We’re both a little sluggish, I know. But she’s already double-faulted twice,

         and kept me in a game I don’t seem to particularly want or deserve, so it’s a good time to make a move.

      


      Venus doesn’t give me a chance: she reaches back and delivers a big serve, and then on my weak return she finds some funky

         new angle to my backhand side that I don’t anticipate, passing me for another winner. Then, on her advantage, she hits another

         big serve to take the game.

      


      I think, So much for Venus struggling. I also think, Can’t sit back and wait for Venus to give it up, Serena. You’ve got to take it from her. Now.


      These are my marching orders to myself as I approach the baseline—but I’m still not sharp. Venus catches me leaning the wrong

         way on a miss-hit, and I don’t have time to recover, so she takes the point to go up 0–15, but then another ace brings me

         right back. (Love those aces!) I go up 30–15 on the next point, when Venus hits another return long, and I start to think

         neither one of us will ever get it going tonight. We’re just a couple games in, but the match has no personality, no rhythm,

         no excitement. We’re trading points, taking turns.

      


      Can’t be a whole lot of fun to watch, I realize. I think this way a lot, I’m afraid. About wanting to play thrilling, high-level

         tennis. About giving the fans something to cheer about. Don’t misunderstand; I want to win. That’s the single most important

         thing, but I want to win in an exciting way. I love playing in front of big crowds. I love that all these people spend their

         time and money watching me play. It’s such an honor, especially here in New York, where the fans have always been so supportive.

         They appreciate good tennis here, and I feel a certain responsibility to give them a memorable effort, to get them on their

         feet—and this match is starting out like a snore.

      


      It’s probably not a good idea to think along these lines while I’m out here trying to win a tournament, but I can’t help myself.

         Plus, I guess I’m not just worried about the fans losing interest. I’m worried about me. I’m like a lot of players in this

         way; I need to be dialed in to play well. I need to be focused, charged. I can’t just go through the motions and expect to

         prevail. I started out feeling all jazzed and pumped, but ten minutes later we’re just lulling ourselves to sleep. If I get

         bored, I’m done, so I tell myself to power things up—also, not a good idea, because you can’t get an awesome rally going on

         your racquet alone. It’s a two-way deal. There’s a give-and-take, an ebb-and-flow. Every match takes on its own personality,

         and a part of me knows I just need to give this one some time to find it, but another part hurries my next couple serves and

         I end up double-faulting, to even the score at 30–30.

      


      I think, Aw, Serena, now look what you’ve done.


      I miss my next serve after that, and on my second serve Venus hits a return that I’d handle easily nine times out of ten—but

         here on this tenth time (apparently), all I can do is hit it weakly back into the net to go down 30–40.

      


      Here’s another thing I love about tennis: it switches gears on you double-quick. I don’t love it so much when it takes me

         on a downshift like the one I’m nearly into here, but you’ve got to take the bad with the good, right? All of a sudden, I’m

         in a hole, but I don’t get a chance to dig out: Venus catches the net on the next point, and the ball deflects onto my side

         in a crazy way and I’ve got no shot, so just like that she’s got her first break. On a lucky bounce.

      


      Lucky for V. Not so lucky for me.


      During the changeover, I reach for this funny little match book I keep during every tournament. I begin a new book every year,

         and I’ve kept every one of them since I’ve been on the tour. I fill each book with pointers and messages and aphorisms. Whatever

         I can think might inspire me during my next match. The idea is I read it over and over before I take the court, and whenever

         I feel the need I sneak a peek during changeovers. For the most part, it’s just a bunch of quotes, or reminders to capitalize

         on a certain weakness in my opponent’s game, or to correct a certain weakness in my own game.

      


      Last night, looking ahead to this match, I wrote: “Relax. Don’t hit every ball hard. Start strong. U R younger sister, so

         pressure is on V. Toss high on serve. Don’t let ball drop.” I also wrote this, just before the tournament: “Your destiny has

         just begun, Serena. Remember your people. I’m proud of you. Keep it up. U R capable of anything.”

      


      There is just enough time to take in both messages and a couple sips of water before the umpire calls “Time!”—and as I set

         the book back in my tennis bag and press a towel to my face, I softly speak these same words into the fabric: “You are capable

         of anything, Serena.”

      


      I stand and start to move to my side of the court. I think, Here you go, Serena. Here you go.


       


      


    U R the one with 7 Grand Slams, not her. U R #1. Play with a purpose. U will move forward. U will look at balls. U R the best

            in the whole world. U R amazing. It’s on U, only on U. U R here to win, not her. Send her packing to the left, to the left.

            (Beyoncé!!!) U will add spin. U will fight for every point. U will not be afraid. It is not in your vocabulary. It is not

            in your nature. It is not in U, period. NO FEAR!!!


      —MATCH BOOK ENTRY


      

    


   

      ONE


      Ride a Little, Bump a Little


      My first tennis memory? People always ask about it, but I’m afraid I don’t have one. I just remember playing, all the time.

         It’s like tennis was always there, like going to services at Kingdom Hall. Like breathing.

      


      I saw a picture once of Venus pushing me in a stroller on a tennis court, but I don’t actually remember this moment. I’ve seen pictures of me holding a racquet taken around the time I started to walk. I don’t remember those moments, either. I’ve heard all the stories, of course. The ones that have somehow passed into urban tennis legend,

         and the ones that still get kicked around in my family. Some of them are even true.

      


      Best anyone can recall: I was three years old. It was a Saturday afternoon, maybe Sunday. My parents took us out to the public

         courts at a park in Lynwood, California, not far from where we lived. It was a total family affair. There was me, my older

         sister Venus, and my mom and dad, together with our older sisters Lyndrea, Isha, and Yetunde. The older girls had been playing

         for a time, while I had been trudging along, but then one day my dad announced that I was ready to take my swings, too. He

         put a standard, regulation-size racquet in my hand and positioned me a couple feet from the net. Then he climbed to the other

         side and started soft-tossing until I managed to hit a couple over.

      


      “Just look at the ball, Serena,” he kept saying, in that patient tone and sweet Louisiana drawl I’d come to hear in my dreams.

         “Just swing.”

      


      Years later, he took to calling me Meeka—a variation on my middle name, Jameka. Tunde pinned that nickname on me when I was

         about six and it stuck, and I used to love to hear it from my father. He still calls me Meeka, and whenever he does it puts

         me in mind of how things were between us when I was little, when I was first learning to really play. Say what you will about

         my dad (and folks have said an awful lot over the years), he had a gentle demeanor when he wanted to, especially when we were

         just starting out. He made a game out of it, encouraging me to swing as hard as I could. Didn’t matter to him where I hit

         the ball, or how I hit it, just that I hit it.

      


      After every toss, he’d offer a word of encouragement, a point of praise:


      “Good job, Serena.”


      “Way to go.”


      “That’s it.”


      My sisters looked on and cheered and chased the balls I missed or hit to the next court. They’d been down this way before,

         taking their own first hits—Venus, just a year or so before. I’d been around the court long enough to know what I was supposed

         to do. It was just my turn, is all. At last. Wasn’t any kind of ceremony to it. Wasn’t really any kind of big deal, except

         when I look back and see how far I’ve come—how far we’ve all come, really. My sister Isha even remembers what I was wearing:

         a white tennis skirt, with gathers in the middle, decorated with pink, gray, and purple flowers; my hair braided in cornrows

         and bunched in a ponytail at the top of my head. Even then, I was styling. We didn’t have money for proper tennis clothes,

         but I wanted to look good.

      


      I was tiny. People have a hard time believing this, considering how tall I am now. Venus was always tall for her age, but

         I was way on the small side. That regulation racquet was probably bigger than I was, but we couldn’t afford a junior racquet.

         Over the years, I’ve wondered if that might have put some kind of stamp on the way I played, taking my very first swings with

         a racquet that was too big for me. Maybe that was the first instance of my dad setting things up so that success was something

         I had to reach for. It might be there for the taking, but I would have to rise to meet it.

      


      My parents taught themselves the game so they could teach it to us. It’s one of the first things people mention when they

         talk about my career or Venus’s—and yet for some reason it’s not always seen as a positive. I don’t get that, because there’s

         nothing wrong with learning about something and passing it on to your children. Yes, it was a calculated move. At some point

         my dad was watching a match on television, and he couldn’t believe how much money these women were making, just for hitting

         a tennis ball. He’s told the story so often it’s been burned into me. He was watching a match being played by Virginia Ruzici,

         the 1978 French Open champion. The announcer mentioned that Ruzici had just earned $40,000 during one week of tournament play—more

         than my dad had earned all year. It didn’t fit with how hard he worked for a living, how hard my mom worked, how hard it was

         for everyone they knew to get and keep ahead. And so the story goes that my dad went out the next morning to pick up a newspaper

         to confirm Ruzici’s earnings, to see for himself if tennis players could actually make so much money in such a short stretch

         of time. When it turned out to be true, he came home and said to my mother, “We need to make two more kids and make them into

         tennis superstars.”

      


      At least that’s the line he used to tell reporters after Venus and I started playing on the tour. It became a real fish-out-of-water

         story and a symbol of what people can do with a little vision and determination, when they reach beyond what they know for

         something new.

      


      Now, tell me: what’s wrong with that? Coming upon some rewarding new path your kids might follow and pointing them in the right direction? Doesn’t seem to me

         there’s anything to criticize here, but people are certainly quick to criticize, don’t you think? In any case, I’m sure the

         story of how my family came to tennis has been embellished over the years, but at its core that’s just what happened. And

         there’s been some resentment layered onto it as well, because for whatever reason there’s this notion that if you didn’t grow

         up around the game, if it wasn’t in your blood to begin with, you had no real claim on it. Tennis is like that, I’m afraid.

         There’s a sense of entitlement, of belonging. Like you have to be born to it. Like you have to play it at a high level, before

         you can teach it. For the longest time, it was that sense of entitlement that probably kept a whole group of potentially talented

         minority and underprivileged kids from taking up the game. It must have felt to them like a sport of advantage—and I guess

         it was. Indeed, I’ve always believed that sense of entitlement is reinforced by the language of the game: advantage me!

      


      No, the doors to the game weren’t really closed on anyone, but they were essentially closed. If your parents didn’t play, there was no reason for you to play. If

         no one in your community played, you’d never think to reach for a racquet in the first place. If you couldn’t afford to be

         a member of some fancy country club, it might never occur to you to pick up a tennis racquet and teach yourself the game on

         some public court. But my dad saw tennis as a way to open doors for his daughters, probably thinking that the more doors that

         were open to us the better, so he ordered some instructional books and videos and taught himself the game. His idea was to

         kind of make it up as he went along. He’d do his homework, borrow what he liked from this or that coach, and find his own

         way to pass it on to his daughters.

      


      My mother was pregnant with Venus at the time, and she was out on the court with my dad, working on her forehand and learning

         drills, technique, strategy. They were both good athletes, so the tennis came easy. They were both strong, physical, coordinated.

         They took to it right away. Before long, they felt like they could hit well enough to demonstrate proper technique and game

         strategy. The idea, my dad took to saying, was to teach his girls to be champions, just like the professional players he saw

         on television—like Virginia Ruzici!—but that really came later. That was part of the lore that attached to my family after

         we started to have some success. The mental toughness, the single-minded focus, the positive affirmations, the mind of a champion…

         all that came later, too, after we took to the sport and started to show some talent for it.

      


      Absolutely, Daddy believed tennis was our ticket up and out of Compton, the rough-and-tumble neighborhood in Los Angeles where

         we lived, but he also knew we had to take to it. He knew it wasn’t enough to simply teach us the game and train us to be champions.

         If that was all it took, then everyone would be doing it. We had to have some God-given talent and athletic ability. We had

         to develop a passion for the game and an iron will to succeed, and all these things would take time presenting themselves.

         Or not. And so at first tennis was just something to do, a way for us to be together as a family.

      


      Don’t get me wrong: tennis became a real focus for us. Very quickly. It became Daddy’s focus, certainly. And what a lot of

         people don’t realize is my mom was with him every step of the way. This was her deal, too. It wasn’t just that she supported

         my dad’s vision. She saw what he saw; she wanted what he wanted; she worked for it just as much as he did. She had her own

         ideas on how we should train—and even now, she’s one of the best at helping to break down my game and figure out what’s working

         and what’s not. When I was little, I actually spent more time hitting with my mom than I did with my dad. Venus was usually

         on the next court with my dad. And then, when it was time for my older sisters to hit, Venus and I would start picking up

         balls for them.

      


      We all played, all the time. It was our thing. It got to where people would know we’d be out there on those courts every day

         after school. There were just two courts at the park in Compton, so the few recreational players there would know to get their

         games in during the day, because when three o’clock rolled around Richard Williams would be pulling up in his Volkswagen minibus,

         dirty yellow with a white top, with his five girls spilling out onto those courts like they had their names on them. There

         were a few more courts at the park in Lynwood—maybe six—but we always used the two at the back, and the people there knew

         we’d be coming, too. It’s not like there were too many people playing tennis on those public courts back then. If it happened

         that the courts were occupied when we arrived, we waited our turn. We’d do some drills, or some stretching off to the side,

         maybe work on our swings. My dad never minded the wait. His thing was: no problem, we’ll fill the time.

      


      The courts themselves were in sorry shape. There was broken glass every here and there. Cracks in the cement. Weeds poking

         through. Soda cans, beer bottles, fast-food wrappers… I’ve read articles that say there was drug paraphernalia littering those

         courts and that we girls had to sweep the syringes and tubes and plastic bags out of the way before we could play, but I don’t

         remember any of that. When I ask my dad about this, he says, “Why you want to dwell on the negative, Meeka?” In other articles

         it says we could hear gunshots ringing out while we were playing, from all the drive-by shootings. That I remember full well,

         only the shots themselves didn’t sound all that terrifying until I learned what they were. At first, I just thought someone

         was setting off firecrackers or popping some balloons, but once I learned what the sound meant it would shake me up pretty

         good. “Never mind the noise, Meeka,” Daddy used to say whenever gunfire rang out. “Just play.”

      


      Wasn’t exactly Center Court at Roland Garros, but it was all we knew.


      We bounced around a lot, from public court to public court. There was one place we used to play that had these great chain-link

         nets. You’d drill a ball into the net, and you’d rattle the cage and feel like you really accomplished something—even though

         we were supposed to hit it over the net, of course. My dad tried to mix it up for us, but for the most part those courts in Lynwood and Compton were our

         home base. We branched out, though—and if we didn’t like a certain park, or a certain neighborhood, we wouldn’t go back.

      


      Once, at Lynwood Park, a group of kids started giving us a hard time. I was probably five or six. Venus and I were hitting.

         My sisters were chasing balls. I don’t remember what my parents were doing, but they must have been there, somewhere. These

         kids kept taunting us. They called us Blackie One and Blackie Two. It was so cruel, so arbitrary, but we kept playing. Finally,

         Tunde stopped chasing balls and chased these kids instead. She was the oldest, so she felt a responsibility to look after

         us. She had our backs. I don’t know what she said to these kids when she caught up to them, but they didn’t bother us anymore

         after that.

      


      As kids, I don’t think we heard those taunts as racist remarks. They were just taunts. Those kids were just being mean. If

         Venus and I had been more typical California golden girls, these kids might have called us Blondie One and Blondie Two. We

         were just different; that’s how I took it at the time. We stood out. Might have been something more to it than that, but I

         was too young to recognize it. But maybe Tunde heard these remarks a little differently, and that’s why she chased these boys

         down.

      


      However it happened, and whatever it meant, I looked on and thought, Someday, Serena, you won’t need your sisters to fight your battles for you.


      Over time, Daddy collected all this equipment—ball hoppers, carts, cones, whatever he could find to make our sessions more

         like the ones in his books and videos. He really tried to create a professional environment for us on a nothing budget. For

         a while, the routine was we had to take out the middle seat in our van so my dad could fit the shopping cart he’d somehow

         managed to acquire, which he would fill with tennis balls and wheel out to the court. We must have made an odd picture, crammed

         into the van like that with a shopping cart. I’d sit up front with Venus, sharing a seat belt. The big girls sat in back.

         The cart would be jammed in the middle, alongside a couple brooms so we could sweep the court. It always felt to me like we

         were rumbling along in that van from Scooby Doo, our equipment jammed in so tight we’d have to stick our arms and legs out the windows to make room.

      


      My mom would usually meet us at the courts after work. Eventually, it got a little tiresome lugging that cart back and forth

         each day with all the rest of our gear, so my father started locking the cart to the rusty fence surrounding the court. Saved

         us a lot of time and trouble. This was another example of my parents’ approach: when something worked, they stayed with it;

         when it no longer made sense, they tried something else. We still took the balls home with us every night, in buckets and

         boxes and milk crates and whatever else we could find to carry them, but now it was much more efficient; now they took up

         a lot less room.

      


      Man, those balls were precious to us. They were like money in the bank. I don’t recall that we ever retired a ball from our

         collection. Daddy would take the oldest, baldest, flattest balls and turn them into a drill. He’d keep them in the mix with

         all the other balls, but when he pitched one of these special balls to us he said it would help us with our speed, our footwork,

         our concentration. I hated going after those balls—they just wouldn’t bounce!—but Daddy kept them in play.

      


      “At Wimbledon,” he’d say, “the balls will bounce low, just like these special balls, so you have to be ready.”


      Occasionally, we’d hit a ball into the woods or out onto the street beyond the fence, and we’d have to go looking for it before

         giving it up for lost. I hit more balls over the fence than my sisters—not by accident, necessarily, but by design. See, I

         discovered that when Daddy sent me across the street to collect the ball after one of my errant shots, it meant a break from

         the hard work he had us doing on the court, so I learned to play the angles at an early age.

      


      Also occasionally, Daddy would add a new can or two to our collection, and that was always a real treat. Those fresh balls

         really popped. You could follow them all afternoon, up against the faded yellow of all those tired old tennis balls. It always

         felt like I had to bear down a little harder whenever a fresh ball reached the top of the pile and was put in play; there

         was a little more hop to it; it bounced off my racquet with a little more purpose and authority. Plus, it sounded great—the music of the game. I never liked to waste one of those new balls with a bad shot. It was like a missed opportunity.

         New balls are like that. To this day, whenever I smell a can of just-opened balls it puts me in mind of those new cans my

         dad used to bring out, when those brand-new balls made me feel like a real tennis player. They were so clean, so yellow, the

         felt so fine like the hairs on the back of your head… it was almost a shame to get them dirty.

      


      Of course, they all got dirty, eventually. Soon, they’d lose that fresh bounce and they’d get all dirty and there’d be no

         telling the new balls from the ones at the bottom of the pile—but that didn’t mean we stopped playing. No, sir. It only meant

         we’d have to get all these other balls to pop with the same purpose and authority, until my father could get us a couple new

         cans.

      


      That was the way of things for the first while. We developed our own little routine, our own little family dynamic, built

         around this funny little game. We were little girls smacking a ball around inside a box, that’s what Daddy used to say. And,

         at first, that’s all it was. But then we started showing flashes that we could really play, when I was about five or six and

         Venus about six or seven, so my parents changed things up on us. They went at it harder. They pushed us harder. That might

         have been their plan all along, but they didn’t go harder until we showed them we were ready. And when we were, we went from

         playing just a couple hours a day four or five times a week, to three or four hours a day every day of the week. Some days,

         we’d even be out for two-a-day sessions, starting up at six o’clock in the morning before school, and then again after school,

         usually until dark. In the morning, we’d sometimes get to the court before the sun was all the way up, and Daddy would have

         us stretch or practice our swings until we could see well enough to hit.

      


      I still do that, by the way—head out to practice at first light. It’s my favorite time to hit, because everything’s so quiet;

         you’ve got the whole day in front of you. I hate getting up early—really!!!—but I push myself. You can put in a full day’s work before your opponent even gets out of bed, and that can give you an

         incredible psychological edge to carry into your next match, knowing you’re fully prepared, knowing the other girl is sleeping

         in while you’re out there sweating. And in those moments when I’m waiting for the sun to finish rising I’ll think back to

         those early mornings on those public courts in Compton and Lynwood, keeping busy until my dad gave us the nod to start playing.

      


      It got to be a grueling schedule, but none of us really minded it. Or we hardly noticed. We were all together. It was what

         we did, that’s all. We didn’t know any different. We didn’t have a whole lot of friends outside of school. There was only

         time for each other, for tennis. My dad tried to make it fun for us. Every session had a theme, a structure. He’d set up all

         these creative games, with cones placed around the court, and there’d be a series of challenges we’d have to meet. Sometimes

         he’d put up little messages or sayings on the fence around the court to help motivate us, or maybe just to make us smile.

      


      If you fail to plan, you plan to fail.


      Believe.


      You are a winner.


      Be humble.


      Say “Thank you.”


      (This last saying was one of his favorites.)


      He’d write out these empowering messages on big pieces of paper or oak tag, or sometimes he’d have us write them out. Then

         he’d hang them up all around the court. If there was a theme to one of his sessions—like “Focus”—all the messages would have

         to do with the theme. He really put a lot of time and effort into this part of our training, because he believed it was important.

         He wanted these messages to resonate, for the visual image of the word to linger in our minds long after we’d left the court.

         Years later, when we moved to Florida, he had some signs made professionally, with his most effective messages—and those he

         put up permanently.

      


      Basically, he was fooling us into thinking we weren’t working, with all those games and messages, but after a while we caught

         on. We didn’t care, though. We didn’t mind working hard. I mean, we were kids, so of course we grumbled from time to time.

         Of course we did our little celebration dance whenever it rained, because that meant we wouldn’t have to practice. Of course

         I hit a ball or two over the fence to buy myself a break while I went to retrieve it. But it wasn’t so bad. Every now and

         then, my dad would reward us with some time to play in the nearby playground, or in the sandbox. That was another great treat

         for us girls. I used to love doing cartwheels. Whenever I had a five-minute break, I’d be in the grass alongside the court,

         flipping around. I spent a lot of time on the monkey bars, too, as I recall.

      


      Even when we weren’t playing tennis, our games were tennis-related. One of our very favorite family games was UNO, which I

         always thought was fitting for us. We played that game all the time—and I mean all the time!—and it really instilled a champion-type mind-set. After all, the point of the whole game is right there in its

         name—to be number one! No, UNO’s got nothing to do with tennis, not directly, but it’s a great teaching tool for any individual

         sport. It instills such a killer mind-set. Every game produces a winner, but UNO is one of the few games I can think of where

         you need to announce yourself as the winner just before you actually win, when you’re down to one card, so everyone else around

         the table has a shot at you. It goes from every-girl-for-herself to every-girl-gunning-for-the-leader in a flash, and in this

         way it can really prepare you for the kind of competition you might face in a crowded tournament field. At first, it’s just

         on you to take care of your own game, but then everyone is looking to knock you down. I don’t know if my parents had this

         in mind when they introduced us to the game, but that’s the way I always played it.

      


      Sometimes, our competitions were more straightforward. When it was just us girls, playing in the yard at home, we used to

         play a game called Grand Slam. Usually it was me and Venus and Lyn. I don’t know how we came up with it. Basically, it was

         like box ball, or four square. We’d hit a tennis ball back and forth with our hands. The court was just a square on the sidewalk.

         If the ball hit the grass, it was out. Sometimes, we threw some dirt on the sidewalk and it became a clay court—the French

         Open. Then we might throw down some grass—Wimbledon. I won so many majors right there in Compton, all because my dad had us

         thinking, breathing, living tennis so much it seeped into our regular childhood games.

      


      It was everywhere and all around. As I look back on those moments playing hand-tennis with my sisters in front of our house

         at 1117 East Stockton Street in Compton, California, it puts me in mind of something my mom used to say when we were kids.

         “Whatever you become,” she always said, “you become in your head first.” That was a real mantra for her. Daddy took to saying

         it, too. Whatever it was we wanted to do or become, they’d tell us to see ourselves doing it, becoming it. It’s tied in to

         what my dad was trying to do, getting us to visualize those words in our minds once we stepped away from his posters and signs.

         When Isha came home one day and announced she wanted to be a lawyer, my mom said, “That’s great, Isha. Now go and be a lawyer

         in your head and the rest will follow.” It was the same with tennis—even hand-tennis. We couldn’t become champions for real until we became champions in our heads, and here we were, little kids, winning Wimbledon, winning the French Open, and willing

         it so.

      


      *  *  *


      It wasn’t long before we sisters started making some serious noise on the local tennis scene. My father hadn’t known a whole

         lot about that world going in, but he was a quick study. He always said he had a master plan for us—and that he was “a master

         planner”—and part of that plan was to collect whatever tennis insights he could find. He moved about by touch and feel; he

         added to our game plan by borrowing from the game plans of others; mostly, he watched local pros and picked up ideas and strategies

         for his sessions with us. By the time I was seven going on eight, and Venus was eight going on nine, Daddy was scouting area

         tournaments and academies, and following the comings and goings of all the young players in and around Los Angeles. It was

         a competitive environment—and a close-knit community. Everyone knew everyone else, so it’s no wonder people started to pay

         attention to what he was doing with his girls on these courts all around Los Angeles. Our home courts might have been neglected

         and underused, but as we bounced around we turned a couple heads, that’s for sure.

      


      For one thing, there weren’t a whole lot of African-American tennis players on the circuit at any age. That goes back to the

         entitlement or privilege that attached to the sport. For another, you didn’t see too many entire families on those public

         courts. There were seven of us; we couldn’t help but turn heads, and over time Daddy got to talking to all these people and

         tapping in to whatever was going on in L.A. for kids playing tennis. This was an important part of our development, and the

         first time we got any kind of exposure as players.

      


      He signed us up for all these different events. One day when I was seven he came home and told us we’d be hitting with Billie

         Jean King, and of course we all knew who she was. Another big part of Daddy’s grand plan was to get us to learn the game by

         watching the pros. He had us watching so much tennis on television, talking all the time about all these great players, that

         we were terribly excited. We thought Billie Jean would be hitting with just us, but that’s not at all how it happened. There

         was a clinic, organized by World Team Tennis, and Billie Jean was one of the featured participants.

      


      Even so, it was a big, big day for us. I remember going through our closet with Venus, trying to pick out just the right outfit,

         because even then I was into how I looked on the court. (In Compton, all five of us shared a closet, so it was always a frenzied

         time when we were scrambling to find something to wear.) We didn’t really have proper tennis clothes, but we wanted to make

         a good impression. Lyn and Isha played that day, too. We all fussed over what to wear, and then, when we finally got to the

         clinic and started playing, Billie Jean actually walked over to us during one of the drills. I’m sure she was just being a

         good ambassador for the sport, making special time on each court with each group of kids—just like I try to do now when I’m

         asked to participate in one of these clinics, because of Billie Jean’s example—but it felt to us like she’d come over just

         to watch us play. Like she’d heard about us and wanted to check us out. That was the kind of confidence our parents instilled

         in us when it came to tennis; that was how they had us thinking: there were the Williams sisters, and there was everyone else.

         Over and over, they kept telling us we were champions, that everyone in tennis would know who we were, and on and on. After

         a while, we started to believe them, but here at this World Team Tennis event it was too soon for all of that. This was just

         Billie Jean, making the rounds, working with as many kids as she could. She didn’t know us from any other group of sisters

         out there on that court.

      


      Unfortunately, the meeting meant more to me when I was looking forward to it than it did when I was in the middle of it, because

         I didn’t play too well when Billie Jean was hitting to me. Plus, Venus did such a good job when it was her turn, so that made

         it even worse. I panicked, I guess. (I was so nervous!) I think I hit every shot long or into the net, but that’s how it goes sometimes. You look ahead to some meaningful

         moment and set it up in your mind like it’s going to be this huge, consequential deal, and then it just fizzles. The trick,

         really, is to find some takeaway moment in the fizzle and carry that with you instead, and here I managed to shrug off that I’d played so poorly and ended up crying because Venus played so well,

         and remember instead that I got to hit with the great Billie Jean King. That alone was pretty huge and consequential.
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