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			Praise for

			LATE TO THE BALL

			“If you love tennis, you will geek out at Marzorati’s travels to supercamps, stroke gurus, and the Jedi-sounding United States Tennis Congress. But at its heart, Late to the Ball is a soulful meditation on aging, companionship, and the power of self-improvement. I know that sounds like the kind of cheesy thing people say on the cover of book jackets. But it’s really true.”

			—Jason Gay, The Wall Street Journal

			“The topic is tennis, the subject mortality. A thoughtful and poignant take on the fight to hit a few winners before the match runs out.”

			—Sports Illustrated

			“[Marzorati] undertakes a rigorous program of improving his tennis and himself, introducing us along the way to an appealing cast. . . . He movingly meditates—at one point bringing me to tears—on the bond one forms with somebody whom one plays with and competes against, whom one faces across the net as if in a mirror. Reflective, wise, and amiable, Marzorati is the kind of person and tennis player you’d be happy to share a game with and a beer afterward.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Late to the Ball offers a courtside seat for an affirming, against-the-odds contest. . . . Like Marzorati, I am also a late convert to tennis and relished his dogged quest as a consequence.”

			—Financial Times (UK)

			“Marzorati . . . appears to succeed just as much in improving his perspective on life as in perfecting his backhand.”

			—BookPage

			“[Marzorati] documents his unlikely late-in-life transformation into a tennis addict in his spirited and winningly self-deprecating memoir, Late to the Ball. It’s a book that any reader, regardless of age, or knowledge of the sport, would devour.”

			—San Francisco Chronicle

			“Marzorati’s prose is crisp and clean and his storytelling is focused. He also demonstrates an editor’s knack for capturing the intricacies of other people’s lives. . . . This enjoyable work is a study of the physicality, psychology, and biology of learning.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“As surprising as a well-disguised drop shot, as emphatic as a down-the-line sizzler, Late to the Ball is a revelatory guidebook to life and sport. In this sparkling memoir, Gerry Marzorati’s plunge into the world of tennis isn’t a quixotic lark—or Plimptonian stunt—it’s about dedication and perseverance, second acts and third acts, and what happens when the spirit soars as the body begins to ache and hobble a little more. Marzorati is the most amiable guide and seeker I’ve read in years. His pursuit of meaning after sixty, delineated by the lines of a tennis court, includes intriguing science and philosophy, psychology and spiritualism, but what glimmers for this reader at the end is Marzorati’s appreciation—call it awe—of a game that brings with it a sense of ageless joy, mystery, and beauty.”

			—Michael Paterniti, author of Love and OtherWays of Dying and The Telling Room

			“Marzorati teaches us that to be a novice is a gift. This book is for anyone who’d like to improve, at anything.”

			—Leanne Shapton, author of Swimming Studies

			“Only a writer as agile and intelligent as Gerald Marzorati could pull off a book like Late to the Ball. Part tennis story, part memoir, part scientific inquiry into the effects of aging, this marvelous book offers pleasures on every page and moves with the energy of Roger Federer in his prime. A wonderful addition to that shelf of sports books that are about so much more than a game.”

			—Darcy Frey, author of the The Last Shot: City Streets, Basketball Dreams

			“Gerry Marzorati was the Rod Laver of editors because of his rare enthusiasm, quick intelligence, and shining insight. Now, in Late to the Ball, he brings those same qualities to his quest for midlife self-understanding through the prism of a tennis racket. Will he defeat opponents? Himself? Time? This urgent, meticulous book hits the mortal sweet spot known as revelation.”

			—Nicholas Dawidoff, author of The Catcher was a Spy

			“Gerald Marzorati might have taken up painting at age sixty. Or even guitar. Instead, he took up tennis. Competitive tennis. And I am so glad he did. His account of this surprising late middle-age journey simply took my breath away. It’s filled with terrific tennis writing, sure, but more than that, Late to the Ball is a deeply moving—inspiring, really—story of renewal and regrowth.”

			—Jonathan Mahler, author of Ladies and Gentlemen, the Bronx Is Burning
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For my sons, Guy and Luca


What do you do if you’re sixty-two and you realize all those bodily parts invisible up to now (kidneys, lungs, veins, arteries, brain, intestines, prostate, heart) are about to start making themselves distressingly apparent . . . ?

Here’s what happens: you feel excruciatingly how old you are, but in a new way.

Philip Roth, The Dying Animal

To toss the ball, to arch my back,

unwind like lightning,

with the stringed surface, from the shoulder

to skim the ball’s occiput,

and, lunging, the whistling return

to devastatingly cut short—

the world has not a sweeter pastime . . .

in heaven we shall be playing ball.

Vladimir Nabokov, “The University Poem”

Sometimes, Tom, we have to do a thing in order to find out the reason for it. Sometimes our actions are questions, not answers.

John le Carré, A Perfect Spy



1


Does the court seem small somehow to you?” I asked Kirill.

He took a long look. “It does.”

But I couldn’t figure out why, precisely, and neither could he.

We had made our way to Court 3 at the old West Side Tennis Club in Forest Hills, Queens, and were loosening up: stretching our shoulders and wrists, running in place, lunging, bouncing on the balls of our feet. I’d decided to enter the 2013 United States Tennis Association Senior National Grass Court Championships, and the tournament organizers had made a number of the courts available for practice in the days before play would begin.

“Maybe it’s the texture of the surface, the grass,” I said, mostly just to say something. “Or the faintness of the chalk lines?”

“Or that the grass ends about two inches in front of the baselines,” Kirill said.

It was true: There was nothing but worn footpaths of dirt along the back edges of the court.

And, upon closer inspection, the grass—ryegrass—within the service boxes and especially at the very back of the court on both sides looked as though it had been worked over by a bogey golfer trying to improve his chip shot. There were divots everywhere, the result, it turned out, of a summerlong weevil infestation.

Still, the two of us were thrilled. “Crazy,” Kirill said, taking phantom swings with his racquet and looking around.

Here we were, an evening at summer’s end, a hint of fall in the quickly cooling air, the light crepuscular, the Manhattan skyline visible and set against streaks of violet and orange. And looming in the foreground of that vista, the darkened hulk of the old, horseshoe-shaped Forest Hills Stadium, where the U.S. Opens of my youth had been played, and where the game incorporated what I like to think of as its New York refashionings: set-accelerating tiebreakers, equal prize money for female and male players, raucous nighttime tennis under the lights. The last of those Opens was played in Forest Hills in 1977, ten years before Kirill was born. It was news to him that the Open had been played at the stadium. Most people his age probably knew of it, if they knew of it at all, from its appearance as “Windswept Fields” in Wes Anderson’s The Royal Tenenbaums—the stadium where tennis prodigy Richie Tenenbaum (Luke Wilson), in Björn-Borg-like headband and Fila polo, has, on court, what can only be called a poignantly hilarious nervous breakdown. (The grass court in the movie is a green carpet, impeccable.)

Kirill was my club pro, my year-round tennis coach, my young friend. He was less than half my age. I was nearing my sixty-first birthday, and we were on a grass court in Forest Hills on a weeknight in September because I was attempting to become a serious amateur tennis player—not that I was sure what that meant, exactly. The best sixty-something tennis player at my club in suburban Westchester? Someone who was going to spend his “encore” years, as they were now called—those empty-nested, downshifted years between midlife and something dreadful—as the athlete he had never really been? Here, at Forest Hills, I’d been accepted into the tournament as an unseeded qualifier, which most anyone who was between sixty and sixty-five and a member of the United States Tennis Association could do, though you wouldn’t unless you were pretty good, or a masochist. You would be facing the best men’s players sixty to sixty-five in the country. I’d only been playing tennis six years. I was in truth a serious novice. I wasn’t in their league. But I wanted to get out here and learn what league I was in.

Kirill was teaching me and coaxing me—for hours on end each week—to get there, wherever there wound up being. I had been taking lessons with him almost from the beginning, though had been truly training with him, with tireless (or, anyway, panting) determination, for two years. In the tournament, I would be playing men who had been playing tennis all their lives. Many of them had played on their college teams. Like me, they were in their early sixties, which meant they were aging, and feeling it. But for them, as not for me, aging meant seasoned, wiser, in some ways better. I was still, after hundreds and hundreds of hours of grueling drills with Kirill, and countless matches against friends, fellow tennis-club members, and opponents from other clubs, not sure how good I was—good as a sixty-something, that is—and, to be honest, not sure what it was I was after from tennis.

And I had never played a match on grass.

We, Kirill and I, started off that evening in Forest Hills with a little mini-tennis, each of us near the net on either side of it: slow-hitting aimed at seeing the ball into the sweet spot of the racquet head, relaxing the swing, tinkering with spins. Kirill urged me to focus—to watch how the ball, off the deadening grass, was failing to bounce any higher than my bent knees; to notice how the matted blades of grass, or what there were of them, enhanced backspin and sidespin. When we both moved away from the net after a few minutes, he instructed me to position myself an inch or two inside the baseline.

“Your game isn’t going to work so well here, Gerry,” he said. He was standing at the baseline on his side of the net, and he spoke loud enough for me to hear, which meant loud enough for the players tuning up for the tournament on courts to either side of us. What he was saying, and he was right, was that my usual approach, when I stepped onto the green-gray Har-Tru clay of the club where I played and he coached me, was not going to be effective on this surface. On clay, I liked to camp a foot or two behind the baseline—to give the incoming ball time to descend from its high, clay-court bounce into my favored hips-to-knees strike zone; to give myself more time to react to the incoming ball. I ran well side-to-side and in toward the net and back—speed and quickness were the only real advantages I had over most players my age—so court coverage was never a problem for me.

But staying back doesn’t win points on grass. Here, I was going to have to come forward to return balls that weren’t going to bounce up much, and keep moving in to get to the net. I was going to have to find ways to end points in a hurry: I wouldn’t get enough predictable bounces to rally. I was going to have to serve and volley; “chip and charge” on my service returns, especially on serves to my backhand; and, with my forehand, aim audaciously for the corners early, flatly, and with pace. In sum: Against players who were likely to be better than those I typically played against—better than me—I was going to have to play a style of tennis I never played. In a national tournament.

Kirill hit a dozen or so short balls to me. I netted most of them.

“Short steps, Gerry,” he instructed, patiently. “And you have to get lower and stay lower. Lower, and up on your toes. You’re bending your knees but leaning back on your heels, leaning back as the ball approaches—you’re not getting your body into the shots at all.”

I stretched my arms out and raised my palms to the darkening sky.

He moved in closer to the net and demonstrated what he wanted me to do. He moved like a cat. For the life of me I could not understand how, leaning forward and on the balls of his feet, bent low but perfectly balanced, he managed to get to full speed in a few strides, to pounce. He was an athlete: simple, if not so simple, as that.

“One more thing,” Kirill said. I rolled my eyes: It was as if I had already mastered the running-while-crouched stuff. “It’s very important, here with this grass, to make sure you stop and set before hitting. Even when you are on the run. You will not be able to predict the bounce the ball is going to take the way you can on a hard court or on clay, even. You are going to have to stop and watch.”

There was more: “I’d also shorten your swing. Playing inside the baseline, taking the racquet back all the way takes too much time. Get the racquet ready early, as early as possible, but don’t take it too far back. You won’t have time. You will be hitting late. And coming forward to get a drop shot, get that racquet extended out in front of you and low. Drop shots are not going to bounce up.”

The light was fading fast now, and it was getting hard to see the ball. We hit, or sort of hit, for ten more minutes. I liked the way the grass felt under my feet. Grass was supposed to be slippery, but it didn’t feel that way to me. It felt spongy, forgiving. I was looking for positives.

When we were finished, I told Kirill I felt good about the footing.

“Yeah,” he said. “But I think it’s supposed to rain a bit this weekend. On and off.” I gave him a look, and he laughed. “Hey,” he added, “it’ll be slippery for the other, guy, too, right?”
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It was a thought—being a tennis player—that first came to me when I was months from my fifty-fourth birthday and spending what time I could (a few vacation days) wandering the outer courts at the U.S. Open in Flushing, about five miles north of Forest Hills and, New York being New York, a world away. I had been a tennis fan for much of my life but never played. Could I now? And if I started in my mid-fifties, could I get good—good for my age—by the time I was sixty?

Was this a crisis of late middle age? Was it about my oldest son being ready, as I reached my mid-fifties, to look at colleges, and his brother two years behind, and the weekend afternoons already yawning? Did it have something to do with the fact that, no matter how engaged and satisfied I was with being the editor of the New York Times Magazine—with having had the good fortune to have done with my professional life what I wanted to do and more—it was almost all behind me now, decades of editing stretching back to the 1970s and my tenure as editor-in-chief three years from being done? Or—and this was very much on my mind by my late fifties, as my editorship of the Times Magazine ended and I began to train seriously with Kirill, and magazines everywhere (especially general interest magazines) seemed to be reeling from the Great Digital Disruption and a world I had inhabited since my twenties looked to be dying off: Did I need someplace or something to belong to? Or—and this was how it was more or less seen by my wife, Barbara, who is nine years younger than me; who had known me for more than twenty years when I first brought up taking tennis lessons; who was training for a marathon when we began going out and now swam Olympian laps on the days she was not sweating through Bikram yoga—was it that I was simply not willing to act my age—not willing, with the onset of “young old age” at sixty, to hover in the anteroom of the aged, to reconcile myself to looming extended monotonies, unpromising everydayness?

One of the few inspiriting aspects of entering your sixties, for me anyway, now that I have arrived there, is that you find yourself growing more comfortable with an understanding that you don’t necessarily understand your motivations, and never have—that you don’t much know yourself in that way at all.

It doesn’t work that way with your body. There’s little ambiguity with what’s going on there, and next to no comfort in knowing. That time around turning sixty makes you aware of bodily aging the way your teenage years make you aware—or at least confront you with—what hormones can do. You see it. You sense it, feel it.

There’s my face, creased and sagging, greeting me each morning in the bathroom mirror. When I head downstairs and make coffee and fetch the Times from my driveway, I turn sooner than I used to to the obituary pages, where seldom a week passes where I don’t read about someone I’d known. I search out behaviors and diseases in obits that I can convince myself, however fleetingly, won’t get me. I also look at the faces of the men in the paid memoriams. You die in your eighties and your family submits a photo of you taken in your late fifties or early sixties. There’s a certain settledness to those faces, a sense that there would be no more becoming. It’s who you were. They’re faces like mine.

My hands are speckled with liver spots and ribbed with raised veins. I have arthritis in most of my finger joints, as my mother had, too, already, in her early sixties. My arches have fallen, and those with flat feet are more prone to injuring their hips and legs when they run. I have osteoarthritis in my left knee, which has led to the creation of bone spurs; the knee detectably aches, always. In my left shoulder, tendonitis has come to stay. I am on close terms with Advil.

Some other things you know about your physical self as you enter your sixties: Your lung capacity is in steady decline, as are the fast-twitch muscle fibers that provide power and explosive speed. Your heart is perhaps only 70 percent as efficient as it was when you were thirty. Your prefrontal cortex—where the concentrating and deciding you do gets done—has been shrinking for forty years. Your sight has been diminishing, your other senses, too, and this, along with a gradually receding ability to integrate information you are absorbing and to then issue motor commands, means your balance is not what it used to be, especially under pressure and on the move—which is pretty much how tennis is played.

The good news—for me—was that there was good news, of a sort. Much remains unknown about how aging affects the neural basis of cognition, but what recent studies based on neuroimaging and other techniques have tended to find is that real cognitive slowing is something to start worrying about in your late sixties. I could still learn (maybe). Moreover, the learning itself was going to be good for my brain, force it to grow: I would, according to the neuroscientists, create new gray matter and synapses. And while empirical data is as yet pretty scarce, there is research that suggests that taking up a new pursuit late in life correlates with better sleep, better immune function, and lower levels of cortisol, the release of which rises in response to stress. The physical and cardiovascular demands of tennis were going to be good for my brain, too, and for the rest of my body. I might live five or six years longer—though there is some research that shows that really playing, playing hard, which was my goal, is less likely to lengthen life (because of the strain? The risk of injury?) than taking long walks.

But, really, how much could I learn, as I got serious about my tennis in my late fifties? Quite a lot, according to the neuroscientist Gary Marcus. Marcus challenges the neuroscientific consensus that to truly know anything, from a language to a sport, you had to begin as a child. Brain researchers refer to this as the “critical-period effect,” and their evidence is based in large part on a study of young barn owls that could—as older barn owls could not—rather easily adapt to what amounted to a virtual-reality experiment in which a prism distorted their perception of things. But then a Stanford neuroscientist, Brian Knutson, found that old owls actually could adapt during this experiment, if you slowed it down and broke up their reorientation to a new environment into smaller parts. Marcus was so buoyed by Knutson’s findings that he did an experiment on himself: He learned to play the guitar and wrote an entertaining book about it, Guitar Zero. He was forty, not in late middle age, and guitar playing, even, say, in a death-metal band, is not as taxing as tennis playing. Still, I was buoyed by the approach to late learning Marcus posited: Proceed with patience and good humor, tackle the new thing you’re doing bit by bit, keep expectations low and persistence high.
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The halls of the old mock-Tudor clubhouse at Forest Hills that led to the locker room where Kirill and I would shower after practicing were lined with framed photos of the tennis greats who had played in the U.S. Opens held at the stadium. I lingered over them, faded black-and-white action photos of young men in sweaters and long pants and canvas sneakers, elegant young men captured extending themselves with small, wooden racquets. Bill Tilden. René Lacoste. Fred Perry. Bobby Riggs. Jack Kramer. Pancho Gonzales. Rod Laver, that left forearm of his so huge.

I’d begun watching tennis on TV, along with many other Americans, in the mid-1970s. I had never played. I was born in Paterson, New Jersey, and grew up among the sons of truckers and construction workers and factory hands, and no one I knew took tennis lessons, and clubs were places where old men played cards and drank little cups of espresso. I’d hit tennis balls a few times with my college roommate, Ben, who was a real player with a Wilson T2000 and a topspin-generating forehand. He would patiently lob balls across the net to me every once in a while, balls I would return with a borrowed racquet; balls I would return, or try to, as if I were hitting a shuttlecock. Tennis would be something I would follow—something engaging and often marvelous at a broadcast distance.

I saw a professional tennis match live for the first time in the summer of 1982. I was twenty-nine and at loose ends. The alternative newspaper I’d been working for in New York, the SoHo News, had folded; I’d been handed a modest severance check; and I was spending a month in London, living with my sister, who had a job in banking there. She’d go off to work and I would read the sports pages of three or four newspapers, then take a long walk in Hyde Park before settling in for World Cup soccer, televised from Spain. There were several days when I made my way to Lord’s, in St. John’s Wood, to watch cricket: England v. India. I knew absolutely nothing about cricket, though I learned fast: Cricket is intoxicating.

Sports, watching them and reading about them, has, for me, always been a consolation. When people ask me what my favorite childhood memories are, I always bring up my two summer weeks each year at the Jersey Shore, but seldom mention that the first thing that always comes to mind is the New York football Giants—watching games on bleak Sunday afternoons on our big, consoled, black-and-white TV; or reading about those games in the Daily News on Mondays through the fall; or listening to Marty Glickman’s maddeningly detailed radio play-by-play in the backseat of the car on the way to one or another aunt’s house for Sunday dinner, where the TV would be tuned not to football but to badly dubbed Italian biblical films; or going once a year or so to Yankee Stadium with my father and my uncles to see the Giants from terrible seats and hear shouts about how Y. A. Title should have thrown to the mulignan, the eggplant, the black; or, on two or three occasions, when crucial home games were blacked out, driving north toward Albany with my dad, past motels where you could pay a few bucks to watch the game in a room among strangers—driving to a bar where he would hoist me on his shoulders (I was that young) and I would join the others, the grown and agonizing men, our eyes affixed to a snowy screen above the bar, where the Giants, more often than not, were in the midst of an excruciating game.

It was my sister, through her bank, who secured for me the ticket to Wimbledon. I was thrilled. I borrowed my (then) brother-in-law’s blue blazer (several sizes too large) so that I could pop into the bank’s on-grounds sponsor’s tent and drink a glass or two of champagne.

When you look back and try to assemble a narrative of how you got to some place in your life, and are old enough to understand that you have done this so many times before—that, having lived more than sixty years, there have been so many drafts and rewrites of these narratives, so many hours spent revising the revisions, so much cobbling and retooling and smoothing along the inner contours of your self—you accept, or should, that there will be things misremembered, overlooked, distorted. I can write of my memories, or try to. Neuroscience tells us now that some of those memories will simply be false—that we are wired for creating those. There is also a brain-science theory that every time we summon a memory, we edit or polish it (whether we speak of it or not) and return it to the memory bank changed. Recall something a dozen times, or a hundred times over the course of your life: What resemblance, if any, does it bear to the initial experience? And then there are the things that never get summoned. What of my repressions and forgettings, which, of course, are meaningful, too?

I hold on to an image of no sooner entering the Wimbledon grounds, the morning faintly overcast, than seeing Vitas Gerulaitis heading to a practice court. I know I watched John McEnroe and Peter Fleming (on Centre Court? Or Court No. 1?) win a doubles match that day, and seem to remember McEnroe demanding (could this possibly be true?) that the chair umpire ask a British officer in the stands to remove his peaked cap, the patent-leather visor of which was reflecting the sun that had broken through and, McEnroe loudly groused, was distracting him. Mostly, though, I retain a sense of being by myself all day at the tournament but not lonely. I didn’t have a conversation with anyone. And, in fact, it was one of the loneliest periods of my life. But there was something about the hushed attentiveness of the spectators; and the players, men and women not much younger than me, mostly, arrayed along the outer courts across the net from one another with no teammates to urge them on or pick them up; and the playing, solitary and exactingly fierce, but beautiful in its near noiseless articulation of form and timeless ritual—there was something in all this, something just this side of revelatory, that unveiled for me a distinction, luminescent and, it turned out, lasting, between loneliness and solitude. Was it some heightened solitude—some more physical manifestation of the thoughtful, careful, solitudinous reading I loved and had devoted my professional life to—that I was after now, in taking up tennis so late in life?
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Kirill and I, having finished up showering and dressing in the cramped, dank locker room (Rod Laver changed here?!?), had a drink on the club’s veranda, the lighted sky-scrapers of the midtown skyline our bar mural. We talked, as we usually talked, about tennis—about Rafael Nadal’s impressive, four-set defeat of Novak Djokovic in the final of the recently completed U.S. Open in Flushing (Nadal was having a career year, and Djokovic had endured a grueling semi); about how I would need to “stay strong” (one of Kirill’s favorite terms) and not get down on myself against the fine and seasoned players I would face in the tournament. I loved these conversations. A man in his sixties, I liked being coached, coached by a man more than thirty years younger than me.

Kirill Azovtsev, when I first met him, was still in college, twenty years old, only a few years older than my oldest son. He was an assistant pro at the New York Athletic Club’s tennis facility, on Travers Island in Westchester, not far from the Bronx border in the town of Pelham, where I live. We’d met in a group clinic he led there, and soon after I arranged for a private lesson. I had taken private lessons off and on with one teaching pro, then another, but I could quickly tell that neither wanted to push me, challenge me—take me seriously. They wanted me to have fun during the lessons, but I knew (or was betting I knew) that I would never really enjoy playing until I got good at it. Kirill was different, or so I thought immediately when we stood around and gulped water after that first lesson. He was a little taller than me, broad-shouldered and trim, darkly handsome like the young men in Turgenev’s short novels. I asked him about himself, and he told me he’d begun playing tennis when he was eight in St. Petersburg, where he was born. He was an only child, his family comfortable enough, by post–Soviet Russia standards, but not well off. His father, a state-employed customs administrator, wanted him to have a sport. It began with kickboxing.

“It was my father’s idea,” he told me, “and the first class, Gerry, this kid kicked me in the head.”

He still seemed offended.

He’d knocked the boy unconscious.

I tried to register neither surprise nor dismay. “So tennis, then,” I said.

“My mother thought it might be a better idea.”

The game came easily to him. He played indoors on slick tile courts during the long Russian winters. He preferred serve-and-volley tennis, idolized Pete Sampras and, later, Roger Federer, and began playing competitively as a preteen. As he explained it to me then, there would not have been the money for him to embark on an attempt to be a touring professional—the flights to junior tournaments, the cost of training, eventually, in Spain or Florida—even if he had been good enough. He’d come to America on a tennis scholarship, playing for Concordia College in Bronxville, a few miles north of Pelham. There he’d been part of a team that reached the Division II top ten. Even before he’d graduated, he’d received training to eventually become a certified tennis instructor.

There was a grace to the way he moved on the court, and a sereneness that belied his youth and had a way of softening—nearly masking, in a teaching setting—a steely competitiveness. You do not get to play top-level college tennis without a felt need to win, or a hatred, or fear, of losing. But those are qualities that do not necessarily make someone a good teacher, and, it’s not hard to imagine, could get in the way of teaching—teaching a beginner, a senior beginner like me, anyway. There are so many aspects of what we call temperament, and even now, years later, I am not sure what informs Kirill’s on-court calm, his way of seeming at rest within his run. A part of it is that he is simply a great player, someone who can stay on the court and even defeat players ranked in the top five hundred in the world, as he has done. A part of it, too, I have to think, is his respect for and love of the game. Rarely have I spent an hour or two with him when he hasn’t said something to me that reflects he’s still puzzling out tennis’s challenges and frustrations.

One of the things he said to me after that first lesson was this, delivered across the net in his faintly accented, fluent English: “To hit a tennis ball well, so many things have to go right. And then you have to be ready because it is coming right back at you, and you have to do it again.”

I knew then I had found my pro: a Russian philosopher.
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We rode the R train back to Manhattan and settled in for dinner in the saloon at the Oyster Bar restaurant in Grand Central Station, convenient for us both to get our respective trains back to suburban Westchester. (Kirill had an apartment not far from Pelham, but spent a lot of time at his girlfriend’s place farther north in White Plains.) The wood-paneled walls of the saloon, the sailing-themed paintings and photographs, and the long oak bar that dominated the room imbued the place with an old-school masculinity. Maybe that’s why, after we split a dozen Malpeques and quickly drank better than half our bottle of Sancerre, I found myself wondering aloud to Kirill about competition. I wasn’t sure if I truly enjoyed it, I told him. I loved tennis, loved learning. But did I really love going at it with an opponent? And maybe, I suggested, I wasn’t sure because I didn’t know if competition, for me on a tennis court, was more about winning—relishing that—or about not wanting to lose: fearing that.

“It’s different for different people, different players,” Kirill said. “And there are differences even within a person. I think for me, I really love winning a point big, when you win it with an ace, or an overhead smash, or a winner down the line. I love going for the winner, and, when you nail it, seeing what it does to the other guy.”

I saw him now, at our club, the AC on Travers Island, settling under a high but desperately shallow lob and smashing a winner so hard the ball caromed off the court and over the back fence. I saw the first pump he made after, to himself, mostly.

That had occurred during an afternoon the previous summer. I got to half watch him compete a couple of courts away from where I was playing. Marty, the club’s head pro, had arranged for Kirill and another young instructor (and onetime Division II college player) to play a set against two teenagers from the town’s high-school tennis team who had recently won the state doubles championship. They were terrific young tennis players—one was headed to play for Marshall, the other to play for Columbia—and Kirill, as a coach and former college player, had played a significant role in their development.

Dozens of club members had gathered on the veranda of the tennis house to watch the set. What intrigued me, as I glimpsed Kirill playing during changeovers in my match, was how he was going to deal with what I saw as a situation fraught with social complication and club etiquette: How do you compete against players you had taught? Players whose parents had paid you for lessons? Would he, Kirill, be nervous? Restrained?

He would not. He and his partner won, 6–1. And from what I saw of it, it was worse than the score indicated.

When I’d met Kirill the next day for a lesson, I’d brought up my concerns. He’d looked genuinely puzzled. “When a match is on, I play to win, period,” he’d told me.

Now, at dinner at the Oyster Bar, I asked him how important winning was to him.

“It is not losing that is important to me, Gerry.” He laughed, took a sip of wine, and leaned forward. “I hate to lose. Hate it. Back in Russia, when I was first playing in tournaments: If I lost?” Another sip. “If I lost, I would scream, cry, feel it after for hours, days.”

I’d never felt that way as a kid. And I couldn’t imagine feeling that way now. Of course, Kirill is a tennis player, in his very being, even if now he only occasionally plays competitively. He spends his weekdays working in Manhattan in commercial real estate and coaches evenings and weekends, leaving little time for him to play matches of his own. If, when he and I are playing, I somehow manage to hit that rare ball that forces him to hit a bad shot, or, even more rarely, get one past him for a winner, I know that during the next rally he is going to forget he is my instructor and crush the ball, hit a winner I never get remotely close to, then quietly say “sorry,” as if he were working a little something out.

There’s something primal about sports competition, urges and reactions tied up with threat, weakness, potency, domination—sensations seldom registered by someone in his sixties who spent his life editing prose for magazines. Even being the editor of a magazine was not about those things. There is competition there, too, as there is in all realms of human endeavor. But I never felt particularly competitive—envious, deflated, defeated—when another magazine ran a story I admired and wished I had published. (It’s different for newspeople, who compete on and for stories and having scoops first.) Often enough, I dropped a congratulatory note to the magazine’s editor or directly to the writer. I wanted to publish the best reporting, the best thinking, the best writing I could. But I didn’t feel I was competing against anyone. If anything, I thought I was competing for something—long-form journalism—that a digitally quickened culture might find it no longer had time for.

“In tennis, I think I compete mostly with myself,” I said to Kirill. “If I am playing poorly, I get down on myself. If I am playing well and lose, then the other guy was just better.”

Kirill shrugged. “Or just better that day.”

I nodded slowly. “Like the guy who beat you in Florida.”

This had been months before. One wintry morning after a lesson indoors, Kirill had told me he would not be available the third weekend in March. He would be playing in a tournament in Palm Beach, a national clay-court championship put on by the United States Professional Tennis Association, the association of tennis-teaching pros. He was entering the main event, the men’s open singles. It turned out that Barbara was going to be away that weekend in New Orleans, giving a lecture at Tulane—she’s an art historian—so I brought up the idea with Kirill of escaping the end of winter and coming to watch him compete. He loved the idea. His girlfriend, Sandy, would be coming, too. She was a club player like me, and we could hit on one of the side courts and hang out while Kirill went through the waiting and warming up that comes with tournament play.
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