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SLOANE STEPHENS: THE BASICS

BIRTHDAY: March 20, 1993

HOMETOWN: Fort Lauderdale, Florida

TENNIS BACKGROUND: It’s common to hear stories of tennis stars picking up a racquet for the first time as soon as they learn to walk. However, Sloane Stephens didn’t start playing until she was nine years old, when she started hitting balls while watching her mother’s tennis lesson. But it didn’t take long for everyone to see she was a natural.

COLLEGE: Stephens took online courses and graduated in 2017 from Indiana University East with a bachelor’s degree in communications.

SHORT LIST OF TENNIS ACHIEVEMENTS: Stephens has won seven titles—six in the WTA (Women’s Tennis Association) and one in the ITF (International Tennis Federation). She has won one of the four major events known as “Grand Slam” events. That was the 2017 US Open. In the other Grand Slam events, her best finishes were: semifinals at the Australian Open (2013); quarterfinals at Wimbledon (2013); and finals at the French Open (2018). By the end of 2018, her career prize money was more than $13 million.

US NATIONAL TEAM: Stephens represented the United States in the 2016 Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. She lost in the first round to Canada’s Eugenie Bouchard.

HER MANTRA: “Whatever happens, happens.” There have been several times in her career when tennis commentators have questioned Stephens’s desire, her passion for the game. They don’t like the fact that she doesn’t seem to get very upset when she loses. But it’s just part of her even-keeled outlook. “Obviously, nobody’s perfect and it doesn’t always go your way,” she says. “You can’t get too down with losses and you can’t get too high with wins. You have to have a good balance.” 

WHAT YOU REALLY NEED TO KNOW ABOUT HER: Stephens loves to prepare food. She was inspired to cook by her grandmother, Gloria, who gave her a handwritten list of all her special recipes for her eighteenth birthday. “Cooking is so peaceful,” Stephens says. “No TV, no phone, just me and my ingredients.” According to Stephens’s mother, she makes an incredible apple pie.




CHAPTER 1 THE US OPEN CHAMP


What does a professional tennis player do on the eve of a major championship match? If you’re Sloane Stephens, the night before your first appearance in the final of one of the sport’s four biggest events—the 2017 US Open—you are in your New York City hotel room, reading online car safety reviews.

Of course.

Was the twenty-four-year-old Stephens looking to buy a car? No. But she was bored, and nervous. She didn’t want to talk to friends or family, didn’t want to get lost in a movie. So she sat quietly in her room, browsing Autotrader.com for no apparent reason.

Okay, so maybe that’s not what all professional tennis players do the night before a huge tournament. It’s probably safe to say Sloane Stephens is the only professional tennis player who’s ever done that. But then again, that’s just one of many ways in which Stephens is unlike most other professional tennis players.

On the one hand, anybody would be nervous going into their first big championship match, on such a big stage. On the other hand, it could be argued that Stephens was already a big winner just getting this far. After all, when the 2017 US Open tournament began in late August of that year, Stephens was ranked eighty-third in the Women’s Tennis Association (WTA).

And that was not bad, considering where she’d been ranked earlier that summer.

Number 957.

Nine hundred fifty-seven!

Who knew there were that many women professional tennis players?

Actually, there had been a time when Stephens was ranked much higher. It was true, she had never reached the final of one of the Grand Slam events, but she had been a successful figure in women’s tennis for more than five years. The reason she had such a low ranking in the summer of 2017 was that she had been out of competition, fighting her way back after foot surgery that had her temporarily in a wheelchair.

Overall, she was off the courts for eleven months, slowly working her way back into form. By the time she got to Queens, New York, for the US Open, Stephens was on a roll. She had won fourteen of her last sixteen matches coming into the Open.

When she won her first-round match—defeating 2015 US Open finalist Roberta Vinci—it was her first victory at the US Open since 2014. In the second round, she beat No. 11 seed Dominika Cibulkova. Two days later she defeated Ashleigh Barty, an up-and-coming young Australian player. In the fourth round, she took care of No. 30, Julia Görges, to reach the quarterfinals.

The quarterfinal match against No. 16, Anastasija Sevastova of Latvia, marked Stephens’s first match ever on center court at Arthur Ashe Stadium. The crown jewel of the Billie Jean King National Tennis Center, which hosts the US Open, Arthur Ashe Stadium is the largest tennis stadium in the world. Literally and figuratively, it is the biggest stage in the sport, and Stephens was up to her first challenge there. She defeated Sevastova, 6−3, 3−6, 7−6, to earn a date with Venus Williams in the semifinals.

The other semifinal match featured Madison Keys and CoCo Vandeweghe—which was significant. For the first time in thirty-six years, all four women’s semifinalists at the US Open were American.

That was well and good, but Stephens’s primary concern was getting past Venus Williams—a player Stephens had idolized when she was younger—to reach her first Grand Slam final.

Venus and Serena Williams were the dominant figures in women’s tennis in the twenty-first century. Serena would go on to win more Grand Slam titles than anyone in the modern era, but it was older sister Venus who burst on the scene first. By the time Stephens was eight years old, Venus had already won the US Open twice.

Because of their success on the tennis court, the Williams sisters were arguably among the most successful and recognizable African American women in the world, which made it easy for an African American girl like Sloane Stephens to grow up admiring them.

Stephens still admired and appreciated all that Venus and Serena had accomplished, but she could no longer let those feelings get in the way of her own ambitions. This was not the first time she’d face one of the Williams sisters—her victory over Serena in the 2013 Australian Open quarterfinals was the match that put Stephens squarely on the tennis map—but this contest was huge as well.

When the match began, it looked like it would be easy: Stephens took the first set, 6−1. But just as she breezed through that set, Williams made quick work of the second set, winning 6−0.

In the best-of-three match, Stephens shook off that poor second set to win the first two games of the third and deciding set. But then the roller-coaster ride began: Williams won the next three games to go up 3−2; Stephens won the next two to go up 4−3; Williams took the next two for a 5−4 lead.

The tenth game was tied 30−30. Stephens was two points away from tying the set—but she was also two points away from losing the match. She decided she was not going to lose.

On the ensuing volley, Stephens rocketed a backhand shot down the line that flew past Williams. Stephens won the next point too, and the set was all tied up. In the eleventh game, Stephens made a perfect drop shot—that means putting spin on the ball so it drops just over the net and is impossible for a player standing back at the baseline to get to it in time—breaking Williams’s serve and taking a 6−5 lead in the set.

Suddenly Stephens found herself serving for the match. Four points later, she had it. The 6−1, 0−6, 7−5 victory sent her to the US Open final.

Despite the momentous win over Williams in the semifinals, Stephens still found herself nervously reading those car safety reviews in the hotel on the eve of the title match.

But when it came time to face her good friend Madison Keys in the US Open championship match the next day, Stephens was cool, calm, and collected. Unlike the quarterfinal win over Sevastova or the semifinal win over Williams, the final didn’t require a third set.

Stephens won the first set, 6−3. She was up 4−0 in the second set but facing game point. Keys made a great drop shot, but Stephens came racing to the net and returned the volley. With Stephens at the net, Keys was in position to easily hit a forehand shot over her head to close out the game, but Stephens—using lightning-fast reflexes—lunged to her right and sent the ball back over the net. With Keys back by the baseline, she had no chance to get to it. The game went to deuce and Stephens then won the game to go up 5−0—putting her on the brink of a title.

With Stephens up 6−3, 5−0, Keys fought off two match points as game six went to deuce. Stephens won the next point—and for the third time reached championship point. After a long volley, Keys hit a forehand that slammed into the net.

Game. Set. Match.

Stephens lifted both arms in triumph as she walked toward the net. Then her eyes opened wide and she covered her mouth with her left hand. It slowly sank in what she had just accomplished. She hugged Keys, her good friend, then made her way up to her box and shared a long embrace with her mother.

Stephens was the fourteenth unseeded player to advance to a Grand Slam final in the Open era (only the top 32 in the rankings are seeded among the 128 players at the Open).

“When I had surgery, I was not thinking that I would be anywhere near a US Open title,” she said after the match. “Nor did I think I was going to be anywhere near the top hundred.”

Ranked No. 83 going into the US Open, she was the lowest-ranked player ever to win the event. Two days after her victory, when the rankings were updated, Stephens was No. 17 in the world.

“I mean, there are no words to describe how I got here, the process it took or anything like that,” she said. “Because if you told someone this story, they’d be, like, ‘That’s insane.’ ”

Stephens became just the fourth African American woman ever to win a Grand Slam singles title, following in the footsteps of three legendary players: Althea Gibson, Serena Williams, and Venus Williams.

It was a crowning achievement for Stephens, who had overcome many obstacles on and off the court to reach this point. She had battled multiple injuries, answered to critics who had questioned her desire to win, weathered a public feud with the biggest star in her sport, and dealt with family tragedy.

Because of all those things, the post-match embrace she shared with her mother was so special.

“My whole life my mom has been very supportive,” she said. “She’s been in my corner the whole time, and I have had, you know, a lot of ups and a lot of downs—and some really low downs. And throughout that, my mom has been there one hundred percent with me.”
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