







[image: ]




















[image: ]






















[image: ]


STERLING’S CHILDREN’S BOOKS and the distinctive Sterling


Children’s logo are registered trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


Text © 2020 Tami Charles


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


ISBN 978-1-4549-3323-6


For information about custom editions, special sales, and premium and corporate purchases, please contact Sterling Special Sales at 800-805-5489 or specialsales@sterlingpublishing.com.


sterlingpublishing.com


Cover and interior design by Heather Kelly


Cover and interior image credits are on page 128























INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS A


G.O.A.T?


Acronyms are the coolest, aren’t they? In pop culture, we use them all the time to shorten long phrases. BFF (best friends forever), OMG (oh my goodness), and ASAP (as soon as possible) are a few you might have heard. In sports, the most desired acronym of all is G.O.A.T. And no, it doesn’t refer to the barnyard animal, cute as it is!


A G.O.A.T. is the best, the ultimate, the Greatest of All Time! The G.O.A.T. can be found in many arenas: in the boxing ring, the tennis court, and even in an Olympic pool. One thing is for sure: Becoming the G.O.A.T. isn’t easy. Becoming a great athlete takes skill, perseverance, and undeniable talent. But to become not just great, but the greatest of all time, well, you need to be all that and even more.


To be fair, calling someone the “greatest” is an opinion. An opinion is a judgment or conviction of something you believe is true. Some G.O.A.T.s are easy to agree on, and others . . . not so much. Opinions vary and, after all, you can measure greatness in different ways. For example, if you ask boxing fans to name the greatest boxer of all time is, Muhammad Ali might be a popular answer. Why? Because he had 37 knockouts, won an Olympic gold medal, and was heavyweight champion of the world three times. Not only did he call himself the greatest, he wrote a book about it! But other boxing fans might say that Joe Louis is the greatest of all time. After all, he finished his career with 51 knockouts and held the record of heavyweight champ for 140 consecutive months. If we’re looking at knockouts alone, clearly Joe Louis surpasses Muhammad Ali. But is that enough to be the greatest?


Sports fans love to debate who the G.O.A.T. is for their beloved sport. To know the G.O.A.T., you really have to know the sport. But don’t worry. Our handy info boxes throughout should keep you up to speed. Fan choices for the G.O.A.T. might be based on a variety of factors: records held, titles earned, or medals won.


The world of tennis is no exception. Tennis fans love to debate who the greatest player of all time might be. So who is it? Who is the G.O.A.T. of tennis? Could it be Roger Federer, who holds the record for the most Grand Slam singles titles in men’s tennis, with 20? Others might say that Billie Jean King is the greatest, not because of her Grand Slam singles titles (12, to be exact), but more importantly because of the power of her legacy. Billie proudly fought for women’s equality on and off the court and was a pioneer in advocating for female athletes to be paid as well as male athletes. Now that is pretty awesome!


All of these tennis players are great athletes, maybe even legends. They have all demonstrated skill, talent, and perseverance in their career. But which of them has that something more, that something special that would truly give them the crown? Because if we’re talking G.O.A.T., then there is another player we need to consider. A girl from Compton, California. A player who came from humble beginnings and won 23 Grand Slam singles titles, more than any man or woman. A woman who is still in the game, and is in it to keep winning. You may have heard of her. Her name is Serena Williams.


Is Serena the G.O.A.T.? Let’s weigh the evidence and draw a conclusion.




FUN FACT!
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Known as the world’s greatest sporting contest, the original Olympic games were held in Greece over 3,000 years ago. By 1896, the Olympics included 280 “male-only” contestants from 13 nations, competing in 43 sporting events, such as tennis, swimming, and weight lifting. Today’s Olympics feature both men and women from hundreds of nations and take place every four years, with summer and winter Olympics alternating every two years.
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1992: Serena Williams in action on the tennis court
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


Some stars are made by chance, others by choice. Tennis star Serena Williams was made by a bit of both. On June 11, 1978 Virginia Ruzici won the Women’s Final of the French Open. Security guard and divorced father of six, Richard Williams, watched this moment with stars in his eyes. Ruzici’s prize money for one day of work was $40,000, which was more than Richard could ever make in a full year.


Growing up in Shreveport, Louisiana, Richard experienced poverty, racism, and violence, particularly when he was attacked as a teen by a group of white peers who demanded that Richard call them “Mister.” Beaten and bloodied, he refused. Richard believed that he deserved to be treated fairly, and as an equal. He didn’t want his children to have a future where they felt anything less than extraordinary. Even as a teenager, Richard knew he would want to make a better life for his family. Given the hardships he faced in his youth, when he saw Virginia play, Richard began to see tennis as a way for his family to have a better life. Maybe his own children could rule the tennis world like Virginia Ruzici did on that day in June 1978.


In 1979, in Michigan, he met Oracene Price, a nurse and widowed mother of three. Oracene shared his vision of raising daughters who could become champions. Tennis could be a way to open doors for their children, even though participating in the sport came with a long list of challenges. Tennis wasn’t just a sport that you picked up like a hobby. You had to be born into the game. Play the game long and hard before you could ever think of teaching it. Belong to some expensive country club with fancy equipment and tennis courts. Richard and Oracene had none of that. But they weren’t going to let that stop them.




HISTORY OF TENNIS




It is widely believed that French monks invented the game of tenez in the 11th or 12th century. The tennis that we know of today dates back to 1874, when Welsh inventor and British army officer Major Walter Clopton Wingfield created a new court and rules for the ancient game of tennis. Even though it was originally known as “lawn tennis,” the sport is played on a variety of surfaces, including carpet, concrete (the fastest playing surface), asphalt, grass, and clay (a slow playing surface). Men and women play in different categories, unless they are playing in a mixed-doubles tournament.








With no formal instruction, Richard set out to learn tennis by watching videos and reading books. From there, he drafted a 78-page document that outlined just how he planned to help his children achieve greatness. Every day Richard, Oracene, and her three daughters would head to the tennis courts. Together, they practiced forehands, backhands, and learned all the drills from Richard’s videos.




TENNIS BASICS
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Along with serves, the most widely used shots in tennis are the forehand and backhand, also known as ground strokes. Here are the basics:


To accomplish a forehand, feet should be placed in the direction from which the ball is traveling. The player swings the racket across the body and toward the desired direction for the shot.


The backhand can be done with either one or two hands. The player positions the racket behind the body for a backswing. As the player extends the racket to the front, the body turns in the direction of the ball. Once coming in contact with the ball, the player moves the ball in the direction that it is supposed to travel.








Two years after Richard watched Virginia Ruzici’s historic moment, he and Oracene added a daughter to their blended family. Venus Ebony Starr Williams was born in Lynwood, California on June 17, 1980. Shortly after this, the family moved to Saginaw, Michigan. Just fifteen months after Venus was born, Serena Jameka Williams entered the world on September 26, 1981.


After Serena was born, the family moved back to California, this time to Compton, a largely African American and Hispanic city located in Los Angeles County. Compton was riddled with crime, gangs, and poverty. But, like any city in America, it was and still is filled with people who dare to dream—people like Richard and Oracene.


Tennis would be their ticket out of the inner city, but Richard and Oracene knew that teaching the sport to their children wouldn’t be enough to make them champions. The girls had to have drive, passion, and the hunger for greatness.




ABOUT THE GRAND SLAMS




There are four majors in tennis, also known as Grand Slams: The Australian Open, the US Open, the French Open, and Wimbledon. A player who wins all four in the same calendar year becomes a Grand Slam champion. In her career, Serena has won 23 Grand Slam singles titles, but she has never won all four tournaments in the same calendar year . . . yet.








If you were to ask Serena what her first memory of tennis was, she would likely not be able to tell you. For Serena, tennis was always there. Like oxygen. Abundant and free.


By the time she could walk, she had a tennis racquet in her hand. And not just any racquet. An adult-sized one. Junior racquets, along with other necessary equipment, would’ve been too expensive for the large family to afford. So Richard asked private country clubs to donate their used tennis balls and other equipment they no longer needed, and they were happy to oblige.


Family weekends were spent on the public courts of East Rancho Dominguez Park in Compton. The courts were littered with broken glass, nets with holes, and graffiti. Richard would load up a shopping cart full of tennis balls, pack his family in his Volkswagen minibus, and drive all five girls in the family—Yetunde, Isha, Lyndrea, Venus, and Serena—down there.


Gang members lurked around the outskirts. Back then, not many folks actually used the tennis courts for their intended purpose. At times, the gang members warned the family that they weren’t welcome. They would even pick fights with Richard, sometimes knocking out a few of his teeth. That didn’t stop Richard. Every weekend, he returned with his wife and daughters, ready to fight for his rightful place on the courts. Eventually, the gang members realized that he wasn’t going away and gave up trying to intimidate him.


In the beginning, young Serena looked on from her stroller while her four older sisters learned the game. But then one sunny afternoon, when she was three, Richard made a special announcement: It was time for Serena to take her first swing.


Serena was tiny compared to the adult-sized racquet she clutched in her hand. She stood up from her stroller, dressed in her white tennis skirt with pink and purple flowers, her hair braided in cornrows, and walked toward her father. Richard placed little Serena a few feet away from the net and told her to swing.


And she did! She sent balls flying onto other courts!


With each missed ball, Richard offered young Serena more words of encouragement, as her family cheered her on.


Oracene’s three older daughters didn’t take to tennis the way Venus and Serena did, which was fine. The family were devout Jehovah’s Witness followers, attending church meetings during the week and Kingdom Hall on Sundays. School studies also kept the Price girls plenty busy.


Life in the Price-Williams household wasn’t all tennis. While the Price sisters immersed themselves in school activities, Venus took to track, and Serena learned gymnastics. As a family, they often enjoyed having game nights. Uno was their favorite game, and how fitting, too. Uno is all about trying to get to the finish line, where the last person standing can proclaim victory. Perhaps this was the game that gave Serena her drive to be a winner. But on the flip side, uno had a special meaning for the Price-Williams family. In Spanish, uno means one—as in being together, united. Richard and Oracene worked hard to instill this, along with a core set of values for their daughters. According to the sisters, priorities were in a very specific order: God, family, education, then career.


Early on, Richard and Oracene taught the girls to follow a variety of mantras, special messages that express basic beliefs. You’ll find a series of them in this book, inspired by the ones Serena grew up hearing and eventually writing many of her own in a journal. Richard’s mantras were often written on large posters that he’d hang around the courts for the girls to see. Messages like You’re a winner and Believe in yourself stayed with Venus and Serena long after they’d leave the court for the night. Oracene’s mantras were more verbal, like poetry, softly whispered to the girls in the most special mother-daughter moments. Oracene would remind the girls that no matter what path they chose, so long as they believed in themselves, their dreams would come true.


Mantras helped both sisters build a champion mind-set, so much so that Serena would later keep a journal of her own made-up inspirational messages. Before she would take to the court, Serena would read them over and over, until the words, her focus, and her performance merged as one.
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Venus and Serena with their father/coach Richard in Compton, CA





By the time Venus and Serena were six and seven years old, they showed a real passion for the game. So Richard shifted his focus to sharpening their tennis skills. Daily practices began at 6 a.m., before school, followed by late afternoon practices after school. Venus and Serena would hit hundreds of balls, becoming faster and stronger. The sisters grew to love the game so much that they would often cry when practice was over!


Even though local gangs had finally allowed the Williams family to use the courts without interference, the neighborhood wasn’t always safe. When Serena was just six years old, she experienced the dangers of Compton in a new, scary way.


One day a car full of gang members cruised down Atlantic Avenue. A window rolled down slowly, and a gun emerged, aimed at rival gang members in the park.


Pop! The first shot rang out.


Serena initially assumed it was a firecracker or balloons popping. But it wasn’t the Fourth of July, and there wasn’t a birthday party happening in the park.


Pop! Pop! Another round of shots echoed throughout the air.


The girls and their father dropped to the ground. Who knows what they were feeling in that moment? Fearful. Upset. Clinging on to a prayer.


It was a day that the Williams sisters would never forget. Perhaps the flame of hope burned even brighter after that experience. If there was anything that would pull them out of life in a dangerous neighborhood, it was tennis.


To give the girls the best chance at becoming champions, Oracene and Richard intensified their practices to six hours a day. Every day the girls, still in elementary school, would perfect their serves, forehands, and backhands, and compete against Richard’s adult friends until, one by one, they beat them all. Venus and Serena were the last two standing. Always. Their serves were so powerful that if you looked away, even for a second, you’d better duck. Those balls flew fast!


The Compton courts had served them well, but to be truly great, it was time for something different. It was time for the girls to step outside their comfort zone. The tennis world wouldn’t know what hit them.
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