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To Patty  
My soul mate, my partner in crime - 
we were meant for each other.
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I hate alarm clocks. That incessant ticking drives me nuts. And so September 11, 2001, began like any other morning in the McEnroe household, with my seven A.M. call from 540-WAKE. I quickly hung up the phone, let my wife Patty sleep, and dragged myself out of bed to go rouse five of my six children - Ava, the baby of the family at two, was still too young to be part of this daily ritual.

We live at the top of a big apartment building on Central Park West, in what I happen to believe is the best apartment in the most beautiful building in New York City. I think about that, appreciate that every day. Our house is the top four floors; the kids’ rooms are on floors one, two and three. I smiled as I moved from room to room, mussing hair, scratching backs, patting cheeks. And as my kids fought for that extra minute or two of sleep before the reality of a school day set in, memories of my own boyhood bubbled up.

In my mind’s eye, I was fifteen again, just embarking on my four years at the Trinity School on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. My mother was struggling to get me out of bed in my upstairs room at 255 Manor Road, Douglaston, Queens, enduring an early-morning grumpiness - sorry, Mom! - caused by the prospect of a commute my own kids couldn’t even begin to imagine.

First came the fifteen-minute walk to the Douglaston train station - a walk I made every morning until the glorious day I turned seventeen and finally got my driver’s license. Then I’d catch the 7:20 train, show the conductor my monthly pass, and settle in for the thirty-minute ride to Penn Station in Manhattan.

For you out-of-towners, Penn Station is directly under Madison Square Garden, which was a frequent destination for me as a kid: the home of my beloved Knicks and Rangers; the site of the first rock concert I ever attended (Grand Funk Railroad!); as well as of one of the highlights of my adolescence, the New York stop of Led Zeppelin’s 1975 world tour. Some of my greatest tennis triumphs, both in singles and doubles, would also take place there just a few years later, in the Masters tournament, just after Christmas.

Getting off the train, I’d walk through the crowded tunnels and catch the subway - the Seventh Avenue IRT, number 2 or 3 express - for the twenty-minute ride to the Upper West Side. Sometimes I’d be traveling with John Ryerson, another Trinity student who commuted from Douglaston, and occasionally John and I would hook up with another classmate, Steven Weitzmann.

I loved the subway. I still do. Being clumped in with masses of my fellow citizens has never bothered me a bit: I’m a New Yorker, after all, through and through, and getting up close (if not personal) is just part of the gig. For another thing, while I get motion sickness reading in a car, the subway doesn’t affect me the same way (not that John and Steven and I did a lot of reading down there; I recall a number of paper-clip fights - sorry, IRT passengers of 1974!). I’ve  also always enjoyed that feeling of rocking and rolling through the dark - it’s comforting, in a way that’s hard to describe.

I’d get off the subway at 96th Street, climb the steps up to Broadway, with its honking taxi horns and endless street life, and walk the five blocks down to Trinity, at 139 West 91st, between Columbus and Amsterdam Avenues - the very same place to which I now drive Ruby, Kevin, Sean, Emily, and Anna every morning after breakfast.

It’s funny - our apartment isn’t much more than a half-mile from Trinity, yet despite (or maybe because of) my own arduous commute as a boy, I like to drive them to school. I enjoy having the extra time with them, and I admit it - I like to indulge my children a little. Can you blame me? Having me for a father makes their life both easy and difficult at the same time, and it’s harder than I can tell you to strike exactly the right balance. I want my kids to be happy and secure and comfortable, to have everything - including what I call the fire in the belly. That’s what got me to where I went then, and to where I am today.

But I made that long commute to school, and they get a ride. Am I too easy on them?

I got down to the kitchen around seven-thirty that morning and began lining up the breakfast fruit: apples, grapefruit, strawberries, and cantaloupes. I’m a big believer in eating fruit every morning, and, like my parents, I work hard to prepare it for my kids: peeling apples, slicing the grapefruit just right, cutting and de-seeding the cantaloupe.

A few minutes later, the five of them descended like a swarm of locusts, and made quick work of the fruit I’d prepared so carefully, without so much as a mumbled thank-you (unfortunately, I’ve been known to be guilty of this now and then myself). Then they wolfed down cereal, waffles, and eggs before we swooped out the door a little after eight.

I got back to my house around eight forty-five and decided to switch on one of the morning talk shows. I’m not quite sure what made me do it that Tuesday morning: I usually like to start my day with coffee, a bagel, and the Times. Today, though, I was ready, clicker in hand, for some Diane and Charlie, Katie and Matt, maybe even a little Bryant. I’m a restless clicker.

Then came the news.

There was a fire, they said, in the World Trade Center. Bad luck, I thought, but things appeared to be under control. It was now just past nine, and I was getting ready to head downtown for my weekly therapy session. Anger-management counseling is what the courts call it - or, more specifically in this case, what my ex-wife’s lawyer calls it. I’ve been doing it now for about a year, and while I’m not sure I would’ve chosen to go if the terms of my divorce hadn’t strongly suggested it - and while I don’t exactly come out of every session full of calm insight - I have to admit the therapy has done a few things for me. More and more, I’m able to count to ten in certain situations that once would’ve gotten me going.

What I heard next, though, made me more scared than angry. As I was about to leave, I heard that a plane had just crashed into the south World Trade tower, and that the fire in the north tower reported earlier had also been caused by a plane. It was suddenly clear that we were in the midst of some kind of terrorist attack. My heart was knocking like a hammer.

What should I do? I had absolutely no idea, except to proceed with my usual Tuesday-morning routine. I believe now that I must have been in some kind of shock. When I walked into my therapist’s office, I said, almost casually, ‘Did you hear two planes just crashed into the World Trade Center?’ He stared at me, seeming to wonder for a second whether I was serious or not. And then - incredibly enough - we proceeded to have our regular session, without another word about the attacks.

Somehow, the enormity of the situation hadn’t yet sunk in. Perhaps it had something to do with my years of traveling as a tennis player, when I’d been forced to put plane crashes out of my mind, just so I could keep flying every week. As a group, tennis players never discuss this kind of thing, the way race-car drivers don’t like to talk about fatal wrecks. Besides, when you’re young, you feel invulnerable.

I don’t feel invulnerable anymore.

I got home just before ten and immediately became glued to the TV set. What I watched boggled my mind: first one, then the other tower collapsing, giving downtown Manhattan the look of a surreal war movie: panicked people running for their lives, mountainous clouds of dust - and, where we were on the Upper West Side, only eerie silence. Patty and I just stared at each other, stunned.

As the news came in, we started to worry about our kids. Our phones had gone out - what should we do? What should the school do? What was going to happen next? We came out of our stupor long enough to realize that if there ever was a time to round everyone up and cling together, this was it. I just wanted to hug my four girls and two boys, as much for my sake as for theirs.

Fortunately, Ruby, our sixteen-year-old, had her cell phone with her, and she was able to reach us; soon I was on my way, on foot, to pick up all the kids. As I walked uptown, still in a daze, I kept hearing sirens, seeing fire trucks, ambulances, and police cars shooting by. Other people looked dazed, too, standing around on the sidewalk, talking and staring. The city had been rocked, but it also felt as if it was starting to pull together in a strange new way.

For some reason, as I walked along, I thought about the 2001 U.S. Open, which had just ended a few days before. Now it suddenly felt like six months ago. As always, I’d worked hard doing my commentary for USA and CBS; as always, I’d loved the work. The tournament had ended on a down note for me: an exhibition match  between Boris Becker and myself, which had been scheduled to follow the women’s singles final between Venus and Serena Williams on Saturday night, had fallen through: Boris claimed an injury.

I had felt angry and disappointed, not just for myself but for Seniors tennis. The exhibition would have marked Becker’s entry, at thirty-three, onto the Seniors Circuit - a tour into which I’d thrown myself wholeheartedly for the past six or seven years, but which had been struggling financially of late. Boris’s almost casual withdrawal from a big match at the U.S. Open didn’t seem like a good sign.

But all at once, all of that felt incredibly trivial and far, far away. I just wanted to see my children, right away, and take them home. Why, I wondered, did it take such a horrific event to make me appreciate what was really important?

 
One night last July (in what now seems like an infinitely more innocent time) I went to a Mets game with my son Kevin, his friend Josh, and Josh’s father, who’s a friend of mine. We took the subway both ways.

I wore a variation of my usual walking-around-New York outfit: leather jacket and baseball cap (Mets or Yankees, Rangers or Knicks). And the whole ride out there, and the whole way back, not a single person bothered me. As we got close to Shea, I saw a guy who seemed to be trying to maneuver to get my autograph, but I just pretended not to see him, and then the crowd pushed us out the door, and that was that.

Part of me really enjoyed being left alone. I thought, That’s exactly what I want. Right? Then I thought, Well, maybe that isn’t exactly what I want.


It’s hard to describe what it was like to be in my shoes for the fifteen years I spent on the men’s tennis tour. It was a pretty wild ride.

It didn’t hurt that I happened to come along at exactly the right point in history. For a decade, from the mid-’70s to the mid-’80s,  professional tennis went through a boom the likes of which it had never enjoyed before, or has since. The money in the game was unprecedented, as was the electricity. Starting with Bjorn Borg, tennis players became more than just sports stars. Back then, even rock musicians aspired to be touring tennis pros. (Of course, we all aspired to be rock musicians.)

Borg was three years older, but had turned pro at a younger age than I did, and there never seemed to be anything especially boyish about him - even if he did spend his spare time reading comic books. He was remote, soulful, self-contained: The less he showed of himself, the more the girls screamed.

From the start, when I came out of nowhere to reach the semifinals of Wimbledon at the age of eighteen, I was a bad boy in the public’s eyes. (I read somewhere that when Thomas Hulce was studying for his role as Mozart in Amadeus, he looked at videotapes of me acting up on the tennis court.)

My friends on the tour called me Junior. (My dad is John Patrick McEnroe, Senior.) To the public, I was Super-Brat, McBrat, McNasty - all those snide nicknames - or just plain Johnny Mac, everybody’s naughty brother or son or cousin or neighbor, the guy people loved to hate, or (maybe) hated to love. Tennis players had had tantrums before, had yelled at umpires before - Pancho Gonzalez, Ilie Nastase, Jimmy Connors - but no one had done it quite the way I did.

People had an incredible reaction to me right from the start. Maybe my rages stirred up something that they’d had to bury or swallow as kids. I don’t know. Whatever it was, the public really sat up and took notice.

Most people dream about being famous, but as the saying goes, be careful what you wish for. There were times when I would have loved to get away from my high visibility. I tried. Once I took a vacation trip to Fiji, thinking that surely, out there in the vast reaches of  the South Pacific, I could become an anonymous American citizen for a few days. What I hadn’t realized was that ninety percent of the tourists who went to Fiji were Australians - the world’s biggest tennis fans. G’day, Mac!

To this day, I often feel as if my name is written across my forehead. It’s hard to walk down a street anywhere (and especially in my beloved Manhattan, where walking down the street is one of my favorite occupations) without being spotted, and called out to, as if the person knew me in the fifth grade.

Most of the time, the experience is positive. Sure, I could live without being asked for my autograph in the middle of dinner. And the fact is, I don’t really like to give autographs to anyone over eleven or twelve years old: What can my chicken-scrawl mean to anybody who’s not a kid - besides money on the sports memorabilia market? (But don’t get me started on that.) And, trust me, my signature isn’t worth that much.

But having someone come up and say, ‘Hey, John McEnroe, you’re the greatest tennis player that ever lived!’ is not exactly difficult to swallow. Or, ‘Hey, tennis isn’t the same since you’ve been gone!’ Or ‘That Davis Cup victory in ninety-two was amazing!’ Or ‘I really appreciate your making that stand on South Africa.’ (Back in 1980, someone offered me a million dollars - an unbelievable amount at the time - to play a one-day exhibition against Bjorn Borg in Sun City. I turned it down - it didn’t feel right - little knowing how many friends I would win in the process.)

I don’t get tired of such compliments. I feel proud of having earned them. And - I admit it - there’s a part of me that’s addicted to the attention.

It’s one reason - I’ll also admit this - that I’m writing this book. It’s not just to get attention, but to do some serious thinking about how much attention I actually need, and why I need it. I truly do wonder sometimes: Will I be totally forgotten at some point? Will I end up  walking around wishing for what I don’t have anymore? People always seem to want what they can’t have, which seems a rather pathetic part of human nature to me. Will I be the guy going around saying, ‘Hey, remember me?’

I hope not.

At worst, I know people have seen me as a kind of caricature: a spoiled, loudmouthed, ill-tempered crybaby. I don’t deny I’ve acted that way a lot (though I’ve almost always instantly regretted it). However, I sometimes worry that as I get older, that caricature is getting more deeply etched - that maybe it’s all I’ll get to leave to posterity.

I worry when the best my own agent can seem to do for me is say, ‘Hey, are you interested in playing Anna Kournikova?’ Am I really that much of a caricature that the best gig I can get now is playing Kournikova? Is that what it’s come down to for me at forty-three years old? Is that what it’s come down to for tennis? I think it shows how many problems there are for the game when the main topic of conversation at the 2000 U.S. Open seemed to be my comments about Venus Williams and whether I was going to play her. (And when I brought up the subject in the first place, in the course of being profiled for the New Yorker, was it just a way of promoting myself? I’m still not sure.)

I’ll tell you right here and now, though, that I have a lot of other fish to fry besides playing Anna Kournikova or Venus Williams - and I know the same is true for them.

I feel there has to be some real seriousness in my life - in all our lives - since September 11th. It’s as if we finally have to face the reality that we’ve been avoiding for a long time. Those beliefs we all depended on - ‘Buy any technology stock, it’s going to go through the roof ’; ‘No one would ever do anything to the United States of America’ - have been shattered. I certainly hope something good will come out of all that’s happened - that the new reality is one we can live with.

At forty-three, I’m a father of six. I don’t want to be a caricature anymore - in some ways, I feel I’ve hidden behind that for a long time, or at the very least, I’ve gotten by without having to be particularly mature.

See, part of the magic of playing tennis for a living is that it lets you act like a kid for as long as you can keep going. Now, some of you will say, and I agree, that it’s good to keep that kid in you, but every kid has to grow up sometime, or else wind up a case of arrested development.

I always considered myself more well rounded than most tennis players: I read, I thought, I looked at the outside world. But I always looked at it from a distance. It was hard to get away from the feeling that everything revolved around my own closed little universe, one I ventured outside of just to get perks - to get good seats at a concert, or meet people I would never have known if I weren’t a famous tennis player. And I didn’t venture out of it a great deal. In a lot of ways, I was really oblivious to the outside world. And let me tell you: Once you get away from the real world, it’s very difficult to make that transition back into it. Look at all the ex-celebrities who wind up sick or angry or burned-out. Or dead.

There was a time - I’ll admit it - when my head was so big it barely fit through the door. Having kids, I hope, changed all that for me. Having kids brings you down to earth right away, unless you let other people raise them, which I was never about to do.

Imagine that: Johnny Mac, a forty-three-year-old father of six! When I first stepped out onto the world’s stage, I was a chubby-faced eighteen-year-old with a mop of curly brown hair and a red headband. Today I’m a lean-faced man with thin graying hair, lines in my cheeks, a small silver hoop in my left earlobe, and a roses-and-thorns tattoo on my right shoulder. I can change a diaper, calm a tantrum, dry tears, make breakfast.

I’m still in good shape. I play tennis almost every day and work out on a stationary bike or jump rope when I can’t find the time or want  to mix things up. My vision is still sharp enough (around 20/15), and my reflexes quick enough, that on a given day, I can give anyone on the men’s tour a run for his money for a set or two. My standards - as you may remember - are rather high on a tennis court, and I put enough work into my game so that I don’t disgust myself out there. Until recently, I actually considered going back to playing Davis Cup doubles again, after a break of nearly a decade. But you’ll have to ask my brother Patrick about that now.

On the other hand, I’m not kidding myself. No one knows his own body like a professional athlete, and I fully realize that the machine God gave me is nowhere near as flexible as it used to be, that I’ve lost the inevitable step or two along the way. As somebody who thinks almost obsessively in numerical terms (when I was a little boy I used to amaze my parents’ friends by multiplying and dividing large numbers in my head), I’d say, objectively speaking, that I’m about sixty percent of the tennis player I was in my prime.

Which is not too shabby. But then again, I’m not really a tennis player anymore.

 
So what am I?

For one thing, I’ve been a tennis commentator for the last ten years, with enough pride in my work to feel that I’m at the top of my profession. This didn’t just happen by itself. As you know, I’ve always had a certain facility for speaking my mind, but commentating demanded that I focus my thoughts, speak in complete sentences, and learn when silence was more valuable than talk. In short, it was (and still is) hard work. And so I had to learn the ropes.

Fortunately - as in my tennis career - I had great teachers. I’ve always been happier as a team player than as a solo performer, and my work with great broadcasters like Dick Enberg and Ted Robinson (and producers like Gordon Beck and John McGuinness, who gave me the freedom to be myself) has been a joy and an education to me.  I believe that the joy comes through on television and over the radio - that my commentary has allowed people to see a different part of me, a far more lighthearted and self-deprecating side than I ever allowed myself to show on the tennis court.

I’ve done a lot of growing up over the past quarter-century. On the other hand, like most people - maybe even more than most people - I’m still a work in progress. Anyone who’s seen me play on the Seniors Tour knows that even if my temper has lost a step or two, I can still get pretty far out there. It doesn’t happen nearly as often as it used to - for one thing, because I don’t play nearly as much as I used to - but now even a little bit feels like way too much (and the fact that people expect me to go too far doesn’t make matters any easier).

I’m trying to work it out. One of the things I’m striving to come to terms with is the deep-down part of me that isn’t completely willing to give up my anger. After all, I feel certain that it’s part of what drove me to the top, and though I may not be at the top of my game anymore, that fire in my belly is still hot. Where would I be if I let it go out?

And what exactly do I need it for now?

 
Pride is a funny thing. While throughout my playing career, I had a lot to be proud of - and much to regret - I was never one to dwell on things. After all, I’m a serve-and-volley player: my whole game was, and still is, based on moving forward, always forward, then making the winning shot.

But once your career is over you’re in a funny place if you’ve done reasonably well as a professional athlete, namely: Where do you go from here?

During my whole career, I basically went from one thing to another: The next thing always just came around the corner. Make no mistake, I had goals along the way - to win the NCAA’s, to win  Wimbledon, the U.S. Open, the Davis Cup; to try to emulate my hero, Rod Laver - and I achieved a lot of them. In the last few years, however, I’ve given a lot of hard thought to who I was, who I am, and who I want to become.

I’m very proud of my tennis career. I won 77 singles tournaments and 77 doubles - 154 tournament titles in all, more than any pro ever to play the game. My singles record puts me in third place, all-time, after Connors and Ivan Lendl, and in doubles titles I’m second only to Tom Okker, who won 78.

Think about how few great players had significant records in both singles and doubles. Not Borg (he almost never played doubles), nor Connors, nor Lendl. Think about how few American stars of the modern era have played Davis Cup. One of my very proudest achievements is having helped resuscitate the Cup in the U.S.A., starting in the late ’70s, a time when the other top Americans - especially James Scott Connors - weren’t especially interested in wasting their energy on playing for practically nothing, when there was so much money to be had in tournaments and exhibitions.

Call me corny, but I’ve always been extraordinarily proud of representing my country: There’s simply no thrill in tennis quite like it. You may remember the pictures of me running around the court with an American flag after our dramatic victory over Switzerland in my last Davis Cup tie in the final year of my career, 1992. (A meeting between countries in Davis Cup is called a ‘tie.’) In all, I played for the Cup in 30 ties over twelve years, winning 41 singles matches and 59 overall.

The main point, though, I’d like to think, is not the number of matches I won, but the five Cups I helped gain for the U.S.A.

I guess you could say that history, and whatever part I’ve been able to play in it, has always felt extremely important to me. My idol Rod Laver has a rock-solid claim to being one of the greatest tennis players of all time, and for a very good reason: He achieved (not once but  twice!) the colossally difficult feat of winning all four major titles - the French Open, Wimbledon, the U.S. Open, and the Australian Open - in a single calendar year.

I was never able to do it. I won three Wimbledons and four U.S. Opens, but never a French or Australian Open.

Pete Sampras has won thirteen Grand Slam titles, and even though the French Open has eluded him, he’s won seven Wimbledons, four U.S. Opens, and two Australians - an unbelievable, maybe unbeatable, record.

Like me, Andre Agassi has seven Grand Slam titles altogether; but unlike me, he’s won all four of the majors, even if not in one calendar year. His place in history is secure.

Where does that leave me? I guess only time will tell.

I did win over $12 million in prize money overall, and, with the help of my dad and some other wise heads along the way, invested my winnings and endorsement proceeds intelligently and conservatively enough to be able to support my wife and children in great comfort. The endorsement money came slowly at first, because of my bad-boy image, but it built up fast once Madison Avenue, or Phil Knight, more specifically, learned how to market me. I still have significant endorsement deals today, especially with Nike.

Why, then, do I still feel driven?

A lot of it has to do with my tendency to see the glass as half-empty. I’m smart enough to know that there’s no sense thinking about what you didn’t do instead of what you did. You lose perspective if you compare yourself to people who are out of reach or who it’s inappropriate to compare yourself to.

But sometimes I do it anyway.

I’ll confess it: I feel I could have done more. There are nights when I can’t get to sleep for thinking about the Australian Opens I passed by when I was at the peak of my game and always felt I’d have  another chance; the French Open that I had in the palm of my hand, then choked away.

I can practically hear you saying, ‘Come on, McEnroe! You’re rich, famous, and healthy; you have a loving family, a more-than-comfortable life. You’ve done amazing things and been to amazing places - things and places most people can barely dream of. Why not just relax and enjoy what you have?’

Here’s what I’d say back to you: I’m working on it, hard.

But at the same time - I’m a serve-and-volley player. My style is, as it’s always been, to move forward, always forward.

My standards for myself are, as they’ve always been, extraordinarily high.

Why should I change now?
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Where did it come from? That’s the question interviewers always work around to asking me. How did you get that way?  And the first thing I tell them is, I’m a New Yorker. New Yorkers don’t hold anything back - sitting in traffic or just walking down the street, we lay it on the line, and we don’t whisper when we do it.

My dad’s like that. He grew up on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, but not the fancy Upper East Side - it was the patchwork of Irish, German, Italian, Polish, and Hungarian working-class enclaves known as Yorkville. His father, John Joseph McEnroe, immigrated here from Ireland in the early 1900s, and worked as a bank messenger and security guard. (He also made a little money on the side as a trombone player in Irish bands, so I come by my performing interest honestly. My actual musical talent, though - that’s another question.)

Coming from such a humble background, my dad did extremely well to be able to go to college at all, let alone work his way through night classes at Fordham Law School and wind up as a partner in one of the biggest law firms in New York.

But Dad has never forgotten his roots: He’s full of Irish music and humor; there’s nothing he likes better than to get together with friends and have a beer or two, and sing and tell jokes at the top of his lungs (unlike me: I can’t remember a joke to save my life). I still remember how boisterous my parents’ parties were when I was growing up - and how, the next morning, my dad would always be bright-eyed and full of energy, ready to go at the world again.

As those of you who watched tennis in the ’80s may recall, my mother was much quieter: my shyness, I think, comes from her. And some of my edge. My mom Kay - born Katherine Tresham, the daughter of a Long Island deputy sheriff - tended to see the world in a somewhat harsher light than my father, who always seemed to have a smile and a kind word for everyone. My mom has never been as trusting of outsiders as my dad is; she could hold a grudge with the best of them. Unfortunately, I’m like her in those ways too.

My parents met in New York City in the mid-’50s, when my father was home on vacation from Catholic University in Washington, D.C. and my mother was working as a student nurse at Lenox Hill Hospital. Typically enough, their relationship started at a bar one night, when a couple of my mother’s nurse friends ran into my dad and some buddies of his. Dad didn’t hit it off with any of those nurses, but they introduced him to a girl who turned out to be perfect for him. John and Kay got married while Dad was in the Air Force, and I was born on February 16, 1959, at Wiesbaden Air Force Base, in West Germany.

When my father got out of the service, we moved to an apartment in Flushing, Queens, home of La Guardia Airport and home-to-be of  the New York Mets. Dad worked during the day as an assistant office manager at an advertising agency and attended Fordham Law by night. There’s a story that’s typical of my mother: When Dad finished his first year, he proudly told Mom that he was second in his class. ‘See, if you had worked harder, you could have been first,’ she said. (The next year, he was.)

We were still in Flushing when my brother Mark was born in February of 1962, but then, shortly before Dad’s graduation we made the big move to the suburbs, way out east to Douglaston, Queens - first, to another apartment, and then to a two-story saltbox house at 241-10 Rushmore Avenue.

Douglaston was a typical New York-area bedroom suburb: nice, safe, clean; nothing fancy. The houses were small, square prewar Cape Cods and Colonials; there were a lot of young families like us, with a station wagon in the driveway, a barbecue grill on the back patio. Kids rode their bikes, played football and stickball in the street and at Memorial Field, played basketball in the driveway. It was  Leave It to Beaver, Queens style.

I even had a paper route when I was ten and eleven, delivering  Newsday and the New York Times on my bike. It was brutal work: I made about a buck-fifty to two bucks a week, and people didn’t exactly throw around the tips - it was four cents from one person, exact change for $1.86 from someone else.

I was seven and a half when my baby brother, Patrick, was born: I took vague notice of the fact and then went on about my business, which, from the time I could stand up and walk, was mainly one thing: sports, sports, and more sports. If it had a ball, I played it - and was good at it. A story my dad likes to tell: When I was four, we were playing in Central Park one day. He was pitching a Whiffle ball to me, and I was whacking some pretty good line drives with my yellow Whiffle bat. An older lady walked up and said, ‘Excuse me, is that a little boy, or a midget in disguise?’

For a long time, I didn’t get much bigger than that - ‘Runt’ was what the big kids in Memorial Field used to call me. But I was good enough that they let me play anyway. Team sports like basketball, football, and baseball were my favorites. In softball games, I learned to hit from both sides of the plate, because of the peculiar configuration of the field at P.S. 98. Soccer came a little later. I always enjoyed the camaraderie of a team. I remember long summer evenings playing stickball out on Rushmore with my good friends Andy Keane, John Martin, and Doug Saputo, evenings that seemed like they’d last forever.

The McEnroe males were a sports-obsessed group, and we were vocal about it, whether we were rooting or playing. We were vocal about everything. We all loved each other, but we were definitely a family of yellers when I was growing up, my father leading the way, blowing off steam or just making friendly noise. We didn’t hold back in our household.

At the same time, my parents had a serious and demanding side. They expected achievement.

One day, I fell off my bike. I told my mom, ‘My arm hurts.’ She was an operating-room nurse at the time, and knew about hurt arms. She felt the arm, thought it was just a bruise, and said, ‘Go back to the tennis court.’ Three weeks later, it was still hurting, and I was still complaining. Finally my mom took me to the doctor. I had a fractured left arm.

And on moral matters, there were no gray areas: Everything was black and white, either right or wrong, period. They always drummed it into me: ‘Tell the truth. Be honest at any cost.’

My mom and dad knew that education was the ticket to moving up in the world. The public schools in Douglaston were part of the reason a lot of young families moved there from the city, but in my parents’ eyes, public school wasn’t good enough for the McEnroe boys. I started off at St. Anastasia, a Catholic school not far from our  house, but when in first grade (as Mom tells the story), one of the teachers said, ‘You should really get him out - he’s much too bright.’ And so my parents sent me - on partial scholarship, but at no small financial sacrifice - to Buckley Country Day School, a twenty-five-minute bus ride away in Roslyn, Long Island.

My mom and dad were strivers in every way; they fully bought into the American Dream. It was a restless dream for them, and a big part of it was about where you lived. We lived in four different places during my Douglaston years: the apartment, then three different houses. Once - I swear - we moved next door. Better house, my mom said. But damn, there was less of a yard to play football in!

In the summer of 1967, we made a short move that was significant in more ways than one: a mile north, over Northern Boulevard and the Long Island Railroad tracks from Douglaston to Douglaston Manor.

Just as the name sounds, Douglaston Manor was the right side of the tracks, a step up in the world, and our new house at 252 Beverly Road was also just down the block from a place called the Douglaston Club, which my parents had joined while we still lived on Rushmore.

The Douglaston Club wasn’t fancy - just a clubhouse, a pool, and five tennis courts - but it was nice, and it meant something to an upwardly mobile young family. Tennis meant something, too. In those days, it was still very much a country-club game that you played in white clothes, exactly the kind of game a young lawyer for a white-shoe Manhattan law firm ought to be playing. And since Dad knew I loved any game that involved a ball, we both started playing it at the same time. Both of my brothers also began tennis in those early Douglaston Club years: Mark at age five, and little Patrick at three, when he used a two-handed backhand because it was the only way he could lift the racket!

I started taking group lessons with the club pro, a high-school teacher named Dan Dwyer. The family legend - there might even  be some truth to it! - is that at the age of eight, when I’d only been playing for about two weeks, I entered the Douglaston Club’s 12-and-under tournament and got to the semifinals with three other boys, all of them twelve. I lost, but a few weeks later, in another tournament, I was with the same three guys, and this time I won. At a club banquet, Dan Dwyer gave me a special award - a five-dollar gift certificate at the pro shop - saying, ‘I’m predicting we’re going to see John at Forest Hills someday.’

After Dwyer left the club, he was replaced by a nice old guy named George Seewagen, whose son Butch actually played on the circuit for a couple of years. I also took some lessons with Warren McGoldrick, a history teacher at Buckley.

Because I was so small for my age, I wasn’t getting a huge amount of power out of my wooden racket. I was fast on my feet, though, and my vision was good enough that I saw the ball very early: I seemed to have an instinct for where my opponent was going to hit his next shot. Between my fast feet and my sharp eyes, I got almost every ball back. I learned very early on that you don’t have to overpower the ball to win tennis matches - if you get everything back, you’re going to beat just about everybody.

But there was something else, too. From an early age I had good hand-eye coordination, and as soon as I picked up a tennis racket, there was another dimension: In a way I can’t totally explain, I could feel the ball through the strings. From the beginning, I was fascinated by all the different ways you could hit a tennis ball - flat, topspin, slice. I loved the way a topspin lob would sail over my opponent’s head, dive down just inside the baseline, then go bouncing out of his reach. I loved to take my racket back for a hard forehand or backhand, and then, at the very last millisecond, feather the ball just over the net for an angled drop-shot that would leave the other guy flat-footed and open-mouthed. I hit thousands of practice balls at the Douglaston Club backboard, testing all the possibilities (and sending  quite a few balls into the backyard of Dick Lynch, a former defensive back for the New York Giants, who lived right behind the wall).

My parents were both intense in their own ways, and I guess they transmitted that to me through the genes. As the oldest son of two intensely striving people, I felt right away that a lot was expected of me. In 1969, my fifth-grade teacher wrote to my parents: ‘Johnny is a gifted child with a tremendous urge to do better work than any of his classmates.’ I had a rage not just to succeed, but to compete and win - whether it was tennis, ping-pong, or a Latin test at school, I had to come out on top, or I felt crushed. I was one of the best students at Buckley - my mom and dad didn’t disapprove - and now my parents saw a way I could stand out in sports, too. On George Seewagen’s recommendation, they enrolled me in the Eastern Lawn Tennis Association when I was nine.

‘Lawn tennis’ is what they called it back then, when three of the four major tournaments - Wimbledon, the Australian, and Forest Hills - were still played on grass. It sounds fancy and exclusive, and it was. But things were changing fast. The year I joined the E.L.T.A. was 1968, a very significant moment for the game, Year One in the history of open tennis. Ever since the sport had been invented, the four Grand Slam tournaments had been closed to professionals. Amateurism (also known as shamateurism) was a typical bit of hypocrisy in a game that prided itself on its genteel trappings and looked down on anyone who didn’t fit in: The top players all made money (though nothing like what they would make later), but the money was under the table. The world changed in a lot of ways in the 1960s, and in the tennis world, the big change in 1968 was that for the first time ever, professionals could now play in the same tournaments with amateurs. The money began to flow in.

I wouldn’t see any of it for a while. At nine, I put on my white shorts and shirt and started playing E.L.T.A. junior tournaments at clubs around the New York metropolitan area. My mother would  almost always drive me. As my results improved, I became eligible to play in national tournaments. My dad would take vacation days from work, and Mom and Dad, or sometimes just Dad, would go with me to these events around the country. I still remember my first national 12-and-unders tournament in Chattanooga, Tennessee. Chattanooga, Tennessee! To a kid from Douglaston, it might as well have been Mars.

I did pretty well in the tournaments. By the time I was eleven, I was number eighteen in the country in the 12-and-unders. At twelve, I was number seven. I won matches, I got to the semis and even the finals - but I wouldn’t win a national title in singles until I was sixteen. I like to think that a lot of it had to do with my size. Maybe it’s lame of me (and maybe it’s part of what drives me), but I’ve never thought, at any level I’ve ever played, that my opponent was just better. If I lost, there was always a reason (they were bigger, they were from California, etc.).

But losing was the hardest thing to get used to. I was never very good at it. People always ask if I had a temper when I was a kid. There’s a famous story about Bjorn Borg: When he was nine or ten years old, he lost a point and threw his racket down, and his father wouldn’t let him play for six months. He never threw his racket again.

Maybe that should’ve happened to me! I didn’t throw my racket when I was a kid, though. I was ferocious on a tennis court, but when I lost a match, my usual reaction - until an embarrassingly late age - was to burst into tears. People used to say about me, once I shook hands after a losing match, ‘Here come the floods.’

If I ever got mad at anybody back then, it was myself. When I missed a shot, I would send out a wail that could be heard clear across a tennis club. I just hated playing anything less than the kind of tennis I knew I was capable of. But my temper would have to wait a few years. For one thing, there weren’t any umpires or linesmen in  junior tennis - you called your own lines, which was obviously a tricky thing. A lot of kids cheated outright. I like to think I was fair - although even back then, I was notorious for claiming to be able to see the lines better than anybody. Still, I would even make calls against myself if I knew my opponent’s shot had gone out, but felt galled at the prospect of his questioning my call.

By the time I was twelve, the lessons I’d been taking weren’t doing much for me anymore. When my parents heard that a couple of kids from the Douglaston Club were going to a nearby place called the Port Washington Tennis Academy, they decided to check it out for me.

Port Washington was about a twenty-five-minute drive east from Douglaston, and Antonio Palafox was the head pro. Tony had played Davis Cup for Mexico, won the Wimbledon doubles title in 1963, and (very significantly, to me) was one of only two men who beat Rod Laver in 1962, the first year Laver won the Grand Slam. I remember going to meet Tony with my mom - I was so shy that I hid behind her legs.

I hit with Tony a little, and he let me in, but not in the most advanced group: The Academy took kids up to the age of eighteen, and - national ranking or not - I was only twelve, and a small twelve at that. Tony felt I had some work to do. There were a lot of strong players at Port Washington (including another talented twelve-year-old, a kid from Great Neck named Peter Rennert); I would have to establish myself.

There were three groups: The most advanced kids played from five P.M. to seven, the next best came from seven to nine, and the weakest players came from nine to eleven. Tony started me out in the middle section.

My dad wasn’t thrilled about that: What was I doing in the middle when he’d been taking me to all these national tournaments? It didn’t sit well with his McEnroe pride. And Port Washington wasn’t  cheap. Was it worth it for me? Did I stand a chance of making it into the top group?

In his law practice in Manhattan, Dad had met a young Wall Street guy named Chuck McKinley - and it just so happened that McKinley had been one of the best tennis players in the world back in the amateur days of the ’50s and ’60s. Dad asked McKinley to ask his old friend Tony Palafox if I was a real prospect. Tony took another look at me.

When he looked again, he saw a kid who played very much the way he had played when he’d been at the top of his game: fast feet, good hands, the ability to think a shot or two ahead, and a sense of the court in all its dimensions and angles.

Port Washington wasn’t all just tennis. A player spent a lot of time on the court, but he also hung around a fair amount between coaching and matches. There was a lounge on the second floor, with windows that looked down on the courts: I remember staring in awe at Port Washington’s star, a blond sixteen-year-old named Vitas Gerulaitis (more about him later) - but you could only spend so much time watching tennis. There was no TV, and the owner, Hy Zausner, wouldn’t allow cards on the premises, so we’d amuse ourselves by playing chess. We’d have marathon games, some of them lasting an hour or more. I was never a great player, but I was pretty good: I liked the strategic element of the game, planning ahead a move or two.

Tony saw me thinking that way on the court - and getting everything back - and so he became my tennis teacher. He took me under his wing. I still play very much the way he taught me, taking every ball on the rise with a short backswing; moving forward, always forward, whenever possible.

Tony felt that the court wasn’t utilized enough. If you watched the old guys play on tape, he said, it looked like they were just standing there and hitting the ball back to each other. Didn’t they realize the  idea was to hit the ball away from the other guy? Maybe it just wasn’t considered proper in those stuffy old days of tennis.

Not that players like Bill Tilden, Don Budge, and Jack Kramer, or any of the other trailblazers, weren’t great champions in their own right, but the more Tony showed me, the more straight-ahead their strategy seemed to me. I began to look at the court differently - as a mathematical equation, almost. The angles were everything. It wasn’t about just hitting a slice and approaching the net. Sometimes you should slice it deep, but sometimes you could come in and slice it off the court - use the angles.

 
After I’d been at Port Washington for a couple of months, an amazing thing happened: Harry Hopman showed up. Harry was a walking legend of tennis, the great old Aussie coach who’d turned Laver, Roy Emerson, Ken Rosewall, and Lew Hoad, among many others, from raw boys into stars, in the process winning sixteen Davis Cups for Australia between 1939 and 1969. However, once the Open era began in 1968, Hop had a much harder time recruiting young talent, and in 1970, he and the Australian Tennis Federation parted ways. To my eternal benefit: The following year, Mr. H. became tennis director at Port Washington.

Harry Hopman left technique to others; he was only interested in you if you already knew how to play the game. From that foundation, he went to work on your mind and body. His players were famous for two things: never giving up, and being fitter than anybody. The two went hand in hand, he felt. You’d hear about the old days in Australia - the ten-mile runs, the calisthenics, the two-on-one drills. Harry would just work his players to the bone, and they reaped the benefits. By the time he got to Port Washington, however, maybe he’d mellowed with age, because he treated me differently.

I guess he saw something in me right away. He used to bring us in and give us the jumping jacks and double knee-jumps and all the  rest of it, which most of the time I would do, but basically, I hated calisthenics and stretching. To me, that wasn’t what I was there for. I always wanted to get to the tennis court. Because I was running around all the time anyway, I wasn’t out of shape, so whenever I didn’t show up for the calisthenics, Harry would just smile and say, ‘Oh, McEnroe’s hiding in the bathroom.’

It meant a huge amount to me that he had coached Rod Laver. Laver was the first guy I saw who did everything - hit topspin and slice on both forehand and backhand, serve with different spins. He utilized every possible shot, all the angles. I used to have a poster of him on the back of my bedroom door. The fact that he was a lefty like me was a big deal, and that massive Popeye forearm of his just seemed so cool - bizarre, but very cool. I remember trying to figure out how I could make my arm like that.

Just like Laver, I used the same grip on every shot: forehand, backhand, serve, and volley. (I still do - slightly toward the forehand from a Continental grip. I don’t think anyone else does it now.) The wristiness of his strokes was supposedly what had built up his forearm, but no matter how hard I tried to play like Laver, no matter how many times I squeezed my wrist-builder, my left arm stayed the same size as my right. No muscles. I swear, I think I’m the only number-one player in history whose two arms are the same size.

I may have been short, but I wasn’t short on self-confidence. After I’d been working for a few months at Port Washington, one of the pros set up a challenge match between me and a newly arrived sixteen-year-old from New Jersey named Peter Fleming. Peter must’ve been at least a foot taller than I was at that point, well on his way to his full height of six foot five. There’s also a huge difference in strength and maturity between a twelve-year-old and a sixteen-year-old. I knew Peter thought I was an insect, beneath contempt, and he confirmed it when he offered me a handicap: he’d give me an advantage of 4-0, 30-love a set before we even walked out onto the court.

I beat him five sets in a row. Never get an insect mad! It was the start of a beautiful friendship.

Tony Palafox was a very laid-back guy, so while our playing styles were alike, my intensity was something new to him. I had energy and desire - the willingness to do what it takes - and part of that, I was starting to realize, was the willingness to set myself apart from other people. It was one of the first lessons I learned in tournament tennis: The better you get, the more you get put on some kind of pedestal. And as my British readers would say, the more people look to take the piss out of you.

I saw early on that there were a lot of great advantages to winning, but there was also one big disadvantage: Once you’re on that pedestal, you’re alone.

 
The funny thing is, if you’d asked me when I was twelve what I wanted to be when I grew up, I would’ve said, ‘A pro basketball player.’

I loved basketball, and I was good at it (though whether I could ever have become another John Stockton is another question). It was the same with soccer, football, and baseball: I always enjoyed being part of a team. I loved the camaraderie. It’s what I loved about Davis Cup. It’s what made doubles so important to me. If you’re on a team, and you’re angry or upset at something that happened in a game, you have people to share it with. It’s the same thing when you win.

If you’re not at your peak, you can hide it so much easier in a team sport. In basketball, you can play decent defense or set a pick; you can do a lot of little things to help out that aren’t related to scoring. It’s the same with soccer. As long as you have a lot of energy, run up and down the field and keep your head in the game, it doesn’t matter if you kick the ball with your toe instead of the side of your foot. I remember scoring a couple of goals that way back in school - it’s not the way you’re taught how to do it, but I did it anyway, the field was  full of people, and no one was watching my form. No one cared; I was part of the team.

On a tennis court, you’re out there all alone. People ask why I get so angry: This is a big part of it. I’m out there on the line, by myself, fighting to the death in front of people who are eating cheese sandwiches, checking their watches, and chatting with their friend about the stock market.

To be honest, sometimes, when I look back, I don’t know how any of this ever happened to me. Sometimes I think I was pushed into something I didn’t really want to do. My parents saw that I was good at it, and better all the time; they nudged me, and I went along. I was a good boy, an obedient boy. (For example, throughout my junior-high and early high-school years, I was terrified about trying any type of drug, at a time when a lot of my friends were experimenting with marijuana and other substances. In retrospect, staying away from drugs during those years probably kept my motivation sharp.)

Tennis, obviously, turned out to be an incredible thing for me, an amazing roller-coaster ride, and a lot more good came out of it than bad, but the truth is that I didn’t really want to pursue it until it just pursued me. Many athletes seem truly to love to play their sport. I don’t think I ever felt that way about tennis. I looked forward to the practice and preparation, but the match itself was a constant battle for me, against two people: the other guy and myself.

Once my professional career began, I certainly enjoyed the consequences of playing - the adulation, the feeling of contentment at being a professional athlete and then reaching the peak of my profession, the money that came from it.

I guess I would correlate my story to those you hear about kids learning to play the piano. Every now and then, someone says, ‘I just loved to play six hours a day.’ But mostly they say, ‘God, my parents forced me to play, they forced me to take these lessons; but I’m sure glad they made me do it.’

Look at almost any of the great players. Would they have succeeded anyway if they hadn’t been pushed? That’s the unanswerable question. Would Agassi have been a great champion if he hadn’t been pushed by his father? Would Monica Seles, if her father hadn’t quit his job and pushed her? It’s difficult to say.

I had dinner with Richard Williams during the 2000 French Open (yes, we do speak to each other!), and he told me, ‘Kids have no idea what they want to do most of the time.’ Which is true. I had no idea I wanted to be a tennis player when I grew up. Richard’s attitude about Venus and Serena was, ‘Look, I picked something great for them, something that’ll give them a tremendous living and a tremendous life. It’s crazy to think that they were capable of making that decision when they were young. So of course I pushed them, but they needed to be pushed.’

And so my parents pushed me. It wasn’t in a bad way - you know the horror stories about tennis parents - but they were the driving force. Somehow, deep in my soul, however, I know there was a positive side to it. I seriously doubt I would’ve been the player I became if I hadn’t been forced into it in some way.

My dad was the one, mainly. He seemed to live for my growing little junior career - he was so excited about having a son with some actual athletic talent. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that he’d been the twelfth man on the varsity basketball team at Catholic University. (Sorry, Dad!)

He worked very hard five days a week, but his real pleasure in life, it seemed, was coming to watch my weekend practice sessions at Port Washington. He’d just stand there with a huge smile on his face - he never seemed to get bored with watching me play tennis. Sometimes (I confess) I’d think, ‘Come on, take a break, take your wife out to lunch!’ But he didn’t seem to want to do anything else.

I don’t think I ever wanted to quit entirely, but I remember telling my dad that I wasn’t enjoying it. I’d say, ‘Do you have to come to  every match? Do you have to come to this practice? Can’t you take one off?’

His response would either be to laugh - ‘Ha-ha! You’re kidding!’ - or act hurt. There was never an in-between. He never said, ‘OK, go do something else.’ It was just, ‘It’ll be all right.’

The better I got, the harder it was to think about giving up the game. I know that Harry Hopman - who knew what he was talking about - began to tell people, ‘This guy could be really good’ (interestingly, he even said this to my mom and dad, though he was usually very careful about what he said to parents). I remember when I was thirteen and I lost in the round of 16 at the National Indoors in Chicago, a tennis columnist named George Lott - he’d once been a great doubles player, and had won a couple of Wimbledons back in the ’20s and ’30s - wrote that I was going to be the next Laver. I was amazed, and a little more hopeful. The next Laver!

My parents were pretty impressed by that! Still, their heads weren’t turned - which impresses me. They had strong ideas about my future, and in their minds, my future was going to be four years of college and a solid profession. (At one point in my teens, my mother said to me, in all seriousness, ‘John, why don’t you become a dentist? You’re so good with your hands.’)

Mom and Dad always said, ‘Get a college scholarship.’ And then, once they met Hopman, who told them war stories about Davis Cup and playing for your country, it was, ‘Get a college scholarship and play Davis Cup.’

In any case, I didn’t play a great deal during the school year - which saved me, I think, from getting burned out. After that one National Indoors, I didn’t go again. I would usually play the Orange Bowl, in Miami, over Christmas break. (My baby brother Patrick started his tournament career - at six! - in the 12-and-unders at the Orange Bowl. Mark was more interested in swimming.) The Easter  Bowl was played in the New York area. It wasn’t tennis, tennis, tennis. At least I did get breaks from it.

Meanwhile, though, I was still moving up in the rankings. My dad was so excited. He said, ‘You can do it, you can be the best. You can do it, you can do it!’

But I remember saying one smart thing at the time - the most brilliant comment I ever made. I said, ‘Dad, listen, don’t talk to me about rankings. I don’t want to be number one until I’m eighteen. Don’t ask me to be the best in the fourteens. Just wait ’til the eighteens, because that’s when I’ll get a college scholarship. I’ll work my way up and peak at the right time.’

Which is exactly what I did.

 
In the meantime, I got a look at my future when I ballboyed at the U.S. Open, at Forest Hills, for a couple of years, starting when I was twelve. The pay was $1.85 an hour - just minimum wage - but after the paper route, it felt like a major step up. Besides, I loved the work.

Not that it was a breeze, by any means. In fact, the first match I ever ballboyed in my life, I almost fainted on the court. Raul Ramirez was playing a Venezuelan named Jorge Andrew, the sun was blazing, and I started getting dizzy. They used to have orange juice and water on the courts at Forest Hills, so on a changeover, I dragged my way up to get some orange juice. Even then, I just barely made it through this match - which didn’t even last that long; Ramirez won in straight sets. I thought, God, best-of-five is intense.


I remember ballboying for Arthur Ashe against Nicky Pilic, and Pilic was just brutal. He was all over you: ‘Come on, give me the ball! Bounce the ball right! Here, two balls! Give me the other ball!’ You had no idea what to do - you’d just throw anything, and then he’d get pissed off at that. I really felt like punching the guy. I thought, If I  become a tennis player, I’m never going to do that - and in fact I was always pretty good about not getting on the ballboys. I think that’s pushing the envelope. Or is that just the dad in me talking?

However, the match I really remember from those early days is one in which I was just a spectator: Ilie Nastase against a German named Hans Pohmann. I loved the way Nastase played - he was a genius with a tennis racket, plus he brought an incredible energy to a match: both positive and negative energy. To tell the truth, he was basically out of control that day, but I loved it. Probably only four people in the stands were for him - but I was one of them. Nastase just had this quality of making people love to boo him. It’s even been said once or twice about me.
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