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			Chapter 1

			Every seat in Arthur Ashe Stadium was full, and the roar of nearly twenty-four thousand people was building. Coco Gauff knew she was about to win the US Open if she could just keep it together for a few more minutes.

			She told herself not to envision holding the trophy, or what she might say to the crowd, or what emotions might come over her when she saw her mom and dad. The truth is, Coco had thought about this moment since she was eight years old, watching this very tournament from the upper deck at Arthur Ashe Stadium. She had worked her entire life for this opportunity, and she wasn’t going to let it go. But she had also suffered enough heartbreaks as a tennis player to know those thoughts weren’t going to help her now that she was just four points from the championship.

			“I told myself to get it out of my head,” she said. “I was just trying my best to just focus on the point ahead of me.”1

			Coco had come nearly to the end of a brilliant match against Aryna Sabalenka, the new number-one player in the world, but it hadn’t been easy.

			Aryna is the most powerful player in the sport, launching shots that can speed by you in the blink of an eye. When she’s on her game, she’s almost unbeatable. But her style of play, hitting almost every ball as hard as she can, is risky.

			At the beginning of the US Open final, it looked like one of those days where everything was going Aryna’s way. But in women’s tennis, it takes two sets to win a match. So even though Coco lost the first set 6–2, she still had a chance to turn things around. Coco isn’t just a great player: she’s a problem-solver, and she became very good at it during this tournament in particular. Her confidence in those tough moments seemed unshakeable. If she could just hang around long enough to make Aryna question herself or get nervous, maybe things could turn in a different direction.

			But immediately after the first set, Coco was suddenly the more nervous of the two. All those people had come to cheer her to victory, and she was as worried about letting them down as she was about letting herself down. With so much at stake, Coco went to the bathroom after the first set, threw some water on her face, and reminded herself she had to keep fighting.

			“I’ve got to just reset and redo it,” she said.2

			For the next hour and twenty-five minutes, Coco did exactly that. She didn’t think about what had already happened and instead focused on staying positive and running as fast as she could for every ball. At that moment, it didn’t need to be pretty. This was the biggest match of her career, and Coco’s best chance to win was simply to make Aryna hit as many shots as possible.

			With her style of play, more shots meant more opportunities to feel the pressure and more chances to miss.

			Little by little, Coco’s plan began to work. Aryna started to look a little confused, unsure what to do as Coco raced around the court like a golden retriever chasing a toy.

			Finally, the in fourth game of the second set, the misses started to come off Aryna’s racket. Coco started to get more comfortable; with every point she won, the crowd got louder and louder until the match was all even and headed to a deciding third set.

			“Be physical now, be physical!” Coco’s coach, Brad Gilbert, kept shouting from the stands.

			By the third set, Aryna knew this was becoming Coco’s match and that the title was slipping away. She wasn’t just trying to beat a great opponent and a crowd that wanted her to lose, but she was also fighting herself.

			“Sometimes I can get emotional,” she said. “On the court, I was overthinking and missing—not easy balls—but balls I shouldn’t be missing.”3

			All of those misses started to add up as Coco raced out to a 3–0 lead, then a 4–0 lead in the deciding set. Aryna steadied herself to get back to 4–2, hoping that maybe she could make it close enough for Coco’s nerves to kick in once again. But when Coco smacked a forehand into the open court that gave her a 5–2 lead in the third set, their body language couldn’t have been more different. As the crowd erupted, Coco raised her left fist and calmly walked to her chair. Aryna just looked at the ground.

			For a player one game away from the title, that sixty-second rest break as the players change ends can be excruciating. Roger Federer, one of the greatest players of all time, described the tension he felt playing in the most important matches and the biggest tournaments in the world as his head being flooded with a million ideas. It’s a natural thing, even for someone who has won every big trophy imaginable.

			“Sometimes it slows down your legs, your pulse starts racing…that can stress you out a tad,” he said. “I always say I’m happy I feel that way because it means I care.”4

			In those moments, players usually try to slow down their breathing and focus on anything other than winning the match. Because in tennis, unlike basketball or football, you can’t run out the clock if you have the lead. The only way to take home the tournament is to win the last game, and the only way to win the last game is to win four points. You have to keep your focus all the way to the end.

			So when it was time for Coco to serve what she hoped would be the final game of the match, she took her stance and bounced the ball eight times. She delivered her first serve and rallied with Aryna, moving right to left, then back to the right again before Aryna tried to crush a forehand as hard as she could. But she hit it too far, about a foot beyond the baseline!

			One down, three to go.

			On the next point, Aryna tried something different—a drop shot that she meant to barely float over the net and land softly, hoping to catch Coco by surprise. Once Coco recognized what was coming, she sprinted forward and clenched her left fist for just a moment when Aryna’s shot landed in the net. Two points away!

			As she got closer to the finish line, Coco quickly let go of her emotions. She didn’t scream or celebrate. She didn’t smile. She was as locked into the job as she’d ever been. After just a few seconds, she was right back on the baseline, ready to serve again.

			This time, it was a long rally. They went back and forth and back and forth, pushing each other around the court until Coco slightly mishit a ball that shot way up into the air and landed short on the other side of the net. For Aryna, this was an easy shot, one she had probably practiced tens of thousands of times during her life. So she scooted into position, took the racket back, and got ready to smash it for a winner—only this time it wasn’t a winner. She had pulled it wide!

			This was it. Everything Coco had dreamed of since she started focusing on tennis at age seven was just one point away from becoming reality.

			The fans came to their feet and started to take out their cell phones, hoping to capture the scene. In just a few seconds, it had become the loudest, happiest place in all of New York, bursting in celebration at what was about to happen. Coco paced around the court for a few seconds and took one deep breath as she stepped up to the baseline, as focused as she could be in that moment.

			Then she started bouncing the ball, rocking back into her serving motion for what she hoped would be the point that would make her a US Open champion.

			***

			To understand the importance of that moment for Coco, let’s talk about how tennis works. In a normal year, a professional player will enter around twenty tournaments across the globe, each one presenting a unique challenge. There are different surfaces, different balls, different weather, and different pressures waiting for players as they hop from country to country, often spending months at a time away from their friends and families.

			On one hand, it’s a glamorous life, playing every week in a new place and spending time in some of the world’s most exciting cities. On the other hand, it’s a constant routine of packing up suitcases, rushing through airports, eating meals on the go, and having to organize practice time or medical treatment in unfamiliar places. There’s not much time to celebrate wins or be sad about losses because the next tournament is always just around the corner.

			Maybe the best way to describe it came from Coco’s doubles partner and one of her best friends on the tour, Jessie Pegula. She lost her final set 6–0 at a tournament in Qatar—tennis players call it “eating a bagel” because that’s exactly what the zero looks like—and posted a selfie with a bag of tortilla chips on social media:

			Everyone: “What is it like playing on tour? It must be so amazing!”

			Me: gets bageled on your birthday, sitting eating Doritos at midnight, waiting to get on a 16 hr flight home. (Crying/laughing emoji)

			But players put up with those hardships and the endless travel/practice/tournament cycle because they want to win one of the four biggest events on the tour, which are collectively called the Grand Slam.

			The first one is in January at the Australian Open, which is like the start of a new season. Everybody is fresh and happy and excited to be in the warm weather Down Under while it’s winter back home for players from Europe and North America.

			The French Open takes place at the height of spring in Paris and is played on clay, which looks like a court covered in red dirt. It’s actually made up of crushed bricks and produces a high bounce that some players find easier to deal with than others.

			Just a few weeks after the French Open, the game changes again at Wimbledon, which is played at a private club in London on courts made of grass. This is closer to the way tennis was played originally in the 1870s, when it started to spread all around the world.

			Though players no longer use small, heavy wooden rackets or wear long pants and formal dresses to play tennis like they did back then, Wimbledon tries to preserve as much tradition as possible and is considered the most important tournament of the year. But because grass courts are so rare now—they’re very difficult and expensive to maintain—even the top professionals don’t have much experience playing on them. Some players can handle the weird bounces they get on grass courts and the unique movements it takes to prevent from slipping, but for others it’s like trying to play on a sheet of ice.

			“Grass is for cows,” said Ivan Lendl, a great champion who won eight Grand Slam titles but never Wimbledon, losing twice in the finals.

			After that, the action shifts to the US Open, which is the favorite time of year for most American players like Coco because of the familiar surroundings and the crowd support they get playing in their home country.

			Winning any of those four tournaments launches a tennis player’s career to a different level, and in some ways changes their whole life. Sure, a Grand Slam title comes with a nice trophy and a big paycheck, but the most important part of it is making history and putting your name alongside the best who have ever played the sport.

			Ever since she was a little girl, Coco had seen herself in that group, holding those trophies and posing for pictures under a storm of confetti just like Venus and Serena Williams, the two players she idolized the most. Even at twelve years old, when she won her age group at the prestigious Junior Orange Bowl tournament, Coco confidently declared: “I want to be the greatest of all time.”5

			Coco had expected to win Grand Slams at an early age because that’s what Serena and Venus had done. The entire tennis world expected it, too, after fifteen-year-old Coco beat Venus in the first round of Wimbledon in 2019. That was the first time most people saw Coco play, and even though Venus was thirty-nine years old and had not been at the top of the sport for quite a while, it was eye-opening to see someone so young play with so much poise on such a big stage.

			“I think the sky’s the limit, it really is,” Venus said after the match.6

			But as talented as she was, Coco wasn’t a fully developed player who knew what she wanted to do on the court all the time. That’s completely natural for somebody so young playing against older, more experienced professionals. But when the Grand Slam titles weren’t coming right away, or when she couldn’t match certain milestones like Serena winning her first Grand Slam at age seventeen, Coco started to ask herself if something was wrong.

			“I felt like I had a time limit on when I should win one, and if I won one after a certain age it wouldn’t be an achievement,” she said.7

			By her nineteenth birthday, though, Coco was no longer making those comparisons. She had established herself as one of the ten best players in the world, which is a remarkable thing when you consider how many millions of girls around the world play tennis and hope to one day be on the tour. But when she played some of the other top-ranked women like Aryna, and especially her biggest nemesis, Iga Świątek, she was losing more often than she was winning. Some critics were questioning whether she was ever going to be good enough to take home one of those big, shiny Grand Slam trophies.

			But Coco had to accept that she was on a different path, and it was going to be filled with ups and downs. The bottom line was that focusing on records like Serena’s twenty-three Grand Slam titles or winning a certain tournament wasn’t helping her become a better player. She just had to have faith that if she did the right things in practice and kept improving, all her dreams would eventually come true.

			***

			For a few weeks before the US Open, it started to feel like Coco’s time was coming. Her preparation since coming back to North America for the summer hard court season had been almost perfect, with just one close loss to her friend and doubles partner Jessie in the quarterfinals of a tournament in Canada.

			Everything started to click for Coco in Washington, D.C., where she even surprised herself by winning four straight matches without losing a set. After the loss to Jessie, she moved on to Cincinnati, where she had to face Iga in the semifinals. At the time, Iga had been ranked number one for more than a year and already won four Grand Slams in her career, including the 2022 US Open. It had been a difficult matchup for Coco in the past, with Iga winning all seven of their meetings and none of them being particularly close.

			But for this match, Coco’s mindset was different. For the previous few weeks, her coaches had been telling her to focus on serving with more power and taking more risk. Iga was the perfect opponent to see if that strategy would work.

			Unlike every other shot in tennis, where you have to react to what your opponent does, the serve is totally under your control. That’s why the player who has an easier time winning their service games, or “holding serve,” will
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