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To Dad, of course




Prologue

Nick Bollettieri Tennis Academy, Bradenton, Florida, July 1998

I am searching for shade at the back of the practice court, my white T-shirt heavy with sweat. I’m next to Centre Court, the academy’s prime stage, which is encased in a hot, black tarpaulin. I can hear voices. I can’t see who is speaking on the other side, but I know they’re talking about me.

‘Who do you want to hit with tomorrow?’ a heavily accented Argentinian voice asks. ‘The blond boy or the brown-haired boy?’

‘Umm, the brown-haired boy.’ It’s a female voice, familiar.

‘Sure, OK,’ the man says, taking his instruction.

The two walk on past the fence and briefly into my view through the entrance gate: a tanned, thirty-something-year-old coach, and Serena Williams, wearing the blue and white hair braids the world knows her and her sister Venus by. Serena is sixteen years old, and so am I. She is from Compton, Los Angeles. I am from Limerick, in the west of Ireland. Serena went pro at fourteen, and is already ranked number 25 in the world. We’re the same age, but she’s already a senior pro, and I’m just a kid listening from behind a fence.

The ‘blond boy’ is my friend and rival Stephen Nugent, aka Nuge. He’s a recent blond: it’s the late 1990s, so he’s sporting the Sun-In, frosted-tips look this summer. He and I have been exchanging the Irish junior number 1 ranking since we were thirteen. The two of us are here, at Nick Bollettieri’s elite tennis academy, thanks to the generosity of an anonymous Irish-American benefactor.

While we are talented enough to have earned this patronage and to have breached the inner sanctum of Bollettieri’s dream factory, we aren’t yet good enough for anyone to know our names. We are the blond boy and the brown-haired boy.

But what does that matter?

What matters is that, in a land where everyone is vying to enter the Williamses’ orbit, I am the chosen one. At least until tomorrow.




1. Seeding

Behind every successful tennis player is a parent who refused to allow them to quit.

I was ten when I first told my folks that I wanted to give it all up. They didn’t yield then, and they never did. Tennis was our family business, and the stakes were made clear to me when I was young. After my elder sister Gina, my role model, lost the final of the Irish national championship, she came home and wept on her bed, screaming, ‘There is no God!’ My parents nodded in sympathetic agreement. It never occurred to me that anyone was overreacting.

In tennis, players and parents come as a package deal. A five- or six-year-old child doesn’t ask their parents to enrol them in tennis lessons: it’s chosen for them. Everything needs to align if a player is to get to the very top level, and it all begins at home. Sporting genes and tennis knowledge in the family help, but a singular focus from all involved is a necessity. Andy Murray was the grandson of a professional footballer; his route to the top was via a highly motivated, tennis-savvy mother, who was Scotland’s national coach at the beginning of his competitive journey. Judy Murray knew the importance of an early start and even had a genius for making tennis-related games fun for children. One of Rafael Nadal’s uncles played football for both FC Barcelona and the Spanish national team, and another was a tennis coach who had been training his nephew for at least ninety minutes a day by the time little Rafa was seven.

My own mother clocked nearly 250,000 miles in an old silver automatic BMW E30, driving my siblings and me to tournaments around Ireland. We held a kind of wake for that car when it had its fill of tennis talk and finally ran out of puff, its frayed seats worn through. The family stood in a respectful line in the driveway and gazed upon it for the very last time before it was led away to scrap.

During school terms, Friday evenings were spent flying into small English airports from which Mum or Dad pulled away in the cheapest, smallest manual hatchback they could rent to drive me into wintry nights for two-day matchplay events called Adidas Challenges in Coventry, Wigan, Bolton and beyond. When asked at passport control if the trip was business or pleasure, Dad would wink at me and say, ‘We’re here on business.’

I loved tennis. I couldn’t get enough of it from the ages of five to eleven and didn’t even mind the travel too much. But I, like any other prospect, was forced to grow up with a quasi-professional career forever bleeding into my evenings, weekends and friendships. Zoo trips, beach days and playgrounds weren’t going to further my game and so they weren’t entertained.

I grew up two doors down from Eoin Reddan, who went on to play rugby for Ireland. He didn’t take up the game until he was twelve, by which age I had been grinding out wins in Ireland and the UK for several years. By the time he was thirteen, he was training two nights a week with an occasional match at the weekend. Compared to me, he seemed free as a bird. Eoin would need to fight and win many battles to achieve what he did; he just wasn’t having to fight them aged twelve. I once complained to him that I didn’t want to travel to a tournament in England that weekend, as it would mean missing my friend’s birthday party. Reasonably, he asked me why I was going. ‘My parents want me to,’ was my honest reply. He said that made no sense, and I soon saw why. I recall an occasion when, aged around ten, we were playing soccer in his back garden when his father, the late Don – a true rugby man who played for Munster – came out of the house and threw a rugby ball into our game. Eoin booted it away. ‘Dad, you’re always trying to turn it into rugby. Go away!’

Don slunk back inside, and we went back to soccer. Had I ever volleyed a tennis ball out of the garden in anger, my parents would have just thrown another at me.

My parents were both delivered by the same obstetrician in Castlebar, Co. Mayo, in the west of Ireland, but they didn’t meet until they went to college. Mum played competitive junior tennis in Ireland, while Dad played Gaelic football, representing Mayo in an All-Ireland semi-final. Dad later told me that his parents never pushed sport on him; in fact, they rarely went to watch him play. Dad’s parents lived directly opposite Galway Lawn Tennis Club, but none of the family ever set foot in the club until they went to watch me play there in the inter-provincial tournament years later.

One of my doubles partners at university later summed up my parents after their week-long visit to campus: ‘Man, your parents don’t mess around.’ I learned that in tennis everyone has their on-court and off-court personalities, but that wasn’t the case with my parents. Come 9 p.m. on a weekday evening, Dad would still be wearing his full suit and tie from work, sitting straight in an armchair, reading a newspaper. He would wonder aloud why people chose to dress down on Sundays. He was kind and funny, and always clean-shaven; he didn’t loosen his tie in the evening, and he didn’t allow his children’s commitment to tennis to slacken.

Mum fed shots to Gina even when she was nine months pregnant with me. I’m told the first shot I hit over the net was at the age of eighteen months on the grass courts of a quaint local club, Tally Ho!, in Birmingham. Gina, who is nine years older than me, and my brother Ross, seven years my senior, were among the best juniors in Britain just before we moved back to Ireland. Gina lost the final of the under-12s British Nationals in 1984, while Ross beat Tim Henman in the final of the British Short Tennis Championship. Short tennis was a form of mini-tennis, played with a sponge ball and a plastic bat on a mini-court. Being one of over 290,000 Irish immigrants that had landed in England in the 1980s, Dad took particular pleasure from his eldest son being the best in the country at something. He drove Ross home to Birmingham from the event, chanting ‘Numero Uno! Numero Uno!’ at him for two hours, a phrase that has remained in family parlance.

Soon after, Dad got a job as consultant ophthalmologist at Limerick Regional Hospital. Having previously lived in Croydon and Birmingham, we were completing a somewhat gritty trinity when we moved back to Limerick in 1984. The site for our house was big and square, with enough space in the back to build a tennis court. Huge, unclimbable evergreens bordered the garden, acting as windbreaks for what became an artificial grass court, complete with high professional fencing.

Dad also built and painted a practice wall in one corner of the court, and I spent hours hitting a ball against its light green face. I was Boris Becker and the wall was Stefan Edberg. I always won the first point with a winner that the wall couldn’t deal with: 15–0 to me. I would then purposely hit my next shot below the line on the wall and thus into the net, to give the wall a chance: 15–15. And on it went. I always battled back from adversity to beat the wall.

I spent years simply picking up rackets around the house without ever actually owning one. My favourite was a Dunlop Max 200g with a Day-Glo pink grip: it must have been my sister’s. The top of the frame had been cracked, accidentally or perhaps in anger, so it was abandoned in the house and became mine. I played with it until it eventually snapped in two in my hands while swiping at consecutive forehands. I didn’t own my own racket until I was seven: two junior versions of Andre Agassi’s glowing orange Donnay sat on the kitchen table on the morning of my birthday.

Dad had never played competitive tennis – but from his inter-county Gaelic football career he understood high-level sport, and with a few years under his belt helping Gina and Ross and a well-thumbed Teaching Children Tennis the Vic Braden Way in the living room, he had learned a thing or two. Every day, he and Mum fed me tattered, dirt-flecked tennis balls from a yellow tin bucket on our home court. He said the bad bounces from old balls kept me alert. We drilled simply; crosscourt and down the line, forehands and backhands, over and over again. Volleys were rare and drop shots were outlawed, deemed too risky. This choreography was scored to the same set of phrases: ‘Niland Minor. Feet dancing. Racket back early. Top of the bounce. Top Man.’

When I was eleven, a group of us who had won events on the Adidas Challenge UK circuit got to attend a meet-and-greet with Stefan Edberg, the reigning Wimbledon champion. I travelled with Dad to the event at the Queen’s Club in London. I got to hit a few shots with Edberg, who was surreally at the net volleying back to me without missing, like the practice wall at home. I noted his one piece of advice was what Dad was always repeating to me at home: ‘Take your racket back a little earlier.’

Throughout my time at primary school, Mum hit with me at home for an hour after school every day, also dropping me off for a couple of sessions a week at our local tennis club, Limerick Lawn. Dad would do an hour or so with me at weekends. It was always one on one, bucket feeding. Every shot had a purpose, every error was analysed.

Soccer was my second sport and I lined out for Pike Rovers in Southill, one of Limerick’s more troubled areas. I’m not quite sure what the locals made of the dickie bow Dad used to wear when he drove me to matches in his gold Mercedes convertible; I eventually convinced him to lose the bow tie. The first drive through O’Malley Park in Southill to pick up teammates in the team bus was bedlam, with piebald ponies being ridden by kids at full pace across the traffic. My soccer coach looked down at my stunned face when I arrived and said, ‘I think the horses have saddles where you’re from, Con.’

I loved playing soccer, and coinciding with Ireland’s success in the 1990 and 1994 World Cups, it became a huge draw. Dad always came to my games and supported me, but I think he viewed soccer as fitness work by stealth: tennis was what mattered in our house. While I was voted Limerick under-12 football player of the year, I had never once kicked a football around with Dad in the garden. The great Russian player Marat Safin said in his Tennis Hall of Fame induction speech, ‘I always wanted to be a soccer player. That was my goal. But we know that the mother knows best for the son, right? They said no, this [soccer] is over.’ I also competed in athletics, and was part of a club 4×100m relay team that went to the national championships. My brief athletics career may also have been tennis preparation by stealth, as I felt it helped with my pace and movement.

Only one of my three siblings, my older brother Ray, truly managed to renounce tennis when he was a young teenager, falling hard for the charms and camaraderie of Limerick rugby in secondary school. Mum and Dad took some convincing, but he went on to play underage rugby for Munster and at a senior level in the All Ireland League, and enjoyed more big nights than tennis was ever likely to offer.

Gina remains Ireland’s greatest female tennis player in the modern era, winning more points for Ireland in the international Fed Cup (now the Billie Jean King Cup) than anybody else. She turned professional after finishing secondary school and quickly reached number 470 in the world. She was the subject of a TV documentary series at eighteen, with an RTÉ producer and cameraman joining her on a trip to an ITF world ranking event in Algeria. They were awoken in the middle of the night by staff telling them there had been a leak and raw sewage was sluicing throughout the hotel. What was originally planned as a documentary on a bright young tennis prospect looked like the escape scene from The Shawshank Redemption.

In the qualifying tournament for the 1992 Olympics in Barcelona, Gina and Siobhan Nicholson lost in the last round of the doubles competition, but a subsequent withdrawal handed them a place at the Games. The president of the Olympic Council of Ireland, Pat Hickey, refused to send them, saying the girls were not legitimate medal hopes and that Ireland would not be sending ‘tourists’. No doubt the Slovenia team that got through instead couldn’t believe their luck. That Olympic year, Ireland sent forty-nine men and only nine women to Barcelona.

Whenever we mixed in tennis circles, I was always referred to as ‘Gina Niland’s little brother’. When we travelled to watch Gina play in the main draw of Junior Wimbledon in 1989, I spent my days in the mini-tennis zone where I was given free rein to play tennis, eat doughnuts and drink Coke. I watched Edberg and Tim Mayotte in the men’s singles fourth round from high up in the stands with Dad. I was so short I could barely see, but I fell in love with the sounds of the place. Wimbledon sustains tennis: it gives it a colour, texture and depth that engulf the sport. If tennis is a world, Wimbledon is the sun around which it revolves. I left Wimbledon that year with my sights firmly set on playing there one day.

When I was ten, I played an inexperienced Irish player at a junior open tournament at Limerick Lawn, and realized during the warm-up that it wouldn’t be a contest. Instead I decided to play against myself, setting the target of not only winning 6-0, 6-0, but winning every single point for what’s known as a golden match. I did it: I won all forty-eight points and walked off the court expecting high fives from my friends. ‘Ah jeez, Con, that was lousy,’ they despaired.

I grew to like the atmosphere around the house on the morning of a final. My senses were always heightened. From the moment you woke up, every sound appeared that little bit sharper: the spoon hitting the cereal bowl, the bread popping out of the toaster. Everyone was dressed more smartly, and spoke in a quieter, softer tone. My siblings wore serious faces as they wished me good luck. In my mouth I had the strange, slightly metallic taste of nerves that I would come to know so well.

My relationship with my parents was always heavily filtered through tennis. If there were periods when my motivation was low and my results were poor, our relationship would take a turn. Dad once told me I’d ‘never be any good’, after a duff practice session in the back garden. He had a saying when my motivation was faltering: ‘If you work at the right time, you never have to work again.’ I never figured out if he meant one could retire at thirty after a successful tennis career and ‘never work again’, or if he meant tennis players were made between the ages of ten and eighteen. He was probably right on both counts, but ten-year-olds don’t have that kind of perspective. ‘If you go and really commit to tennis for three years,’ he would say to me, ‘you have a great chance of making it.’ Three years feels like forever when you’re ten.

When I was twelve, Dad and I had an absurd argument. Could I beat Boris Becker? He said I could, even though Becker was twenty-eight and the number 1 player in the world, whereas I was – to reiterate – twelve. Dad took my answer as an indication that I was putting unnecessary limits on myself. ‘Never, ever tell yourself you’re going to lose before you’ve played,’ he said, ‘no matter the situation.’ Even if that situation was hypothetical and fantastical.

Mum would say, reasonably, that she wanted me to be the best tennis player I could be. But she could be fierce when provoked. She once turned up at Limerick Lawn during a session I was doing with Aoife O’Neill, who went on to represent Ireland in the Fed Cup. I was tired and almost ostentatiously uninterested on the court. Mum couldn’t suffer this for more than a couple of minutes. She marched onto the court, pulled me away with her, put me in the car and harangued me for the whole fifteen-minute drive home. It was humiliating but, when I look back, I realize she had two options: do what she did, or ignore it. If she had ignored it, I would have been a worse player. Mum’s words stung: not just because I hated the feeling that I had let my parents down, but also because, deep down, I knew she was right. If I was going to grow up to be a professional tennis player, I needed a professional attitude. It was another reminder that my adolescence wasn’t going to be normal. My school friends could afford the balance of going through the motions occasionally while playing sport, but not me.

The car journey back from a tournament is the most fraught junior tennis arena of them all. Windows closed, doors locked; there is nowhere to hide and there is a fresh result hanging in the air. After I lost one of the big Easter tournaments in Ireland as an under-12, Dad shouted at me on the way home, ‘Body language, Conor! Have you never heard of it?’ I was eleven, so I genuinely don’t think I had. However, my parents were paragons of restraint and detachment compared to some of the other tennis parents out there.

Bernard Tomic initially impressed with his results and maturity both on and off the court as a junior, but fell out of love with tennis and became known as ‘Tomic the Tank Engine’, with his father as the erratic driver. Tomic’s doubles partner claimed John Tomic once punched his son, leaving him in tears. The father of the Swiss player Timea Bacsinszky seemed like a caricature of the ogre parent. Bacsinszky says that her father’s decision to quit work and become her full-time coach was the worst moment of her life: he slapped her, pulled her hair and made her feel as though she was ‘locked in a cage’. At fifteen, she told her mother that she must divorce him or else she’d never see her daughter again.

Even at youth level in Ireland, where the stakes were relatively low, I’d seen teenagers being left by their parents to make a long walk home after losing; I’d watched a father rock back and forth with every shot on a low wall courtside, entranced with each stroke, only to eventually fall backwards in the third set; I’d seen a mum spit venom at a twelve-year-old for doing half-baked stretching, screaming, ‘Get on the floor and do it properly!’

While tennis parents can be a nightmare, the kids aren’t always angels themselves. I was prone to outbursts of anger on junior courts. I was once defaulted from the Irish junior indoor championships for swearing. My crime was to say ‘bollocks’ twice. First I got a warning and, when I repeated it later, the umpire disqualified me. I met that decision with another hearty ‘bollocks’.

On another occasion, I was playing at a weekend tournament in Nottingham when my mother tried to give me some advice on my service toss from the balcony behind the court. I responded by looking at her and raising my middle finger. She froze in shock. So did I, to be honest. ‘Don’t you ever do that to me again,’ she said after the match, adding that my opponent’s father told her he nearly leapt down and tore me off the court himself.

But this is one of the quirks of professional tennis, too: the sight of elite players – adults! – shouting at their parents sitting courtside during matches. It’s the one time they know their parents won’t shout back.

My first glimpse of the very best junior players in Europe came when I was twelve. The Winter Cup, in France, was Europe’s annual national under-14s team competition, held every February. The venue was basic, a cold indoor centre – a mere tin shed covering indoor courts, the type found throughout France – in a small town called Saint-Brieuc. I was one of a team of four players sent to represent Ireland. In the first round we played Switzerland. I lost quickly to Jun Kato, a year older than me and undoubtedly a level above me.

There were very good players everywhere; Olivier Rochus from Belgium, also playing a year young, stood out. He was small but had ridiculously good timing, with strokes fleshed out and powerful to the point of professionalism. He already carried a decent nickname, ‘Hocus Pocus Rochus’. Rochus was trading the world junior number 1 spot at the time with Britain’s Simon Dickson, whose legs were the size of Rochus’s entire body.

I had seen Dickson before. Unluckily for me, he had been the first junior player of any sort I’d encountered outside Ireland, and he happened to be the best in the world at the time. That was a couple of years earlier at an Adidas Challenge in Manchester. Mum and I had turned up the night before to scout the venue for my first junior UK tournament. Illuminated under the floodlights on a distant court was Dickson, hitting ferocious serves and popping winners with his father on the other end of the court. I was fixated and deeply cowed, all the more so when I heard Mum instinctively utter, ‘Oh no.’ Dickson won the tournament without losing a single game. I overheard his dad casually telling another parent in the club restaurant afterwards that he had ‘played like trash’.

I was the best player of my age in Ireland, but seeing these top European players was a sharp lesson that an Irish national champion would count for little internationally. It wasn’t the last such lesson. Having won the Irish national under-14s indoor championships aged twelve, I was selected to travel to Young Stars, on the border of Belgium and Luxembourg, with Caroline Moloney, the Irish girls’ under-14s number 1. For the trip, we were placed under the tutelage of a coach, Roger Geraghty, whom I had never met before. I won my first round, on an indoor clay court in Luxembourg, but was then blown away in the second round. At the official tournament dinner, the best junior players from every country around Europe ate together at long tables decorated with tiny national flags stuck in flowerpots. They appeared casually comfortable in each other’s company. Everything seemed strange to me, even down to the sauces at the buffet. I ended up eating plain pasta with a little olive oil after some cajoling from Roger. During the meal, a few players around me began to snigger in my direction. Confused, I asked what they were laughing at. A French kid suppressed his laugh as he gulped down a wedge of baguette. ‘Excusez-moi,’ he giggled, ‘but your ears … they are so red.’

Caroline later told me some of the British players had been laughing as I was getting hosed in my second-round match. It stung a little. When I played in Limerick Lawn, people stopped and stared. Here, among the best in Europe and a year younger, I was getting laughed at. Simon Dickson didn’t win the tournament, but he did win the Fair Play Award for sporting behaviour. He laughed at the thought of his dad seeing this trophy arriving home instead.

A few weeks after Young Stars, Caroline and I were sent to an annual tournament near Lourdes called Les Petits As (Little Aces), once again paired with a coach we had never met before, this time Peter Farrell. Les Petits As is the de facto world junior championship for twelve- to fourteen-year-olds, with past winners including Rafael Nadal, Martina Hingis and Coco Gauff. Spectators number in their thousands and management and clothing companies flock to the competition, getting as excited for the potential stars on show as they do about the established elite at the senior Grand Slams.

Anna Kournikova was the star of proceedings during the week I was there. She was the same age as me but had already adorned the cover of Serve & Volley magazine, which dropped through our letterbox once a month. She was the latest prodigy out of Nick Bollettieri’s Tennis Academy in Florida. She walked around Les Petits As with a coach, a physical trainer and an agent, all trailing in the wake of her trademark ponytail. Even Kournikova’s practices were watched by hundreds of excited fans, already chasing her autograph. The vast venue was full of sponsor stalls: it was like a tennis expo, with talent on sale. I wandered around the hall holding my racket bag with a towel around my neck, my hair carefully wetted for an authentic post-practice look, making eye contact with spectators in the hope they’d ask for an autograph. I signed a couple during the week: I think they felt obliged to ask. Kournikova, meanwhile, was swamped on every public appearance. All I was missing was the sponsored clothing, the deep winter tan, the long hair and the mark of future greatness.

At twelve I was a late developer, still small and immature. The experience of travelling to these events was wholly new to me and, playing distracted tennis, I was easily beaten in my first match by a tall guy from Venezuela. When I called home to tell my family the result, I said that I’d just lost to a guy ‘with an actual moustache’. My brother Ross asked me whether the ’tache had given him more power on his forehand. Ross had a point: I beat myself. I hit wild shots, overreaching, bewildered by the size of the event and of my opponent. I had felt the need to try audacious and ambitious shots to give myself a chance of beating an opponent who was much more powerful than me. That problem would recur in my professional career.

I was paired in a room for the week with a South African player, Nick McDonald. If Young Stars was the best in Europe, Les Petits As had opened the draw up to the best in the entire world. Nick and I got on well and, after my early loss, I had lots of time to be meeting other players and making new friends. To give an insight into my mental maturity at the time, I became bizarrely attached to a tournament balloon, carrying it on a string around the venue. One of the South African coaches asked me, ‘What does the balloon say, mate … “Conor for President”?’ I got the joke about ten years later.

Spain’s Juan Carlos Ferrero, a future French Open champion and world number 1, beat Chile’s Fernando Gonzalez, a future Australian Open finalist and world number 5, in the final. I bet the French kids got their autographs. We went to Lourdes on the last day of the trip. Perhaps the Irish coaches thought we needed some divine intervention.

Tennis Ireland responded to that tournament by refusing to send their top prospects to Les Petits As for a few years, claiming that it wasn’t productive for Irish players to be going there and getting comprehensively beaten. The problem wasn’t really that they sent us, but that they sent us only once: I would have done better a year later. We were underperforming because we hadn’t yet gotten used to playing on such big stages.

The other major under-14s event in Europe is Teen Tennis in London. I competed there a year after Les Petit As and, more physically developed now, narrowly lost my first match. Justine Henin had joined Olivier Rochus on the Belgian travelling squad, and she looked as if she could win the boys’ tournament; she already had every shot in the book. Starry-eyed, I hung around all week to see Dickson and Rochus meet in an epic, three-set, two-hour final that belonged on television. Dickson won. Back home, I observed stroppily at the dinner table that ‘Rochus and Dickson aren’t practising in the back garden with their mums.’

The harsh lesson learned at Les Petit As and Teen Tennis was that my parents’ regime was ideal for an eight-year-old, but it wasn’t good enough for a thirteen-year-old trying to compete with the best in the world. I was playing one hour of tennis a day while those who would make the top 100 were playing four. When Nadal was thirteen, he was practising regularly with Carlos Moya, a former world number 1.

The technical instruction I was receiving at home wasn’t perfect, either. I tossed the ball too far away from my body on my serve, which cost me power, direction and innumerable cheap points as a pro. I’d developed the technique by watching Goran Ivanisevic on television, and I didn’t realize the error until late in my career. Everything we did was based on Dad’s principles. His incantation of ‘racket back early’ meant I developed very consistent groundstrokes. But as I was learning consistent and conservative tennis in my early teens, the best junior players across Europe were developing weapons. Roger Federer was already at the Swiss Tennis Academy, honing a ferocious, straight forehand that David Foster Wallace would memorably describe as having a ‘liquid whip’.

Had I been getting the kind of precise, elite coaching Federer was receiving at that age, the flaws in my serve would probably have been ironed out. I didn’t realize it until it was too late, but I fell behind the world’s future top 50 between the ages of twelve and sixteen.

When I was eight, I dreamed of winning Wimbledon. By the time I was twelve, returning from Europe and losing in the first round of junior events to guys who played like pros, that felt far-fetched. By then, I dreamed of one day playing at Wimbledon.




2. The Gamble

By the time I was fifteen, my parents ‘retired’ from ferrying me to junior tournaments in the UK and around Ireland and looked at options elsewhere to improve my game and maintain my studies. We had settled on Repton in Derbyshire, but I had a change of heart upon visiting Millfield School in Somerset on a warm June day. If Repton was old money, Millfield – which remains the most expensive boarding school in the UK – was new cash. We were amazed by the campus facilities, which included a fifty-metre indoor pool, three indoor tennis courts and countless outdoor ones. It also had a theatre, a nine-hole pitch and putt course, and a pond full of koi carp. Millfield educated Wales rugby legends Gareth Edwards and J. P. R. Williams, along with a plethora of Olympians, singers, actors, princes, sheikhs and charlatans. Pierce Brosnan’s son and members of Mick Jagger’s family were there in my time, and we were given a tour of the school by the son of the owner of Pizza Express.

Millfield had just launched an alliance with the Nick Bollettieri Tennis Academy. Nick himself was on campus at Millfield for the announcement, and the academy sent a coach, Martin Van Tol, to take the reins for the first two years and impart the Bollettieri way. I would later discover that the connection to Bollettieri had little substance, and the partnership quietly ended after only a couple of years.

On that first, sun-kissed school visit, I had lunch with my parents in the bustling dining hall and was then sent to the tennis court with Van Tol for a hit. Nobody told me I was hitting for my supper. Not realizing the stakes, I barely shuffled my feet and swung my racket gingerly, not close to full tilt. Van Tol, a tall, lean Dutchman whose accent lilted with a Florida twang, was, I later learned, assessing me for a scholarship. He determined that the school should cover 15 per cent of my annual £15,000 fees, whereas most of the tennis players on the school’s first team were getting 60 per cent. My parents would have liked a bigger scholarship, but they wanted me to go, and in truth we didn’t have a lot of bargaining power.

More straightforward was the subsequent interview with Vice-Principal David Rosser to approve my spot. Short of my verbally or physically abusing him, the school was going to take the annual fees from my parents. I was still sweating from my hit with Van Tol, when he asked me about my hobbies. Knowing I was dealing with an English teacher educated at Cambridge, I reached for a classic.

‘Reading.’

‘What kind of books?’

‘Uh, thrillers,’ I replied.

Smiling politely, he wrapped up the interview, and I stood up and walked out, leaving a slick of sweat on his brown leather chair.

After a few bottles of Hooch alcopops in a field in Limerick to celebrate the end of my Junior Cert exams and a three-week trip to tournaments in Romania and Greece with my friend Nuge, two Irish girls and a coach, I packed my bags for boarding school in England. Nuge had gone to Cheam in Surrey a year before me, taking a similar path out of Ireland.

The wealth around me at Millfield was astonishing. My second-year roommate’s parents were high-powered lawyers in Hong Kong and he said his most immediate link to Ireland was the fact he’d circled Hong Kong in a helicopter with ‘Boadicea’ by Enya building to its crescendo in his ears. I once tried on one of his Armani jackets when he went clubbing to Bristol for the weekend, and when he came back he asked, ‘Have you been trying on my things?’ I was worried he had hidden a camera in the room, but I lied anyway. ‘Well, this jacket,’ he replied, brandishing the Armani label, ‘is on a metal hanger. I only ever put it on a wooden hanger.’

Millfield was good preparation for tennis in the sense that it was a world of strict hierarchies, and it didn’t take me long to learn its cliques, languages and traditions. Every day you had to wear a suit and pair it with a tie, the colour and pattern of which were dictated by your achievements. A certain tie was given to those who represented the school’s first team at a sport, and another to those who played a sport at international level. It was a version of the Millfield colours in a different, diagonal pattern, sadly not emblazoned with an Irish tricolour. There was also a forty-foot-tall international honours board in the dining hall, on which everybody wanted their name. These little traditions genuinely helped fuel my ambition.

I had a brief reign as a prefect but was stripped of my role after I was caught drinking in a pub in town by a teacher. Mum travelled over in fury, bursting into my dorm room to the sight of me standing on my bed holding a pitching wedge, trying to chip a golf ball across the room to an adjacent bed, with four of my housemates egging me on. The room thinned out quickly and Mum took me directly to the pub where I had been caught, parked outside, and began the recriminations. She met the headmaster the next day, who offered at the end of a tense conversation, ‘Well, at least he’s not on drugs.’

Millfield policy at the time was to introduce underage drinking – deemed inevitable – in a controlled, supervised environment. There was an official ‘student bar’, open on a Saturday night, where kids aged sixteen and over would be served but supervised. We had an alternative option of staying in our boarding house and taking up the offer of a two-can quota of Budweiser. Another strand of Millfield’s innovative approach to drinking was the ‘meal chit’, a pass to go into one of the town’s approved pubs and have drinks along with a meal. My mistake had been to go drinking outside these approved parameters.

The student bar was also opened for certain supervised functions across the school year, one of which was a wine and cheese night for all the French students a couple of weeks after I started. Mum was a French teacher, so my French was reasonable, but not close to the conversational level of most of my Millfield classmates, some of whom were native speakers. My new French teacher greeted me, bizarrely, from behind the bar.

‘Bonsoir, Conor. Du vin?’

‘Eh, oui, s’il vous plaît.’

‘Rouge ou blanc?’ she asked.

‘Eh, blanc.’

This is going well, I thought.

‘Très bien. Sec ou doux?’

I stared back blankly.

‘Sec. Ou. Doux,’ she repeated slowly and carefully, deliberately rounding the accent out for maximum clarity. Again, she heard nothing from me. She tried a third time, this time impatiently. Again, I was failing to order my drink. ‘Look, dry or sweet,’ she eventually sighed in English. I still had no idea what she was talking about – how could a liquid be dry? – so in the end I asked for sweet, and in English. I avoided the cheese table for the evening in case things got even more complicated.

When we weren’t being served wine by our teachers, we mixed tennis with classes via individual lessons twice a week, squads for two hours five times a week and two weights sessions a week. My practice sessions were so-so. I lacked focus. In my first year, my tennis reports amounted to ‘could try harder’. I did keep up a supplementary weekend tournament schedule of my own along with Millfield’s matches against other schools and universities. Mum usually travelled over to ferry me to these events around England, but I wasn’t playing the twenty-odd junior and senior world ranking tournaments internationally that the top players of my age were competing in each year. Many of these top players had simply quit school entirely by this point. All the big four of Federer, Nadal, Djokovic and Murray left school at sixteen.

On our first day, the head coach had us sit down on the tennis court and introduced us to Phil Thomas, a coach who was only five years older than me. He played county level in England, had really nice strokes, and was a guy who loved the sport and cared for his players. His brother was a part-time DJ and it was Phil who picked the music on the minibus to tournaments, with Kool and the Gang’s ‘Get Down On It’ pumping through the bus. Phil often took my parents’ concerned calls about my stagnating results in my first year, promising them that I was just about to turn a corner. Tennis players can figure out very quickly which coaches really care and which ones don’t. Caring is the most important quality in a tennis coach and it’s why many parents who have never played high-level tennis can still coach their children to the top: because they really, really care. Phil genuinely cared.

My return to Ireland after the first year at Millfield was uncomfortable. My parents, especially Dad, were furious at my not making the most of the opportunity, telling me that I had let them down.

A professional tennis career is ultimately founded on a horrifying gamble: every successful player compromises their entire childhood to make it, but so does every unsuccessful player too. Sometimes that lack of success is no one’s fault. Olivier Rochus was better than Roger Federer as a fourteen-year-old, but ended up being 5'6" as an adult. Can you name a 5'6" male tennis player? I didn’t think so. It’s too easy to return serves hit from that height. That Rochus went on to become ranked number 20 in the world despite this is a great achievement, but he had the tennis talent to be a true household name.

Simon Dickson, meanwhile, stepped away from pro tennis at twenty-one. He had benefited from being an early developer physically, but perhaps he struggled with the expectations created by his youth career, and the supports he needed may not have been there for his transition. He was around 500 in the world at twenty-one when he was expected to be in the top 100, and feeling it wasn’t going to happen, he stopped playing. He is now the head coach at Edgbaston Priory, the club across from our old house in Birmingham.

During my Easter break from Millfield in 1998, I was clearing out my bedroom when I came across a sheet of foolscap paper with ‘Winter Cup 1994’ scribbled across the top. I immediately recognized it as the work of Jim Watt, who had been our coach for the event where I had seen the best of the best.

Jim was a big, burly man from Belfast who had trained as a mathematics teacher, and he enjoyed trying to quantify everything about the matches his charges played. On the sheet of paper I had saved, Jim had noted the name of my opponent, his country and the scoreline, along with some more particular metrics of my own performance: unforced errors made, swear words uttered and punishment sprints to be inflicted.

The numerical charts triggered some memories, such as the number of sprints Jim gave us for swearing on court, and my quick loss to Jun Kato. I was also reminded that Jim had arranged a friendly match for us against other players on the Swiss team. I was set up against an amiable, dark-haired lad in a navy shirt. Where Kato was efficient and focused, this guy was loose, laid-back. Maybe a bit too loose. He sprayed the ball around and usually had something to say when he missed a shot. He smiled occasionally. He seemed like a nice lad, the type of boy who would offer you a Coke after he
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