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My soul mate, my partner in crime—we were meant for each other









A man’s gotta do
what a man’s gotta do
when a man’s gotta do
what he’s got to.
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PROLOGUE


5:14 a.m., June 8, 2015, Paris


I wake up in a sweat. My pillow’s damp and I don’t know what day it is. Did I miss the match? Am I playing later? For a few seconds I don’t even know where I am. Then it hits me. I already played the match. I already lost it. Jesus, it was back in 1984 and I’m still haunted by it. Even now, more than thirty years later, I’m as hot as I was in the fifth set and I can taste the red clay on my tongue.


It was a match I should have won and it turned into the worst loss of my career. I’d been playing my best tennis ever, I was undefeated that year, and although serve-volleying wasn’t the obvious way of winning the French Open on the slow clay of Roland-Garros, I was playing Ivan Lendl. Ivan had so far lost four Grand Slam finals in a row and I sure as hell wasn’t planning on breaking that run for him by handing him his first title. In fact, I was planning on beating his ass.


At first, that’s exactly what I did. After two sets, I was up 6–3, 6–2, and I was all over him. The crowd was behind me, “Allez, John! Allez.” As far as I was concerned, I was in control, I had this in the bag. But as it got hotter, the crowd started losing focus. Then my friend Ahmad Rashad—a great former wide receiver for the Minnesota Vikings—who was there rooting for me, got up to leave. “You got this, Mac! I’ll see ya back at the hotel.” Shit, the last thing I needed was a jinx. It’s an unwritten rule in sports that friends and family don’t leave until the match is over. Not that I’m blaming Ahmad for the loss, but that’s when little doubts started creeping in for the first time. I still thought I was going to win but those negative thoughts began to get to me.


Everything suddenly became a distraction. At the next changeover I couldn’t help but notice the noise from a nearby cameraman’s headphones. Someone was obviously trying to get this guy’s attention. The third set had barely started when, I swear to God, I heard something like, “When the match is over, we’ll focus on John and then stick with him through the trophy ceremony. He’s got this, so make sure he’s in the shot.” In English. In Paris. It was the American TV cameraman listening to the producer’s instructions in his headphones, but they were so loud I could hear them too. Unbelievable! Now I was feeling even more jinxed. So I walked to the guy’s chair, grabbed the headphones off his head, and screamed as loud as I possibly could into his mic: “SHUT UP!” I knew immediately that my frustration wasn’t a good enough reason for me to do this, and while I didn’t care about the cameraman, I did care about the crowd. I needed them. But they sure as hell didn’t need me and my bad attitude. That was the point when they turned on me. They just wanted the match to go on—who could blame them—and what better way than to change corners and root for my opponent? After all, that French crowd was known for being fickle. I tried to block them out. I was still the best tennis player in the world and there was no way I was losing to Lendl.


I failed to break his serve at 2–2 in the third, despite him being 0–40 down. No matter. I still had my mojo. I was still convinced I could win this thing, all I needed to do was stick with my game plan: serve-volley, and break him—as soon as possible. Except he won the set 6–4.


I had to pull it together. I reminded myself I was two sets to one up; better than him. “Don’t panic. Don’t let the heat get to you. Don’t let these people get to you. They know I can beat this guy. I know I can beat this guy.” But it didn’t happen.


In the fourth set, I found myself serving, 4–3, 40–30. I’d broken him and was five points from the title. I really thought I could close it out. But in the heat of the moment, my normally soft hands pushed my first volley a fraction beyond the baseline. Somehow, in the blink of an eye, the set was over. He’d won it 7–5 and we were now two sets all.


In the fifth, the heat became stifling, Lendl’s confidence ignited, and the crowd got behind him. My legs felt more and more like Jell-O and, with my strength draining fast from my body, I lost my grip on the match. I tried and tried, but in the end, I was the one walking to the net with my head down, while Lendl was smiling goofily, his hands up, jumping around as he sealed his first Slam title.


Does it surprise you that I still have that nightmare, all these years later? It wakes me up every year when I’m in Paris, commentating on the French Open—at least once, usually twice. But every time I have this bad dream, it’s a little easier to get over. Maybe I’ve gained some perspective on this dark moment in my career. Maybe time does heal all wounds. But any way you look at it, this was the closest I ever came to winning this clay-court major.


Thankfully I’ve had a couple of small chances for revenge since then (although let me be clear: nothing could EVER EVER EVER make up for what happened that day). The first was in October 2010. And it was in Paris. That morning when I awoke I didn’t have to have the nightmare, because after eighteen years, I was finally going to be playing Ivan Lendl again. For me, it was a big deal to meet him on court once more. My chance to get one back on him. I’m not kidding. That 1984 Roland-Garros defeat still burned my guts. We’d come up against each other on a number of occasions since then; sometimes I’d won, mostly I’d lost. We’d last played each other on the main tour back in 1992 in Toronto, but by then we were both on the downward slope of our careers, so it hadn’t felt like a proper opportunity for payback. Once I started on the seniors circuit, there was a long period where Ivan was kept off the court because of a clause in an insurance policy that looked like it would stop him from ever playing again. But somehow that got ironed out. So now, in the city where I’d suffered the most painful loss of my career, I finally had the chance to lay that ghost to rest—the one that had been haunting me for twenty-six years.


The setting, Stade de Coubertin, was totally different from the famous red clay of Roland-Garros, even though the two stadiums are only a stone’s throw apart. Coubertin is a big enough indoor sports venue that they played the year-end Masters there in 1971 and 1980. But it’s also a gray, nondescript building on the edge of the giant Paris ring road. On top of that, I remember the air conditioning wasn’t working that evening; packed to full capacity, that place was about as hot as I’ve ever known a stadium to be. It was an oppressive atmosphere, literally and psychologically. The crowd were into it because they know the game pretty well in France and they understood this was a big match for me.


Generally, on the seniors tour, players get along fine, despite whatever differences they may have had in the past, and there’s an element of camaraderie and even light-heartedness in the locker room. Not here. There was an intensity in each of us because we both knew we were going to play as hard as we could. I wasn’t going to lose a point if I could help it—I wanted to make him suffer and show him who was the boss. When Ivan arrived at the stadium, I was on the trainer’s table getting a massage. He entered the room, and without so much as a “hello,” he said in his heavy accent: “So, John, are we going to make each other look good, or are we going to kick each other’s asses?” I paused for a moment and replied, “I’d prefer the latter.”


I never thought that, when at long last I found myself on court against Ivan again, I’d be the fitter of the two of us. The guy had been a machine when he was younger. He was known for his fitness. I was the opposite, known for playing doubles as a way of getting fit. Here we were now, and I was clearly in better shape and moving better than him, although God knows he’d worked hard to come back after a long period out of the game and had lost in the region of forty pounds in the months leading up to the match, which is a lot in anyone’s book. Trouble was, he still had another twenty pounds to go.


When we started, because of the heat, I could hardly breathe. I kept telling myself that if I felt this bad, he must be feeling a whole lot worse. Except that he was serving bigger than I’d expected—or maybe I was returning worse. The fact was, I was tighter than I’d anticipated because I wanted to beat Ivan to a pulp so badly and I’d got myself pretty worked up.


Toward the end of the first set, when the match was still a close one, something weird happened. Ivan Lendl, this guy— this robot—who was known for his total lack of a sense of humor, started tossing out jokes to the crowd. I hadn’t seen that coming, and it threw me to hear Ivan, of all people, asking the crowd why I was taking the match so seriously: “Hey, John, you’re playing too fast. It’s only a game, relax!”


By the time I’d won the first set 6–4, I guess he realized he was going to lose, because he started acting like he didn’t care what happened. His attempts at humor seemed designed to make me look lame and pathetic for wanting to win, but really he was trying to protect himself from humiliation. And it was totally bizarre to have him suddenly try to be this comedian on court.


Then, just as I was smelling victory and moving in for the kill—at 3–2 in the second set—Ivan retired. Without warning. He’d hurt his calf. The public wasn’t too thrilled. I felt cheated, like he wouldn’t give me the satisfaction of a win. Oh, and to add insult to injury, Ivan told me as he defaulted that if he’d been in better shape, he would have beaten me.


It was still incredibly satisfying to have won, because even if he hadn’t bailed on me, I knew I had him. My post-match celebrations made it clear how I felt—I seem to remember doing quite a lot of fist-pumping as I saluted the crowd. Ivan had long retreated to the locker room when I ended the on-court interview by saying that this was a historic moment for me: “I never thought we’d play again . . . and who would’ve thought I’d be able to say that I was fitter than Ivan Lendl?”


Afterward, Ivan came up to me. “In two months I’ll beat you, you know. I’ll be ready then. Trust me.” Jesus, this guy could be so annoying! But the gauntlet had been thrown. We met on court twice more over the next four months, and both times there was drama.


I’m not sure what it was about Ivan Lendl that brought out an allergic reaction in me. But I do know we were polar opposites; about the only thing we had in common was being members of the human race. I’ve often heard it said that we react badly to people because they remind us of a part of ourselves that we don’t like, or because they possess a character trait that, subconsciously or consciously, we admire and even wish we possessed.


Yes, I admired his dedication and envied his fitness. It’s true that Ivan had a work ethic that no one else had, at least in those days, apart from Guillermo Vilas. But Vilas didn’t do the whole diet and monastic life thing, whereas Ivan was the first player who seemed to have no life at all outside tennis. I give a lot of credit to the guy for sticking at his regime for so long. It paid off in the end, and he certainly changed the game of tennis: today’s players have levels of fitness and commitment that are off the charts. And much as I hate to admit it, that is a good thing. But it seems like the sport has lost some of its personality in the process.


Either way, what better prospect at the start of a new year than facing Ivan Lendl across the net again? This time we were in Adelaide, in early 2011—the week before the Australian Open. And as well as the usual line-up of doubles matches, Ivan and I were scheduled to play singles. Hopefully, this time he’d hold out until the end of the match.


The promoters knew the match-up would sell a few tickets. To be honest, there aren’t a whole lot of seniors matches that people will pay to see—including most of mine. They don’t give a damn if I play Mikael Pernfors or Andrés Gómez, for example, even though they were great players and they still do a good job, probably better than some of the other guys I get to play against—probably better than me! Of the players of my generation, the ones people wanted to see me take on were Björn and, before he got too old, Jimmy Connors.


My Adelaide match with Lendl almost didn’t happen—it was raining hard and we were wondering if we should play in those conditions. I had been suffering with a long-standing hip problem which at times was so bad I doubted whether I could go on playing. The last thing I needed was to slip on a wet court and injure myself even more. Luckily, the rain stopped and the court dried out so the match could go ahead. This time I beat him pretty easily in an eight-game pro-set. The crazy thing was, he was still trash-talking to me the whole time. I think he was annoyed that it wasn’t as easy as he’d expected to come back in his late forties and play well. It was like he didn’t want to give me credit for playing consistently for the previous ten, fifteen years.


A month later, we were at Madison Square Garden for what was billed as “The Showdown”: me against Lendl, followed by Sampras against Agassi. The promotional picture had photos of Pete, Andre and me as we looked in 2011. In my case in particular, I was that old guy with the gray hair. But for some reason, Lendl’s picture was from about 1985. Wait a minute, I thought, why do three of us look old while he’s looking like he just turned twenty-five? Could it be because the co-promoter of the event was Jerry Solomon, who happens to be Ivan’s agent? Credit to him, though, because 17,000 people paid good money to see us play two matches, apparently featuring the ghost of Lendl past.


Not that I ever needed motivation when I played Ivan, but playing in front of a crowd that size was always going to make it even more special. I’d played at the Garden many times when the ATP finals had been held there in the past. This was my home turf, and it was exciting to be going back now, because it had been a long time since I’d last hit a ball there. Plus, I was fit, and I was 2–0 against him, so I couldn’t wait.


Just before my match, I was on court having a workout with Pete; I figured if I could keep up with him, I could beat Lendl. As it turned out, I was hitting the ball well and feeling good. I was about to finish up when I decided to move up to the net for a few volleys. Pete hit a ball short, I charged, but as I did so—and I swear this is the only time in my career this ever happened—my foot somehow got stuck underneath me, and I turned my ankle. I knew immediately I’d sprained it. Badly. So I headed straight back to the locker room. My ankle started swelling up like a balloon in front of my eyes. I was in so much pain I was in tears. I wasn’t sure I could play, but the only thing I could think about was that I couldn’t pass this one up. After all, what if I never got to play here again?


Meanwhile, I was overhearing conversations going on around me, supposedly behind my back and out of earshot, between the promoters, agents and players, all trying to figure out what the hell to do. At one stage, I heard one of the promoters going, “If John doesn’t play, we’re going to put in Justin Gimelstob. He’s offered up his services to play.” Are you crazy? That loudmouth? Justin Gimelstob, whose career high in the singles world rankings was 63? He was calling the match for the Tennis Channel and I could tell they were desperate, but the thought of a Sampras, Agassi, Lendl . . . and Gimelstob event was enough to make me tie my laces up as tight as possible and announce, “OK, guys, I’m playing.”


When my agent, Gary Swain, told Ivan I was going to have my ankle taped up so I could play, Ivan said, “I’m going to kill him.” We were in the locker room, about to go out, when I heard Agassi saying to Lendl, “Are you going to help John out, or are you going to be a fucking pussy and beat his ass?” I think that flustered Ivan. Even though I knew he wanted to kill me, he wasn’t sure what to do because it’s actually tough to play an injured player. Do you play it safe or do you act like an asshole and just go for it?


Anyway, I got this incredible start. Ivan seemed to be playing it safe, so whenever I had a shot, I went for it. My mind was freed up, everything I tried was a winner. Here I was, on one leg, yet I was controlling every point. In a way, it was beautiful. Meanwhile, he freaked; 2–0, 3–0, 4–0, we were playing first to eight. At 6–3 and two breaks up, I retired. I decided that it was classier to let him “win,” even though he was getting his ass kicked, because I knew that for him it was embarrassing and he was getting pissed. Anyway, by then, he knew who was boss.


I know what you’re thinking: “Jeez, what happened to McEnroe’s competitive edge?”
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“I’d rather live in his world than live without him in mine”


Gladys Knight and the Pips, “Midnight Train to Georgia”


In 2002, when I ended my first book, I was just beginning the process of working out what I was going to do with my life now that I could no longer compete at the highest level as an athlete. Would it still be tennis—playing on the seniors tour, commentating, a bit of coaching—or something else, like art-dealing, or TV, or film? Or something totally different? I had no idea which way my life was heading, but I knew if I wanted to have new experiences that would fire me up the same way being on a tennis court had done, I was going to have to take some major risks.


I’ve always needed to feel challenged, to push myself, and I’ve tried out a lot of different stuff in the intervening fifteen years. Some of it’s worked and some of it hasn’t, but in life as in sports, it’s often the big defeats that teach you the most. If you’re too scared of falling flat on your ass, you’ll never get out of your chair. And I hope that what I’ve learned from some of the more laughable calamities I’m going to describe for you on the pages that follow has given me a new perspective on the successes that came before.


That’s why this second book is going to be much more than a chronological record of everything that’s happened to me since the last one came out. The same way a tennis match alternates between service games and having to wait on the baseline preparing yourself for what your opponent might throw at you, I’m going to intercut a straightforward account of my life as it’s unfolded with stories about the past experiences that made me the person I am today.


Hopefully, over the past few years I’ve made some progress in grudgingly figuring out how to become a better person, and am now known for more than just hitting a tennis ball and getting upset and yelling at linesmen and umpires. But I’ll leave that for you to judge. Either way, I’ll be dropping so many names in this book it’ll make your head spin! (Only kidding . . . sort of.) And the first of those names is my wife’s.


I’ve been with the singer Patty Smyth since 1994. We’ve been married for twenty of those years and are closer now than ever, which I figure is pretty amazing these days.


Patty has done so many incredible things for me, not least loving and helping me try to bring up our six kids, three of them from my first marriage. When my first book came out, the youngest was only three, the oldest, seventeen. Now they’re all grown up—even the youngest will be off to college soon. We’ve had some ups and downs between the good times, the same as any family does, but at a point where Patty and I are going to be seeing even more of each other, the fact that I’m looking forward to that is a testament to how much we have in common. And if there’s any credit for the faint possibility that I might have become a slightly better, less selfish person over the last twenty years or so, the bulk of that should go to Patty. My life was at a low ebb when I met her, and things could’ve turned out very differently if she hadn’t been there to help me through the next few years. She’s a very strong character—even more opinionated than me, if that’s possible—and probably the only person who can tell me stuff I don’t want to hear in such a way that I’ll actually listen and take it on board. OK, maybe not without an argument, but we’ve learned over the years to listen and to compromise. Sometimes I’ll even back down and agree that she’s right. I guess it’s called getting older and wiser.


Since it was kind of the beginning of me becoming who I am now, I wanted to start off by letting her put the record straight (as she sees it) about how we first got together. Even if the differences between her account and the one in my first book aren’t as dramatic as she thinks they are, at least this’ll give readers the chance to see what I put up with.


Patty’s Perspective


John and I fight constantly about when we first met—and it’s a battle that continues, because he tells the story completely differently to how I remember it. Obviously everyone has their own perspective, and people’s memories can play tricks, but he does try to rewrite history, so it’ll be good if I can get my version (which of course is 100 percent the truth) down in print.


The funny thing for me was how different our lives were, and yet how much we had in common—not just through the showbiz world we were both involved in, but also because we’d both been brought up in Queens. I traveled the world to meet a guy who grew up fifteen minutes from me. There’s probably a reason for that, because there is something about the landscape you’re raised in—the sights, the sounds, the smells—and ours had been very similar. Maybe too similar, to the point where, if we’d met too soon, it might’ve been a problem.


I had seen John once in a club in 1984, right before my album The Warrior came out. Tina Turner was playing and lots of people were there, so I didn’t speak to him; I think he had a girlfriend at the time. In fact, I know he did, because my friend Robert Molnar, who is in fashion and knows all the girls, was sitting with him. Anyway, John was at a table near me and he had one of those Palestinian scarves on that were kind of rock ’n’ roll back then.


That’s the only time I remember seeing him, which was weird in itself, because we both lived in New York, we were both into music and comedy, and we knew a lot of people in common, but we had never properly met, not once. I think there was a long while where it was meant not to be. Because if we had bumped into each other too soon I would probably have been, like, “I’m not talking to him, he’s an asshole.” I needed to get my ass kicked a little for us to be ready for each other, and so did he.


The first time I met John was in LA, at a party on Christmas Day 1993. My friends told me he was going to be there and they were super-excited about it, because so many people in LA are so into that celebrity thing. John always says it was a “blind date,” but he doesn’t know what a blind date is, which is kinda sad. First off, a blind date is where two people meet at a restaurant or someplace: a) they come alone; and b) they don’t know who they’re meeting. Whereas in our case—and I know he doesn’t remember this, because his memory is terrible, but it did happen, and I know because I was mad that she had said this to him, or to anyone—one of my friends had told him in advance: “She’s had a bad breakup and she’s still getting over it, she’s hurting right now.” This was true, but at the same time it was nobody’s business. Whatever. Let’s just say I wasn’t looking to get involved with anyone at that point. I might have registered, “Oh, OK, John McEnroe’s going to be there,” but a lot of people were going to be there.


So, I go with my daughter to this Christmas party, and I remember very clearly John walking in. He had three kids and they were like monkeys on him, because they were little then— two and a half, six and seven. He had one on each arm, and then one’s wrapped around his leg, walking into the room.


We met and we talked, and I liked him.


Now I was always a chick who had a lot of guy friends. When you’re in bands and you’re in the music business, it’s all guys— there aren’t many girls. So I’d make friends with guys all the time. For example, the film director Anthony Minghella. I’d met him at my friend Carrie Fisher’s house. She was like, “He’s married!” She kept saying that to me. And I’m like, “That’s OK, I’m not interested in him romantically!” Anthony was so funny, we laughed so much, but I had no interest in him at all. I remember Carrie couldn’t wrap her head around that.


When I met John that day, I initially thought, “Oh, he’s a nice guy.” We talked, and then I got nervous, because I realized I actually LIKED him. He was definitely focusing his attention on me, which was making me nervous, so I went inside to make some coffee. It took so long to figure out how to make coffee in this hippy house, and I think I was purposely staying away from John for a while.


Anyway, John got a little jealous, because I was hanging out with Bing Crosby’s son while we were trying to make the coffee. And it was when I came back over to him and we talked for a second time that he said this weird thing: “I’m not doing anything for New Year’s Eve.” That was his big line! It seemed kind of lame, and in any case I was leaving the next day for Key West—it ended up being one of the worst holidays I ever had, but that’s another story. Anyway, I didn’t want to leave John hanging too much when he’d put himself out there, so I tried to reciprocate to let him keep his dignity intact, and because I thought we might actually meet.


So I told him, “I come to New York all the time, maybe I’ll stop by to see the gallery.” That, to me, was the cue for him to give me his card or to say, “Yeah, why don’t you take my number down?” But he didn’t, because he was a bit dull around the edges when it came to that sort of thing. He’d gotten used to women throwing themselves at him. If you’re rich, famous and happen to be hot, that’s the triple crown. It didn’t even occur to him to give me his card. And I would never ask for a guy’s number—I’d never do it. Besides, I didn’t want it that bad, because I was still licking my wounds. But I do remember feeling like something real had happened, that we had really clicked. John seemed like a sweet person. He was talking to me about his divorce and how hard it was and how he cried at night. He was very sincere, and to me—having lived in LA for four years— that was refreshing.


The following summer, I was having lunch with the girl who had set up our meeting at the Christmas party, and I asked her: “Hey, whatever happened to John McEnroe—does he come to LA anymore? When you see him again, tell him I said ‘Hi,’ and that I really liked him, I thought he was nice.” That was it. But she got all excited and called him right away. Then it was two whole weeks before I heard back from her: “John said I could give you his number.” So I said, “You know what? I don’t want his number. Tell him if he comes to LA and he wants to call me, he can.”


At the time I was thinking, “He’s a nice guy and maybe we’ll be friends.” Never did I think that I would wind up marrying him, or be struck with this thing that would totally take over my life. Anyway, six weeks later, he calls me—I found out afterward that he had beaten Agassi in an exhibition soon after Andre had won the US Open, so I have Agassi losing to thank for that phone call, because that’s what gave John the courage to pick up the phone.


I think John was in Arizona on a short changeover, which gave him an excuse not to stay on the phone if he got nervous. He said, “Hi, this is John McEnroe, I’m coming into town and I thought maybe we could go out.” The funny thing was, I told him I was going to a lesbian party and if he wanted he could go with me—which is so politically incorrect now, but it was just my way of being glib. There was a long pause before he answered—a pregnant pause, a pregnant lesbian pause. The whole thing ended up being like the first half hour of a romantic comedy where all these obstacles are in the way.


It wasn’t John that was the problem so much as the whole idea of being with anyone. John is the one that brought me back, because I was in this no-man’s land: “I’m fine—I have a good life, I’ve been lucky, I have great friends, there is no such thing as love, real love, or monogamy. This is life, and I’m OK with it.” And that’s when I met him, and that’s the reason why it was possible for us to end up being together, because I was fine with where I was at, and I think it was good for him to have to overcome some resistance.


So we had that first date at the lesbian party, and John fell asleep in the middle of it, in the living room, because he was totally jet-lagged, and he’d probably smoked a little pot and had a beer. Buck Henry, who was there too, looked at John and said, “Too bad about your date.” We laughed so hard over that—it was hilarious, because I’d been so excited to bring a date. Here I was at a party, and I was like, “I’ve got a date! This is so cool.” At least, it was until he fell asleep.


As I said before, John had been spoiled. Even when we were arranging to go to the party, he asked me, “Do I have to come pick you up?” He was like that. Even he admits he got a bit seduced by the whole Hollywood side of things for a while. He’d lived in this crazy bubble since he was a kid. He was famous and constantly feted by the most interesting and glamorous people in the world. All he had to do was play tennis— he didn’t have to learn about the give and take of everyday life.


When he asked about picking me up, I said, “Why don’t you just meet me there, then?” He was like, “OK, I’ll come and meet you . . . but will you drive us home?” And I still went! Anyway, later that night we hung out for a bit at my house, but he left at the end of the evening. The next day he came over to take me and Ruby for lunch, and afterward he had to go and play Michael Chang.


I remember going to Carrie Fisher’s house that afternoon. I was so nervous, I couldn’t eat. I was like, “I’m just going to do it. I’m going to go with it and be with him.” I wasn’t thinking far beyond that. I was so excited that I actually wanted to be with somebody, because it had been such a long time since I had felt that.


And then he came back. I wasn’t planning on seeing him that night—well, we’d said we would try to get together if he got home early, but he didn’t get home till 11.30. But that was the night Vitas Gerulaitis—who was John’s very good friend—died in a terrible carbon monoxide inhalation accident. And John was calling me from the car.


He said, “I want to come over.” I told him, “It’s late, and I’m in my pajamas already, I can see you tomorrow.” But he said, “I have this feeling about you and me, and I need to see you.” And I said, “I don’t know, I mean, what’s the hurry? We have time . . .” That was when he told me that Vitas had died, and I said, “OK, you can come over.” So he came, and we were together from that night on.


It was terrifying at first, because at that time I knew how to be alone but I didn’t know how to be in a relationship, and John wanted us to be a couple right away. Within a few weeks, when I was still in LA and he was still in New York, he was asking me, “Do you want to have more kids?” And I said, “Yeah.” I always wanted to have more kids, so I closed my eyes and sort of stepped in. It was like this River of John, and I waded out into it, and the current carried me away.


It was weird at the time, because the women who’d been there when we met that first time in Malibu were all saying, “You can’t do what he wants, you can’t go and see him, you have to play it cool.” But I told them, “I’m not playing anything, I don’t want it that bad. If it works out, great, but I’m not pretending anything. I’m just going to go, and if I want to see him, I want to see him, if I don’t want to see him, I’m not going to see him.”


So even though I didn’t believe in true love anymore, or that you could have this sort of connection with somebody, all of a sudden I knew: “I’m going to go with this, because he’s not going to do anything bad. If it doesn’t work out, it’s not going to be because he does something horrible to me, or winds up being crazy.”


One of the things I really liked about John was that he was very forthright and very direct. I mean, he knew what he wanted, which was unusual for LA. From the beginning he was working on me to move back to New York, that I shouldn’t be on the West Coast anymore. Now there was a part of me that wanted to go, cross the country right away and be with him, but the other part, the sensible part, was saying, “I can’t do that, John, I have a child.” I was afraid, because I had my daughter Ruby to think about, and I needed more time. We almost broke up because of that—he knew what he wanted and I was hesitating, in his mind, where in reality I was only trying to be smart about it.


Maybe it would have been OK if I’d moved back East immediately, but I couldn’t do it: I couldn’t give up my whole life. Because that was what I had to do. In the end, though, I did it. It took me about a year, but I gave up everything. I gave away all my stuff, I moved into his house in Malibu first, and then I was pregnant within six months. Even then, I was still trying to catch up with what had happened. He knew it was the right thing, whereas I was: “I don’t know what I’m doing, but I hope it turns out OK!”


When we first met, obviously I knew who he was, but I wasn’t a big tennis fan. I didn’t follow the sport. He wasn’t the first famous person I’d been around, so I wasn’t expecting that side of it to be a big deal. But I had no idea how profoundly known John is everywhere. I mean, in African villages, they know him. Deep in Indonesia, they know him. It’s weird. I’d say to him, “How do they know who you are? They don’t have TVs here.”


The other big adjustment was that a lot of people around me were freaked out by me being with John. Everyone started acting different, even my own family. I don’t know if it was because they thought they were losing me to another world, but whatever it was, it was bizarre the way people changed. So we had this very intense connection that was just me and him, and nothing but mayhem and chaos around us. In a way, I think that worked out well, because it helped me understand what he was used to.


I hadn’t been involved with anybody with that level of fame before. I’d hung out with a lot of famous people—Carrie Fisher was Princess Leia, for Christ’s sake—and I’d noticed how people would be weird around them, sometimes, but this was a whole other level.


It was a challenge at the start. I always tell a story, which John’s son Kevin loved the first time he heard it, about when we started dating. Very early on, in the first couple of months, John asked me to go with him to the French Open. I got on that plane with him, thinking it was a big step forward in our relationship, and he didn’t say one word to me for the entire flight. He didn’t talk to me or even look at me, because that’s how he travels: he goes into his own world. He was on the road all the time then, and this was his way of dealing with it. But I didn’t know what the problem was, so I was like, “Oh, my God, I’ve made a terrible mistake—this is horrible, who is this person?”


I was so mad by the time we got there that I started shouting at him—“You didn’t say a word!”—and he had no idea that he’d done anything wrong. He was totally unaware. That was a big thing, in the beginning—John being oblivious. So there’s definitely been an element within our relationship of it being an educational process. But one of the great things about him is that he will take direction. He always wants to be better at everything—better at tennis, better at being a father and a husband, and just a better person in general. That’s part of his DNA, wanting to learn, and I find that very attractive in him, because a lot of people aren’t like that, especially as they get older. And I have to say that John has taught me a lot as well.


If you asked me something about him that could be improved, it’s that even now, he’s a little self-centered. When I first met John, his immediate instinct was always to think about himself, and that’s been a hard habit to break. He’s way better than he used to be, but it’s still there—even spatially. He’s such a space-hog. I guess it’s a sports thing, in that winning at tennis is all about controlling the space of the court, but when he’s walking across a room, he’ll physically barrel past you. I’m like, “Hey, man, you can’t give me the right of way in our kitchen?”


It gets me mad sometimes, but he’s just not thinking. He doesn’t mean any harm by it, and he does try to put these things right. Nowadays he’ll open the door for me in the car, though sometimes he doesn’t. Or if I’m putting my coat on, he might remember to help me, or he might not. I often wonder about that, and I think maybe he didn’t get taught certain basic things about manners by his parents. He was so young, emotionally, when he went out into the world that it’s taken some of those things a long time to evolve.


I’m a huge Gladys Knight fan, and Gladys is a huge John McEnroe fan, and the reason John knows all the lyrics to “Midnight Train to Georgia” is because it contains his all-time favorite line: “I’d rather live in his world than live without him in mine.” He loves that, because it’s basically what he was asking me to do. What he was saying was: “I want you in this world, it’s my world, and I want you in it, I want you to be happy in it, I want you to take care of me, and I’ll be taking care of you.”
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“Good news. I fed my anger monkey a banana this morning and he’s feeling much better”


Adam Sandler as Dave Buznik in Anger Management


Was I planning to kick-start 2002 in the way I did? No. But this opportunity fell firmly into the category of “the kind of challenges I do not pass up.” Over the previous couple of years I’d had a lot of meetings with TV people. They’d noticed that my commentary was going down well, and that I was never short of an opinion. So some of these guys were tooting my horn and telling me that I could become more involved in television, possibly even with my own show if the right vehicle could be found.


These things take a long time. Out of ten meetings, one or two might lead to something. I was looking forward to spending the holidays quietly with family and friends when, right in the middle of what was meant to be an away-from-it-all Christmas vacation, I got a call from LA: did I want to host this game show, which ended up being called The Chair, to be aired on ABC, shooting to start early January? Of course I was interested. Game shows can be popular, and this one was being talked up as a potential big deal. The concept had originated, I believe, in New Zealand. From what I understood, it could be in the wheelhouse for me. But did it have to be so goddam urgent? Yes, apparently so, for the simple reason that Fox was about to start with a rival show, called The Chamber, and no, ABC did not want to lose out to them.


So in the space of a week, I found myself signed up for this show and flying back to LA a couple of days after New Year. At that stage, I’d been thinking that, outside of the commentating, the TV thing wasn’t going to work for me. I’d had so many meetings to discuss so many ideas that never seemed to happen that I wasn’t exactly holding my breath over a career in TV. If it happened, great; if it didn’t, I knew tennis was always going to be a big part of my life.


The Chair’s concept was that contestants—sitting . . . wait for it . . . in a chair—would have to answer seven multiple-choice general-knowledge questions, winning increasing amounts of money with each correct answer, up to a total of $250,000. However, they could only answer if their heart rate was below a certain threshold. As host, I was the one asking the questions, visible to the contestants in two ways: first, I was standing above them, and second, if they couldn’t bear to look straight at me, they could see a huge image of my face projected on a screen above my head.


The chair which gave the show its title was surrounded by a ring of lit torches to up the temperature and, hopefully, the contestants’ already-racing heart rate. If their heart rate red-lined, going above the permitted level, they were not allowed to answer, and any money they had earned would be reduced by $100 a second while they waited for their heart rate to drop. In addition, there would be two “heart-stopper” moments of fear or surprise during the contestant’s appearance, “guaranteed” to set their heart racing even faster.


In theory, it all sounded like an entertaining and original concept: trying to get your heart rate down, maintaining a semblance of calm in a tough situation. We can all relate to that feeling—God knows I’ve had it in enough tennis matches, that moment when you get sweaty palms, your legs feel like lumps of wood and even breathing becomes difficult—so I thought it would make good TV. And in case you’re wondering, I was assured by the producers that the contestants would be thoroughly checked over in advance for any heart problems, to make sure that coming face to face with me would not bring on a heart attack!


The doubts began to creep in almost immediately. To me, it seemed obvious that a lot of the things planned for the show weren’t going to work. Some were gimmicks that seemed doomed to total and utter failure—for example, having me look down on the contestants from this giant screen like some evil wizard, yelling and screaming at them. In the first few shows, the producers kept telling me, “Scream at them. You know—‘You idiot, you moron!’ that sort of thing!” to which I really did reply, “You cannot be serious! That’s such a dumb-ass thing to do.” I mean, what a cliché, right? Plus, it clearly wasn’t doing the contestants any good: they were already wound up so tight, sitting in that hot seat in front of a live audience, that every time I said “hello” to them, their hearts would leap out of their chests.


We started filming in early January with the first show going out less than two weeks later. At first, the majority of contestants failed to get below the right heart rate. One after the other they were eliminated as time ran out (the $5,000 they were given as a starting amount would drain away in, well, fifty seconds) before they could manage to bring their rate down from a pounding 140, 150 beats per minute. There was a lot of “Bring on the next contestant!” cheeriness on my part, but it was clear to me the show wasn’t working. It got to the stage where I was even saying to them, “Hey, calm down.” Me, of all people!


Some contestants were downright cocky when they came on but soon got the smile wiped off their faces. On one episode, this poor guy had as one of his big selling points—and I guess it was the reason he was picked to go on the show—that allegedly he was very sexy. Talk about setting yourself up for a fall! When I pressed him as to why exactly women found him sexy, I watched with a mixture of pity and amusement as his heart rate shot up and he lost his ability to speak. He lasted fifty seconds before having to take the walk of shame.


Another guy came on and immediately started to act all tough, trying to cut me down to size, like I was too big for my breeches. “Hey, I’m cool,” I answered back jokingly, not rising to the bait. “Nah, you’re pretty wound up, John,” he countered. “Well, if I’m so uptight,” I replied, “why is your heart rate 175?” Truth was, I felt sorry for this guy with his faux-bravado. The fact was he could barely breathe, he was so nervous.
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