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Praise for Seeing Serena


    
    “Thoughtful . . . There’s plenty of insight and detail in this book to please tennis nerds, but this is also a travelogue covering  Marzorati’s year following Williams from Melbourne to Paris to London to New York. He gives us some of the flavor from each stop such that you get more than just tennis, you get the feel of having been on this dream trip following Serena around the globe. . . .  Marzorati has written a deep, satisfying meditation on Serena’s path.”

    —Touré, The New York Times Book Review

     “Enlightening . . . Marzorati’s wide-ranging approach blends well with his keen analysis as he covers everything from Williams’s aggressive play to her locker-room evolution, from isolation (in no small part because of racism and because of how the Williams sis-ters’ dominance intimidated other players) to finding close friends to becoming a revered elder. He even effectively draws connections between Williams and both Rihanna and painter Faith Ringgold, writing about topics like the struggle to reshape beauty norms and create a new identity for successful modern Black women.”

    —The Washington Post

     “What would a year spent watching every Serena Williams ten-nis match yield? A portrait both on and off the court of one of the greatest athletes of all time. New Yorker tennis writer Gerald Marzorati’s Seeing Serena captures Williams’s return to tennis fol-lowing the birth of her daughter and her influence and presence as a cultural icon.”

    —Parade, “Books We Love” column

    “With just enough backstory and supportive interviews, [Mar-zorati] effectively incorporates relevant history of Williams’s pre-vious Grand Slam tournaments while also examining her roles in challenging cultural norms and fighting for gender equality. Mar-zorati has an easy-to-read style and reveals the complexity of Wil-liams’s life, not just as an athlete, but also as a celebrity."

    —Booklist

    “Well written. . . . This is a solidly reported book.”

    —Publishers Weekly

     “The level of this analysis is quite impressive.”

    —Library Journal

     “Readers who know more about Williams than her tennis career will learn about the game’s intricacies while those already familiar with the game will benefit from subtler details.”

    —Kirkus Reviews
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For Roger Angell






There are years that ask questions, and years that answer.

—Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God

Culture does not make people. People make culture.

—Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, We Should All Be Feminists








INTRODUCTION

It was the last weekend of September 2018 when Saturday Night Live kicked off its forty-fourth season. Three weeks earlier, Serena Williams had played Naomi Osaka in the US Open women’s final, a match that was among the most bizarre and controversial in the history of professional tennis, a match made memorable by Williams’s clashing loudly and unceasingly with the chair umpire, Carlos Ramos. Three weeks is a long time ago in the digital-age news cycle, but there, on SNL that Saturday night in early fall, was the comedian Leslie Jones, crashing the “Weekend Update” sketch in a one-shoulder silhouette tennis dress with a tulle skirt—like the dress Williams wore at the US Open—and waving a Wilson Blade 104, the racquet Williams uses. It was meta-comedy: Jones burst into the skit, insisting, in a dead-on Serena impersonation, that she was owed an apology, hilariously mashing up Serena’s already notorious tirade aimed at the chair umpire in the women’s final—Williams believed she was owed an apology for being charged with a violation she felt implied that she was cheating—with her, Jones’s, accusatory rant that a planned Serena skit had been cut from the show. One of the “Weekend Update” anchors tried to reason with Jones, as she yelled and swung phantom forehands: The Williams-Osaka match was old news. But what made the bit work was that the match wasn’t old news, that it was still being brought up, mulled over, parsed, argued about.… I couldn’t remember the last time a sports controversy, or any sort of pop-culture controversy, had remained a part of the general conversation for so long. What was it? Or better, what was it about Serena?

Watching Leslie Jones as Serena Williams for a minute and a half: that’s where the idea for this book began. What was it about Serena? The “it” was complex, singularly so, which made the idea alluring. There was her indisputable greatness as a tennis player, which, as someone who wrote frequently about tennis, I was familiar with. But there was her broader presence in the culture, too: as a woman, as a black woman, as a striving woman from a striving family, as a powerful woman, as a sometimes angry woman, as a wealthy woman, as a fashion-conscious woman, as a woman who was a social-media “influencer,” as a working woman with a baby. Williams struck me, and I sensed struck others, too, as someone ever present—a global celebrity—but not quite apprehended. And the more you thought about her, the more myriad-minded you grew. That was alluring to me, too.

This is not an authorized book. I got no special access to Williams or those closest to her. That would have entailed making it her book, ultimately, which was not what interested me. She has told her own story in many forms and many forums and will no doubt continue to do so. I wanted, simply and not so simply, to see her in all the ways I could: watch her, describe her, listen to her, read about her, follow her (in the new conditions of seeing created by Instagram, etc.), interpret her, situate her. My tools were sports writing, biography, reportage, and cultural criticism. The narrative armature of the book is Williams’s return to tennis after giving birth to her daughter and her quest to win another Grand Slam or two, to tie and maybe break a long-standing record and win a major as a mom. I spent a year on the women’s tour, watching live nearly every match Williams played, attending her press conferences, talking to players, coaches, journalists, and others. The form I chose for the book is prismatic, collage-like. The point was to see Serena Williams from as many angles as I could. It is Serena Williams’s complexity, even beyond her greatness on court, that has made her the most consequential athlete of her time, and it is my hope that this book, in its way of telling, evokes and somehow deepens that complexity.






Part One Melbourne
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Serena Williams was waiting, restless to get on with it. She adjusted and readjusted her big Beats by Dre headphones. It was important to loosen up and crucial to get focused. She stretched, reaching back with her right hand to clutch her right foot, leg bent and drawn up behind her, while her left arm reached farther and farther forward. It’s a common enough stretch now in tennis, good for slowly engaging the quads and groin and opening up the chest. In yoga it’s not only a stretch but a balance pose, Lord of the Dance, Natarajasana. It’s described as dancing while remaining still and understood to embody and perhaps convey to a practitioner the sagacious notion of changing while remaining changeless. That was one way to see Serena Williams.

She was back in a tunnel somewhere in Rod Laver Arena, the main tennis venue of the Australian Open. Held each year in Melbourne at the end of January, the Australian Open is the first of the four major or Grand Slam tournaments on the annual tennis calendar. The last two weeks of January are high summer in Melbourne, with hot afternoons that stretch past seven before surrendering in spectacular sunsets toward nine. The streets east of Melbourne’s city center that I would walk late each morning on my way to Melbourne Park and “the tennis,” as Melbournians say, had a Victorian feel: terrace housing, bungalows, tidy squares with their lawns and well-tended rosebushes. Melbournians themselves seemed to have deeply internalized the Victorian enthusiasm for sport. They biked and ran and played; they filled their newspapers and news sites with sports stories; they poured into Melbourne Park for the tennis, passing one of the world’s largest cricket grounds, known simply as the G, on their way.

Along with its warm afternoons and congenial vibe, the Australian Open is known for its dedication to enhancing what has come to be called the fan experience. Which is why I could see Serena Williams stretching—she was poised and pixelated on each of two giant screens suspended at either end of the 14,800-seat arena. Cameras had recently been installed at various points along the hallways and passageways that lead from the players’ locker room to the Laver court. Williams was back there somewhere loosening and psyching herself up. The idea, according to tournament officials, was to take ticketholders “behind the scenes,” where they might, up on the jumbotrons, get a special glimpse, an unvarnished glimpse—a captivatingly candid glimpse—of a favorite player. Telecasting had transformed sports, beginning in the 1960s, turning games and matches into shows; perhaps no better evidence of the thoroughness of the transformation is that those attending a live sporting event now spend a lot of their time staring at a screen.

But where or what was behind the scenes for Serena Williams? She had more than 10 million followers on Instagram, who, every day or nearly every day, glimpsed her practicing, glimpsed her lounging with her husband, glimpsed her in a sandbox with her fifteen-month-old daughter, glimpsed the tacos she was about to have for Sunday dinner. These glimpses were not of anything candid. They were glimpses of presentations. Most everything on Instagram was, in some way or another, a presentation: an extension of the idealized, curated self, a transmission of “brand.” But then so, in essence, was what was captured by the new cameras leading to courtside at Rod Laver Arena. Williams surely understood this. And she knew how to captivate. On a summery, sun-splashed afternoon, Serena Williams was doing her stretching on the enormous screens in what, for all the world, appeared to be a chic black trench coat. Those seated around me at courtside, the women especially, oohed and aahed.



Williams was herself captivated by self-presentation, and all that it could summon: mystery, unapproachability, allure, mastery, exoticism, glamour, power. It was there, if you spent the time looking that I had, in the interviews she gave, the fashion shoots she participated in, the posts she created for Instagram, how she entered a room full of reporters, how she walked onto a tennis court and went about her game. She expected to be gazed upon. What contemporary sports icon, what global celebrity, did not? The British psychotherapist and essayist Adam Phillips has written, “We seek attention without quite understanding what the attention is that we seek, and what it is in ourselves we need attending to.” Maybe, for Williams, it had to do with growing up with four older sisters who fussed over her clothes and hair. Maybe it was that, even as she was being molded by her parents, from the time she turned four, to be a tennis champion, she dreamed of being an actress. Maybe it was learning to play tennis on public courts in South-Central Los Angeles and being what-the-fuck gawked at and puzzled over by youths who’d come to the park to shoot hoops or buy dope. Maybe it was that she’d spent so much time as a child and teenager in the shadow (on the tennis court, in the media) of her sister Venus, fifteen months older than Serena, and more reticent. Venus had been first to deal with the attention and the racial and social dislocation that came with being a black female tennis prodigy, and then a black female tennis star—and dealt with it by becoming ever more quietly self-contained. Maybe worrying her personal presentation had to do with Serena’s thinking she was ugly, or thinking she was attractive. She had said both, at one time or another.

Serena Williams had been answering questions about herself, after her tennis matches and not only after her tennis matches, since she was a preteen, by which time she was already drawing a great deal of attention: a personality before she could reasonably be expected to be a person. The New York Times sent a reporter to an obscure tournament in Canada in October of 1995 because, at the age of fourteen, she was to play her first professional match there. (She lost badly. Her opponent, Annie Miller, herself only eighteen, said afterward, “I guess I played a celebrity.”) Williams over the years would say all sorts of things, to reporters and into television cameras, about who she was and how she looked. It was not always clear what she actually thought or believed—if, for that matter, she always knew what she thought or believed, or if she really wanted to let on to her questioners what she thought or believed. Did she say things that, at the moment, she thought or believed? Or did she say things—and this was the temptation of any public figure—to construct how she wanted to be perceived? All this was, in its own way, when you pondered it, captivating, too.

That she was black in what was still a white girl’s game; that she was broad and muscular in ways no player on the women’s tour had ever been; that she was coming to tennis from where no one had come before, from Compton, known during her childhood mostly for its turf wars between the Bloods and the Crips, for its murder rate, and for its gangsta rap; that she was coached at first solely by her father and mother, who themselves had never played tennis but taught themselves, from books and videotapes, so that they might, in turn, teach their daughters—Serena, like her sister Venus before her, was going to be puzzled over, scrutinized, interpreted. From the start, Serena seemed to have an intuitive sense of this. Playing white girls in front of white crowds in a game that savored its starchy traditions, she gave every indication of embracing her role as the outsider, the proud and enormously gifted (and thus complicating to detractors) Other, heralding a transformation. She would expend little energy trying to fit in; she and her sister mostly kept to themselves those first years they were on tour. On court, and off it with the media, Serena exuded strength and confidence, emotional exuberance: if she was going to attract attention, she should be a subject of it, not an object. She sought agency and would struggle to obtain it, not by making compromises, not by making nice, but by making room—cultural space—for exactly who she was. She would make her presence felt and her otherness electrifying. Serena’s self-presentation—the hair, variously braided-and-beaded, straightened, Senegal-style twisted, ponytailed, business-bunned, full-flowing; the mean in-game stare; the baseline conversation she audibly carried on with herself; the tennis outfits no suburban club would abide—it had all been in the service of taking control of the attention she was drawing, embracing it. The black trench she was wearing that January afternoon in Melbourne? It wasn’t the half of it. As the match was about to begin, she shed it to reveal she was set to play in a fifties-pinup-like, kelly-green romper and black fishnet tights. Another wave of oohs and aahs swelled courtside.

This first-round match was the first official match of the year for Williams. Entered in the main singles draw of the Australian Open were 128 women, as in all the Grand Slam tournaments—the four most prestigious, lucrative, and, with regard to ranking points, critical of the year’s tennis events, with 2,000 points bestowed on the winner, 500 more than for winning the year-end Women’s Tennis Association’s final, and double the amount earned by the champion of even the biggest of non-Slam tour tournaments. A player’s WTA ranking—a rolling, cumulative system updated every week throughout the season—affected sponsorship deals and media attention and young, fragile egos, but, more tangibly, affected seeding in tournament draws: what caliber of player you would play, and when you would play her, during a tournament’s unfolding. At a Grand Slam, only a quarter of the women were seeded, one through thirty-two, based almost exclusively on their WTA ranking, and these seeded players were carefully spread through the draw, so they would, by design, not meet other top players on court until the third round of play, at the earliest, late in the first week of the two-week-long tournament.

In the first round, seeded players met opponents ranked No. 50 or No. 84 or No. 103: struggling newcomers, fading veterans, career-long also-rans. Williams was seeded thirteenth, which corresponded to her current WTA world ranking. Her opponent in the first round, Tatjana Maria, was a thirty-one-year-old German who had won precisely one singles title in her many years on the WTA tour; whose career-high ranking (reached two years earlier) was No. 46; and who was unseeded. The first set of their match was done in eighteen minutes. It didn’t seem to take even that long. Maria didn’t win a game. Williams would win the match 6–0, 6–2, doing little more than serving and returning serves, devastatingly, and be off the court and back in the locker room in less than an hour.

Maria spoke afterward of how she and Williams were actually neighbors in Florida, in a gated community in Palm Beach Gardens, where Williams had lived for much of her adult life, first in a ten-thousand-square-foot home she shared with her sister Venus, and, more recently, in her own place, one of a number of houses and apartments—in Florida, Los Angeles, Paris, and elsewhere—she shared with her husband, the tech entrepreneur Alexis Ohanian and their young daughter, Alexis Olympia Ohanian Jr., whom her parents called Olympia. Players, women and men, and from all over the world, establish residency in Florida or Monte Carlo or Dubai—for the weather and the favorable tax rates and, as was the case in the gated community where Maria and Williams lived, for the proximity to elaborate tennis facilities.

Maria said that she had never had a neighborly tennis practice with Williams. Williams had come over for a barbecue, Maria said, and their daughters had played together once or twice. Tennis players were seldom home; their season stretched from January into November. Big show courts such as Rod Laver Arena, Maria went on to say, were, for Serena, “like her home.” Maria meant the familiarity and comfort Williams had in front of large crowds, crowds that, as on this afternoon, mostly cheered for Williams. Maria meant, too, that Williams possessed a knowledge of how the Rod Laver acrylic-coated hard-court surface played—she’d played and practiced on Laver so many times, and Maria, never. (Williams had, in her long career, won the Australian Open seven times; Maria, not once, not even close.) Maria was thinking out loud, as players will do after being overwhelmed in a match, telling herself how the result might have been different on another court, another day. The attraction of sport is that it provides spectacle with so few illusions. But that doesn’t stop those who play from harboring them.
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Serena Jameka Williams was thirty-seven years old as she began the 2019 season. She had been a professional tennis player for more than twenty-three years. For 319 weeks of those many years, she had been ranked No. 1 and would likely have been ranked No. 1 for more weeks than that had she chosen to play the number of tournaments most players played, rather than choosing, instead, to take stretches of time away from the game to pursue interests beyond the sport—an interest in fashion design, for example, and, in time, an interest in not wearing down as she aged. She had won twenty-three Grand Slam singles titles, one short of the record held by the Australian Margaret Court. It was hard to find anyone arguing that Margaret Court, a great tennis player, was a greater tennis player than Serena Williams. Margaret Court had won many of her major titles at the Australian Open when some of the best players in Europe and the United States passed up the event because it was so far away, and also because it had for years been held in December, close to the holidays. Still, tying and surpassing Court’s record mattered to Williams. It was a reason she was still playing tennis at thirty-seven. (Among the top women playing singles, only her sister was older than Serena.)

Williams had earned, by the end of 2018, nearly $90 million in prize money, more than any other woman had ever won, in any sport, and more than double that collected by her sister Venus, who was second in all-time earnings among active players on the WTA tour. Serena’s net worth, which would include, along with prize money, real-estate holdings, returns on investments she’d made, and especially endorsement deals secured for her by her longtime agent, Jill Smoller, was estimated by Forbes magazine to be $225 million. (In 1990, Zina Garrison, an American women’s tennis player ranked No. 4 in the world, and black, could not get so much as a sneaker sponsorship.) Beyond the money, Williams had dominated a sport in her time as no other woman in this century had. (Only the record-making Alpine skier Lindsey Vonn, in her prime, and the extraordinary young gymnast Simone Biles could make a conversation of it.) Williams had also, with her power but not only her power, changed the way women’s tennis got played and, to no small extent, as a long-standing champion, brought to the sport girls who might well never have picked up a racquet were they (or their nudging parents) not inspired by her example. Finally, there was her recognition and fame. In the United States, only two athletes, the golfer Tiger Woods and the NFL quarterback Tom Brady, had, in her time, achieved broader public awareness, and her Q Score—a polling metric designed to gauge an individual’s or product’s familiarity and marketing appeal—was above average among Americans of nearly all income levels and age groups. Further, she’d achieved worldwide sports stardom as no woman before her (and no NFL quarterback) had. As the Australian Open got underway, ESPN was producing a list of the world’s most famous athletes, using three metrics to determine global popularity: how frequently an athlete’s name was searched online; how much money the athlete generated from endorsements; and the number of followers he or she had on social media. Williams wound up No. 17 on the list—soccer stars dominated the top spots—and was the only woman in the top twenty-five. She was, in sum, by most any calculation, the greatest player in the history of women’s tennis—the queen her most avid fans worshipped her as—and the most renowned woman athlete of all time.

And something, or someone, more than that. Williams entered her thirties at a time when being black and female, especially if immixed with wealth or stardom (or both), began to make for an especially galvanizing admixture. Michelle Obama; Beyoncé and Rihanna; Stacey Abrams’s run for governor of Georgia and Kamala Harris’s seeking of the Democratic presidential nomination (followed, in the spring of 2020, by her being discussed as a leading choice for vice president on the Democratic ticket); the continued TV presence of Oprah, the women of color on The View, and the emergence of Shonda Rhimes as a prolific television and audio producer; the many novels being written by women of color and suddenly being published and read—black women had a place and a voice in America as at no time before. Williams was caught up in this time, her time, as a person always is. But with her achievements and her celebrity, she was having a role in shaping her time, too. The efforts and accomplishments of Williams and these other women were contested, their struggles to gain success hard fought. Among the things dividing America in the second decade of the twenty-first century, the emergence of powerful black women, women who were no longer going to be pushed to the side of their own lives, was a pronounced, if not always enunciated, matter of contention. Some people feared these women, hated these women, white men, mostly, or anyway most vocally—hated them, in no small part, for being formidable black women.

A sense of being feared and disliked can reinforce a self-understanding that you see things more clearly than most—which, in turn, if expressed, can make you someone with something to say that others want to hear. Michelle Obama would poll at the end of 2018 as the most admired woman in America, and her memoir, Becoming, would sell more copies than any autobiography in history. People were drawn to Michelle Obama, to the story of how she struggled and triumphed. The same could be said of Serena.

Williams was of this moment in America, was a factor in shaping it; and the moment, in turn, fueled Williams’s widening stature beyond the tennis court. It wasn’t just her Grand Slam triumphs that mattered (though they mattered a lot), but the compelling particularity of who she was, a particularity she, with her embrace of celebrity, made millions aware of. Hers was a self she struggled with—on court, on TV, on social media—but not to struggle out of. Williams’s rise as a figure in popular culture, it could be argued, helped lead to a broader interest in, and apprehension of, others who might look like her, come from places like where she came from, exhibit the dauntlessness she did, suffer the disappointments and discontinuities she did, annoy and inflame as she did, impose themselves as she did, revel or rage as she did. That she could and would navigate all this surely led others to think, If she could do it, I can do it—not that they could do it, not necessarily, but that wasn’t the contract one had with one’s cultural icon. And a cultural icon is whom she’d become. It wasn’t that there was an intimate understanding of her, any more than there was, say, of Beyoncé. Icons, nevertheless, embody meanings, encapsulate stories, epitomize situations. Women of color, white women, too, girls of all ages, and enough men, for that matter, looked to Serena Williams for meaning, for direction, for affirmation, for reassurance, for inspiration.

This, all of it, had made her one the most absorbing figures of her time, and one of the most famous women on earth: Serena. Williams had always conscientiously spoken of the black women who came before her in tennis, such as Althea Gibson and Zina Garrison, and of earlier tennis-playing feminist trailblazers, such as Billie Jean King—spoken of them as heroes. But Williams was something else, a woman in sports without antecedent. It could be said that she’d become the most consequential athlete America had produced since Muhammad Ali. She had not and would not take the bold and direct political stances Ali had. She was raised a Jehovah’s Witness and, it appeared, continued to adhere to tenets of the denomination, including its ban, based on its distinctive reading of the Gospels, on voting or participating in any way, through statements or actions, to change a government or its policies. She never protested a war or lent her name to fights against laws that were seen to thwart the freedom, safety, or progress of women or minorities. But then, Muhammad Ali had slapped his first wife for what she chose to wear and had views, informed by his faith as a follower of Elijah Muhammad and his Nation of Islam, that women were to remain, for the most part, silent and obedient to men. It could not be more clear what Serena Williams would think about something like that. To be shown respect, to be unbeholden and powerful and free to express herself as and when she saw fit: here were the principles she embodied, always had. And that, in 2019, was a political stand, and one she was thoroughly and forcefully identified with. For Serena Williams, the personal, if only the personal, was political. That, too, suited the moment, a moment with identity politics and gender issues at the fore.

“I feel like with my platform, the things I do, the different boards I sit on, we really talk about equality, gender equality, role equality, pay equality, how important that is,” she’d said when I asked her one afternoon in Melbourne how she saw herself as a public figure. Williams held no office, but she was, in her way, a new kind of pop politician, with a loyal following most elected officials would envy.
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Could it last? Excellence in athletics is so perishable—and with it, attention. To watch greatness in sport is to be transfixed by promise, then transcendence, then decay, and then to be transfixed no longer. This was not easy for any athlete to accept, and for Williams, who had faced so many challenges, this had to loom among the largest: she loved celebrity, the attention it brought, though she was always careful, as celebrities tend to be, to say otherwise. Over the years, she had at times spoken of being tired of tennis, the grind of it, but she had always found a way back to it. She was so good at it, and it is not easy to abandon what you are very, very good at. She craved competition, too, which meant—and this is difficult for all of us who aren’t athletes, never mind great athletes, to comprehend—exposing herself to the possibility of losing. She hated to lose, deeply hated it. She needed to sense what losing might make her feel, might do to her sense of self-worth, and prevent it. That is what winning is for most sports stars. But now she was in her late thirties, beyond old by tennis standards. How much more winning was there for her?

And what was there for her beyond her tennis career? Were there ways to maintain the cultural status and power she’d earned? She seemed—through fashion and business, through the statements she was making in interviews and on social media—to be exploring that. What might be possible for her, beyond tennis, would not be bound by tennis—would be more than what had been available upon retiring to, say, Chris Evert. Williams’s money and social-media presence, her ambition and the social and cultural paradigm shifts underway in America, would assure that. She wasn’t going to coach or run a tennis academy or provide commentary on TV during Wimbledon. It would be a future, if she could pull it off, more along the lines of what had been brought about by the Barbados-born pop singer turned global taste arbiter and lifestyle entrepreneur, Rihanna.

In recent years, Williams had said, when asked, that she would like to tie or break Margaret Court’s record of twenty-four Grand Slam championships. That was a reason to keep going, even as she reached an age when most women who have played singles tennis decide to retire. Williams had won her twenty-third major in 2017, in Melbourne, beating easily enough her older sister Venus in the final, 6–4, 6–4. With that win, Williams surpassed Steffi Graf as the all-time leader in Grand Slam wins earned in the Open era: the real record, to many inside tennis. The Open era began in 1968, when the Grand Slam tournaments finally agreed to allow professionals to compete. Professionals were, until 1968, all men and by and large the best male players, mostly under contract to one of two leagues; male amateurs, or lots of them, professed a frayed Edwardian snobbery about money while accepting payments under the table for travel and living expenses. Billie Jean King and a few others were the first women to turn pro, signing contracts when a small women’s section of the male National Tennis League was formed in the spring of 1968. The depth of the women’s game in the years before the Open era was nothing like what it would become, beginning in the 1970s and 1980s: money attracted talent. Steffi Graf, as a result, faced much tougher competition than Margaret Court, who, along with her many Australian Open triumphs at a time when top players often skipped the event, won most of her Grand Slam titles before the Open era began. That’s why some journalists and fans considered Graf’s Open-era record of twenty-two Grand Slam titles, not Court’s twenty-four Slam victories, the one to beat, which Williams did in Melbourne in 2017. Graf, the dazzling German who had honed the power-baseline game that the Williams sisters would master and elevate, dominated women’s tennis in the late 1980s and through the 1990s. She retired in 1999, and it was reasonable to assume that the women’s game would never again see anything like her. Then Serena Williams came along.

Serena’s 2017 Australian Open win over Venus, along with earning Serena her twenty-third major title, returned her to No. 1. Then thirty-five, she was the oldest woman to ever reach No. 1. The real news, though, would only be disclosed a few months later, by a photo of Williams posing sideways in a yellow one-piece bathing suit that she may or may not inadvertently have posted on Snapchat: she was pregnant. She’d been playing eight weeks pregnant in Melbourne and knew. She and Ohanian, then her boyfriend—a founder of the news-aggregation-and-discussion website Reddit, and a tech-world influencer—would be having a child come September. It seemed clear from the start that Williams was looking forward to the joys of being a new mom. It seemed clear, too, that she understood how becoming a mom heightened and deepened, complicated and could vex, the challenge of winning that next major title, or two. This life change would, as well, draw renewed attention, magnified attention, to the unfolding story of Serena Williams and—in a moment in which the struggles of the working mother had emerged as a cultural-political topos—add a dimension to her pop-icon status. Could she win another Grand Slam as a mother?
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In a 2009 women’s semifinal match at the US Open, Serena Williams played the terrific, no-ball-gets-by-me Belgian Kim Clijsters. Williams lost the first set; and then, trailing 5–6 in the second, and serving, down 15–30 in the game, she was called for a foot fault on a second serve. A foot fault—when a server’s foot, even the smallest part of it, is deemed to nick the baseline she’s serving from behind before the serve is completed—is like any other service fault: if it is called on a second serve, the result is a loss of the point. Serena’s foot fault made the score 15–40. Williams believed she did not foot fault; the Hawk-Eye camera system on the court in Arthur Ashe Stadium did not track foot faults, so she had no appeal. Furious, Williams threatened to shove a tennis ball down “the fucking throat” of the line judge who made the questionable (if only because rarely made) call. Williams was immediately penalized a point for that by the chair umpire, which meant she’d lost the game and thus, incredibly, the match as well. (Later, Williams was fined more than $80,000 for obscenely threatening the line judge, a woman named Shino Tsurubuchi.) It would become, along with numerous rain delays and Juan Martín del Potro, age twenty, stunning Roger Federer in the men’s final, what people remembered about 2009 in Flushing, Queens.

But a remarkable story was on the other side of the net that night, too. Clijsters, at age twenty-six, had only recently rejoined the women’s tour after two years away. She had retired from the game to have and care for a baby. She’d played an exhibition match, then decided, with a why-not shrug, to get back to competing for real. Ranked far from the top one hundred, due to her lengthy maternity absence, she’d gained entry into the Open only by way of a wild card, a free pass of sorts that Grand Slam officials typically extend to veteran players returning from injury, or to teenage wunderkinds poised to join the tour. After her victory over Williams, Clijsters would go on to win the title at that US Open. Her cherubic daughter, Jada, toddled onto the court for the trophy presentation. It was something: Jada held by her mom, who was also managing to hold the large trophy. “We had planned Jada’s nap time for later than usual so that she could be here tonight,” Clijsters said during her on-court interview, and the crowd giggled and roared.

Only two other women before Clijsters in the Open era had won majors after having children. The Australian-aboriginal great, Evonne Goolagong, won two: the Australian Open in 1977, seven months after having her daughter, Kelly, and then Wimbledon, in 1980. Margaret Court had won three majors as a mom. That was it: three women who’d earned major titles as moms. Could Williams, returning to play in 2018, become the fourth? Could she win a Slam as a mom? It would not be easy. Court and Goolagong, like Clijsters, had been in their midtwenties when they became mothers. Williams would be an older mom, edging beyond her midthirties, and an older player returning to the game.

Any challenge, a real one, is suffused with threat and vulnerability. “When I realized that I was pregnant, I was like, ‘Oh, my God. How am I going to play?’ ” That was Williams’s first thought after learning she was pregnant. That’s what she said on camera near the beginning of a five-episode HBO documentary, Being Serena, a self-serving enough but also a revealing enough and, in moments, deeply moving documentary conceived by Williams and produced, in partnership with HBO, by the original-content division of the talent-management company IMG, which is owned by William Morris Endeavor, where Jill Smoller, Williams’s agent, is an executive. The creators of Being Serena began working on it not long after her pregnancy was revealed in 2017, and the series premiered in the spring of 2018 as she returned to the tour. How am I going to play? If you have read the many memoirs by athletes that grapple with late-career doubts about continuing to play (the most moving of these, on this facet of an athlete’s life, being The Game, by former Montreal Canadian goalie Ken Dryden); if you have spoken to onetime tennis greats; and if you have spent time around Serena Williams, it was not a stretch to hear in her wistful uttering of those words that she could well be conveying this: Could I ever regain my champion’s form after taking off the time, at age thirty-six, to have a baby? And this: Could I find the time to train hard enough, once I’d had the baby and was ready to, to get good enough once more to win tournaments? And this: Could I handle the grind of a tennis tour, even one limited to Grand Slam tournaments and a few others, with a baby in tow? And this: Could I win another major or two? And this: If I couldn’t, and if I didn’t play at the highest level, at the championship level—at my level—how would I handle that? And, finally, this: If I couldn’t train properly or handle the tour with a daughter in tow or regain my greatness or win a major or handle being something less than great, then what was next for me?

Ultimately, what Williams was conveying, most revealingly and movingly, if not always because she meant to, was this: fear. That was something Serena Williams was not about conveying.

How am I going to play? When I watched and heard Williams say that, what came to mind was this passage from Joan Didion’s novel Play It as It Lays:

“Something real was happening: This was, as it were, her life. If she could keep that in mind, she would be able to play it through, do the right thing, whatever that meant.”

By then, in May of 2018, when Being Serena was airing, it was not at all clear how Williams was going to play it through. What did seem clear was that many fans, and many others who had not paid much attention to tennis, were invested in her finding a way. When fear sneaks up on someone looked to as the embodiment of gladiatorial fearlessness, it compels. Celebrity motherhood seemed to, too. Celebrity idolatry, as People magazine figured out years ago, and as Instagram has digitally and exponentially magnified, fevers with the onset of a wedding, a breakup, or a pregnancy. A new wave of attention, devotional and febrile, swelled around Williams in the spring of 2018, as she returned to tennis and talked about becoming a mother in the HBO documentary.
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Her pregnancy through the spring and summer of 2017 had been troubled only by heartburn. She’d done the breathing exercises and prepared for labor with a doula. All of this was public knowledge. There she was, healthy and visibly pregnant, a near nude, on the cover of the August 2017 issue of Vanity Fair. Soon after, it would be revealed that she had secured an entire floor at St. Mary’s Medical Center in West Palm Beach, Florida, to deliver her daughter on September 1, by induced birth.

Then much of what could go wrong did go wrong. Williams had been in labor nearly fourteen hours and was beginning to have contractions when the baby’s heart rate began to plunge. She had an emergency C-section. For the procedure, she went off the blood thinners she’d been on since suffering a blockage in an artery in her lungs, a pulmonary embolism, in 2011. The day following the C-section, she began feeling short of breath and feared that blood clots were once again forming in her lungs—fears she expressed to the doctors, who, she would later say, did not at first believe her. This is a documented fact of life for many women giving birth, black women in particular. (A black woman is three to four times more likely than a white woman to die in childbirth in America.) The doctors did agree, eventually, to perform a CT scan, which proved Williams right: blood clots had traveled to her lungs. She was put on an anticoagulant drip. The blood thinner helped her lungs but caused her to hemorrhage from the C-section incision. She would undergo three postdelivery surgeries before she was able to leave the hospital and would, once home, remain in bed for weeks recovering.

She and Alexis Ohanian married in November 2017, in New Orleans, having rented the Contemporary Arts Center there for the occasion. The decor had a theme: Beauty and the Beast. No explanation was proffered as to why. The guests included her friends Kim Kardashian and Eva Longoria, Beyoncé and Jay-Z, and they sat on sofas and watched Williams come down the aisle in a white wedding dress designed by Sarah Burton for Alexander McQueen. (Burton had also designed the wedding dress worn by Kate Middleton, when she married Prince William and became the Duchess of Cambridge—which Williams may or may not have considered.) All this was celebrity news. A month later she played her first tennis match since delivering Olympia, not an official tour match but an exhibition, in Abu Dhabi. Star players such as Williams can earn hundreds of thousands of dollars, maybe as much as a million dollars, maybe more—no one knows for sure—for the hour or two it takes to play a glorified practice match known as an exhibition. Williams lost the exhibition match to Jeļena Ostapenko, a twenty-year-old Latvian, who, the previous spring, unseeded and barely known, had won the French Open. Williams knew she was not ready to play, play for real, and passed up the Australian Open the following month.

She rejoined the tour in March of 2018 at Indian Wells, in the California desert, carrying considerable postchildbirth weight, evidently slower, and struggling with her footwork, especially when forced to change direction. She served well but sprayed her ground strokes every which way. In her third-round loss to her sister Venus, she made forty-one unforced errors in two sets. It would get worse. She lost the following week in Miami to the young Japanese phenom Naomi Osaka in the first round, in straight sets. At the French Open—which began just after Being Serena aired, and fans learned of her difficult pregnancy and recovery—she was forced to withdraw with a pectoral injury. She would make a deep run in her next tournament, at Wimbledon, the most prestigious of the Grand Slams, where she had won seven previous times. She reached the final and had her first chance to secure a twenty-fourth major trophy, but lost in straight sets to the German Angelique Kerber, whose left-handedness and defensive relentlessness had frustrated Williams and her game before. Although Williams hadn’t had to face a top-ten player to reach the final and looked slow and winded at times, she left London having reached a Grand Slam final. If Williams was suffering in some way, it wasn’t showing.

But it would soon enough. Back in the United States for the month of hard-court tournaments leading up to the summer-ending US Open, the last major of the year, she entered the small Silicon Valley Classic, in San Jose. In the first round, against England’s Johanna Konta, who was in the midst of a near-disastrous season, Williams suffered the most lopsided loss of her career, winning only one game. She’d later say that just prior to the match she’d learned of the release from prison of the convicted murderer of her older half sister, Yetunde—shot in 2003 while sitting in an idling SUV with her boyfriend outside a Compton crack house, by a gang member said to be guarding the place. Williams then withdrew from the next tournament in which she was scheduled to play, in Toronto. She would subsequently explain to Time magazine, and on social media, that she was suffering from postpartum depression. On Instagram she stated that she “felt I was not a good mom,” but that she had come to understand that it was “totally normal to feel like I’m not doing enough for my baby.” If Williams was contending, physically and emotionally, with being the mother of an infant, and if that created uncertainty about whether she’d be able to win another Grand Slam, interest in her was in no way fading. Williams was forging and sharing a narrative of being a struggling working mom, on Instagram and cable TV and elsewhere, and it was proving as galvanic as anything she’d ever done.
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